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ABSTRACT

This article inquires into the philosophies of language of Plato and Zhuangzi while placing special emphasis on the

delicate and complex interplay between the ways they understand language and their worldviews and writing methods.

It is argued that Plato is a linguistic realist who assumes language reflects an objective reality. Zhuangzi, in contrast,

is a linguistic conventionalist and skeptic, holding that language constructs rather than reflects the world. Through a

comparative philosophical lens, the paper analyzes how linguistic structures and cultural context shaped those thinkers’

perspectives and uses Jacques Derrida’s logocentrism critique and Chad Hansen’s mass nouns theory to better explain their

linguistic-philosophical views. The study employs philosophical content and linguistic-textual analysis to highlight how

their different traditions influenced their understanding of language. Despite the paper’s claim that Plato and Zhuangzi

differ significantly in their perception of language, it also points to a shared important theme: Both philosophers use literary

and rhetorical devices. This means that for the two of them, knowledge is not only captured in propositional statements but

is also sculpted through style and expression. By exposing the profound interest of those major ancient philosophers in

language and its relation to the world, the study shows that language and philosophy of language were already significant

themes in the early days of world philosophy. By delving into a cross-cultural dialogue, the study suggests a refreshed

vantage point on how language functions in various philosophical frameworks and on the discourse of the relationship

between language, meaning, and reality.
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1. Introduction

At the start of the 20th century, language became cen-

tral in Western philosophy, and the philosophy of language

seemed to replace the previous prominent philosophies —

those relying on metaphysical and epistemological founda-

tions. Many considered this change to be revolutionary in

the history of philosophy. However, as will be shown, its

seeds were sown many years before it occurred – in the early

days of world philosophy.

Plato and Zhuangzi are two philosophers who repre-

sent the early stages of the history of philosophy. They are

differentiated not only by the traditions they belong to – and

whose foundations they helped to build – but also by their

theories positioned at the two ends of the philosophical scale.

Both were also concerned with the study of language and its

place in the world and worldview.

What was their approach to language, how did it align

with their worldview, and what is the association between

these and how they presented their ideas – the current paper

will aim at answering these questions. In the background to

the questions lies the fact that both were scions of different

philosophical and cultural traditions, which invites conjec-

tures about their differing attitudes as a product of language

and culture and, more broadly, about the relations between

culture, language, ontology, and philosophy in general.

2. Methodology

The study’s methodology is comparative philosophy

— a mode of inquiry that seeks to explore and understand

differences and similarities between diverse philosophical tra-

ditions and cultures, enrich their philosophies, and advance

cross-cultural understanding [1, 2]. Comparative philosophy,

then, not only compares thinkers from different cultures but

aims to bring them into constructive dialogue, revealing po-

tential areas of common ground as well as divergences. It can

help transcend dogmatic cultural relativism by showing how

different traditions share similar philosophical concerns [3].

The study uses the comparative method along two lines:

1. Philosophical content analysis, which Examines Plato

and Zhuangzi’s philosophical perception of language and

its relation to the world.

2. Linguistic and textual analysis, which looks into the con-

nections between their cultural-linguistic contexts and

writing methods on the one hand and their views on lan-

guage and meaning on the other hand [4].

This combined approach allows for insights on two lev-

els: first, examining both the philosophical differences and

shared concerns between Plato and Zhuangzi, particularly

their engagement with language and style, and second, ad-

dressing the broader question of how language, thought, and

the perception of reality interact across traditions, especially

the role language understanding and language structural pat-

terns play in constructing and presenting philosophical views.

By performing this two-dimensional investigation, the

study aspires to go beyond comparing two chief philosophi-

cal figures from different cultures and contribute to the on-

going probe of the relations between language, philosophy,

and worldview.

3. Awareness of Language

We have already become one, so how can I say any-

thing? But I have just said that we are one, so how can I not

be saying something? The one and what I said about it make

two, and two and the original one make three [5].

