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Judgments about what is true or false and what is good or bad are central to philosophy, but 
Chinese philosophers realized quite early that judgments depend on perspective. Put simply, if 
our perception of the world is biased, then our judgments will be biased as well. This article 
focuses primarily on the Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Huainanzi, examining both how perspectives 
were seen to vary and how those variations were seen to impact judgments and decisions. The 
last second section considers the consequences of giving priority to perspective over judgment 
for philosophy in early China, particularly as it relates to skepticism, epistemic virtues, and the 
difficulty of separating epistemic concerns from ethical and political ones. One key point is that 
the relative deemphasis on judgments among early Chinese philosophers was based on 
epistemic concerns, not just a tendency to focus on practice. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Philosophy is closely associated with making correct judgments, whether judgments about what is 
true and false or about what is good and bad. The process of making correct judgments is in turn 
closely associated with argumentation, so much so that it would not be unusual for a course on 
critical thinking offered by a philosophy department to be almost entirely concerned with proper 
forms of argument, what professors will sometimes call “baby logic.” The degree to which 
philosophy is identified with correct judgments and the ability to make and critically analyze 
arguments varies widely across different subfields and styles of philosophy, but a concern with 
judgments and their justifications is one of the criteria we use to label something as philosophy. 
 
Much of what we label as early Chinese philosophy consisted in making claims and arguing for 
them. Mengzi claims that the natural dispositions of human beings are good (xingshan 性善), 
Xunzi that those dispositions are bad (xinge 性惡). Each gives arguments for their view and 
criticizes contrasting views. In regard to the origins of the world, some argued that “there is 
something that causes it” (huoshi 或使) and some that “there is nothing that does it” (mowei 莫為) 
(Guo 1978: 25.916).1 Assertions like these would have been made in the context of debate or 
dispute (bian 辯). On the most general level, judgments would be formulated in terms of shi 是 
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and fei 非. To shi something is to affirm it as correct and to support it; to fei something is to judge 
it as incorrect and to oppose it. As Warring States philosophy developed, one finds not just a 
proliferation of arguments but also meta-level reflections on what counts as a good argument, 
particularly in writings associated with the Mohists.2  
 
The presence of these strategies and concerns is part of what justifies taking the texts of the “various 
masters” (zhuzi 諸子) to be philosophical texts. At the same time, it is generally agreed that early 
Chinese philosophers were less focused on judgments and logic than philosophers in the modern 
west. This point is sometimes formulated in terms contrasting propositional knowledge (knowing-
that) with practical knowledge (knowing-how). As Chad Hansen put it in explaining the term zhi 
知, “Zhiknowing is more akin to skill than to information processing. We should understand zhiknow 
as know-how or know-to rather than know-that” (Hansen 1992: 85-6).3 Peimin Ni argues that 
Confucianism should be understood “as a system of gongfu instructions about how to live a good 
human life rather than as a descriptive theory about the world” (Ni 2023: 470).4 Others focus on 
the prominent role given to skillful activity across early Chinese texts.5  
 
The relatively low priority given to judgments in early Chinese philosophy is commonly explained 
by its focus on practical action and living well. As A.C. Graham famously put it, the key question 
for Chinese philosophers was not “What is the truth?” but “Where is the way?” (Graham 1989: 3).6 
I do not wish to dispute this explanation, but rather to show that it is incomplete in important ways. 
After all, there were many schools of Hellenistic and South Asian philosophy that were just as 
much centered on philosophy as a way of life and yet gave judgments and propositional knowledge 
a central role in that project. In this paper, I will argue that the relative deemphasis on judgments 
among early Chinese philosophers was based not just on ethical concerns but also on epistemic 
ones. Appealing solely to their focus on practice misses their level of sophistication and the ways 
they might contribute to epistemology. More specifically, I argue that by at least the middle of the 
Warring States period, Chinese philosophers became centrally concerned with the ways in which 
judgments depend upon and are determined by what we might in a broad sense label as perspective. 
Perspective includes objective factors such as the limits of one’s experience and the structure of 
one’s body, but also factors such as what we attend to and what we fail to notice, factors which are 
influenced by our desires, emotions, and commitments. On this view, disagreements about what 
is right and what is wrong are best explained not by failures to reason correctly but by the fact that 
different beings experience the world in different ways.  
 
This focus on the way judgments depend on perspective was not unique to some particular school 
or text but was widely accepted. It is probably first clearly articulated in parts of the Zhuangzi and 
it is developed explicitly in the Xunzi and the Huainanzi. In this article, I will focus primarily on 
these three texts, examining both how perspectives were seen to vary and how those variations 
were seen to impact judgments and decisions. 7  In the last second section, I consider the 
consequences of giving priority to perspective over judgment for philosophy in early China, 
particularly as it relates to skepticism, epistemic virtues, and the difficulty of separating epistemic 
concerns from ethical and political ones. I will begin with accounts found in various parts of the 
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Zhuangzi, which tend to focus on differences in situations, natures, and experiences.8 I will then 
turn to more complex views that focus on the role of attention, drawing primarily from parts of 
the Xunzi and the Huainanzi.  
 
To avoid the misleading connotations of the English terms “perspective” and “judgment,” it 
essential to approach this distinction as it was formulated in its original context. For orientation, 
we can consider two explicit statements about the derivative role played by judgments. One 
appears in a famous passage from the “Equalizing Assessment of Things” chapter of the Zhuangzi, 
which says: 

 
夫隨其成心而師之，誰獨且無師乎？奚必知代而心自取者有之？愚者與有焉！未成乎心

而有是非，是今日適越而昔至也。 
If we follow a completed heart and make it our authority, who alone is without an authority? 
How would it be only those who know the alternations and whose hearts select themselves 
that have them? The foolish would also have them! Not yet completed in the heart but having 
judgments of right and wrong—this is like leaving for Yue today and arriving there yesterday 
(Guo 1978: 2: 56). 

