Online ISSN 2424-6158. PROBLEMOS 2016 Priedas
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15388/Problemos.2016.90.7?7??

XU FUGUAN'’S INTERPRETATION OF ZHUANGZI'S
AESTHETICTHOUGHT: SOME METHODOLOGICAL
PROBLEMS OF HIS COMPARATIVE APPROACH

Téa Sernel;j

Faculty of Arts

University of Ljubljana

Askerceva cesta 2, SI-1000 Ljubljana, Slovenija
Tea.Sernelj@ff.uni-lj.si

Abstract. The present article deals with Xu Fuguan’s analysis and interpretation of some of the central
concepts of Zhuangzi’s philosophy, which constitute his aesthetic thought. In Xu'’s view, Zhuangzi’s aes-
thetic thought relates to the aesthetic way of human life, where beauty applies to the realm of dao in
which human beings are able to liberate their spirit and enjoy a way of life denoted as “free and easy
wandering” (xiaoyaoyou 18 i&1i). In Xu's view, this is the highest and the most beautiful sphere of human
existence, and is as such expressed in art. Xu found in Zhuangzi’s concepts of xinzhai-» 35and zuowang
445, as methods for achieving this highest level of being, some similarities with certain concepts of late
19t and early 20t century Western phenomenology. Although Xu was trying to be careful in drawing
parallels between certain Western philosophies and Zhuangzi's thought, he believed that there is some
resemblance between them, especially regarding the question of why and in which way human consci-
ousness (or the human heart-mind) is able to perceive the world aesthetically. The article aims to show
some methodological problems and inconsistencies in this comparative approach, which underlies Xu’s

aesthetic theory.
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Xu Fuguan was a member of the so-called
second generation of Modern Confucians,
the intellectual current of the new Confu-
cian revival in 20" century China, who
was trying to provide a suitable ideational
platform for Chinese modernization. Since
the ideas underlying such modernization
came from the West, the second generation
of Modern Confucians were trying to revi-
talize traditional Chinese thought by means
of new influences borrowed from Western
systems (Rosker 2014: 68). Their attempt
was to make a synthesis of Chinese and
Western philosophies, which could provide

94

a better understanding of both systems of
thought (Ibid.). They thus made a profound
re-evaluation of Chinese tradition in order
to achieve acknowledgement and recogni-
tion of their own philosophical tradition
through the lens of Western philosophical
thought. In this context, the majority of the
second generation was mostly dealing with
Western philosophy of the 18" and 19t
centuries. Xu Fuguan’s involvement in the
attempt to create such a synthesis is most
clearly expressed in his work The Spirit of
Chinese Art (Zhongguo yishu jingshen 1
B £ 447 K5 #41), which he wrote in 1966. The



present paper will thus mainly be dealing
with Xu’s analyses and interpretations in-
cluded in this work.

As already mentioned in my article on
Xu’s interpretation of the concept of you
() (Sernelj 2015: 50), Lee Su San noted
that Xu Fuguan’s main motivation for
writing this work was to bring forward the
richness of a long and profound tradition
of Chinese culture and art. Considering the
fact that strong tendencies toward Westerni-
zation prevailed in the East Asian societies
of his time, he tried emphasize the need for
a new re-evaluation and recognition of the
richness and vivid actuality of the Chinese
tradition. Through his investigations of
traditional Chinese aesthetic thought, he
hoped to provide a new platform for young
Taiwanese intellectuals and artists, who
were, in his opinion, preoccupied with
searching for a new identity. In his eyes,
this new identity could be founded on a
creative fusion of the Chinese aesthetic
tradition with certain elements deriving
from modern Euro-American and Japanese
cultures.

In Xu’s opinion, such artists’ and intel-
lectuals’ unreflective and wholesale ac-
ceptance of so-called Western culture was
problematic, because it neglected their own
traditions. As a Confucian, Xu was trying to
bring back to life the beauty and profundity
of Daoist and Confucian philosophy. As a
traditionalist and great admirer of traditional
Chinese art and literature, he had great dif-
ficulties accepting the modern art created
by Taiwanese artists following Western
models. In Xu’s opinion, modern art, and
in particular avant-garde movements such
as surrealism, Dadaism and Cubism, with

their destruction of tradition and seeming
disinterest in the idea of beauty, was lead-
ing to the destruction of human culture as
a whole. He believed that modern art was
an expression of a turbulent, grotesque and
dismal primitive life that would drag peo-
ple backwards toward the complete end of
civilization (Lee 1998: 309).

Through a profound investigation of
Zhuangzi’s philosophy, Xu highlighted the
fact that certain conceptual contents that
were occupying both modern art as well as
philosophy in the West, could already be
found in Zhuangzi’s thought, especially in
his ideas of subjectivism and relativism, in
his ideal of the integrated individual per-
sonality, and particularly in the liberation
of the human spirit.

Therefore, the main contribution of The
Spirit of Chinese Art is Xu’s interpretation
of Zhuangzi’s philosophy through the lenses
of phenomenological, ontological and, first
and foremost, aesthetic thought. He com-
pleted an extensive and profound analysis of
the crucial concepts of Zhuangzi’s thought,
comparing it with the philosophy of some
early of the Western aestheticians of the
181 and 19 centuries. His comparative
analyses included some relatively unknown
thinkers like, for instance, Hamann, Cohen,
Schiller, Solger, and Fiedler, but also some
of the more well-known names, such as
Hegel, Kant, Husserl and Heidegger. Xu
aimed to point out that certain notions
shaped by these philosophers could be com-
pared to Zhuangzi’s aesthetic thought, and
vice versa. However, as we will see further
on, his comparative approach has certain
inconsistencies and shortcomings in terms
of methodology.
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Is There Such a Thing
as Chinese Aesthetics?