Stranger: It is rather ridiculous to assert that

two names exist when you assert that nothing

exists but unity.

Theaetetus: Of course it is.

Stranger: And in general there would be no

sense in accepting the statement that a name

has any existence.

Theaetetus: Why?

Stranger: Because he who asserts that the

name is other than the thing says that there

are two entities.

Theaetetus: Yes.

Stranger: And further, if he asserts that the

name is the same as the thing, he will be

obliged to say that it is the name of nothing,

or if he says it is the name of something, the

name will turn out to be the name of a name

merely and of nothing else [6].

Both Plato and Zhuangzi are aware of language and its

central role in human life, and specifically in philosophizing.
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They do not grasp language as a mere natural object, or –

if one understands Daoism as a form of monism (e.g., [7–9])

– a regular portion of the holistic oneness, but rather as a

special one, which relates, or at least pretend to relate to the

world in a unique manner. Ergo Plato’s use of the language

argument to refute Parmenides’ claim, according to which

only one thing―permanent and unchangeable―exists, and

the Daoist acknowledgment of the problem that language

poses for those who wish to claim the unity of all things.

This awareness of the special place and role language occu-

pies in the world brings the two to inquire about the nature

of language, its functions, its relation to the world, and the

possibilities and hazards it carries with it.

On the other hand, the two philosophers naturally use

language to address their audience. Hence, at least partially,

how they express themselves and perhaps their ideas and

philosophical views – including their understanding of lan-

guage – are influenced by the features of the languages they

use. This point will be addressed later, mainly in a section

discussing some of their philosophies’ infrastructures and

hidden assumptions.

It is also worthwhile to point out that Plato and

Zhuangzi were by no means the only ancient Chinese and

Western philosophers who studied and investigated language

and its relation to the world. Thus, for example, in ancient

Greece, Aristotle’s On Interpretation thoroughly examined

the nature of language [10], while Epicurus dealt with the issue

of the origin of language [11]. In ancient China, Confucius

calls for the “rectification of names” (i.e., “the precise defini-

tion of actions and relations” [12]), and his predecessor Xunzi

continues his way and develops a complete theory of lan-

guage [3, 13]. A group of philosophers known as the “school

of names” (ming jia) investigates the relations between lan-

guage, logic, and metaphysics [8, 9, 14].

In this sense, Zhuangzi and Plato can be understood

as representatives of two of the world’s great philosophical

traditions [3], and the analysis of their language philosophy

may indeed teach us about these traditions, especially in the

context of language and its relation to worldviews.

4. Plato and Zhuangzi: The Relation

Between Language and the World

4.1. Plato: Language as a Picture of the World

Discussions about language occur mainly in two of

Plato’s dialogues: Cratylus [15] and the Sophist [6]. The percep-

tion of language and its relation to the world are not addressed

at the same level in the two dialogues: In Cratylus, the dis-

cussion focuses mainly on names in their basic meaning, i.e.,

nouns, whereas in the Sophist, the focus is on sentences or

statements, perceived as a composition of names and verbs

(for a detailed discussion on the subject see [16]). However,

and as will be immediately demonstrated, there are strong

arguments to support the claim that the two dialogues reflect

a similar view of language and its relation to the world and

that this view indeed expresses Plato’s own position.

In Cratylus, Plato examines the theory of “natural lan-

guage.” This theory maintains a resemblance between the

names people call things and the things themselves. There-

fore, it implies that there are correct and incorrect names,

depending on the degree of similarity between them and the

things in the world to which they point [17] (see also, e.g., [18]).

What exactly is the nature of this resemblance? Plato

does not explain it, but Socrates attempts to describe how

letters and syllables can mimic things through the way they

are pronounced [15]. Therefore, there is good ground to as-

sume that when Plato refers to the correctness of names, this

correctness derives from how they mimic things [16, 18, 19]:

they can mimic them well and thus are correct, or poorly and

thus are incorrect. Similar to painting, which can describe

an object well or poorly [15] (see also [16]).