 
The other comes from the “Undoing Fixations” chapter of the Xunzi: 
 

凡觀物有疑，中心不定，則外物不清；吾慮不清，則未可定然否也。 
Whenever observing things involves doubt, if the center of the heart is not stable, then 
external things will lack clarity. If my deliberation lacks clarity, then what is so and not so 
cannot be stably determined (Wang 1988: 21.404).9 
 

In spite of their many differences, both passages make the same point: judgments of right (shi) and 
wrong (fei) or so (ran 然) and not so (fou 否) are dependent on and explained by something more 
fundamental. It follows that disagreements and errors cannot be resolved on the level of judgments 
alone. We see exactly this point made in a Zhuangzi passage from near the end of the same chapter, 
which explicitly claims that in a debate (bian), whether I win (sheng 勝) or you win is insufficient 
to determine who is actually right (shi). Even bringing in a third person to correct (zheng 正) us 
would fail. If they are like you, they will say you are right and, if they are like me, they will say I am 
right. If they are like neither of us, they will say neither of us are right. There is no neutral view that 
could settle the dispute (Guo 1978: 2.107). While Xunzi does not go in this skeptical direction, he 
presents the disagreements among philosophers as following not from mistakes in reasoning or 
the acceptance of different premises, but rather from the fact each is so focused on one aspect of 
reality that they fail to see other aspects.  
 
Both of these passages place the basis for judgments in a certain condition of the heart, xin 心. The 
Zhuangzi says that judgments are only possible with a “formed heart.” The term cheng 成, to take 
on a form or to become complete, implies a temporal process in which flexibility and potentiality 
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are lost. We can reasonably take a chengxin as something like having a perspective that forms over 
time and becomes fixed. The Xunzi passage says that if the heart is unstable or unsettled (buding 
不定), then our judgments will also be unstable. The heart was taken to be the locus of knowledge 
and thought and of affective responses to the world. The form taken by the heart has many causes, 
including previous judgments, but the point is that how the heart is formed changes how we 
experience the world. This focus on experience or perception is clear in the Xunzi, where how we 
observe (guan 觀) things plays an intermediary role between the heart and judgments. The heart 
causes us to perceive the world in a certain way, which then determines our judgments. In fact, the 
quotation is immediately illustrated by a list of examples that directly focus on perception, 
beginning with: “A person walking in the dark sees a reclining stone and takes it as a crouching 
tiger, sees a straight tree and takes it as person following them; the darkness blocks [bi 蔽] their 
clarity of vision” (冥冥而行者，見寢石以為伏虎也，見植林以為後人也；冥冥蔽其明也) 
(Wang 1988: 21.404). As this example suggests, seeing in the early Chinese context is not separated 
from seeing as (Geaney 2002: 33-5).10 That is, perception is not conceived as simply given but rather 
as enacted within a certain perspective.   
 
I have begun with these statements both to establish that my basic claim was made explicitly in an 
early Chinese context and to give some sense of the terms in which that claim was formulated, but 
the same point is made in other ways. It is frequently formulated in terms of desires or goals rather 
than judgments of right and wrong. Another common form attributes poor decisions not to 
failures to weigh options carefully but to failures to see all of the available options. Sometimes the 
point is made not in terms of judgments but rather in the ability to reach mutual understanding, 
particularly through language. While perspective is often associated with the heart, as in these 
passages, the Huainanzi focuses more on spirit, shen 神. Many passages just use terms associated 
with visual perception, such as seeing (jian 見), looking (shi 視), or observing (guan). Xunzi 
frequently uses bi 蔽, which refers to the way our obsession with one thing prevents us from seeing 
others. A Huainanzi passage discussed below uses dwelling, chu 處. All of these are attempts to 
explain how the world appears in different ways to different people.11 While not always explicit, 
such discussions are consistently motivated by the assumption that judgments and decisions are 
based on how the world appears. That is, these philosophers were concerned with how perspectives 
vary because they saw these variations as determining judgments and decisions. 
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2 Perspective in the Zhuangzi 
 
 
The most extensive discussion of perspective in the Zhuangzi appears in the “Autumn Waters” 
chapter, which includes this famous passage: 

 
井蛙不可以語於海者，拘於虛也；夏蟲不可以語於冰者，篤於時也；曲士不可以語於道

者，束於教也。 
You cannot discuss the sea with a well-frog, because it is restricted in space. You cannot 
discuss ice with a summer insect, because it is constrained in time. You cannot discuss the 
way with a cramped scholar, because he is bound by education (Guo 1978: 17.562-63). 

 
The key point is that differences in how the world is experienced make interaction on the level of 
language or concepts impossible. Some topics cannot even be discussed (bu ke yi yu 不可以語). 
Attempts to argue or make judgments about the sea or about the way will be doomed to fail without 
some common base in experience.  
 
