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Abstract

The debate on language and meaning (yan-yi zhi bian) is a core philosophical issue that has run
through more than two thousand years of Chinese intellectual history, and Zhuangzi is its true orig-
inator. This paper systematically elucidates, from an ontological perspective, the multiple dimensions
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of Zhuangzi’s thought on the relationship between language and meaning. In his assertion that
“words cannot fully express meaning” (yan bu jin yi), Zhuangzi reveals a structural fissure between
language and meaning, the essence of which is that “words cannot exhaust the Dao” (yan bu jin
dao)—finite linguistic symbols are incapable of exhausting the infinite experience of the Dao. “Get-
ting the meaning and forgetting the words” (de yi wang yan) is the way out that Zhuangzi opens up
for this predicament, advocating the transcendence of linguistic constraints through “forgetting” so
as to directly apprehend meaning itself. Furthermore, his claims that “speech is not mere blowing”
(van fei chui ye) and that “words and meaning are not always consistent” (yan yi bu yi) further re-
veal the instability and distorting mechanisms of language in the process of communication. On the
basis of the above elucidation, this paper goes on to explore the contemporary echoes of Zhuangzi’s
debate on language and meaning. As the modern online environment has ushered humanity into an
era of “over-expression”, it precisely bears witness to the profundity of Zhuangzi’s diagnosis of the
predicaments of language. Zhuangzi’'s ancient wisdom, transcending mere discussions of rhetorical
techniques, points directly to the fundamental relationships among language, cognition, and being.
It thus constitutes a philosophical mirror that reflects contemporary predicaments of public dis-
course, providing traditional intellectual resources for modern people to reshape rational and sin-
cere modes of communication.
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