Aesthetics (Chinese or Western) as a philo-
sophical discipline is not solely the study
of beauty. It is a philosophical discipline
that investigates the activity of the human
spirit or human consciousness when enjoy-
ing and experiencing beauty (both natural
and that of artworks). However, in order to
investigate Xu Fuguan’s interpretation of
Zhuangzi’s aesthetic thought, we will first
briefly try to elucidate the question of what
so-called “Chinese aesthetics” as a philo-
sophical discipline actually is. Because Xu
himself did not provide any exact definition
of the term, we will thus lean on Li Zehou’s
and Ye Lang’s explanations.

According to Ye Lang, Chinese aesthe-
ticians generally agree that aesthetics is
the study of aesthetic activities, which are
among the spiritual activities that people
engage in (Ye 2010: 115). Li Zehou, on the
other hand, emphasized that one has to be
careful in understanding what these spiritual
activities actually are, because they surpass
the categories of sense perception, morality
and religion (Li, 2006: 20). He argued that
this is expressed most clearly in Zhuangzi’s
promotion of a total unity of the self and the
external world. Such an identification of
subject and object can only emerge in the
creative intuition of “pure consciousness,”
which cannot be grasped by psychology
or logical knowledge. It can also not be
categorized as in the realm of religious
experiences, but can only be found in the
sphere of aesthetics (Li 2010: 82).

However, aesthetics is mainly concerned
with the study of beauty, which manifests
itself in natural beauty and that of art. Re-
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garding the concept of beauty, Ye argued
that the Great Debate on Aesthetics (Meixue
da taolun 2% K1} 1£) , which took place
in China during the 1950s and 1960s, and
which mainly concerned the question of
the nature of beauty, provided two answers.
Some scholars argued that beauty is objec-
tive, while the others maintained that it
resides in the mind of the spectator or in the
relationship between the mind and the ob-
jective world (Ye 2010: 113). The latter an-
swer means that beauty is subjective on the
one hand, and on the other that it does not
exist per se, but is revealed by human con-
sciousness through its aesthetic activities.
These activities of human consciousness are
connected to our experience, imagination,
and transformation of natural and artistic
objects into aesthetic objects. Ye argued
that the aesthetic activities of mankind
turn natural scenes, which are awakened
and illuminated by human consciousness,
from the mere substance into an idea-image
(vixiang = 4). In traditional Chinese aes-
thetics, it is precisely this idea-image which
actually defines beauty. This means that
beauty can only exist in such idea-images,
which represent interfusions of human feel-
ings and the concrete scenes of the external
world by which we are surrounded. In this
interfusion, human inwardness and the
external world form a harmonious unity
(Ibid.). In this framework, the aesthetic ac-
tivity is not defined by conceptual thinking
or rational recognition, but is in essence de-
lineated by human experience, and as such
necessarily subjective. Ye further claimed
that aesthetic activities are not based on
recognition, but on pure experience. He
emphasized that through our cognitive
activities we try to find out the nature and



laws of objective things and to obtain an
answer to the question of “what a certain
object is.” But in the realm of aesthetic
experience, a human subject can establish
a communicative state with the world, and
thus experience “how the object is” or “how
to exist,” and so how to live (Ibid.: 116).
Similarly, Li Zehou, on the other hand, also
argued that beauty, as the aesthetic object, is
inseparable from human’s subjective state
of mind; as such, it is — either consciously or
unconsciously — a necessary product of the
human heart-mind (xin +t») (Li 2010: 50).

Zhuangzi’s aesthetic thought deals ex-
actly with this question; therefore, Xu Fu-
guan defined Zhuangzi’s aesthetic thought
as the aesthetic way of life. Actually, in his
investigation (see Xu 1966) he did not use
the term aesthetics, but rather spoke of the
highest spirit of art as embodied in the unity
of human spirit and dao, which enables the
liberation of the human spirit (jingshen de
ziyou jiefang FEFHH H HIETK). For Xu,
this free human spirit is an expression of the
highest spirit of art. The process leading to
the domain of this highest spirit is that of
artistic creativity.

Xu Fuguan’s Comparisons:
Zhuangzi’s “Free and Easy
Wandering” (xiaoyao you i 1% 1i%)
Through the Lens of Western
Theories

In this context, we have to point out that
in China the word for art (yishu £7), as
a general category, did not exist before the
beginning of the 20t century, when it came
from Japan, after having been translated
from English and French. Before that, the
Chinese were using only separate and dis-

tinctive words for particular artistic skills,
like literature (wenxue 3L%%), painting
(huihua %), engraving (diaoke FfiZ)
and so on (Xu 1966: 49). Therefore, it is
understandable that Zhuangzi himself did
not directly write about art or the process of
artistic creativity. However, similar to Con-
fucius, Zhuangzi did apply the word artistic
skill (yiZ%) when discussing the ability of
mastering (gongfu I}j7%) a certain ability,
although their goals were quite different.
According to Zhuangzi, through mastery of
the skills they use in their lives people can
achieve unity with the dao, and therefore
the liberation of their spirit. Confucius, on
the other hand, emphasized the significance
of the cultivation and education that can be
achieved through learning and mastering
of the six arts (Ibid.). Zhuangzi thus only
discussed “art” as a part of the process of
transforming one’s individual spirit (or
heart-mind). Xu Fuguan related this process
to the prevailing Western aesthetic thought,
stressing that:

Zhuangzi’s understanding of this process is

different from the founders of modern aest-

hetics, who from the beginning on take be-

auty as the goal and art as the object of their
reasoning and recognition. (Xu 1966: 49)!