In the first two cases, the limits are based on the natures of the things themselves, following from 
the limited size of frogs and the limited lifespan of certain insects. The limits in these cases are 
primarily quantitative—the frog experiences only a small amount of space and the insect only a 
limited amount of time. Such quantitative limits, however, have broad effects on judgments and 
motivation. We see these consequences more in the first chapter, “Wandering Far and Unfettered,” 
which begins by contrasting an immense bird named Peng, who flies so high that the earth below 
appears blue like the sky, with cicadas and doves that can reach no higher than a tree branch (Guo 
1978: 1.2-9). Like the frog in the well, these small creatures cannot understand the giant bird, but 
they also have a kind of smug satisfaction that leads them to mock Peng. That is, they are not only 
limited in their experience but they also affirm the value of that experience over that of others. The 
story of the frog in the well is given in a similar context. The larger dialogue begins with a River 
God who, viewing his raging waters in the autumn floods, takes “the world as fully encompassed 
in himself” (以天下為盡在己). Then he encounters the god of the Northern Sea (Guo 1978: 17.561). 
A variant appearing later in the same chapter begins with a frog bragging to a sea turtle about how 
great his space in the well is and how he lords it over the little crabs and tadpoles around him. 
When the turtle goes to see it, he cannot even get his foot into the opening. This satisfaction we 
feel with our own limits is partly why we cannot discuss what goes beyond it—why would we want 
to? 
 
After contrasting spatial differences in the experience of Peng and the small birds, the chapter shifts 
to differences in the experience of time, saying: 
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朝菌不知晦朔，蟪蛄不知春秋，此小年也。楚之南有冥靈者，以五百歲為春，五百歲為

秋；上古有大椿者，以八千歲為春，八千歲為秋。此大年也。而彭祖乃今以久特聞，眾

人匹之，不亦悲乎！ 
The morning mushroom does not know dawn and dusk, the cicada does not know spring 
and autumn. These are small in years. In the south of the state of Chu there is Dark 
Numinosity, which takes five hundred years as its spring and five hundred years as its fall. In 
the distant past there was a giant tree that took eight thousand years as spring and eight 
thousand years as fall. These are big in years. But today Peng Zu alone is famous for his 
longevity and the masses of people imitate him. Isn’t that sad! (Guo 1978: 1.11) 

 
Once again, quantitative differences become qualitative. Different beings mark the patterns and 
passage of time in different ways, and these patterns orient our being in the world. For human 
beings, the five-hundred year cycle of the rise and fall of dynasties tells the story of human history, 
but for Dark Numinosity they have no more significance that the annual shedding of leaves. The 
ancient tree marks times by cycles we cannot even glimpse, just as the summer insect cannot 
conceive or discuss ice. These differences in time span obviously impact judgments. What counts 
as a long life? Everyone wants to live as long as Peng Zu, but a summer insect would be glad to 
have just an extra season and Dark Numinosity would see Peng Zu as having died tragically young. 
 
The examples I have considered so far rely on species differences, but at least some parts of the 
Zhuangzi take these as metaphors for differences between people. The passage on temporal 
differences is followed by a contrast between those who are smug about attaining a political office 
and those who have no self, no fame, and no merit (Guo 1978: 1.16). The gloating frog in the well 
is compared to Gongsun Longzi, the famous philosopher and debater, while the turtle is compared 
to Zhuangzi himself (Guo 1978: 17.597-98). A passage in “Reaching Utmost Happiness” explicitly 
says that trying to teach a reckless king to be like a sage is like welcoming a seabird with a human 
banquet and orchestra (Guo 1978: 18.620-21). It is possible that some of the authors of the 
Zhuangzi materials believe that there are natural variations among human beings, that is, that not 
all human beings have the same nature. More often, though, these differences are a result of 
differences in past experiences, as implied by the idea of a heart that has been formed in a certain 
way.  
 
Some of these limits are illustrated in a dialogue between Zhuangzi and Huizi about the use of a 
giant gourd (Guo 1978: 1.36-37). Huizi receives a seed as a gift from the King of Wei. When he 
plants it, it produces a giant gourd. Huizi can find no use for a gourd so large, so he smashes it. 
Zhuangzi replies first with a story about a family in the state of Song who washed silk for a living 
and had developed a highly effective lotion to protect their hands from the constant immersion in 
water. Someone hears about it and offers them a hundred pieces of gold for the recipe. The family 
sells it. The buyer takes the lotion to the King of Wu, whose soldiers use it to win a major winter 
naval battle over the rival state of Yue. The person who brought him the lotion is enfeoffed as a 
feudal lord. The goal of the villagers is to maximize their income from their recipe, but they get far 
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less for it than the traveler does. Why? The fault is not in their ability to analyze competing 
alternatives. They do just what they should—they gather together, they discuss it, and they come 
to the best judgment. The problem is that they are not aware of all of the options. Facing the giant 
gourd, Huizi makes a similar mistake. He can think of two possible uses for a gourd: as a container 
or as a ladle. He analyzes each option and finds that the gourd is too large for any of those functions. 
His analysis here is fine, and if those were the only options, he would be correct in judging the 
gourd to be worthless. His problem, like the villagers, is that he misses other options. Zhuangzi 
suggests that he make the giant gourd into a raft and use it to enjoy himself floating about on a 
lake.  
 
There is a difference between Huizi and the villagers. The villagers are limited by their experience. 
Given those limits, the possibility of trading the recipe for a fiefdom would be as unthinkable as 
the sea for the well-frog. Huizi, in contrast, is limited by how his heart has been formed. As a 
philosopher, Huizi was most famous for his skill in argumentation, and, like the well-frog Gongsun 
Longzi, he was later taken as one of the main representatives of the school of names (mingjia 名
家). At a minimum, this story illustrates the limited value of argumentative skill for making good 
choices, but it suggests a further point: it is precisely Huizi’s analytic skills that blind him to other 
options. That brings us back to the last example from the passage on the frog in the well. The reason 
cramped scholars cannot discuss the way is because they are bound (shu 束) by their education 
(jiao 教) (Guo 1978: 17.563). If we take Huizi and the cramped scholar as illustrating the function 
of a formed heart, then previous judgments surely play some role in that formation. The point of 
the analogies in these passages, however, is to show that a formed heart functions in just the same 
way as limitations brought about by the nature of thing (the frog or insect) or from experience (the 
villagers). Whatever the causes, once a heart takes on a fixed form, it structures experience in ways 
that determine judgments and decisions. 
 
