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The Reception and Development of Zhuangzi's Concept of 'De' in

Daoism

SONG Gengyaran(School of Philosophy and Religious Studies,
Minzu University of China, China)

Abstract: The core theory of 'De' in Zhuangzi's philosophy and its complex reception, criticism, and creative
transformation in the history of Daoist thought deserve in-depth discussion and systematic investigation.
Zhuangzi's theory of 'De', with 'things obtaining life is called De' as its cornerstone, constructs a complete
system connecting the metaphysical and the physical, covering both 'the De of things' and 'the De of humans'.
Its essence lies in the advocacy of natural authenticity (‘the De of heavenly truth') and the fierce criticism of
artificial norms ('the De of deception'). However, when this highly transcendent and critical ideological
system was incorporated into the religious construction and cultivation practice of Daoism, it was not simply
revered and inherited. This paper argues that Daoism inherited and further developed Zhuangzi's theory of
'De', with its development roughly showing three stages: Ge Hong reconstructed the secular ethics criticized
by Zhuangzi into 'virtuous conduct' necessary for immortality cultivation; Cheng Xuanying used the 'double
mystery' method to transform Confucian ethics from 'the De of deception' into 'expedient means' applied
without deliberate intention; and Inner Alchemy and folk Daoism from the Song to Ming and Qing periods
further integrated 'De' into life cultivation and secular practice. Daoism always took Zhuangzi's theory of
'De’ as its metaphysical foundation while injecting religiosity, practicality, and secularity into it, transforming
speculative philosophy into a practical belief system combining transcendence and worldly concern.

Keywords: Zhuangzi; Daoism; De
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