This argument is quite problematic if
we take into consideration the aesthetic
thought of some Western theoreticians,
such as Kant, Husserl, and Heidegger. In
their elaborations, the content of aesthetics
is not related solely to the observation (and
cognitive recognition) of beauty itself, but
also to issues such as the experience of hu-
man consciousness in the aesthetic activity,
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and the feeling of freedom that emerges
within (see, for instance, Thomson 2015: 1;
Ginsborg 2014; Deranty 2015: 2).

For Xu, Zhuangzi’s dao as cosmic crea-
tivity and the essence of all things? is also
the essence of the spirit of art. Therefore,
he talked about it in the sense of a creative
concept of the spirit of art or artistic creativ-
ity. As already noted, Zhuangzi himself did
not talk directly about art, but rather of the
fulfilment of life. Therefore, this creativity
is not necessarily expressed in an artwork.
However, in Xu’s opinion this highest spirit
of art, namely the unity with dao, is actually
the fundamental basis and the precondition
for creating any artwork, because Zhuang-
zi’s experience of dao connects directly to
its realization within the performance of a
skill or life activity itself. Therefore, for Xu,
in Zhuangzi’s philosophy, the comprehen-
sion of art and dao are inherently connected?
(Xu 1966: 52). Regarding the problem of
pursuing dao within the skill and the art-
ist’s process of creating the artwork, Xu
saw these as one and the same, albeit with
different goals. For the artist, the goal is in
producing an artwork, and as such is limited
to this, whereas for Zhuangzi the goal is in
living the life of a liberated free spirit. In
his analyses, Xu highlighted that such a
life, free from all restraints, is Zhuangzi’s
aesthetic way of life. It is a continuous state

2 Dao in this sense is of course not only a concept
of Zhuangzi’s philosophy, but also represents a central
notion of all other classical Daoist works, especially of
Laozi’s Dao de jing.

3 In this respect, Xu focused on the well-known
Zhuangzi’s story of cook Ding in the section “Nourish-
ing the Lord of Life” (Yangsheng zhu #&E£7) in the
Inner Chapters (Nei pian N ). This story discusses the
question of how a person is able to achieve unity with
dao through the process of mastering a skill (gongfu
%) or mastering (nourishing) life itself.
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and not a transient one. Such a life is one
of the liberated human spirit, or of free and
easy wandering (xiaoyao you 18 iE ). It is
the ultimate meaning and the highest goal
of Zhuangzi’s philosophy (Xu 1966: 56).
Zhuangzi claimed that living such a
life is possible through the application of
two methods: the fasting of the heart-mind
(xinzhai 0>%%) and sitting in forgetfulness

(zuowang M5

). In fact, these two notions
are not just methods, but rather ontological
and aesthetic concepts, which form a central
part of Zhuangzi’s philosophy.

As in most classical Daoist discourses,
Zhuangzi’s dao is cosmological creativity
per se, and hence it is continually creating
beauty out of everything that exists:

Heaven and earth have great beauty, but do

not speak about it. (Zhuangzi s.d.: Wai pian,

Zhi bei you: 2).4

Moreover, as Zhuangzi shows in an
imagined dialogue between Confucius and
Laozi, the state of liberated human spirit
achieved in the unity with the dao brings
about pure beauty and delight:

Confucius asked about the wandering (you),
and Lao Dan replied: this is obtained in the
highest beauty and highest delight. When
highest beauty is achieved, you can wander
in highest delight. This is being the sage.
(Ibid., Tian zi fang: 4)°

As we have seen, the great beauty and
great delight are actually the essential
characteristics of dao. When one is able to
comprehend dao through persistent work
(on learning and mastering a skill), one
can discover and grasp its beauty and attain

4 R REMAF.
SHLTHE: TSRS, | 2 KRG,
BRELM, FERMETEYE, HEA



delight from it. Such beauty and delight are
intrinsic to dao. People can thus experi-
ence dao in its wholeness and connection
to artistic life, when they are in the state of
being a liberated spirit (i.e., free and easy
wandering). (Xu 1966: 59)

In this context, Xu has again attempted
to compare these ancient Daoist approaches
to certain modern aesthetic theories. He
stated that in the Western philosophy of
art, art is considered as a confirmation and
indication of human freedom, because it
represents liberation from the finite (or
limited) world. In order to show this more
clearly, he quoted from various Western phi-
losophers. He pointed out, for instance, that
Theodor Lipps (1851-1914) considered the
feeling of beauty as the delight (or pleasant
sensation) of freedom. Xu also emphasized
Heidegger’s claim that the freer one’s men-
tal state, the more one can obtain pleasure
derived from beauty. In this context, he tried
to highlight the similarities between mod-
ern Western and ancient Chinese aesthetic
thought, indicating that all the fashionable
and seemingly imported theories of his
time were more or less already present in
Chinese antiquity.