 
 
3 Attention, Bias, and Perception  
 
 
Most explicit discussions of perspective in the Zhuangzi appeal to objective conditions such as the 
perceiver’s nature, environment, and history, but the dialogue between Zhuangzi and Huizi shows 
that the same kinds of beings in the same circumstances may still perceive different possibilities. 
This aspect of perspective is discussed more explicitly and systematically in the Xunzi and 
Huainanzi. The simplest entry point is to consider attention. As Xunzi puts it, if the heart is not 
engaged, then the eyes will not see the black and white in front of us and the ears will not hear the 
sounds of thunderous drums next to us (Wang 1988: 21.387). The problem of biased attention is 
the central theme of the “Undoing Fixation” (Jiebi 解蔽) chapter of the Xunzi. In that chapter, 
Xunzi uses bi 蔽 to describe a variety of factors that distort perception, but in its most specific sense, 
bi refers to the way that our focus or fixation on one thing keeps us from noticing other things. 
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The problem follows from the very nature of awareness. Awareness involves differentiation, which 
entails the simultaneous awareness of multiplicity (Wang 1988: 21.396). We deal with that 
multiplicity by foregrounding some perceptions while leaving others in the background. Xunzi 
takes this to be the greatest challenge for cultivating the heart: “In general, the myriad things are 
differentiated and so one always blocks [bi] others. This is the common trouble for the methods of 
the heart” (凡萬物異則莫不相為蔽，此心術之公患也) (Wang 1988: 21.388). These passages 
focus on the relationship between the heart and how we observe the world, but we have already 
seen why this relationship is so important for Xunzi—judgments of so and not so depend on how 
things are observed.  
 
The Huainanzi employs a different discourse but makes similar points about attention. A passage 
in the first chapter explains: 
 

凡人之志，各有所在，而神有所系者，其行也，足蹪趎埳、頭抵植木而不自知也，招之

而不能見也，呼之而不能聞也。耳目非去之也，然而不能應者，何也？神失其守也。故

在於小則忘於大，在於中則忘於外，在於上則忘於下，在於左則忘於右。(He 1998: 
1.85)12 
As for people’s intention [zhi 志], when it is occupied with something and spirit is bound up 
with it, then when they walk, they stumble over sticks and hollows or bump their heads on 
branches and trees without being aware [zhi 知] of it. If you wave to them they cannot see it; 
if you call to them they cannot hear it. The ears and eyes have not left them but they cannot 
respond—why? Spirit has lost its guard. Thus, when occupied by the small, one forgets the 
big. When occupied by the center, one forgets the outside. When occupied by the high, one 
forgets the low. When occupied by the left, one forgets the right.  

 
As in the Xunzi, when we attend to one thing or aspect, we miss that which it excludes. Rather than 
using bi to describe this blocking effect, the Huainanzi contrasts zai 在, literally to be at or on, with 
wang 忘, to forget or fail to notice.13 When we are intensely focused on one thing, we can fail even 
to notice prominent sensations, such as bumping our head or someone waving in front of us. While 
the Xunzi discusses attention in relation to the function of the heart, the Huainanzi consistently 
identifies attention with spirit, shen 神. Spirit seems to be a highly refined and fluid form of vital 
energy that literally makes contact with the things. That contact is our awareness of that thing. The 
Huainanzi’s most explicit discussion of perception gives spirit a key role in mediating between the 
things around us and what we actually react to, saying, “Things arrive and spirit responds: this is 
the movement of recognition/awareness [zhi 知]. Awareness connects with things and loves and 
hates are born from that” (物至而神應，知之動也；知與物接，而好憎生焉) (He 1998: 1.24). 
The presence of an object is not sufficient to evoke a reaction from us. That object must be noticed 
and recognized. The key point is that this stage of recognition determines the desires that arise and 
take stable form. As we would expect, cultivating proper forms of attention is a matter of effectively 
managing spirit, keeping it in its proper place (wei 位) (He 1998: 1.82) and preventing it from 
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becoming bound up with particular external things, instead bringing it back to emptiness (反之於

虛) (He 1998: 2.147). 
 
These examples reflect an awareness that judgments and decisions depend not just on the scope of 
our experience but also on the patterns by which we attend to certain things over others. This 
distribution of attention partly explains the species differences discussed in the previous section. 
Given the scale of human life, some things are either too small or too large to draw our attention. 
Our attention naturally goes to those things likely to bring us benefit or harm, and that depends 
on the kinds of beings we are. Patterns of attention, however, are shaped by many other kinds of 
biases, including our desires and our beliefs. The Huainanzi points out how a person burdened 
with grief will cry upon hearing a happy song, just as a person burdened with joy will laugh at 
someone crying (He 1998: 11.777). Xunzi gives the example of Juan Shuliang, a foolish person 
prone to fear. Walking on a moonlit night, he took his shadow to be a crouching ghost and his hair 
to be an erect spirit. He tried to run home but died before he got there (Wang 1988: 21.405; cf. He 
1998: 13.980). An easily frightened person is placed in a vicious circle: their fear leads them to 
perceive the world as threatening and then to judge situations as dangerous, while their perception 
of threats leads them to feel more fear. The Huainanzi points out a similar circle arising from greed, 
using the story of a thief: 
 

齊人有盜金者，當市繁之時，至掇而走。勒問其故，曰：「而盜金於市中，何也？」對

曰：「吾不見人，徒見金耳。」志所欲，則忘其為矣。(He 1998: 13.978) 
There was a person from Qi who stole gold. Just when the market was crowded, he arrived, 
took it, and ran off. When detained, he was asked the reason: “You stole gold in the middle 
of the market–why?” He responded: “I did not see the people; I just saw the gold.” When our 
intention has something it desires, then we forget what we are doing. 

