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. Zhuangzt 
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I. The Story Of Fish in the Zhuangzi 

There seem to be various kinds of knowledge that differ in degree 
of certainty. Statements such as "today's high is 34 centigrade in Tokyo" 
and "a typhoon is on its way to Korea" are indirect, fallible, and available 
only by observation; thus, the certainty of knowledge I claim in those 
sentences is low. In contrast, when l say that my pain is severe or I am 
happy, what I claim seems to be private, infallible (if not lying), and 
direct, thus certain. Or, from the other point of view, one ma.y think 
that only the sentences of the first group have a right to claim certainty 
because they are verifiable and calculable by scientific measurement, 
and the sentences of the second group can be certain only when they 
are suitably translated into scientific language. Either way, there seem 
to be cwo different kinds of knowledge from different sources that differ 
in degree of certainty and only one of the two seems to be genuine. 

The reason I mention different kinds of knowledge and their 
verifications is because criticizing the idea stated above is the starting 
point for understanding one contemporary attempt to interpret the talc 
of the happiness of fishes in the Zhuangzi promoted by commentators 
both Western and Eastem.1 Here is the passage in question. 

Zhuangzi and Huizi were out strolling and came to the bridge 

• I am very grateful to George Wrisley (The University of North Georgia) for his many 
helpful comments. 

1. The commentaries I consulted are Ames ( 1998) and Hansen (2003) In English and~ T 
(1995) and tf:i• (2009) in Japanese. 
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over the Hao river when Zhuangzi said, 'These fish come out and 
dart about at their ease-this is the happiness of fishes.' 
Huizi replied, 'You are not a fish; whence do you know the 
happiness of fishes?' · 
Zhuangzi rejoined, 'You are not me; whence do you know that I 
do not know the happiness of fishes?' 
Huizi said, 'I am not you; and I certainly do not know what you 
know, but by the same principle, you are certainly not a fish, and 
thus the argument that you do not know the happiness of fishes 
is made.' 
Zhuangzi replied, 'Let us keep to your original question. When 
you asked me, "Whence do you know the happiness of fishes?" 
you already assumed that I know the answer-and, indeed I do 
know the happiness of fishes from here on the bridge over the 
river Hao.'2 

This story immediately reminds readers of the classical 
philosophical problem of other minds and, as a first impression, the 
reader might think that Zhuangzi is dodging Huizi's clear and logical 
criticism. Huizi seems to be a representative of austere skeptics and 
Zhuangzi of artful sophists.3 Although historically the success of 
Zhuangzi's claim for his knowledge on the happiness of fishes has been 
doubted, a few contemporary commentators have argued for Zhuangzi. 
In doing so, in fact they are attacking the concepts of knowledge and 
happiness conceived of as either an inner, subjective secret or as an 
inarguable, objective fact. 

2. nf.FfJ ~·~+-t;f;oj(fl. [from Zhuangzi, Ch.17, Autumn Floods.] This 
translation is a modified version of Roger T. Ames' in the handout prepared for his fourth 
lecture in the 2012 University of Tokyo - University of Hawai'i Summer Residential 
Institute in Comparative Philosophy. I translated both •;«i.z•· and •flt•• as "the 
happiness of fishes" instead of"that these fishes are happy" in Ames' version to make clear 
that this is a 'noun-phrase. 

3. Hansen (2003) argues against this view. He says that Huizi indeed applies a double 
standard so is logically inconsistent. 
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2. Knowledge and Happiness Contextualized 

A central tenet of this interpretation is that (at least some sort 
of) knowledge is neither subjective nor objective, but situational"' 
interpretative, and performative. One can find an example of this kind of 
interpretation in Ames ( 1998, 220 ), the target of which is the objective 
model of knowledge. He says that "Zhuangzi wants to challenge the 
[notion] of[ ... ] the 'Objectivity' of knowledge-the independence of 
the world known from the knower" and "for Zhuangzi, knowledge is 
performative, a function of fruitful correlations." Even though Ames 
says that Zhuangzi denies the objectivity of knowledge, Ames is not 
thereby endorsing the view that knowledge is subjective. According to 
Ames, Zhuangzi's knowledge is a product of situation, in which both 
an environment and a doer are embedded. 