Xu also noted Hermann Cohen’s (1842-
1918) understanding of art as the substance
or fusion of science and ethics, where art
stands above these and has the purpose of
generating free activity. In the domain of
art, human consciousness is rooted in free
activity, which displays spontaneity. In this
context, Xu Fuguan also mentioned Ernst
Cassirer’s (1874-1945) theory, according to
which art gives an inward freedom which
we cannot obtain in any other way. In his
comprehension of art and freedom, Xu
found the closest resemblance to Zhuangzi.

Xu also presented an overview of He-
gel’s® understanding of art and freedom,
claiming that in his Lectures on Fine Art he
emphasized the importance of beauty and
art in human lives, when being confronted
with difficulties, conflicts, crisis and so on.
Art and beauty give people the strength to
live and simultaneously act in ways that
increase the freedom of the subject, which
in Xu’s opinion is a very important function
ofart. According to Xu, Hegel argued in his
Phenomenology of the Spirit that the highest
stage of human spiritual world is the realm
of the Absolute spirit, where art exists. Here,
Xu emphasized that if we could simply
change the name of the Absolute into dao,
then Hegel’s theory would be quite similar
to Zhuangzi’s understanding of free and
easy wandering. Both notions, he claimed,
are comparable because they express a
realm in which people can be liberated and
obtain ultimate freedom within their lives
(Xu 1966: 61).

However, here we come across a signifi-
cantly greater simplification of the methods
and objects under comparison. Xu not only
quoted his citations out of their textual
contexts, but also did not even consider
(let alone provide) any broader scope or
background to the theoretical ideas he was
discussing. Xu’s juggling with words with
regard to Hegel’s implications of the Abso-
lute and Zhuangzi’s notion of dao is espe-

¢ Hegel was writing in a time of intense develop-
ment of ideas about the arts. Kant had treated aesthetic
experience largely in relation to the experience of the
beauty of nature, but for Hegel, aesthetics became
primarily the study of art. For him, it is art in which
“consciousness of the Absolute first takes shape” (Hegel
2008: 169). The peculiarity of art lies in the sensuous-
ness of the medium in which its content is objectified
(see Redding 2016: 3.2.2).
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cially problematic. It seems that Xu did not
understand the meaning of the concept the
Absolute, not only in Hegel’s philosophy,
but in Western philosophy in general. The
concept cannot be interchanged with dao in
any way, because they are rooted in com-
pletely different referential frameworks.
The Absolute in Hegel’s philosophy is a
notion without any counterpart, for it con-
tains all phases of the dialectical process,
which is based on the interactions between
mutually exclusive contradictions. It is
the abstract scheme of a strictly structured
formal development with all its stages and
transitions. Hegel’s Absolute is hence static
and unchangeable. The Daoist dao, on the
other hand, is a unity of all relativizations; it
is continuously fluctuating and dynamic; it
is the manifestation of a process of correla-
tive complementary change, a harmonious
unity of bipolar oppositions which do not
exclude, but complement each other, and
are also interdependent. As such, dao can
never exist in isolation from the world it
is creating. While Hegel’s Absolute has a
divine, transcendent nature, dao is a concept
of immanent transcendence’. Hence Xu’s
attempt to simply exchange these two words
to bring out the same meaning in these two
thinkers is, in my opinion, a rather severe
generalization.

It is of course known that one can find
numerous resemblances or similar contents
(such as opinions) in the works of Zhuangzi
and Heidegger, as well as in many other
representative works from the Western and
Chinese ideational tradition. However, we
have to be extremely careful in constructing

7 For a more detailed elaboration on the paradigm of
immanent transcendence, see Rosker (2016: 131-137).
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general comparisons. It is important to keep
in mind the different ideational backgrounds
of Western and Chinese philosophies, and
the different referential frameworks in which
their respective methodologies are rooted.

Nonetheless, Xu Fuguan concludes
that the liberation of free spirit can only be
obtained in our heart-mind (xin /[3). Ac-
cording to him, this achievement is what
Zhuangzi termed as to hear dao (wen dao
fif]i&) and o experience (or incorporate)
dao (ti dao #41E). Using terms from the
contemporary language of aesthetics, this
is the embodiment of the highest artistic
spirit (Xu 1966: 62).

Zhuangzi’s symbol of this free liberation
of spirit is expressed in the character you
i and it relates to the meaning of amusing
oneself or to have fun (xiyou §E¥) and to
play (youxi 1#J8X). Xu argued that play has
no other intention or goal than to obtain
immediate feelings of delight, joy and hap-
piness, and that this is in accord with the
inherent quality of art. Moreover, the power
of imagination is a very important condi-
tion for creating the beauty of artworks.
The activity of the pure sensation of play
is composed of the abilities of imagination,
creativity, and personification.

In this context, Xu opposed the argu-
ments of Charles Darwin (1809-1882) and
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), who claimed
that the play of human beings and that of
animals can be regarded as the same. Here,
Xu Fuguan rather agreed with Friedrich
Schiller (1759-1805), who considered that
“man only plays when in the full meaning
of the word he is a man, and he is only
completely a man when he plays ” (Schiller
2016: Letter XV). Xu argued that there is a
profound distinction between ordinary play



and the playful creativity in art regarding the
conscious display of freedom. However, if
we eliminate the aims of seeking knowledge
or other utilitarian means, and only experi-
ence pure delight (or pleasant sensation), it
can be said that the two forms of play truly
evolve from the same state of spirit.

