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8  «But if you follow the pragmatic method, you cannot look on any such word as
closing your quest. You must bring out of each word its practical cash-value, set
it at work within the stream of your experience. It appears less as a solution, then,
than as a program for more work, and more particularly as an indication of the
ways in which existing realities may be changed.” “No particular results then,
so far, but only an attitude of orientation, is what the pragmatic method means.
The attitude of looking away from first things, principles, ‘categories,” supposed
necessities; and of looking towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts.”
William James, “Lecture II. — What Pragmatism Means”, Pragmatism—A New

Name For Some Old Ways of Thinking New York: Longmans, 1949, pp. 53-55.
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“As the young Italian pragmatist Papini has well said, it lies in the midst of our
theories, like a corridor in a hotel. Innumerable chambers open out of it. In one
you may find a man writing an atheistic volume; in the next someone on his knees
praying for faith and strength; in a third a chemist investigating a body’s properties.
In a fourth a system of idealistic metaphysics is being excogitated; in a fifth the
impossibility of metaphysics is being shown. But they all own the corridor, and
all must pass through it if they want a practicable way of getting into or out of
their respective rooms.” William James, “Lecture II. — What Pragmatism Means”,
Pragmatism—A New Name For Some Old Ways of Thinking, p. 54.
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Holding the Later to Persuade the Earlier:

An Analysis of “Shui-fu” in Liezi
Yu-Cheng Liao®

Abstract

“Shui-fu” is the final chapter of Liezi. Scholars generally believe that
its central idea lies in explaining human affairs to correspond with the principles
of natural order. While this interpretation is valid, it allows for deeper
exploration. The term “fu” encompasses meanings such as “correspondence”
or “verification” and can also refer to the state of alignment between
phenomena, objects, concepts, and the world. Viewed in reverse, it suggests
that in lived experience, the apparent harmony and discord often coexist.
“Fu” implies an inherent principle of constancy amidst success and failure,
an enduring order that can eventually be verified and reconciled. However,
the diverse realities of the world, judged from different perspectives and
time points, may lead to varying interpretations and outcomes. “Shui-fu”
emphasizes pragmatism, often using empirical evidence to point out the
inadequacy of human common sense in drawing careful conclusions. This
reflects a dual skepticism: both towards behavior derived from experience
and towards abstract principles formed from habit.

The “correspondence” (fu) of consequences requires “explanation”
(shui), and explanation inevitably involves judgment. “Shui-fu” suggests
that both causation and outcomes are realms beyond human full comprehension.
However, its focus on fu does not lie in a truth-centric perspective; it does
not engage with correspondence as coherence, integration, or scientific

utility. Instead, it emphasizes a practical wisdom for navigating life—

observing events, people’s intentions, expectations, and the interplay of

Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Language and Literature, National
Pingtung University.
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interpretations to discern the kinds of fu that emerge. This reflects a skeptical
attitude toward the common-sense view of causality and its extrapolation of
consequences. Since consequences inherently possess an infinite regress,
any theoretical judgment of them is ultimately invalid. This is not causal
skepticism, but rather a prudent version of consequentialism. “Shui-fu”
advocates “observing the heavenly mechanism” and “placing the later before
the earlier” as keys to self-cultivation, governance, and risk avoidance, thus
embodying a cautious yet unadorned sense of reality. From this perspective,
the positions of Laozi, Liezi, and Zhuangzi within the Daoist tradition become

more clearly discernible.

Keywords: Liezi, Shuifu, Fu, Consequences, Pragmatism





