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In this presentation, | focus on the question of what people did think about and make out of
texts — a phenomenon that in Chinese studies has received relatively little attention, thus far.
| demonstrate the importance of such an analysis by focusing on the Zhuangzi (1) ,
one of the classics of the pre-Qin (%) era(221-206 BCE), which scholars have
consistently interpreted in predominantly philosophical and philological terms over the last

three decades. | will accentuate the impact of such institutionalized interpretative strategies
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by exposing what kind of assumptions underlie various readings of Zhuangzi's Butterfly

Dream.

While the contemporaneous philosophical discourse emphasizes epistemological aspects,
we will see that pre-republican commentators including Buddhist interpreters seemed to be
more concerned about the Zhuangzi's perspectives on the workings of the cosmos and the
text's transformative powers. Thus, | argue that my discussion of the butterfly dream's
reception history reveals that the contemporary academic discourse on the Zhuangzi is as
much dominated by disciplinary interests in epistemology as the Buddhist commentaries by

ideological and practical concerns about the alleviation of suffering (523 ) . As aresult,

this analysis demonstrates the necessity to understand texts like the Zhuangzi as a piece of
work that had been variously interpreted and appropriated throughout its reception history.
Consequently, my analysis challenges the Zhuangzi's current categorization as a purely
philosophical text and encourages us to have a more diverse and multi-disciplinary

engagement with the Daoist classic.
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