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            "My destiny is in me, not in Heaven. The Golden Elixir is made by me, not by others. He who understands this principle will be ranked among the immortals."  — Ge Hong,Baopuzi Neipian

"The less one sees, the more things seem strange. The more one sees, the less there is to marvel at. Why? Because one becomes accustomed to them."  — Ge Hong,Baopuzi Neipian

"The body is the dwelling of the spirit. If the body is fatigued, the spirit disperses; if the vital energy is exhausted, life ends."  — Ge Hong,Baopuzi Neipian

"The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step."  — Laozi,Daodejing

"A frog in a well cannot conceive of the ocean, nor a summer insect of the ice. How then can a scholar of the Dao understand what is beyond his own narrow experience?"  — Zhuangzi
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An Ancient Blueprint for Modern Flourishing: Why Read the Baopuzi Neipian Today?
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In our relentless pursuit of progress, we are surrounded by unprecedented technological power and material abundance. Yet, for many, this outward success is shadowed by an inner sense of disquiet. We face burnout from constant connectivity, anxiety from social comparison, and a nagging feeling that in our quest for everything, we may have lost something essential. What if the antidote to these modern maladies wasn't a new app or a productivity hack, but a 1,700-year-old blueprint for living a life of profound purpose and unshakable well-being?

Ge Hong's Baopuzi Neipian (Inner Chapters of the Master Who Embraces Simplicity) is precisely that. Penned in 4th-century China, this Daoist masterwork is far more than a historical curiosity. It is a surprisingly practical and deeply relevant guide to navigating the complexities of human existence. While its language speaks of alchemy and immortality, its core message addresses the timeless questions we still ask today: How can we live a long, healthy, and meaningful life? How do we find balance in a chaotic world? And how can we unlock our fullest human potential?

Reading the Baopuzi Neipian today offers tangible benefits for the modern individual seeking a more integrated and fulfilling life:

Reclaim Your Holistic Well-being

Long before the modern wellness movement, Ge Hong championed a truly holistic vision of health. He understood that the mind and body are not separate entities, but a deeply interconnected system—a concept he called "the body is the dwelling of the spirit." The Baopuzi Neipian provides a practical framework for nurturing this connection. It teaches that mental stress depletes physical vitality, while a neglected body cannot support a vibrant spirit. Its methods, from meditative practices that calm the mind to breathing exercises that vitalize the body, offer a powerful antidote to the burnout and anxiety that define our age. It guides us back to a state of inner balance, reminding us that true health is a harmony of mind, body, and spirit.

Discover a Framework for Lifelong Growth and Purpose

At its heart, the Baopuzi Neipian is a testament to human potential. Ge Hong passionately argues that we are not fixed beings, but can fundamentally transform ourselves through disciplined effort. This is a powerful message of empowerment. The text lays out a path of lifelong learning, emphasizing the need for diligent study, the guidance of mentors, and unwavering perseverance. In a world of fleeting distractions, Ge Hong’s vision of a life dedicated to a single, profound goal—the cultivation of the self—is both a challenge and an inspiration. It encourages us to identify our own "elixir," the ultimate project that gives our life meaning and direction, and to pursue it with focused intent.

Cultivate Cognitive Humility in an Age of Information Overload

Ge Hong was a sharp critic of intellectual arrogance. He warned that our perception is limited and that we should not be quick to dismiss what we do not understand. His famous adage, "The less one sees, the more things seem strange," is a timeless reminder to maintain cognitive humility. In an era of information overload and polarized discourse, this wisdom is more crucial than ever. The Baopuzi Neipian teaches us to approach new ideas with an open mind, to question our own assumptions, and to appreciate the vastness of what we do not know. It is a training manual for critical thinking and intellectual openness, skills essential for navigating the complexities of the 21st century.

Build an Ethical Foundation for a Meaningful Life

Ge Hong’s system is not a selfish pursuit of personal gain. He masterfully integrates Daoist spiritual goals with a robust Confucian ethical framework. He argues that true transcendence is impossible without a foundation of moral action. The accumulation of good deeds is not merely a suggestion but a prerequisite for spiritual advancement. This principle reminds us that our personal growth is inextricably linked to our impact on the world. It provides a powerful moral compass, suggesting that a fulfilling life is one that balances self-cultivation with social responsibility and active benevolence.

