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From “Natural Human Nature” to “the Nature of Human
Nature”: Essential Revision of Zhuangzi’s Concept of

Human Nature in Guo Xiang’s Annotations of Zhuangzi

Zhan Furui

Abstract: Either from the point of view of “[ annotate the Six Classics” or from the purpose of “The Six Classics
annotate me”, all the research and annotations of classical documents are new nterpretations of traditional
documents. During the Wei and Jin dynasties, Guo Xiang’s Annotations of Zhuangzi was a clear example.
Zhuangzi used nature to explain the nature of things and humans, and then established the conception of things
and humans. Zhuangzi’s talks about the original nature of things mainly focused on human activities and their
changes to the nature of things. Therefore, the original nature of things he talked about was the internal nature
independent of human activities. Because the original nature of things was of natural and necessary existence,
Zhuangzi thought that humans should not disturb nature. What Zhuangz said about human nature alluded to
the original nature of humans without ethics and civilization, with no intellectuality, no desire, no differentiation
between gentlemen and villains, even no differentiation between humans and animals. Zhuangzi thought that the
original nature of humans should be recovered and retained if the society wanted to become a world of supreme
virtue. In Guo Xiang's Annotations of Zhuangzi, although nature was also used to analyze human nature, he had
totally different meanings for these concepts. What Zhuangzi emphasized was original human nature, but Guo
Xiang changed the “original human nature” into “nature of human nature” in his Annotations of Zhuangzi, and
thus the Confucian thought was put into the original human nature, which Zhuangzi had already abandoned.
Guo Xiang began his revision of Zhuangzi with the nature of things. When Zhuangzi mentioned the nature of
things, he referred to the uniformity of different things, while Guo Xiang emphasized the differences in the
nature of things, Guo Xiang argued that differences of the natures of things were natural, even the differences
caused by acquired environment were also natural. The pre-Qin Taoist view of nature was established on the
cognition of human naturality, 1.e. innocence without desire, and thus human sociality was denied. While Guo
Xiang's natural view of life veered into the opposite direction, he thought that emotion and desire comprised the
original natures of humans, which should be emancipated from the constraints of self and society. This was the
essential revision of Zhuangzi's view of the nature.
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