Regarding the quote from Schiller set
out above (which is one of his most famous
sayings), Xu noted Zhuangzi’s claim that
the sage, or the true man (zhen ren B \) is
the one who can wander (you i) at ease. He
or she is a person who incorporates the spirit
of art and is simultaneously transformed by
it. In this sense, Xu claimed that Schiller’s
views on the idea of play and Zhuangzi’s on
you are very close (Xu 1966: 63).

However, Xu also warned against the
oversimplification which could result from
a somehow reductionist view of what
Zhuangzi’s meant by you. For Zhuangzi, it
refers not only to the act of playing, but also,
and more importantly, to the act of freedom
that emerges within such play. Therefore,
Zhuangzi made you the symbol of the free
and liberated human spirit, one free from
pragmatic intentions. In this respect, Xu
argued, Zhuangzi’s notion of free and easy
wandering is similar to Kant’s concept of
disinterest in aesthetic judgment, namely
in the judgment of taste. In this context,
aesthetic judgement should be bare of any
interests or intentions, for we take pleasure
in something because we judge it as being
beautiful, rather than judging it beautiful
because we find it pleasurable. An important
characteristic of this disinterest is that it
does not emphasize any pragmatic aspects
and purposes (Kant 1987: 90).

I find it interesting that Xu did not men-
tion Kant’s concept of free play at this point.
In Kant’s concept it is the harmonious free

play of our imagination and knowledge

that provides aesthetic pleasure or delight.

In this respect it is worth mentioning that:
Kant’s notion of the free play of the faculties
(sometimes referred to as the “harmony of
the faculties”) is probably the most central
notion of his aesthetic theory. But what is it
for the faculties of imagination and unders-
tanding to be in “free play”? Kant describes
the imagination and understanding in this
“free play” as freely harmonizing, without
the imagination’s being constrained by the
understanding as it is in cognition. (Gins-
borg 2014)

In Zhuangzi, the free liberation of hu-
man spirit which brings fulfilment and
satisfaction is obtained through the atti-
tude of uselessness (wuyong %) which
seems to be quite similar to Kant’s notion
of satisfaction in disinterest. The meaning
of uselessness is a very important con-
cept in Zhuangzi, and is connected with a
non-utilitarian attitude toward the world
as well as human relations with regard to
having concerns and anxieties about them.
Moreover, it is the condition for achieving
a free liberation of the human spirit. Only
by releasing the utilitarian attitude or any
kind of intentions is it possible to see dao
and thus beauty itself. Xu argued that a
non-utilitarian approach is necessary in
appreciating art. Similarly, one can enjoy
wandering at ease in resonance with dao
only through abandoning any kind of inten-
tion or purpose.’

8 See Zhuangzi s.d. Nei pian, Renjian shi: 9.

9 However, Xu also believed that although this
concept is of utmost importance for the liberation of
the spirit, it cannot be easily applied to living in soci-
ety, where people comprehend purpose (yong F) as a
kind of joint that holds things together. Xu sees some
limitations or negative aspects of Zhuangzi’s you in this
respect, regarding it as a narcissist escape from society.
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For Xu, harmony is the fundamental
character of art. and therefore it becomes
a positive condition of Zhuangzi’s you. In
Zhuangzi, uselessness (wuyong 1 H) and
harmony (he #) are in essence two aspects
of one spirit (Xu 1966: 69).

Because aesthetics is immanently re-
lated to ontology and phenomenology, Xu
also argued that Zhuangzi’s fasting of the
heart-mind (xinzhai /[\7%) is actually the
philosophy of human consciousness, which,
in that respect, has a lot in common with
Western phenomenology. He thus compared
Zhuangzi’s xinzhai to Husserl’s comprehen-
sion of human consciousness.

Xu Fuguan’s Interpretation

of Zhuangzi’s Phenomenology:
Onto-Aesthetics' of xinzhai 0275
(Fasting of the Heart-Mind )

and zuowang "4 5 (Sitting

in Forgetfulness)

Zhuangzi’s non-utilitarianism, harmony
and the demand for freedom are in Xu’s
opinion the concepts that constitute the
basic spirit of art. However, he argued