In conclusion, the Baopuzi Neipian is far more than an ancient text; it is a living dialogue. It invites us to step back from the frantic pace of modern life and reconnect with the fundamental principles of well-being, purpose, and wisdom. It offers not easy answers, but a challenging and deeply rewarding path for anyone willing to embark on the ultimate journey: the mastery of oneself.
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Chapter 1 · Elucidating the Profound 
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Section One: Ontology of the Dao — What is "Xuan"?

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

bào pǔ zi yuē：「xuán zhě，zì rán zhī shǐ zǔ，ér wàn shū zhī dà zōng yě。 miǎo mèi hū qí shēn yě，gù chēng wēi yān。 mián miǎo hū qí yuǎn yě，gù chēng miào yān。 qí gāo zé guān gài hū jiǔ xiāo，qí kuàng zé lóng zhào hū bā yú。 guāng hū rì yuè，xùn hū diàn chí。 huò shū shuò ér jǐng shì，huò piāo ling ér xīng liú，huò huàng yàng yú yuān chéng，huò fēn fēi ér yún fú。 yīn zhào lèi ér wèi yǒu，sòng qián jì ér wèi wú。 lún dà yōu ér xià shěn，líng chén jí ér shàng yóu。 jīn shí bù néng bǐ qí gāng，zhàn lù bù néng děng qí róu。 fāng ér bù jǔ，yuán ér bù guī。 lái yān mò jiàn，wǎng yān mò zhuī。 qián yǐ zhī gāo，kūn yǐ zhī bēi，yún yǐ zhī xíng，yǔ yǐ zhī shī。 bāo tāi yuán yī，fàn zhù liǎng yí，tǔ nà dà shǐ，gǔ yě yì lèi，huí xuán sì qī，jiàng chéng cǎo mèi，pèi cè líng jī，chuī xū sì qì，yōu kuò chōng mò，shū chǎn càn wèi，yì zhuó yáng qīng，zhēn zhuó hé wèi，zēng zhī bù yì，yì zhī bù kuì，yǔ zhī bù róng，duó zhī bù cuì。 gù xuán zhī suǒ zài，qí lè bù qióng。 xuán zhī suǒ qù，qì bì shén shì。

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

Ge Hong clearly states: "Xuan" is the origin of Nature and the fundamental root of all things in the universe. It is unfathomably deep, hence called subtle; infinitely distant, hence called wondrous. It is supremely high, covering the nine heavens; expansive and boundless, enveloping all directions. It outshines the sun and moon, and is faster than lightning. It can vanish like fleeting light, float like shooting stars, ripple crystal-clear like a deep abyss, or drift like clouds.

“Xuan” manifests all things (the realm of being) through signs and forms, yet it also relies on absolute stillness to return to non-being. It can sink into the profound depths or ascend to the universe’s zenith. Its hardness surpasses metal; its softness exceeds the clearest dew. It appears in square forms without measuring tools and round forms without compasses. It comes without being seen and leaves without a trace.

Heaven owes its height to it; Earth its depth; clouds their motion; rain its fall. It generates the primal original unity (yuan yi), forges the two primary principles (liang yi: yin and yang), breathes forth the great beginning, nurtures countless living beings, directs the lunar mansions (twenty-eight stars), brings order from primordial chaos, operates subtle spiritual machinery, and blends the four seasons’ qi. It contains deep silence while brilliantly unfolding. It suppresses corruption and promotes purity, balances rivers like the Yellow and Wei without overflowing or exhausting.

Thus, wherever Xuan dwells, joy is endless; when it departs, things wear out, and spirit fades.

[Philosophical Correspondence]


Western Philosophy (Plato/Aristotle): "Xuan" closely parallels Plato’s theory of Forms (Ideas) or Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover. It represents the eternal, unchanging ultimate reality beyond phenomena, the ground and archetype of all existence.

Indian Philosophy (Upanishads): The concept of "Xuan" aligns with Brahman, the universal essence described as truth, consciousness, and bliss (Saccidānanda), formless yet omnipresent. The statement "where Xuan is, joy never ends" resonates directly with Brahman as the ultimate bliss.