Facing the natural theory of language is the theory ac-

cording to which names are arbitrary: Every naming is a

matter of convention, and therefore, there is no good or bad

name, correct or incorrect. Each name is suitable to the same

degree, provided it is acceptable to a certain cultural group.

Does Plato accept the natural language theory? The

answer is not unequivocal: At the beginning of the dialog,

Socrates presents arguments in favor of the theory, such as

the argument which can be rephrased as follows:

• When people talk to each other and call something by a

name, they distinguish between things according to their

nature.

• People do not determine the nature of actions; they

have a nature of their own.
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• Speech is an action.

• Calling names is part of the speaking act (i.e., part of

speaking itself).

• An action is correct if it is performed according to its

nature.

• Therefore, there is correct name calling – if performed

according to its nature, and incorrect – if not so per-

formed [15].

However, later it appears that Socrates retreats from

his initial position. He mentions that custom and convention

add something to a thing about which people think when

speaking, and the requirement for a complete resemblance

between things and names is unreasonable [15]; and afterward,

he argues that people do not need words to learn what things

are, and it is possible and even desirable to learn about things

without the help of names [15].

It appears, therefore, that at least according to Craty-

lus, Plato’s position on natural language theory is somewhat

ambiguous [18–20]. Nonetheless, an in-depth analysis reveals

that even if he eventually rejects it, a characteristic line of

thought emerges from his discussion, which testifies to his

view of the relationship between language and the world and

underlies all of his philosophy. To see this line, one must

return to the initial premises presented above, which state

that:

a. The world is composed of things that have their own

nature, and their existence is not dependent on their rela-

tionship to people.

b. By calling it a name, people signify something and sepa-

rate things according to their nature.

In other words, Plato’s position is that there are things

in reality that do not depend on people or their recognition

(simple realism) and that name-calling is the signification

of these things, according to the order in which they exist in

the world. That is to say, names are linked to reality because

they signify existing things.

A strong indication that this is, in fact, Plato’s funda-

mental position is found in the first question he raises in

Cratylus [15]: Plato does not ask whether it is true that names

represent things in the world or not, but whether there is a

natural correspondence (that can be called imitative corre-

spondence) between names and things they represent. Con-

sequently, even if the answer to this question is negative, the

view that names represent things in the world that exist inde-

pendently of language remains by far the most reasonable

interpretation of Plato’s position. Only now, it is said that

it is possible that the names given to things – the syllables

from which they are built, the way they are pronounced, etc.

– are arbitrary. Yet, using names means signifying things in

the world, and distinguishing between names is carried out

according to the state of things in the world.

This position of Plato is also apparent in his argument

that the person who should supervise name-making is the one

who best knows how to use language, he who “knows how to

ask questions” and answer them [15], that is, the dialectician or

philosopher. It is furthermore manifested in Euthydemus [21];

(see also [22]), where it is claimed that speaking falsehood

means talking about things as they are not, and it arises again

in the Sophist.

In the Sophist, Plato addresses various issues: defining

the sophist, the problem of being and non-being, and the

related problem of false statements ( [23–25]). It is the latter

that is relevant to the current discussion. To understand how

a false statement is possible, Plato first analyses the general

structure of sentences:

Stranger: For when he says that, he makes a

statement about that which is or is becoming

or has become or is to be; he does not merely

give names, but he reaches a conclusion by

combining verbs with nouns [6].

A sentence consists of verbs and nouns (or names) com-

bined into a general statement about the world. What are

names and verbs?

Stranger: The indication which relates to ac-

tion we may call a verb [….] And the vocal

sign applied to those who perform the actions

in question we call a noun [6].