The point of this anecdote of Zhuangzi and Hui Shi [ =Huizi] 
in which Zhuangzi claims that he knows the happiness of fishes 

.from here on the bridge is that knowledge is always proximate, 
situational, participatory, and interpretative. It is because 
Zhuangzi is continuous with his surrounds that "knowledge" 
of the situation emerges, where the fishes are no less entailed in 
the realization of the happy experience than Zhuangzi and Hui 
Shi themselves. It is the situation rather than some discrete agent 
that is properly described (and prescr~bed) as happy. (Ames 1998, 
220-1, emphasis in the original) 

In harmonizing expressions by the other commentators, the 
happiness of fishes is analogized explicitly with the contextual 
and situational knowledge. Hansen (2003, 149) says "[Chinese 
psychological terms such as le which corresponds to happiness] evoke 
inner states by describing human embodiment in situations-as we so 
often see in Chinese poetry. In other words, le could imply only that 
the fish are engaged in a pleasant activity-leisure or playful behaviour." 
Kuwako says that Zhuangzi can insist that he knows the happiness of 
fishes because his knowledge and the happiness are based on "one's 
involvement with the world and other entities inside the world through 
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embodiment."4 Ultimately, Nakajima points out it can be admitted that 
"this particular "I" and this particular world [which was supposed to be 
antecedent conditions for knowledge] come to existence through the 
proximity with others,"5 namely, this proximity is required primarily to 
constitute our specific knowledge and even sociality. 

In this essay, I do not object to the idea that there is no subjective 
or objective foundation for knowledge and accept that knowledge is 
situational, contextual, and interpretative. I agree that both Cartesian 
notion of foundational'knowledge (subjective model) and the logical 
positivists' notion of foundational knowledge (objective model) could 
not survive recent criticism. 6 Instead, the questions I want to ask in this 
essay are whether or not the explanation of knowledge and happiness 
by these commentators·of the Zhuangzi is valid, and, subsequently, if 
Zhuangzi's claim is valid. 

3. Two Conditions of Knowledge 

Before I take up the questions immediately, I want to mention 
that the endeavor of the above commentators to set up a new model of 
knowledge reminds a reader that there is already an antecedent attempt 
in which also much effort to achieve a similar goal has been spent: 
Rorty's rendering of knowledge as agreement (Rorty 1979, 333-42).7 
According to Rorty, since previous efforts to discover fundamental 
knowledge seem to have tailed and to have had no point at all, one 

4. r il!:Ji!. c il!:Ji!.<l)-? ~ 1: .t:Ht J.> -r&:f c <l) ~1*nam ~11- Lt.:~ :b 1J J <~.:r 
1995,24) 0 

5. r r.:: <l):f?t.: LJ c r.:::. O)iJtJl!.J 1±"-r&:f c <l)ili:~ 1:.a"'-c.1£.:iL:t J.> 1b 
<l)j (i:f:r/ii62009,180) o 

6. I will not get clceply into the clctail of the criticism here but one thing I should point out 
is that they both arc a sort of (failed) foundationalism, i.e., an attempt to find absolute 
and basic knowledge, which provides the rigid criterion of truth and falsity. 

7. Rorty's original title is "Objectivity as Correspondence and as Agreement" and he 
criticizes the notion of objectivity as correspondence. I need to mention that through 
those criticisms he shifted the meaning of objecrlvity from strict corrcsponclcncc with 
reality to the possibility of agreement. In that sense, his notion of objectivity aficr the 
shift is not subject to the criticism on the objective model of knowledge. 
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should stop searching for fundamental knowledge and accept a 
moderate notion of objectivity so one can stand in a sounder position. 

Putting aside the question of whether Rorty's motive is exactly 
the same with the commentators, his emphasis on the new criterion of 
knowledge as agreement yet seems very important even in Zhuangzi's 
case. In detail, there are two points we have to pay attention to: 

1. However moderate and tentative it will be, there must be a criterion 
or criteria to distinguish true and false. 

2. The possibility of agreement must be one of criteria. 

The first condition is indeed one of the most basic, no matter how 
powerfully a person claims that what she is seeking is just a view or a 
suggestion and not a solid theory. If there is no distinction between 
true and false, it implies that there is no difference between true 
knowledge and false beliefll and if a person wants his knowledge to be a 
reason for persuasion or motivation, the notion of knowledge without 
the distinction is useless. 