10T adopted the term from Sebastian Hsien-hao
Liao’s article “Becoming Butterfly: Power of the False,
Crystal Image and Zhuangzian Onto-Aesthetics”, argu-
ing that Zhuangzi’s discussion of great beauty is always
associated with great or absolute truth. And because his
philosophy, firmly rooted in dao, which created myriad
things and keeps becoming and making them become,
and is therefore creativity itself, may be considered an
onto-aesthetics. On the other hand, Professor Cheng
Chung-Ying also argued that because for Chinese po-
ets and artists beauty is always a harmonious experi-
ence and representation of a dynamic creative reality
called the dao, and called this theory of beauty the onto-
aesthetics of beauty and art. His thesis is that Chinese
aesthetics is onto-aesthetical and that onto-aesthetics is
embodied and realized in the tradition of Chinese aes-
thetics (Cheng, 2010: 128)
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that Zhuangzi’s subject of the spirit of art
is actually the human heart-mind, i.e. our
inwardness. What Zhuangzi revealed about
the heart-mind is in Xu’s opinion the spirit
of art and the spontaneous achievement
of an artistic (or aesthetic) way of life, as
well as art itself. In this dimension, which
can be experienced through the aforemen-
tioned free and easy wandering, the notion
of a selfless state of mind (wuji # ) is of
central importance. In this context, Xu lays
stress upon the following quotation: “If a
human being can empty himself of herself,
in wandering the world, who can harm him/
her?” (Zhuangzi s.d.: Wai pian, Shan mu:
2)!1, As already noted, this state of ultimate
aesthetic freedom can be achieved through
the fasting of the mind (xinzhai /[»2%) and
sitting in forgetfulness (zuowang *i5).
To achieve these two states, one has to fol-
low one of two paths. The first is the path
of abandoning all physical desires, which
are enslaving the heart-mind, so that it can
become free from their restraints. This is a
direct method to obtaining the usefulness of
uselessness, or the purpose of non-purpose
(wuyong zhi young M2 H]), because
desires themselves derive from the prag-
matic orientation. In xinzhai no benefits or
purposes (yong H) have a place to develop
themselves, so the spirit can instantly obtain
freedom. The other path to achieving these
states of mind is that when we connect with
an object we do not allow the heart-mind
to engage in analytical thinking, and thus
in any kind of judgements about right and
wrong, good or bad, which would disturb
our heart-mind. In such a way our heart-
mind would become able to pursue and
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achieve liberation and increase the freedom
of spirit through the use of intuition or direct
perception (Xu 1966: 72).

In this respect, Xu found some similari-
ties between Zhuangzi and Heidegger, who
held that when we psychologically inspect
an aesthetic observation, the premise is that
the subject can observe it freely (Heidegger
2008: 145). For instance, when we stand in
a beautiful location and observe the scenery
and experience a sense of freedom, we are
able to feel the pure joy of beauty (Ibid.). In
Xu’s opinion, when Zhuangzi talked about
xinzhai he talked about freeing oneself from
knowledge. When talking about zuowang,
he talked about freeing oneself from both
desires as well as knowledge. In this way
the spirit can thoroughly obtain freedom
(Ibid.). Xu argued that for ordinary people
the so-called “I” means the integration of
desires and knowledge, but for Zhuangzi,
forgetting this “I” in the zuowang actually
refers to freeing oneself from physiological
desires, as well as what is commonly known
as intellectual activity. Here, Xu highlights
the following saying:

My connection with the body and its parts

is dissolved; my perceptive organs are dis-

carded. Thus leaving my material form, and
bidding farewell to my knowledge'2.

Freed from both, one is able to achieve
the emptiness (xu Ji) and quietness (jing
##) in the selfless state of heart-mind. For
Xu, desires need knowledge for their exten-
sion, and knowledge usually has desires for
the intentions it brings about. As such, they
are both often interdependent. Zhuangzi’s
zuowang is the same as Laozi’s non-knowl-

12 WECRE, ERMAW], EBBLH. (Translated by
James Legge.)

edge (wuzhi #%1) and non-desire (wuyu
$EAX). 1t does not radically or absolutely
negate desires, but just prevents them from
controlling people’s personalities.
Wangzhi is thus a method of eliminat-
ing axiological and conceptual knowledge,
and what remains is pure perception or
consciousness (chun zhijue #i%1%). Xu
argued that this kind of pure perception (or
consciousness) is the aesthetic observation
(meidi guanzhao F=HUE ) (Xu 1966: 73).
In Xu’s view, this aesthetic observation
is a non-analytical comprehension of things
(phenomena) through intuition or direct per-
ception (zhiguande huodong ELER 135 Eh).
Such an approach is completely different
from the pragmatic one, which aims to seek
knowledge. It simply relies on the percep-
tion that occurs through the spontaneous
activity of the sense organs, which occurs,
for instance, through seeing and hearing.
As Zhuangzi wrote:
Do not listen with your ears, but with your
heart-mind. Do not listen with your heart-
mind, but with your ¢i (vital potential). The
hearing stops at ears, the heart-mind stops
at symbol. Qi (the vital potential) is empty,
and therefore able to receive things, and the
accumulated emptiness is dao. Emptiness is
the fasting of the mind. (Zhuangzi s.d. Nei
pian, Renjian shi: 2)13
Xu interpreted the perception of the ears
in Zhuangzi’s quote hearing stops at ears
as only hearing, and the perception of the
heart-mind in heart-mind stops at symbol
as only the corresponding perception of
hearing. In both cases, Zhuangzi describes
non—analytical comprehension. This is even
more obvious in the first sentence of the
B D Lt TCEEZ LG
DA BEIRRH, OB, SR, RIS
o MEESER. B, OREH.
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passage, which suggests we should “not
to listen with the heart-mind, but with the
qi,” for the notion of the heart-mind is still
linked to knowledge. Hence, for Xu, the
meaning of gi (vital potential) is analogous
to the meaning of xinzhai (Xu 1966: 74).
This mode of perception is an important
condition for establishing aesthetic obser-
vation (Ibid.).