Names and verbs signify states of affairs in the world,

and by this, they acquire meaning [16, 25]. How is a false

statement possible, and how does it differ from a true state-

ment? Two conditions must exist for a false statement to

have meaning:

1. The subject must be real (being in the world).

2. The predicate is also real in itself – it exists in the world

but is not applicable in relation to the subject. Hence, the
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sentence “Theaetetus flies” is false because it connects a

real subject with a real predicate, although this connec-

tion does not exist. In contrast, the statement “Theaetetus

sits” is true because both its subject and predicate, as

well as the connection between them, are real: They sig-

nify an existing state of affairs in the world ( [6]; see also,

e.g., [24])

Therefore, for Plato of the Sophist, like Plato of Craty-

lus, words (in the present context, names and verbs) derive

their meaning from the reality they are associated with and

signify.” (see also [26]). Every meaningful discourse refers

to and derives from the world because the words signify the

same part of the world that exists separately from it.

And yet a puzzle remains: Platonic ontology, as usually

understood [27], espouses that the Material world is nothing

but a constant flux. How, therefore, do names signify the

world while there is nothing to signify, if everything flows?

The answer is found in Plato’s theory of ideas (or forms):

Those abstract, perfect, and permanent beings that are the

cause of everything in the world, which exist by taking part

in them. Plato can hold that names signify actual things

if he assumes that the names correspond with the ideas, as

things in the world take part in them, and hence, through

their connection to the ideas, names can signify the mate-

rial world [28]. Thus, as stated above, Socrates points to the

philosopher―who knows the ideas―as the one who should

supervise the legislation of names, and the existence of false

statements is also possible: the parts of false discourse (verbs

and nouns), are true in that they signify ideas and only their

combination is false.

In this context, it might be worthwhile to mention

Mouzala [29], who points out that according to Hamlyn [30],

even proper names are “a disguised version of a collec-

tion of names of Forms.” This explains how statements like

“Theaetetus flies,” which includes proper names, are still

connected to the sphere of ideas.

Therefore, the Platonic position about the language-

world relationship can be summarized as follows: The world

and its diverse parts exist independently of human recogni-

tion, and the distinctions made in language are not random

but reflect this world, which in itself reacts to the sphere of

ideas. In other words, language is subject to the world and

signifies its parts and their connections. Every meaningful

discourse is about the world, and its meaning derives from

its relationships with what there is in the world.

4.2. Zhuangzi: Language Creates the World

The following analysis relies primarily on chapter 2

of Zhuangzi — “Discussion on making all things equal” [5],

where Zhuangzi addresses the topic of language more than in

any other parts of the seven “inner chapters,” which widely

regarded by scholars to be the only parts of the book that

were written by Zhuangzi himself (see, e.g., [8, 9, 31]). How-

ever, references to other chapters from the book will also be

made when they relate to or enrich the arguments presented

in Chapter 2.

Zhuangzi is hardly certain that when people say some-

thing, their words convey meaning beyond mere mumbling:

Words are not just wind. Words have something to say.

But if what they have to say is not fixed, then do they really

say something? Or do they say nothing? People suppose

that words are different from the peeps of baby birds, but is

there any difference, or isn’t there [5]?

Birds’ peeping and wind blowing are not language, at

least not in the sense of representing things in the world. Is

the human language different? The first part of the citation

above suggests that Zhuangzi acknowledges the uniqueness

of human language, at least on the communicative level.

However, he remains skeptical about its ability to convey

fixed truths.

Words have value; what is of value in words is meaning

( [5]; for a similar saying, see [5]).

Here, again, the beginning of the section might indi-

cate that language does have the capacity to represent reality.

However, Zhuangzi immediately undermines this by stating:

Meaning has something it is pursuing, but the thing that

it is pursuing cannot be put into words and handed down [5].

Thus, Zhuangzi maintains that words seek meaning

but cannot articulate it; language seems too narrow to con-

tain and convey meaning. Perhaps if words were simple

representations of the world, then it would be easy to under-

stand the meaning beyond them. However, it appears that

Zhuangzi does not accept the picture theory of language, the

view that words stand for real things in the world. For that

reason, regarding opposites such as “right-wrong” (in the

moral or the factual sense) or as the negation of something

that exists [9, 32], Zhuangzi writes:

Therefore he [the sage], too, recognizes a “this” but
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a “this” that is also “that,” a “that” that is also “this.” His

“that” has both a right and a wrong in it; his “this,” too, has

both a right and a wrong in it. So, does he still have a “this”

and “that”? Or does he, in fact, no longer have a “this” and

“that”? the Way (Dao) makes them all into one [5].