Confucian/Neo-Confucian Thought: Concepts such as 'tian li' (Heavenly Principle) or 'taiji' (Great Ultimate) in Song Dynasty Neo-Confucianism hold similar ontological status as ultimate principles governing the generation and transformation of all things.



[Life Application]

Core Insight: Find the root of life. Modern anxiety and emptiness largely stem from losing connection with this fundamental "Profound Dao." We chase external, changeful "vessels" (material wealth, status, fame), neglecting the internal, unchanging "Dao."

Practical Examples:


Steve Jobs’s motto, “Stay Hungry, Stay Foolish,” encapsulates perpetual openness and pursuit of the primal source (Xuan), never settling for any existing, fixed "vessel."

Elon Musk’s “First Principles” approach deconstructs rockets and electric vehicles not by conventional vessels but by returning to fundamental physical laws (analogous to Xuan), exemplifying "forming the manifest from signs" (manifesting being from non-being).



Section Two: The Illusory and Perilous Nature of Worldly Pleasure

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

fū wǔ shēng bā yīn，qīng shāng liú zhēng，sǔn cōng zhě yě。 xiān huá yàn cǎi，yù lì bǐng làn，shāng míng zhě yě。 yàn ān yì yù，qīng láo fāng lǐ，luàn xìng zhě yě。 yě róng mèi zī，qiān huá sù zhì，fá mìng zhě yě。 ...... rán lè jí zé āi jí，zhì yíng bì yǒu kuī。 gù qū zhōng zé tàn fā，yàn bà zé xīn bēi yě。 shí lǐ shì zhī yōu zhào，yóu yǐng xiǎng zhī xiāng guī yě。 bǐ jiǎ jiè ér fēi zhēn，gù wù wǎng ruò yǒu yí yě。

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

Pleasant music, if heard excessively, damages hearing; brilliant colors strain eyesight; comfort and luxury, fine wines and delicacies, confuse and disturb the mind; seductive beauty and ornate makeup ultimately harm life itself. Yet when pleasure reaches its extreme, sorrow inevitably follows; when things are overly abundant, loss is sure to come. Hence, a melody’s close evokes sighs, and the end of festivities brings sadness. This is natural law, like shadows following forms and echoes returning to sounds. These worldly pleasures are borrowed and illusory, not true fulfillment; thus their departure leaves a sense of loss.

[Philosophical Correspondence]


Buddhism: This deeply illustrates the teaching that "all sensations are suffering" (dukkha). Sensory pleasures (forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches) are impermanent and changeable; attachment leads to suffering of separation and frustration.

Stoicism (Seneca): Seneca warns that indulging in external, uncontrollable pleasures weakens the soul and causes great pain upon loss. True happiness arises from internal virtue, not external circumstances.

Schopenhauer: Life swings between pain and boredom. Desire prior to fulfillment is painful; satisfaction brings boredom, resonating perfectly with the insight that extreme pleasure gathers sorrow.



[Life Application]

Core Insight: Beware the “trap of pleasure.” The modern consumer society continuously stimulates our senses, promising happiness through consumption. But such happiness is false and unsustainable.

Practical Examples:


Online shopping addictions (“shopaholics”) exemplify this: excitement during purchases is followed by regret and emptiness, illustrating the borrowed, illusory pleasure.

Social media fatigue: constant scrolling for novelty (bright colors and stimulation) leads to scattered attention and internal emptiness, the consequence of sensory overload.



Section Three: The Method of Embodying the Dao — Inner Cultivation

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

fū xuán dào zhě，dé zhī hū nèi，shǒu zhī zhě wài，yòng zhī zhě shén，wàng zhī zhě qì，cǐ sī xuán dào zhī yào yán yě。 dé zhī zhě guì，bù dài huáng yuè zhī wēi。 tǐ zhī zhě fù，bù xū nán dé zhī huò。 gāo bù kě dēng，shēn bù kě cè。 chéng liú guāng，cè fēi jǐng，líng liù xū，guàn hán róng。 chū hū wú shàng，rù hū wú xià。 jīng hū hàn màn zhī mén，yóu hū yǎo miǎo zhī yě。 xiāo yáo huǎng hū zhī zhōng，cháng yáng páng fú zhī biǎo。 yàn jiǔ huá yú yún duān，jǔ liù qì yú dān xiá。 pái huái máng mèi，áo xiáng xī wēi，lǚ lüè wān hóng，jiàn shān xuán jī，cǐ dé zhī zhě yě。

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

"Profound Dao" must be realized inwardly (grasped inside), maintained through external conduct (guarded outside), applied with spiritual mastery (used by the spirit), but lost upon fixation on physical forms (forgotten as mere vessels). This captures the essence of contemplating the Dao.