For Xu Fuguan, explaining Zhuangzi’s
xinzhai only from the perspective of an
individual is not sufficient, and neither
is explaining aesthetic observation only
through intuitive perceptive activity. The
heart-mind, as involved in the xinzhai, is
the subject of the artistic spirit. In other
words, it is the very basis on which aesthetic
observation can be established. In order to
explain this relation more clearly, Xu tried
to compare the notion of xinzhai with cer-
tain aspects of Husserl’s phenomenology.

Xu exposed Husserl’s method of brack-
eting, or epoché, where we put in brackets
our so-called natural attitude or our usual
way of seeing reality, in order to focus on
our experience of it. In this way we become
able to explore our consciousness. Accord-
ing to Husserl, our consciousness is always
intentional in the sense that it is actional
(always doing something) and referential
(it is always referring to something). In
Xu’s opinion this is not regarded as the
experience of our consciousness, but as
transcendence, and is in that sense similar
to Zhuangzi’s xinzhai (Xu 1966: 74).

Here, again, we could argue that it is
questionable as to whether Zhuangzi’s xin-
zhai can really be considered as a transcend-
ent state. While the dominant currents of
Western philosophy are based on the dualist
separation of body and mind, and the unifi-
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cation of subject and object can thus only be
achieved in the realm of metaphysical tran-
scendence, Zhuangzi’s zuowang is rather
rooted in a holistic cosmology in which
both aspects can be unified in the here and
now of worldly life. This is also the focus
of the method of xinzhai; Zhuangzi does not
merely describe a certain (aesthetic) mode
of perception, but also suggests in which
way this unification of the subject and object
can be achieved in our lives.

On the other hand, Xu Fuguan observed
that Zhuangzi’s heart-mind in xinzhai
emerges from the forgetting of knowledge,
and is therefore empty and silent. In Xu’s
opinion, consciousness in phenomenology
emerges from the bracketing or setting aside
of knowledge, and is therefore also empty
and silent (or calm). For Xu, the noesis and
noema'# that appear in consciousness are
mutually related; they have the same origin
and essence, for they are rooted in the unity
of subject and object.

In this respect, he rightly noted that from
Zhuangzi’s “emptiness and quietness” of
xinzhai also emerges the inseparable unity
of the heart-mind and all other things. Be-
hind Zhuangzi’s “forgetting knowledge” is
the activity of pure consciousness, which
is — in Xu’s view — the same as the origin
of perception in Husserl’s phenomenology
(Xu 1966: 74). This view is also highly
problematic, for the contents of knowledge,
which are in Husserl’s phenomenology put
aside (into brackets), can still be applied or
referred to, if necessary, for they still form
the underlying basis of particular, concrete
consciousness. Zhuangzi’s “forgetting,”

14 For Husserl, the intentional process of conscious-
ness is called noesis, while its ideal content is called
noema (Smith 2013: Chapter 3).



which is the ultimate stage of his xinzhai
method, aims at something completely
different, namely at a different realm of
perception, which is comparable to a
trance, and in which there are not only no
boundaries between subject and object, but
also no borderlines separating dreams and
the waking state, or even life and death!>.
In addition, this is not an isolated state of
mind; it is tightly related and constantly
communicating with other beings and cos-
mic entities.

Through Zhuangzi, Xu also tried to
explain the essence of intuition and to
clarify how perception can provide us with
insights into things. He noted that for Hus-
serl intuition means realizing the essential
nature of consciousness, and represents
the phenomenological approach that leads
“back to the things in themselves”. In this
respect, Xu highlighted the disposition of
emptiness and quietness of the heart-mind
in Zhuangzi’s xinzhai. He also pointed
out the clearness of the understanding
that arises from emptiness, for emptiness
and quietness are the common origin of
all the things in the world (including all
phenomena). Therefore, he stated, pure
consciousness can only emerge from empti-
ness. According to Xu, this discovery can
provide a more concrete solution to some
of the crucial problems of phenomenology.
Precisely because pure consciousness is
necessarily empty, both noesis and noema
can appear in it simultaneously. Only if con-
sciousness is empty can we speak about a
purely intuitional insight. In this context, Xu
stressed that that Western phenomenology

15 See for instance Zhuangzi’s stories about the
butterfly’s dream, about the joyful fishes, or about the
shadows of a shadow.

is searching for possibilities of establishing
a concept of pure consciousness. He thus
rightly raised the question of why, if this is
the case, Zhuangzi’s heart-mind in xinzhai
cannot be seen as the foundation of aesthetic
observation (Xu 1966: 79).

Xu’s answer is that the aesthetic con-
sciousness in phenomenology is equal to
Zhuangzi’s xinzhai. The aesthetic con-
sciousness is observing objects, which be-
come aesthetic objects through this very act.
Therefore, observation itself can transform
things into aesthetic objects. The precondi-
tion for this transformation is, however, that
the act of observation must be derived from
the unity of the subject and object. Within
this unity, the objects are personified and
the human being as observer is objecti-
fied, albeit the observer is not necessarily
aware of this. The unity of the subject and
object is possible during the observation
because the observed and observer interact
directly. If humans can free themselves
from the omnipresence of judgements (e.g.,
through xinzhai), they can obtain the state
of emptiness and quietness of spirit, and
achieve aesthetic observation. However,
for ordinary people such experiences can
only be transient and momentous. But for
Zhuangzi, the heart-mind of xinzhai is the
subject of the spirit of art (Xu 1966: 80).

