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7.9 Zhuangzi's advice: skill transcendence

In this section we'll look at Zhuangzi's third piece of advice, which we describe as “skill transcendence”.

“Skill transcendence” is about developing a skill to the point where is seems easy, effortless, and you
perform with a sense of tranquillity and oneness with the activity. Zhuangzi gives us a number of examples —
a peerless wheelwright, a perfectionist musician, even a debator (he uses Hui Shi as an example). His most
famous and detailed example, though, is that of a butcher.

Butcher Ding
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L) Here Zhuangzi tells the story of butcher Ding who is cutting up an
ox for his lord. His hands, his shoulder, his knee, his body,
everything moves in balance and even the sounds of his cleaver
are harmonious like a ceremonial dance. The ox seems to be
caught up in the dance as the flesh falls away.

His lord, rapt watching, sighs and says, “Ah, amazing that skill can
reach such elegance!”

And the butcher replies, “What | cherish is a dao; it transcends
skill.”

So what does it mean to “transcend skill”’?

The cooks explains that when he began, he a whole
ox. Then, after three years, he no longer “saw it” as a
whole. Now his guides with intellect, not his eyes,
shuts down senses and lets his intellect play within
the wide lanes between the parts guiding the knife
through crevices that are natural in it. It seems to take
no skill to flow down an open path inherent in the
structure of the activity. Skill seems unnecessary
when following an open path.

The butcher goes on, “Good butchers change their
knife yearly—they chop. Ordinary change theirs
monthly—they hack. I've used this knife nineteen
years and it's as if fresh from the grind-

stone.” ...“Knives edges haves no thickness and
each joint leaves empty space...there's plenty of

room to play.”

Zhuangzi's insight is that such natural paths guide every activity and we can learn them. When you acquire
an ability it feels like the path “opening for you” rather than you pushing. You sense a unity with the activity;
you lose yourself--lose ego focus. The butcher expresses his tranquillity and satisfaction at the end of his
task. This unity with an activity's dao and the satisfaction in practice transcends any skill or pursuit. Usually
associated with dancers or poets, Zhuangzi credits even a lowly butcher with skill-transcendence.