Those who truly obtain the Dao are noble without wielding official power (the yellow sceptre). Those who embody it are wealthy without demanding rare goods. The Dao is too high to climb and too deep to fathom. The adept can ride the flowing light, harness flying shadows, transcend the six voids (directions), permeate boundless space; move beyond the highest and the lowest; pass through the infinite gates; roam the obscure wilderness. They enjoy freedom in states of vague transcendence and ride at the edge of apparent reality. They ingest the nine celestial essences (nine glories) in clouds, chew the six natural energies (six qi) in red dawns. They wander in chaotic obscurity, fly in the subtle and quiet realms, step on winding rainbows, and tread on the revolving North Dipper’s pivot. This is the realm of those who have attained the Dao.

[Philosophical Correspondence]


Zhuangzi: This section typifies the Zhuangzi notion of 'carefree wandering' (xiaoyao you). "Riding flowing light, steering flying shadows, transcending six voids" echoes the idea of traversing the ‘correctness of heaven and earth’ and riding the transformations of the six qi, embodying absolute spiritual freedom.

Phenomenology (Husserl): "Grasp from within" resembles the phenomenological "return to the things themselves" through epoché (suspension of judgment), stripping away external interference to directly intuit essence. Forgetting the vessel warns against the "natural attitude"—treating the world as mere physical objects.

Wang Yangming’s Mind Learning: "Grasp from within" aligns with "the mind is principle" — the true Dao lies within; seeking inwardly illuminates mind and nature, yielding true power and richness.



[Life Application]

Core Insight: True power arises internally. We often seek validation, security, and resources externally, but Ge Hong reveals the greatest strength and genuine wealth is from connecting with the Dao.

Practical Examples:


"Flow state" experiences where artists, athletes, or programmers immerse so deeply they lose track of time and self exemplify "used spiritually, forgotten as vessel." They attain immense spiritual enjoyment and freedom.

Mindfulness meditation practices epitomize "grasping internally," focusing inwardly on breath and thoughts without attachment to sensory objects, returning to inner tranquility and awareness, touching the deeper consciousness beyond daily thought.



Section Four: Contentment and Guarding Simplicity — Cultivation Within the World

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

qí cì zé zhēn zhī zú，zhī zú zhě zé néng féi dùn wù yòng，yí guāng shān lín。 yū luán lóng zhī yì yú xì jiè zhī wǔ，yǎng hào rán zhī qì yú péng dù zhī zhōng。 lán lǚ dài suǒ，bù yǐ mào lóng zhāng zhī wěi yè yě。 fù bù zhàng cè，bù yǐ yì jié sì zhī luò yì yě。 cáng yè guāng yú sōng xiù，bù shòu tā shān zhī gōng。 shěn lín jiǎ yú xuán yuān，yǐ wéi zuān zhuó zhī zāi。 ...... tài ěr yǒu jùn huān yú wú wèi zhī chǎng，xīn rán qí guì jiàn yú bù zhēng zhī dì。 hán chún shǒu pǔ，wú yù wú yōu，quán zhēn xū qì，jū píng wèi dàn。 huī huī dàng dàng，yǔ hún chéng děng qí zì rán。 hào hào máng máng，yǔ zào huà jūn qí fú qì。 ...... qǐ kěn wěi shī zhù zhī zuò，shì dà jiàng zhī wèi，yuè zūn zǔ yǐ dài wú zhī zhī páo，shě shéng mò ér zhù shāng shǒu zhī gōng。 bù yǐ chòu shǔ zhī xì suǒ，ér wèi yōng fū zhī yōu lè。

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

The next rank after those who attain Dao are genuinely contented people. Contented ones willingly retreat from worldly ambitions, nurturing their spirit in solitude among mountains and forests. Though their existence is as majestic as phoenixes and dragons, they choose to mingle with tiny beings; nurturing vast upright vitality in humble homes. Even worn-out garments and simple hemp belts are preferred over ornate dragon robes; walking with staff is favored over grand carriages.