 
A greedy person sees (jian 見) only the objects of their desires, which then encourages those very 
desires. Another passage asks how rowdy youths end up committing capital crimes when the laws 
are posted all over the city. The answer is that they are confused by the benefits they seek to gain 
and are blinded to (biyu 蔽於) the penalty of death (He 1998: 13.976-77). In all of these cases, poor 
decision making is explained not on the level of weighing options and making judgments but on 
the level of perception itself. The thief does not deliberate about the risks of his action, because his 
focus on his goal prevents him from even being aware of these risks. It is just a more practical 
illustration of the way, that we fail to hear someone calling to us or waving at us when our intention 
is occupied elsewhere. Without awareness of their options, they are left in a position like that of 
the villagers deciding whether or not to sell their hand cream, but with the limits driven by their 
desires rather than their objective conditions. For such a person, advice on how to evaluate 
arguments and weigh consequences would be of little value.  
 
While Xunzi takes bi as following from the nature of awareness itself, his focus is in on systematic 
patterns of bi that vary by person. He initially applies this to the actions of those with power. The 
evil emperors Jie and Zhou were distracted by (biyu 蔽於) their wives and concubines and this kept 
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them from knowing or recognizing (zhi 知) those among their ministers who were good and 
reliable (Wang 1988: 21.388-89). As a result, the good withdrew, leaving only those seeking their 
own interests. Both rulers were overthrown and executed. While Jie and Zhou were stock examples 
of evil, Xunzi explains their bad judgments in terms of their biased perception, rather than a wish 
to cause harm. Bad rulers—and bad philosophers—in their genuine hearts all seek to be correct 
(zheng 正) (Wang 1988: 21.386). What led Jie and Zhou to destruction is that they personally (shen 
身) were initially unaware (buxianzhi 不先知) in a way that led them to drive off anyone who 
would correct them. As Xunzi says, “this is the disaster of being blinded [bi] and blocked [sai 塞]” 
(Wang 1988: 21.389). While the rulers were distracted by their erotic desires, the bad ministers 
were blocked by their desires for power. That led to bad judgments that resulted in exile and then 
death. The disaster of being blinded and blocked is that “they were so without being aware of it” 
(ran er buzhi 然而不知) (Wang 1988: 21.391).  
 
Even differences among rival philosophical systems are explained in terms of biased perceptions. 
Xunzi lists eight philosophers, giving each a parallel diagnosis in terms of being blinded by or 
fixated on (biyu 蔽於) one thing and thereby failing to recognize (buzhi 不知) another (Wang 1988: 
21.391-94). Mozi was blocked by his concern with usefulness and was not aware of the value of 
cultural forms. Huizi was blinded by his fascination with names and did not attend to the realities 
to which they refer. Zhuangzi was blinded by his appreciation of heaven and did know the human. 
In another version of this passage, Xunzi says simply that each philosopher saw (jian) one thing 
but not the other (Wang 1988: 17.318). These consistent biases in attention lead to one-sided 
philosophies and judgments. Speaking of the way only from the perspective of what is useful makes 
the way entirely about benefit. Speaking of the way only from the perspective of words makes it 
consist entirely in debate and classification. Speaking of the way only from the perspective of 
heaven makes it entirely about going along with things.  
 
Xunzi believes that these philosophies are not just wrong but also harmful. Their errors, however, 
do not arise from errors in logic. All of the philosophers he lists were skillful and experienced 
debaters. Huizi was particularly famous for his skills in debate, as mentioned earlier. The Mohists 
were most systematic in meta-level reflection on how arguments should proceed. By the time of 
Xunzi, it looked doubtful that these debates would lead to consensus on the one true philosophy. 
On the contrary, the refinement of philosophical debate seemed rather to lead to more and more 
positions. In this chapter, Xunzi explains why: 
 

此數具者，皆道之一隅也。夫道者，體常而盡變，一隅不足以舉之。曲知之人，觀於道

之一隅，而未之能識也，故以為足而飾之，內以自亂，外以惑人，上以蔽下，下以蔽上，

此蔽塞之禍也。 
These various methods each are one corner [yu 隅] of the way. Now the way embodies 
constancy and yet comprehends all changes: one corner is not enough to raise it up. People 
with cramped [qu] knowledge observe one corner of the way but are never able to recognize 
[shi 識] this, so they take it as sufficient and they beautify it, inside using it to disrupt 
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themselves, outside using it to perplex others, when above blinding those below and when 
below blinding those above. This is the misfortune of being blinded and blocked (Wang 1988: 
21.393). 

 
For Xunzi, the failure of argumentation to lead to consensus on the best way cannot be addressed 
by a further refining of argumentative forms, because the problem is in perception itself. Each 
philosopher sees something of genuine value, but their fixation on that one thing prevents them 
from seeing other equally valuable aspects of the way. Like the villagers making decisions about 
their hand lotion, the problem is not in the analysis of arguments but rather in the information 
available.  
 