Overall, it can be argued that Xu’s
comparison of Husserl’s phenomenological
approach in exploring human consciousness
with the ideas in Zhuangzi is extremely
interesting, although Husserl himself did
not talk about elimination of our desires and
knowledge in exploring our consciousness.
As we have seen, he provided the method of
bracketing or setting aside the knowledge
we have in order to focus on our experi-

105



ence of things in our consciousness when
encountering them. His phenomenology
thus provides a method of understanding
and exploring our consciousness when
meeting the world. As already noted, this
is hardly comparable to the elimination of
knowledge in Zhuangzi’s philosophy of
xinzhai and zuowang.

Here, we could mention that Li Zehou
also compared Zhuangzi’s elimination of the
mind and senses in the process of perception
to Husserl’s notion of pure consciousness.
However, Li clearly stated that the differ-
ence between their respective approaches
is that Husserl’s pure consciousness is epis-
temological, while Zhuangzi’s zuowang is
an aesthetic notion (Li 2010: 81). Zhuangzi
thus seems to provide us with a method to
eliminate our desires and knowledge, and
transform them into emptiness, in order to
achieve the ultimate freedom of our spirit
(or consciousness). Although (or perhaps
because) this can be regarded or evaluated
as aesthetic perception and the aesthetic
way of life, it cannot be compared that eas-
ily with phenomenological notions or the
comprehension of consciousness.

On the one hand, it can be argued that,
in a certain sense, Xu upgraded the phe-
nomenological comprehension of human
consciousness by illuminating Zhuangzi’s
notion of emptiness. On the other hand,
however, we cannot ignore the fact that
in this process Xu eliminated (or simply
ignored) the theoretical framework of
phenomenology in the comprehension of
human consciousness, which is, as Li Zehou
pointed out, epistemological. However, in
spite of these shortcomings, Xu elaborations
of Zhuangzi’s xinzhai in the context of aes-
thetic thought is valuable and unique, and
thus worth further attention and thought.
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Conclusion

Xu’s profound and extensive interpreta-
tion of Zhuangzi’s aesthetic thought is of
enormous importance, because he exposed
a dimension of this thinker’s philosophy
which provides a new perspective for un-
derstanding the human spirit. However, his
methodology of comparative analysis seems
problematic, as he did not consider the
broader backgrounds of the Western philo-
sophical works included in his research. In
order to illustrate their putative resemblance
with Zhuangzi’s philosophy, he merely
highlighted certain parts of the theories, i.e.,
those which corresponded to the issues he
was trying to emphasize in Zhuangzi. On
the other hand, we also have to take into
account the special circumstances of the
period in which his main works were writ-
ten, and his motivation for presenting these
analyses. In the 1960s, the fashionable spirit
of Western liberal ideologies (which were
largely imported via Japan) overwhelmed
the minds of many young people in Taiwan.
At that time, attempts to achieve libera-
tion from the constraints of tradition and
morality, together with desires to establish
a new and better society, molded on the
model of Western liberal democracies,
prevailed in the (non-socialist) East Asian
societies. For Xu Fuguan, these tendencies
were extremely dangerous, ignorant and
unreflective, for they might have led to a
complete Westernization and to the loss of
these societies” own ideational traditions
(and consequently of their cultural heritage
and identity), which he felt were still worth
preserving and developing. Hence, through
his analyses of Zhuangzi, especially his
aesthetic thought, he tried to highlight this
ancient thinker’s high evaluation of integral



subjectivity, relativism, and, in particular,
his methods of liberating the human spirit.
Through Xu’s (inconsistently elaborated)
comparisons of these elements with certain
dimensions of Western phenomenology, he
hoped to establish a platform worth further
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ZHUANGZI ESTETINES MINTIES INTERPRETACIJA XU FUGUANO DARBUOSE:
KELETAS LYGINAMOSIOS PRIEIGOS KEBLUMU

Téa Sernelj

Santrauka. Straipsnyje aptariama, kaip Xu Fuguan interpretuoja keleta pagrindiniy Zuangzi estetinés minties
savokuy. Xu nuomone, Zhuangzi estetiné mintis susijusi su estetiniu Zzmogaus gyvenimo budu, kur grozis taiko-
mas dao sriciai, kurioje zmongs gali i§laisvinti savo siela ir dziaugtis ,,laisvu ir lengvu klajojimu* (xiaoyaoyou
I %), Pasak Xu, tai yra auk$Giausia ir graziausia zmogaus egzistencijos sfera, jgaunanti israiska mene.
Zhuangzi savokas xinzhaiU»%5 ir zuowang 4475, kaip $io auks$éiausio biities lygmens pasiekimo metoda, Xu
laiké panaSiomis | kai kurias XIX ir XX a. Vakary fenomenologijos savokas. Nors Xu stengési atsargiai vesti
paraleles tarp Vakary filosofijos ir Zhuangzi mastymo, jis mané¢ esant jy panasumy, ypa¢ klausimu, kodel
7mogaus samoné gali estetizkai suvokti pasauli. Sio straipsnio tikslas yra atskleisti tokios lyginamosios prieigos,
gliidin¢ios Xu estetingje mintyje, metodologinius keblumus ir prieStaravimus.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: Xu Fuguan, Zhuangzi, kiny estetika, tarpkultiiriné metodologija
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