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"Death of Hundun' and ""Death of the Hunger Artist"

— A Comparative Study of Existential Themes in Zhuangzi and A Hunger Artist

Yang Chuanlu!
'Northwest Normal University, Lanzhou, Gansu 730070, China

Abstract:This study conducts an intertextual analysis of the allegories concerning existential themes in Zhuangzi "Jg& i
Z3E"("Death of Hundun") and Kafka’s A Hunger Artist "})1i#k Z F£"("Death of the Hunger Artist") , situated within a
cross-temporal framework comparing pre-Qin natural philosophy and 20th-century industrial civilization. It reveals how
both works illuminate humanity’s fundamental existential dilemmas and propose paths toward transcendence. "Death of
Hundun" allegorizes the perils of forcibly reshaping nature or human essence through subjective will, warning against
excessive intervention while advocating a return to authenticity and ecological equilibrium. "A Hunger Artist" exposes
the pervasive spiritual crisis and nihilistic alienation within industrial civilization.Both allegories converge in addressing
the core predicaments of human existence. Stylistically, each depicts forms of "alienation," "absurdity," and "reification."
Kafka’s parable models modern interpersonal estrangement, reflecting survival struggles in industrialized societies;
Zhuangzi’s narrative critiques ritualistic alienation and champions spiritual autonomy. Kafka’s "absurdity" stems from
capitalist alienation, embracing life through confrontation with mortality, whereas Zhuangzi’s "absurdity" arises from
limitations of secular cognition, advocating spiritual transcendence. Kafka’s 'reification" manifests as the
commodification of social relations under capitalism, prophetically warning of instrumental rationality’s erosion of
humanity; Zhuangzi’s "reification" represents a philosophical state attained through self-cultivation, enabling
transcendental detachment.This diachronic "dialogue" not only highlights divergent intellectual responses to existential
crises across Chinese and Western traditions but also underscores the universality of human survival themes and resonant
philosophical reflections across heterogeneous civilizations.

Keywords:Zhuangzi; Kafka; 4 Hunger Artist; existential themes
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