We might think that progress could be made by getting narrowly focused people to attend to and 
appreciate those aspects of experience they currently neglect, but blind spots are not easily 
overcome. We have already seen the terms translated above as “cramped” (qu 曲) in the passages 
from “Autumn Floods”: “You cannot discuss the way with a cramped scholar, because he is bound 
by education” (Guo 1978: 17.562-63). Our lives (and careers) can be so thoroughly structured 
around certain blind spots that it becomes impossible to even discuss alternatives. Part of the 
problem is something like confirmation bias, the tendency to view evidence in a way that affirms 
what we already believe. As Xunzi puts it: 
 

私其所積，唯恐聞其惡也。倚其所私以觀異術，唯恐聞其美也。是以與治雖走而是己不

輟也。豈不蔽於一曲而失正求也哉！ 
They personally prefer [si 私] what they have accumulated, only fearing to hear of its faults. 
They lean on what is personal to them and use that to observe other methods, only fearing 
to hear of their fineness (Wang 1988: 21.387). 
 

For Xunzi, it is precisely because we all desire to be correct that we defend our correct way from 
evidence that might threaten it.  
 
While Xunzi highlights biases that could be avoided, a section of the “Integrating Customs” chapter 
of the Huainanzi emphasizes the degree to which experience and perception are inextricably 
hermeneutic. It begins with the interpretation of a text: 
 

老子曰：「治大國若烹小鮮。」為寬裕者曰勿數撓，為刻削者曰致其鹹酸而已矣。 
The Laozi says: “Rule a great state like cooking a small fish.” Those for leniency say, “Do not 
disturb it much.” Those for strictness say, “Give it salt and vinegar, nothing else” (He 1998: 
11.804). 
 

In the next example, Kongzi and Hanfeizi draw opposite conclusions from an historical anecdote 
about a king respecting a minister who scolds him. The text then applies the same point to what 
people directly witness. In one case, two observers see opposite qualities in the behavior of a guest. 
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For example, when the guest looks up at the sovereign and laughs, one sees him as arrogant while 
another sees him as impartial. The text explains the differences in terms of viewpoint: 
 

故賓之容，一體也，或以為君子，或以為小人，所自視之異也。故趣舍合，即言忠而益

親；身疏，即謀當而見疑。  
Thus, the appearance [rong 容] of the guest had one form [ti 體] but one took him as a noble 
and the other took him as a petty person, because the place from which they look [shi 視] 
differs (He 1998: 11.805-806). 

 
These differences in perception lead to opposite judgments of the person’s character. Another 
example describes seeing a woman painfully piercing boils on the scalp of young boy. Those who 
believe she is his mother will see it as an act of love; those who believe she is his step-mother will 
see the infliction of pain. The difference is said to lie in the place from which they observe (guan) 
(He 1998: 11.806-807).  
 
Another passage in the Huainanzi refers to the whole complex of factors that condition what we 
perceive as a dwelling place, chu 處: 
 

趨舍人異，各有曉心。故是非有處，得其處則無非；失其處則無是。 
What people pursue and abandon differs; each has the perceptions [xiao 曉] of the heart. 
Thus, affirming [shi] and denying [fei] have a dwelling. If one attains that dwelling, then 
there is nothing to deny. If one loses that dwelling, then there is nothing to affirm (He 1998: 
13.940). 

 
How we judge things as right or wrong depends on the position we occupy, something that 
includes both objective factors such as our immediate environment and capabilities but also our 
desires, assumptions, and so on. While Xunzi seems to present bi as something that could be 
avoided, the Huainanzi takes all judgments as constituted by our position. As a result, seeking the 
truth is never just seeking the truth: 
 

世各是其所是而非其所非。所謂是與非各異，皆自是而非人。由此觀之，事有合於己者，

而未始有是也；有忤於心者，而未始有非也。故求是者，非求道理也，求合於己者也；

去非者，非批邪施也，去忤於心者也。忤于我，未必不合於人也；合於我，未必不非於

俗也。 
In any age, each affirms [shi] what they affirm and opposes [fei] what they oppose. What they 
call right [shi] and wrong [fei] differs for each one, but everyone affirms [shi] themselves and 
opposes [fei] other people. [. . .] Thus, seeking what is right is not seeking a coherent way 
[daoli 道理] but seeking what fits with oneself; abandoning what is wrong is not resisting 
what is perverse and twisted but abandoning what counters one’s heart. What counters me 
might fit with other people; what fits me might be opposed by common custom (He 1998: 
11.803-804). 
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For this reason, judgments of right and wrong can never be stable (ding 定). 
 
 
 
4 Implications 
 
 
I hope to have shown that, by the middle of the Warring States period, there was a widespread 
recognition that perspective conditions judgments in fundamental ways. I also hope to have 
conveyed some of the richness of early Chinese accounts of the complex ways in which perspectives 
vary. In this final section, I will briefly sketch out some of the implications of this view. I will first 
discuss points related to skepticism and the status of knowledge. I will then turn to epistemic 
virtues and strategies for better knowing the world. In both cases, I will highlight how the priority 
of perspective over judgment has implications beyond concerns with knowledge itself. That is, the 
priority of perspective blurs the lines between epistemology, ethics, and political philosophy.  
 
First, the focus on perspective entails at least some degree of skepticism. Human judgments will 
always express not just the world but also the specific nature of human beings, including their size 
and typical lifespan, the types of patterns they pick out as relevant, and the things they find valuable 
and desirable. As the Zhuangzi puts it, human beings can never know the true or correct (zheng 
正) form of beauty given the radically different aesthetic preferences among human beings, fish, 
and deer. The same point applies to ethical values (renyi 仁義) and to claims about right and wrong 
(shifei 是非) (Guo 1978: 2.92). We might argue that human judgments are more accurate because 
human beings have a broader base of experience, but even if we concede this point, human beings 
are miniscule in the scope of the cosmos. One passage compares wars between states to warring 
factions on the horns of a snail (Guo 1978: 25.891-93). As the “Autumn Waters” chapter argues, 
as long as we are speaking in spatial terms, we can always conceive the possibility something larger. 
Even the sky and the earth (tiandi 天地) cannot be taken as an absolute standard (Guo 1978: 
17.568-572).  
 
