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The Evolution of the Concept Ziran in Taoism:From Laozi’s “Absence

of External Force” to Wang Chong’s “Absence of Internal Intention”
Ye Shuxun

Abstract: The concept Ziran is very important in Taoism, and this paper tries to reexamine it from a new perspec-
tive. Generally, the concept Ziran is regarded as the predicate of Dao in the expression Ziran-Inaction. However, this
view is more suitable for Taoist belief in Han Dynasty than it would be for the thoughts of Lao-Zhuang. Indeed, the con-
cept Ziran in Laozi's thought is to describe a spontaneous state of things or people, which depends on the Inaction of Dao
or the king. Therefore, there is causality between the Inaction of subject and the Ziran of object. In this regard, the con-
cept of Ziran for Zhuangzi and Yanzun is still similar to that of Laozi. Although there were cases in which the term was
used to suggest the lack of subjective intention, this usage was not really prevalent, This usage became more evident in
Wang Chong's thought. Wang Chong emphasized that the behavior of Tian-Dao had no intention by adopting the concept
Ziran, and intended to criticize the theory of the interaction between heaven and human. Thus, the meaning of Ziran in
his case was close to Inaction in the expression of Tian-Dao being Ziran-Inaction. Today, we often use the later expres-
sion of Ziran-Inaction to generalize the philosophy of Lao-Zhuang, which is in fact not really consistent with the teach-
ings of Lao-Zhuang. Instead, the belief in “Ziran caused by Inaction” is more revealing about the properties of Lao-
Zhuang’s thought.

Key Words: Taoism; Ziran; Inaction; Absence of External Force; Absence of Internal Intention
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