The first part of the passage suggests that opposites

are not absolute but depend on the frame of reference from

which they are viewed: what appears as “this” from one point

of view appears as “that” from another [9, 33–36]. The last two

sentences, however, go a step further: Zhuangzi offers that

understanding the relationship between language and reality

leads to the understanding that all distinctions are arbitrary,

hence the conclusion:

A road is made by people walking on it; things are so

because they are called so [5].

It is not, then, that words only do not accurately depict

reality or that sometimes they may correspond to reality and

at other times they may not [7, 37]. Rather, Zhuangzi holds a

stronger position, according to which language determines

how the world appears to people: how people perceive and

judge the world [13, 32, 33, 38]. This is a conventionalist theory

of language and language-world relations, which espouses

that knowledge is an outcome of a system of name-giving

that is fundamentally random and does not necessarily cor-

respond with reality [9, 32, 33, 39]. People learn to distinguish

between things through a language-learning process. Since

People think with the help of language, it makes them feel,

define, “and act in certain ways” [39], and hence, people are

governed by the language they employ and depend on what

it allows them to think and do. To “know” does not mean

to know something about the world but to act and react ac-

cording to a language system. There is no objective truth

to which language corresponds; instead, there are different

languages by which different groups describe the world.

This is the ground of Zhuangzi’s language skepticism

(see, e.g., [40, 41]): Because many types of discourse are pos-

sible, and what is conceived as correct or true in one is not

necessarily correct or true in another, absolute discursive

truth does not exist. “Truth,” “false,” “good, and “bad” are

judgments people make within a particular language frame-

work, and they, like the division of the world into objects,

actions, and qualities, are given to differences between dif-

ferent languages [9, 39].

From the outset, language places restrictions upon peo-

ple, making them perceive the world in a certain way, which

does not reflect it but divides and limits it. Hence, for

Zhuangzi, it is not only that language does not reflect the

world as it is, but creates it for humans, and a failure to un-

derstand this process of creation gives rise to a misleading,

even harmful, picture of reality:

The Way has never known boundaries; speech has no

constancy. But because of [the recognition of a] “this,” there

came to be boundaries. Let me tell you what the boundaries

are. There is left, there is right, there are theories, there are

debates, there are divisions, there are discriminations, there

are emulations, and there are contentions. [….]. So [I say,]

those who divide fail to divide; those who discriminate fail

to discriminate. What does this mean, you ask? The sage em-

braces things. Ordinary men discriminate among them and

parade their discriminations before others. So I say, those

who discriminate fail to see [5].

5. Chad Hansen and the Theory of

Mass Nouns

If Zhuangzi is a conventionalist, then he is in opposi-

tion to Plato: while the latter, as argued above, sees language

as reflecting the world, the former sees it as creating arti-

ficial boundaries and distinctions. Chad Hansen presents

some of the strongest arguments in favor of this view [32, 33],

basing his argument on the differences between Chinese and

Indo-European languages (for a critical analysis of part of

Hansen’s view, see, for example, [4, 42]).

Hansen, who assumes a direct association between lan-

guage and thought, language and worldview, argues that the

Chinese language is built from nouns parallel to mass nouns

in Western languages. Mass nouns are nouns such as ‘water’

and ‘rice’. They are different from common nouns inWestern

languages – count nouns – in that they cannot be multiplied

or counted and are associated with the much-little or part-

whole dichotomy, in contrast to the one-many dichotomy

that developed in Western culture against the background of

count nouns [32, 33].