They conceal luminous night pearls deep in mountains to avoid exploitation; sink dragon scales deep in abyss to evade harm. They live joyfully in realms of non-action, equanimous toward honor and lowliness alike. They cherish purity and simplicity, are free from desire and anxiety, preserving their true nature, living as empty vessels with calm hearts and plain tastes. Their minds are vast and expansive, united with chaos and nature, their state boundless and well-matched with creation.

Such people would never abandon their sacred tranquility (like ritual attendants), nor relinquish their mastery as grand artisans, nor overstep to replace ignorant cooks, or forsake principles to aid harmful workers. They do not fret over trivial worldly treats like "stinking mice" (a metaphor for fame and gain), nor suffer baseless joys or worries.

[Philosophical Correspondence]


Zhuangzi, Autumn Floods: The "stinking mouse" metaphor is directly derived from Zhuangzi, sharply satirizing those who chase fame and gain and judge others by their own petty standards.

Stoicism (Epictetus): The doctrine of control dichotomy teaches to focus only on what is within one’s power (will, judgment) and remain indifferent to external wealth and reputation (the "stinking mice"), perfectly matching "not fretting over trivial stinking mice."

Thoreau, Walden: Thoreau’s simple living by the lake, reducing material needs and seeking spiritual richness, parallels "nurturing vast righteous qi in humble abodes," "embracing purity and simplicity, desireless and carefree."



[Life Application]

Core Insight: Define your own value system. Do not be enslaved by socially popular "success" metrics (the stinking mice). Build internal values based on the Dao.

Practical Examples:


The FIRE movement (Financial Independence, Retire Early): Its essence is not laziness but active reduction of desires (contentment), escaping the rat race, reclaiming control of time to pursue true passions (nurturing righteous qi). This is a "contentment-based" protest against alienated contemporary labor.

Minimalist lifestyle: consciously reducing unnecessary possessions and social ties (hiding luminous pearls in mountains) to avoid assaults from consumerism and complex relations, thus achieving inner peace and freedom.



Section Five: Summary and Warning

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

ruò fú cāo suí zhū yǐ dàn què，shì qín zhì yǐ shǔ chē，dēng xiǔ mín yǐ tàn cháo，yǒng lǚ liáng yǐ qiú yú，dàn wèi chēng gū zhī kè，xī wèi hú niǎo zhī yú。 dòng náo sù fù，qīng nì bù zhèn，gài shì rén zhī suǒ wèi zài chí qǐ jí，ér dá zhě zhī suǒ wèi hán xīn ér qī chuàng zhě yě。 gù zhì rén hēi sháo xià ér tāo zǎo líng。 fèn qí liù yǔ yú wǔ chéng zhī xū，ér bù fán xián lú zhī wèi。 yì qí lín jiǎo hū wù yòng zhī dì，ér bù shì qū xué zhī bèi。 fǔ wú jù chī zhī hū，yǎng wú kàng jí zhī huǐ，rén mò zhī shí，miǎo yǐ liáo zāi！ ”

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

Those who waste the precious Sui pearl on shooting sparrows (metaphor: wasting great talent on trivial tasks), lick the Qin king’s piles (a story from Zhuangzi meaning flattering for rank) to gain carriage, climb rotten ropes to steal bird nests, swim treacherous Lüliang rapids for fish (risking danger for gain) might still be lonely rulers at dawn, but by evening they become leftovers for foxes and birds. Beams break, food overturns, ruin spreads without recovery. These are the pursuits and dreams of worldly folk, raising sorrow and pity among the wise.

Thus, the true sage silently shuns the frivolity of music and decoration; boldly flies over sacred mountains without clinging to protective reeds; hides their dragon scales and horns unused; does not rely on twisting caves to defend. They have no fear of menacing calls below, nor regret from overreaching above. Nobody truly knows them; their realm is vast and infinitely remote.