While I have here relied on the Zhuangzi, this view of human judgments as merely human was 
widely accepted across various schools of early Chinese philosophy. Mengzi, for example, gives the 
human taste for coherent order and rightness (liyi 理義) the same status as our mouth’s preference 
for certain foods (6A7).14 It is an expression of natural human taste and thus relative to human 
beings. The degree of skepticism that follows from the priority placed on perspective, though, 
depends on how much commonality one sees among human beings. Beings with similar 
perceptions will come to similar judgments and will be able to make effective arguments among 
themselves. A key question, then, is how much we have, or can be made to have, in common. The 
more skeptical orientation of parts of the Zhuangzi, particularly the “Equalizing Assessments of 
Things” chapter, follows from highlighting the degree to which human beings themselves have 
different perceptions and perspectives. We can no more agree on what it is truly beautiful amongst 
ourselves than we can agree with fish.  
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The shift toward taking species specific natural dispositions (xing 性) as the ground for philosophy 
that one finds in Mengzi and Xunzi and even in some parts of the Zhuangzi is precisely meant to 
establish something like a “human perspective.” Even the Confucians, however, did not think our 
shared dispositions sufficed to form a common ground for discussion and debate. These 
dispositions are ways of responding to the world, so how and when they are expressed already 
depends on experience. For Mengzi, the ultimate explanation for why some people become good 
and some bad lies in the different uses they make of the heart’s ability to si 思, to attend or think 
about (6A15). While the Mengzi certainly includes discursive arguments and engages in debate, its 
most effective strategy is quite different. It tells us to bring a certain situation to mind—such as a 
child in imminent danger (2A6) or the exposed corpse of parent being eaten by insects and animals 
(3A5)—and then asks us to attend to how that makes us feel. Mengzi exemplifies this same strategy 
in his attempts to persuade those with power, as when he reminds King Xuan of Qi of his reaction 
to seeing a terrified ox about to be killed for a sacrifice and then tells him the feeling of anxious 
concern he had in that moment is all he needs to become a good ruler. While Mengzi claims that 
all human beings share the same motivations, those can only form a common ground for 
discussion if we all learn to pay attention to similar things.15  While Xunzi’s prescriptions for 
attention and perception focus on the negative task of eliminated biases or blind spots, he also 
argues that nature so far outstrips human capacities, that the only chance for establishing reliable 
knowledge is if we restrict our concerns to human affairs (Wang 1988: 17.308; cf. 21.406-407). 
 
To a large extent, Confucians approach the goal of establishing a common ground that enables 
discussion not directly on epistemic grounds but on a political level. Most prominently, the unified 
system of ritual and music they promoted was meant to structure perceptions in ways that generate 
commonality. This function of music and ritual is clear the “Discourse on Ritual” and “Discourse 
on Music” chapters of the Xunzi, where emotions are managed through a tightly controlled 
environment. Xunzi also sees desires as coming into alignment through ritual structures. This need 
for the imposition of unified cultural forms appears most clearly in Xunzi’s discussion of the 
rectification and centralized control of language. Xunzi’s underlying point is that debate can only 
be productive on a common ground that is not easily achieved or maintained. Thus, he compares 
disrupting the established system of names to the crime of falsifying tallies or standards of 
measurement (Wang 1988: 22.414). If we agree on the scale then we can settle disputes about 
weight, but if we distrust the scale itself, then disputes can be settled only by force. The scale here 
is not rationality or logic but rather the common cultural structures that enable reasoning in the 
first place. 
 
Let me now turn to strategies for how we might better know the world. As we would expect, these 
texts tend to give priority to epistemic strategies and virtues associated with perception and 
attention rather than logical or analytic skills. These take a wide variety of forms both across and 
within texts. Mengzi gives general rules for how attention should be directed. For example, when 
it comes to the emotions of the heart that lead to virtue, such as compassion and shame, we should 
attend to the naturalness of those emotions. Regarding sensory desires, which are equally natural, 
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we should focus instead on the uncertainty of satisfying them (7B24). This directing of attention 
leads us to strengthen our ethically positive motivations and weaken our more selfish ones. The 
Zhuangzi suggests a different principle. Given the infinite complexity of the world, we can view 
any two things as similar or as different, depending on what we attend to. If we look only at what 
all things have in common and thus cannot be lost, then we will not be upset by change. That is 
how a sagely figure named Wang Tai dealt with the loss of his foot: 
 

自其異者視之，肝膽楚越也；自其同者視之，萬物皆一也。夫若然者，且不知耳目之所

宜，而遊心乎德之和；物視其所一而不見其所喪，視喪其足猶遺土也。 
Looking from the differences, your liver and gall bladder are like the states of Chu and Yue. 
Looking from their sameness, the ten thousand things are all one. Someone like this even 
does not recognize (zhi 知) what is appropriate for his ears or eyes. He has his heart wander 
playfully in the harmony of virtuosity. As for things, he looks at what makes them one and 
does not see what is lost. He looks at the loss of his foot as dirt left behind (Guo 1978: 5.190-
91). 

 
Wang Tai looks (shi 視) at what all things have in common. He does not even see (jian 見) what is 
lost.  
 