The mass nouns theory explains, according to Hansen,

differences in Chinese andWestern philosophical tendencies:

In the former, an ontology of stuff-like developed according

to which the world is a collection of elements penetrating one

another, and “naming is just making the distinctions, and the
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distinctions themselves are merely conventional – socially

agreed-on ways of dividing up the world” [26]. This ontology

is different from the ontology that has dominated Western

thinking since Plato, in which the world is seen as made up

of separate objects with their own qualities. Consequently,

according to Hansen [32] (see also [4, 43]), a conventionalist

and nominalist view of language governed classic Chinese

ontology, whereas Western ontology was dominated by a

realist view of language, and mental and idealistic views

developed, arising from the one/many dichotomy: How, for

example, Plato asked himself, are all particulars humans call

‘dog’ connected; and thus the road was paved for the creation

of another world – a world of ideas, or abstract forms.

Hansen argues, therefore, that the difference between

the languages led to a difference in worldview and language-

world relationships. His argument reinforces the view ac-

cording to which Zhuangzi was a conventionalist, for whom

there are many possible ways to divide the world, which in

itself cannot be divided in an absolute or correct way, and

can also be seen as reinforcing the claim about Plato’s lingual

realism, which postulated that the material world is made up

of things – represented through language – whose existence

is possible owing to their connection to the ideas.

6. Writing, Writing Style, and Lan-

guage

Both Plato and Zhuangzi engage in writing. Writing

helps them express their positions and pass them on to oth-

ers. If presented as a conventionalist and language skeptic,

one can always ask the Daoist: Why write at all if words do

not describe the world, if they are only an arbitrary social

convention? In contrast, at first glance, it seems probable

that Plato – as a language realist – would praise language,

whether written or spoken, as a tool for understanding the

world. Nonetheless, in practice, it is not so. Especially, Plato

criticizes the written word [44–46]:

Writing, Phaedrus, has this strange quality, and is very

like painting; for the creatures of painting stand like living be-

ings, but if one asks them a question, they preserve a solemn

silence [47] (See also [48]).

Unlike the spoken word, the written word allegedly

produces a certain imperviousness; readers cannot ask an

author what she meant or argue with her, possibilities that

only appear to exist in speech. This indeed may be the reason

for Plato’s writing style, the dialogue, as a tool to maintain

the spirit of speech and, generally, the philosophical spirit [49].

Even more, if philosophy is in search of the ultimate truth,

and writing does not allow for thorough investigation, rais-

ing questions, and getting complete answers, it appears that

philosophy can best reach its goal by using the medium of

dialogue.

For the French philosopher Jacques Derrida [44, 50],

Plato’s preference for speech over writing is a symptom

of Western culture expressing simultaneously repression and

hopeless aspiration. The repression is the suppression of

death; death as the change and disappearance of being, and

the aspiration is for an absolute, unchanging, permanent be-

ing. The immediacy of speech, the seeming continuity in

every spoken act between talk and thought, creates a sense

of words having a single, correct meaning. In writing, in

contrast, the absence of both writer and reader is revealed,

and moreover, the absence of the signified to which words

appear to refer. This absence, Derrida argues, is inherent

in every representative system and, in fact, enables it. The

yearning for being, the attempt to correctly define things,

means ignoring (or repressing) the lack of absolute meaning,

the lack of separation between the signified and the signifier,

and they are what underlie, according to Derrida, Plato’s writ-

ing, and his preference of the spoken over the written [44, 50]

(see also, [28, 51]).

To a large extent, it appears that both Zhuangzi’s writing

style and content are close to Derrida’s position (e.g., [52, 53]).

Regarding style: Amix of short stories, dialogues, allegories,

and myths that are presented without any apparent order.

Regarding content: Ambiguous themes and ideas that can

be interpreted one way or another [8, 38, 53–55], such as the

fragment presented above: Does Zhuangzi want to say that

words have no other meaning than birds peeping or that they

do? According to Zhuangzi’s view of language demonstrated

here, it is only natural for him to present an argument and

contradict it, to seek the meaning of words, but to play with

the assumption that such meaning does not exist [8, 9, 38].