[Philosophical Correspondence]


I Ching (Book of Changes), Qian Hexagram: “The dragon at extreme height regrets.” Ge Hong’s phrase “no regret from extreme height” directly adapts this, warning not to pursue extremes but to practice humility and self-preservation.

Ancient Greek Tragedy: Many tragic heroes (like Oedipus) fall due to hubris — arrogance leading them beyond their limits and resulting in collapse, epitomizing "pillars bending, cauldrons overturning." This is precisely Ge Hong’s admonition.



[Life Application]

Core Insight: Reflect on your life strategy. Are you chasing the wrong goals ("stinking mice") by wrong methods (wielding Sui pearl to shoot sparrows)? Are you involved in risky speculations (swimming Lüliang for fish) or degrading trades (licking Qin piles for carriage)?

Practical Examples:


Overleveraged financial speculators who reap gold during market upswings but lose everything after a black swan event, becoming deeply indebted, exemplify "climbing rotten ropes to probe nests" in finance.

Genuine entrepreneurs and online influencers: the former build steady businesses without hype (shunning fleeting music and ornaments), flying high steadily; the latter might be consumed quickly by trends, rising fast but falling abruptly.



Summary and Contemporary Enlightenment

This "Elucidating the Profound" chapter lays the philosophical foundation for the entire Baopuzi. It teaches us:


The universe has an ultimate source and order ("Xuan") which anchors the meaning of life.

Worldly pleasures detached from the Profound Dao are illusory and dangerous, leading to suffering.

The path back to the Profound Dao is inward exploration, contentment, simplicity, and spiritual fullness.

True wisdom lies in discerning and avoiding seemingly attractive but harmful "stinking mice," choosing instead a life united in Dao, calm and unhurried.



This is not just theoretical philosophy but a practical life guide on how to live meaningfully and firmly anchored.
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Chapter 2 · On Immortality (Lun Xian) 
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Section One: Establishing the Argument — The Possibility of Immortals' Existence

[Original Text-Hanyu Pinyin]

yǒu rén wèn yuē：「shén xiān bù sǐ，xìn kě dé hū？」

bào pǔ zi dá yuē：「suī yǒu zhì míng，ér yǒu xíng zhě bù kě bì jiàn yān。suī bǐng jí cōng，ér yǒu shēng zhě bù kě jǐn wén yān。suī yǒu dà zhāng shù hài zhī zú，ér suǒ cháng lǚ zhě，wèi ruò suǒ bù lǚ zhī duō。suī yǒu yǔ yì qí xié zhī zhì，ér suǒ cháng shí zhě wèi ruò suǒ bù shí zhī zhòng yě。wàn wù yún yún，hé suǒ bù yǒu，kuàng liè xiān zhī rén，yíng hū zhú sù yǐ。bù sǐ zhī dào，hé wèi wú zhī？」

[Vernacular Interpretation of Original Text]

Someone asked, "Immortals do not die; can this really be believed?"

Ge Hong replied: "Even those with the clearest eyesight cannot fully see all things that have form. Even those with the keenest hearing cannot fully catch every sound. Even a runner like Da Zhang or Shu Hai, famed for swift legs, has trodden fewer paths than those left untraveled. Even sages like Yu, Yi, and Qi Xie, endowed with great wisdom, have recognized far less than they have yet to recognize. The myriad things of the cosmos are so vast and multitudinous; what is there that does not exist? Much less then, beings known as immortals—their records fill many bamboo slips and silk scrolls. Why, then, would the Way of Immortality not exist?"

[Philosophical Correspondence]


Logic and Epistemology (David Hume / Karl Popper): Here, Ge Hong employs a critique of inductive reasoning’s limits. The skeptic (questioner) uses induction from personal experience ("I have never seen immortals") to conclude "immortals do not exist." Ge Hong points out that individual sensory and intellectual experience is necessarily limited, so a universal negation ("no immortals") lacks logical foundation. The unknown vastly outweighs the known, leaving room for the possibility of immortals.

Scientific Spirit: True science embraces the unknown rather than clinging dogmatically to known facts. Historic discoveries (bacteria, electromagnetic waves) were once invisible and unknowable but proven real. Ge Hong’s reasoning aligns with a humble, empirical openness toward phenomena beyond current perception.
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