Many discussions focus on overcoming biases and blind spots, often discussed under the label of 
emptiness (xu 虛). The Zhuangzi has Kongzi advocate fasting the heart (xin zhai 心齋), which 
leads to an emptiness in which vital energy (qi 氣) will gather (Guo 1978: 4.147). Another passage 
describes progressive stages of forgetting, culminating in total oblivion (Guo 1978: 6.282-85). This 
orientation is put in more practical terms by a woodcarver who says he creates a state of mind in 
which he can find the appropriate wood by setting aside any thoughts of material gain or his royal 
patrons, forgetting even about his own body (Guo 1978: 19.658-59). As we have seen, the 
Huainanzi advocates bringing the spirit back to emptiness (xu) as means of preventing our 
obsessive focus on one thing from obscuring others (He 1998: 2.147). Xunzi lists emptiness along 
with unity and stillness as three primary epistemic virtues that allow one to avoid biases, bi. 
Perhaps in an attempt to avoid the kind of radical oblivion appearing in parts of the Zhuangzi, 
Xunzi says of emptiness: 
 

人生而有知，知而有志，志也者，臧也；然而有所謂虛；不以所已藏害所將受，謂之

虛。 
People are born and have knowing, and with knowing then they have intentions. Having 
intentions is storing, but even so there is what is called emptiness. Not letting what is already 
stored harm what is about to be received is called emptiness (Wang 1988: 21.395). 

 
For Xunzi, emptiness is not the elimination of the knowledge and values we have accumulated but 
rather preventing what we have stored from harming our perceptions in the present moment. 
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Several texts suggest that we cannot simply think our way out of our biases. In the Huainanzi, 
distortions in perception come primarily from strong desires and emotions. Part of cultivating 
accurate perception, then, lies in cultivating the appropriate emotions and desires. In this sense, 
knowing the world requires virtues that are more ethical than directly epistemic. In the Zhuangzi, 
many of the limits on our perspectives are rooted in limits in our experience rather than in our 
mental habits. No level of self-cultivation would allow the hand-cream selling villagers to think of 
trading it for a fiefdom. Their experience would have to change. This need for a change in 
experience is illustrated clearly in the story in the “Autumn Floods.” Initially, the River God is like 
the well-frog, unable to imagine anything greater than himself. Talk of the sea would have sounded 
absurd. He overcomes his limits only by actually encountering the sea. This kind of radical 
encounter does not lead to an objective viewpoint, since even the sea and the sky are relative in 
their size. Nonetheless, it brings about a significant change in that the River God is now aware than 
any perspective (and any judgment) is relative. That is, it eliminates the self-satisfaction that comes 
with assuming one’s perspective is the only one. That, in turn, might make one more likely to 
explore new experiences and perspectives. These kinds of changes in experience might also be 
enabled by art and literature. The Zhuangzi itself frequently throws us into disorienting encounters 
with otherness, even if only imaginary. 
 
Finally, the tendency toward some degree of skepticism leads to what we might loosely group as 
virtues of epistemic humility. We have already seen that one key aim of the Zhuangzi is to shake 
people out of the self-centeredness that leads the cicada and dove to mock the giant bird Peng. The 
Zhuangzi frequently warns against imposing our own judgments and values on other people, 
advocating tolerance for differences. The Huainanzi goes beyond tolerance. Given the limits of any 
perspective, the world can only be dealt with adequately when a multitude of peoples and 
perspectives are allowed to work together. Kongzi and Mozi had broad learning, but they were not 
equal to a local person in finding paths through mountains (He 1998: 9.625). No individual has 
sufficient wisdom to manage the world, but what is done through collective wisdom will always 
succeed (He 1998: 9.627). This need for diversity applies to philosophies as well. They are 
compared to the interdependent spokes of an umbrella (He 1998: 2.17) or to a wide range of tools 
(He 1998: 13.941). Xunzi, of course, is far from tolerant of other viewpoints, as he believes that 
Kongzi was unique in having no biases and thus accounted for all the factors relevant to human 
life (Wang 1988: 21.393-94). Nonetheless, he regularly criticizes those who would presume to rely 
on their own judgment, “internally selecting for themselves” (內自擇) (Wang 1988: 22.430), or 
who take it on themselves (shan 擅) to innovate names (Wang 1988: 22.414). We must have the 
intellectual humility to trust in the efficacy of the way Kongzi has already established, not because 
our logical skills are inadequate but because no ordinary person can expect to the see the world 
without biases and blind spots.  
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5 Conclusion 
 
 
The common realization among early Chinese philosophers that judgments depend on perspective 
and that perspectives vary based on both objective and subjective factors explains not just their 
relative disinterest in judgments but also many other aspects of early Chinese philosophy, from the 
Confucian concern with using cultural forms to establish a common basis of experience to the 
importance of emptiness as a key epistemic virtue to the valorization of diversity in the Huainanzi. 
Showing these connections broadens what we might learn from these philosophers. Many of the 
points they make came into focus in Europe only in the twentieth century, most prominently in 
the development of phenomenology but also in work in psychology on the nature of perception 
and on cognitive biases. The connection to political philosophy should also be taken seriously. 
That people living a world with highly segregated sources of information and realms of experience 
cannot even talk with each other (bu ke yi yu 不可以語) would come as no surprise to the authors 
of the Zhuangzi, Xunzi, or Huainanzi. Looking at the world now, one could hardly blame Xunzi 
for saying, “I told you so.” While each text suggests different solutions to the problem, all would 
argue that the solution would have to go beyond just teaching better skills in logical analysis. 
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