The understanding that words do not have an abso-

lute meaning, that they do not describe reality itself, does

not concern Zhuangzi. On the contrary, the variety of pos-

sible interpretations and meanings, or, put differently, the

metaphoric level of language, attracts him. Zhuangzi sees
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language as a game, that change and flux are its rules, and the

pleasure derived from it is not from winning an argument or

reaching a final conclusion but part of the game itself [53, 56].

It is exactly the aspiration for precise and clear-cut saying,

for language absolutism – and therefore, moral and philo-

sophical absolutism – which confuse and interrupt the flux

of life:

Those at the next [historical] stage thought that things

exist but recognized no boundaries among them. Those at

the next stage thought there were boundaries but recognized

no right and wrong. Because right and wrong appeared, the

Way was injured [5].

7. Conclusions

This paper has explored and compared Plato’s and

Zhuangzi’s perspectives on language and its relation to the

world. Based on this analysis, several important conclusions

can be drawn. First, the philosophical concern with the rela-

tionship between language and the world is by no means a

characteristic feature of modern philosophy alone but already

existed in the early stages of world philosophy, or at least

Chinese and Western philosophies. To be sure, it is — and

should be — an essential part of any discipline that aspires

to investigate the world to thoroughly examine its own tools.

Philosophy, in particular, as a discipline that aims at under-

standing the structures and infrastructures, the possibilities

and boundaries of human knowledge, should examine the

knowledge tools used by all disciplines, including, of course,

itself. As has been demonstrated, this understanding is al-

ready present in the work of the ancient philosopher’s study

of language — as a knowledge tool.

Second, when philosophical (and other) views are pre-

sented, it is important to be sensitive not only to the content

but also to the style of writing or speaking. In other words,

language is not only about content but also about its form

of use. The form of use expresses the philosopher’s overall

position, As was made evident in the cases of Zhuangzi and

Plato.

An important point that might easily be overlooked is

that neither Plato nor Zhuangzi used the standard, objective-

like, non-dramatic, formal, and impersonal style of writing

that is common in philosophy today―especially in analytic

philosophy. That is, both use literary and rhetorical tech-

niques to explore and express philosophical ideas. This

suggests that both held that knowledge could not be ob-

tained―or, at the very least, transmitted―by language with-

out its stylistic dimension.

Notably, Derrida, as well as other Continental and

postmodern philosophers, such as Nietzsche, Bergson, and

Deleuze, also use literary means when philosophizing, which

indicates their conception of language as a diverse, ever-

changing, and open-ended integral part of both philosophy

and reality. This shows that despite philosophical and cul-

tural differences, the use of literary and rhetorical techniques

in philosophy is not restricted to a particular tradition, era,

or school of thought.

Third, language customarily used in a particular culture

influences its philosophical discourse and, more generally,

the worldview of thinkers who are members of this culture.

This influence―as arises from both Hansen’s and Derrida’s

views―is, to a large extent, unconscious. Furthermore, even

when philosophers are aware of language’s influence on cul-

tural and philosophical discourse and belief systems, they

remain bound to a certain degree by the structures and infras-

tructures of language itself. Hence, the tactics and strategies

used to overcome―at least partly―these chains.

In this sense, one can argue that there is a symmetry be-

tween the philosophies of different cultures and, more specifi-

cally, between Plato and Zhuangzi. Nonetheless, this claim is

not accurate. Distinct from Plato, Zhuangzi discusses words

with more profound skepticism, and it appears that he seeks

to neutralize the effect of language on people’s worldviews

and the ways they act. It is not that Zhuangzi wishes to be

silent, and Plato seeks to speak, but rather that Zhuangzi

wishes to emphasize the limitations of words, whereas Plato

is asking to arrange the world through them. And perhaps

this is the difference between the Platonic sage who searches

for the absolute constant and the Daoist sage who follows

the chaos.
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