The second condition also looks very reasonable and necessary. If 
I want to claim that I know something, I am expected to provide words 
and deeds that justify my knowledge, and based on those words and 
deeds, I must be able to bring out agreement from others. If I cannot 
bring out agreement (or cannot offer any insufficient but helpful clue), 
I am not qualified to claim my knowledge.9 As I cannot rely on the 
subjective or objective foundation to validate my claim, the possibility 
of agreement will be a strong (if not sufficient) vindicatfon for my 

8. Wittgenstein's attack on private language will help one understand the importance of 
this condition. And if knowledge is deeply involved with language, knowledge without 
criteria looks very similar to private language. 

9. One might question, supposing that the above conditions are necessary, if there is 
still room for the term "subjective knowledge• or not. Rorty's suggestion is to regard 
"subjective" as "one which has been [ ... ] set aside by rational discussants-one which is 
seen to be [ ... ] irrelevant to the subject mattcrof the theory." (Rorty 1979, 338) Thus, the 
difference between subjective and objective becomes a matter of degree. If a subjective 
consideration cannot reach agreement in the future, it will not be treated as knowledge. 

If it succeeds sometimes, it will be treated as knowledge. 
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claim. So if the commentators agree with me that their discourse on 
knowledge should satisfy these two conditions, they have to show how 
they are met in the context where one claims to know the happiness of 
fishes. 

Unlike political and moral disputes among human beings, 
knowledge of the happiness of fishes is rather deprived of available 
resources.10 If a proponent claims that situational knowledge is direct 
and inviolable, then she loses a way to distinguish whether someone's 
knowledge is an anthropocentric projection or not, since proponents 
either in agreement or disagreement can say that. If the proponent 
insists that this knowledge is not a result of speculation nor theory
laden but Ur-, Vor-, archi-, pre-knowledge, and the like, it starts to 
appear as another specimen of the given, which is not an object of 
interpretation. This is a problem since the proponent of situational 
knowledge was originally trying to avoid such sources of justification 
by rejecting the subjective or objective model ofknowledge.11 

Let us summarize what we have learned from our brief look 
at Rorty's argument. First, the contextual and situational model 
of knowledge can be understood in analogy with other criticisms 
on the subjective and objective model of knowledge, namely, the 
foundationalistic model. Although this contextual model denies the 
idea that such things as clear and distinct ideas or scientific facts will 
help us to validate our knowledge on the happiness of fishes, if it claims 
to be a moderate theory of knowledge, it must follow two conditiohs: 
1. There must be a distinction between true and false. 2. There must be 
the possibility of agreement. In the next section, I will try to provide a 
further argument to say that under these conditions Zhuangzi's claim 
is not persuasive. 

4. Happiness, Contextuality, and Language 

Compared with human happiness, it is extremely difficult to 

10. ~=[- (1995, 24) admits that a disagreement on contextual knowledge is more than 
just possible. However, he gives no suggestion on how to get close to agreement. 

11. Sellars ( 1956) criticizes this type of philosophical framework as the myth of the given. 
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discern the happiness of fishes. We cannot expect the fish to tell us and · 
nothing in their behavior seems to guarantee their happiness. After 
all, one can be happy or unhappy without behavior indicating either. 
However, the observational difficulty is not the only reason to deny 
the existence of the happiness of fishes. In this section, my strategy is to 
start from an extensional point of view: what can be happy and what 
cannot, and what is the difference between those? 

In regard to the possession of psychological states, inanimate 
objects are usually taken to be on the opposite end of the spectrum 
from humans. Does it make sense to say that I know some stones' 
happiness if they are in a peaceful and calm situation such as deep in 
the mountain? What about weapons that are functioning very well in 
the battlefield? One might object that the notion of happiness can only 
be applied to animate beings, but the problem is that if we accept the 
notion of happiness as contextual and situational and as something can 
be achieved without relation to their faculty, there is no radical reason 
to exclude inanimate beings from happiness. A possible objection to 
happy stones is saying that this contextual happiness does not seem 
to mean anything to stones from any point of view available to an 
interpreter. For one cannot witness literally any sign of difference in 
them whether they are put in a good circumstance or not. Regarding 
weapons, it is likely that someone says that they look very vigorous and 
energetic when they are operating in the battlefield and that they look 
sad when they are calmly exhibited in a museum. But since the way guns 
look in the battlefield will be exactly the same with those in shooting 
range, it is strongly dubious whether the difference of circumstances 
really affects them. Thus, their happiness does not exist or, if someone 
says that there is such a thing, it is not contextual at all. 

Fish make an ambiguous case. Unlike stones, one can watch them 
showing obvious signs of pain in a poor circumstance. But one may face 
a difficulty in distinguishing fish and weapons as completely different 
entities. In some circumstances, fish seem to be more vigorous and in 
others not. Does it mean that they understand their circumstances 
and taste the fruit of those? Weapons show no difference between the 
battlefield and the shooting range and the fact implies that one cannot 
conclude that weapons know the difference between circumstances, 
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thus they are not affected by contexts and situations. What about fish? 
Are they any different in this regard? Can one find a sign of difference 
from fish between those in a wild river and others in an aquarium? 

I raised this question because I wanted to point out that if one 
is to be qualified to benefit from the contextuality,, one must be able 
to understand what kind of context and situation is surrounding her 
(remember that Ames :describes knowledge as interpretative). And, 
to understand contexts and situations, a propositional belief seems 
essential.12 In effect, human being's understanding of circumstance is 
propositional: "this is tl}e home where my family lives and it is located 
in the southern part of Korea;' "this room in Tokyo is too hot and 
humid," "in this lonely savanna I am facing a lion who looks hungry 
and is now starting to approach to me," etc. And to have a propositional 
belief, language is essential.13 If the fact that the river where fish are is 
peaceful and calm is to please them, they must be able to understand 
in what kind of situation and context they are. Otherwise, what they 
need to be happy is only a specific kind of physical stimuli, not context 
and situation. And the understanding of context and situation will be 
possible only if they can articulate their environments, just as human 
beings do with their linguistic faculty. 14 

12. Put differently, I am a cognirlvist about the contextual happiness. To say that a person 
understands context, she must be able to distinguish between the physically-identical 
change described differently as "a loss of mother" and "a loss of feeder," and this can be 
possible only with language. A5 a brief and tidy survey of the debate between cognitivists 
and non-cognitivists (the subject matter discussed in the article are emotions, which 
frequently are supposed to have a deep rdationship with contexts and situations), see 
Prinz (2009). There he argues for non-cognitivism and decontextualizes emotions by 
pointing out that emotions are more close to bodily phenomena, which are usually 
regarded as independent of contexts. 

13. On the necessary connection between thought and language in the light of the case of 
animals, see Davidson (1975, 1982). 

14. Of course I do not regard my presupposition that fish have no linguistic faculty as a basic 
and given fact, so it is arguable. However, that task to argue for that presupposition is 
far from my purpose in this essay and, in my opinion, who are accountable are those 

who think that fish have linguistic faculty. 
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5. Conclusion 

What I have tried to show in this essay can be summarized as 
follows: I agree with the contemporary commentators of the Zhuangzi 
that the subjective or objective model of knowledge does not work well 
and we must get out of that fo~ndationalistic framework. When we try 
to eschew its pitfalls, at least our new moderate theory of knowledge 
should meet two conditions that there must be a distinction between 
true and false, and that the possibility ot agreement must be one of 
criteria. In my opinion, Zhuangzi's claim to know the happiness of 
fishes does not meet these conditions because 1. there seems to be little 
possibility of reaching agreement when two people have diverging 
opinions about knowing the happiness of fishes, and 2. it is dubious if 
the contextual model of happiness can be applied to fish which do not 
understand contexts and situations at all.15 

The moral one could learn from studying the fish story is on how 
to keep a distance from foundationalism and skepticism. It does not 
seem to make sense to say that I know that fish in a river ate feeling 
solemn before the sunset, but it also does not seem right, to say that I 
cannot see a fish's pain when it is flailing around in the open air on the 
deck of the boat. The important point is that no matter how probable 
they sound, one should not rely on any kind of foundaFionalism; 
rather, one should try to reach agreement inside the space ofreasons. 16 

The idea of the space of reasons might seem anthropocentric:: for some 
because in that space the faculty of language is so important, if not 
absolute. Nevertheless, if a person tries to stand on a foundation that 
is out of reach of conceptual comprehension, she is in fact making no 
argument; if we want to reach agreement and obtain knowledge, we 
need to argue. An imperfect but arguable kind of anthropocentrism 
on contextual knowledge and happiness is preferable to the supposed 
perfectionisms of foundationalism and skepticism. 

15. Even though I argued that fish cannot enjoy contextual happiness, I am not denying 
that fish can have pain unlike weapons, as long as one affirms that there is an observable 
sign of pain. However, there remains the question of whether a human's pain, which is 
strongly contextual and conceptual, and an animal's pain are the same. 

16. This term "the [logical] space of reasons" is first introduced by Sellars (1956, 298-9). 
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