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Aesthetics of Suffering:

Interpretation of Spiritual Life Ontology

By Liu Shilin

Within the philosophical context, the sign of the man's spiritual life initiates from “separating man from
nature”. This process was finished in the Bronze-Axis Age. During the awakening of life in the Axis Age,
man gains reason, ethics and aesthetics. These three spiritual resources are the archetypal structure of human
spiritual life in the civilization age. On the one hand, they set man free from its primitive state of “being in-
tegrated into objects”, hence bringing about the brilliant history of civilization; on the other hand, the civili-
zation itself has been adversely ruining the original vitality while “contending against objects”. Therefore,
the interpretation of the spiritual life ontology can be summarized as “how the reproduction of life in the Axis
Age becomes possible”.

From the perspective of the origin and development, the first part of this book explores the three kinds
of historic formation of spiritual life. During the initial awakening of the Bronze-Axis Age, the Chinese Con-
fucian ethics reached its climax by “differentiating man from beast”; during the awakening of reason, Kant,
with his transcendental analysis that “man is the measure of all thing”, represented the highest point of the
new periods; and in the process of modern civilization when human spiritual life was swaying in the wind,
the Russian people, with their special practices, reproduced the connotation of the spiritual life ontology to
the world. After systematically explaining the deep structures of the above three spiritual legacies, this book
in particular interprets the implications of the neo-moral ontology of spiritual life. Due to the direct distinction
between man and nature in the view of ethics, the neo-moral ontology lays the solidest theoretical foundation

of the reproduction of human being.

The second part presents a “structural analysis of life ontology” from the logic perspective. Firstly, the
author points out the neo-dualist context of narratives and interpretations of the life ontology, one of which is

the poetic wisdom, which exists as the primitive way of thinking, and the characteristic of “being nonantag-
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nistic to objects” or “being integrated into objects” as well; the other is the rational wisdom, with the char-
acteristics of “subjectification” and “objectification”, which exits as the spiritual structure of the civiliz
ation age. Because it is only in the neo-dualist context that the real carrier of rational wisdom can be found,
so the context itself serves as the deep grammatical structure of interpreting and expounding the spiritual
life. Specifically speaking, the poetic wisdom is a kind of permanent belief, while the death consciousness
is the immediate productive force of the civilized spiritual structure. In the Bronze-Axis Age, human
being's simple life suffers from three kinds of spiritual wounds resulting from the death consciousness:
the fear of space resulting from the consciousness of being separated from nature, the anxiety about
time resulting from the consciousness of self-split, and the spontaneous recollection of the poetic wisdom
produced in these dilemma of “being split from nature” . On the other hand, it is during the course of com-
pensating for and healing these spiritual wounds that man creates three spiritual elements unimaginable
in primitive life; the consciousness of objectification based on rational subject out of the fear of space, the
consciousness of subjectification based on ethic subject with the anxiety of time and the aesthetic con-
sciousness sublimated from the poetic wisdom. These spiritual elements can not be found in the primitive
horde and serve as the basic causes of the awakening of human spirit. Only in the structure of the poetic
wisdom can the highest unity of the Truth, the Virtue and the Beauty be possible, or in other words, only
the poctic wisdom can directly grasp the life ontology of human being, therefore, for the people of the
civilization age, to be spiritually closer to the poetic wisdom means to be nearer to the life ontology, and
vise versa. Confined to this context, this part makes a structural analysis of the life ontology. It not only
interprets the inner organism of the life ontological structure through the analysis of various human spiri-

tual elements, but also discloses how man abandons the spirit of the Axis Age.
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The third part mainly explores the modes of production of the spiritual life inithe civilization age.
From the structural analysis of spiritual life, it is concluded that the reproduction of human being itself
can only be possible on the condition that how, from the aspect of cognition, consciousness and sensibility,
the ontology distinction could be plotted “between man and tool”, “man and animal” and “a true man-a
free life in the aesthetic context-and an alienated man purely driven by desire”. Logically speaking, there
are three internal concepts about the spiritual life, so they must be externally converted to three modes of
production of human being itself: “modes of material production” based on “the rational pattern” (objec-
tification), “the production of human being itself” based on “the ethic pattern” (subjectification) and “the
modes of mental production” based on “the aesthetic pattern” (non-objectification and non-subjectifica-
tion). On the one hand, “the ethic pattern” makes a clear distinction between man and nature, so it can be
regarded as one of the priori bases of the production of human being itself. On the other hand, man en-
counters different alienating forces in different historic stages, so modes of reproduction of human being
itself are various. Specifically speaking, to the western peoples who regard the rational pattern as the in-
ternal production concept, what matters is how to keep “the rational object” so that they can efficiently
avoid confusing the existence of human being itself with that of the objects during the course of the ra-
tional alienation. To the Chinese peoples who consider the ethic pattern as the internal production concept,
what is important is to make a clear understanding of the concept that the “man is the measure of all things”
through the transcendental analysis so that they would not lose the spiritual life achieved by means of
intuition in the Axis Age. To the consumption civilization of the contemporary globalization which reg-
ards its modes of aesthetics as inner production views, what matters the most is to make a logic distinction

between “anti-objectification” and “non-objectification”, between “anti-subjectification” and “non-sub
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jectification”, so that the post-modern society can obtain an internal production concept based on the po-
etic wisdom. This is the indispensible rational resource, which can tell the machine of consumption repro-
duced by the cultural industry according to the mechanical pattern from a true spiritual life represented in

terms of the principle of free will power.

The fourth part focuses on the neo-Axis age based on “the anti-objectification” and “the anti-subjec-
tification”. Due to the fact that the consumption ideology makes impossible the reproduction of the ra-
tional life by means of “anti-objectification” on the one hand, and ruins the historical accumulation of the
ethic object adversely on the other, and even indirectly denies “the non-objectification” and “the non-sub-
jectification” of the dynamic aesthetic organism. As a result, it brings about the worst alienation that man
has ever encountered since man was born. If we say that the demerit of the classic aesthetics lies in its in-
capability of distinguishing “physical desire” from “aesthetic pleasure”, the post-modern aesthetics must
lump together two totally different kinds of perceptual ontology by confusing “the non-objectification”
with “the anti-objectification” and “the non-subjectification” with “the anti-subjectification” . Thus it can
be seen that only the aesthetics of suffering-including the following six concepts: “objectification” and
“subjectification”, “non-objectification and non-subjectification” and “anti-objectification and anti-sub-
jectification” —can compensate for the demerits of the classic aesthetics and post-modern aesthetics, and
give a fair interpretation of “free life” ontology. The aesthetics of suffering not only correctly interprets
the means of existence of the aesthetic factors in the sophisticated structure of the spiritual life, but also
explores the connotation of the aesthetic taste to the spiritual life within a larger historical context. There-
fore it is safe to say that the aesthetics of suffering truly raises the perceptual capability of human being

to the level of the spiritual life ontology.
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Only starting from the criticism of the perceptual function and physical desire can we build up a
mode of production of human being itself in its true sense for the contemporaries. In this sense, the aes-
thetics of suffering is one of the basic ontology concerning the existence of the contemporaries. The mak-
ing of human civilization surely needs the persistent supply of various new spiritual resources, but it is
only in the awakening of life in the Axis Age that the distinction between man and nature can be realized,;
therefore it is naturally the basis of all spiritual activity of human being. In the age when the spirit of the
Axis Age has been adversely ruined, to reaffirm the origin and the basic measurement of why human be-
ing becomes man is to reaffirm the ancient Chinese philosophers' spirit of “for the existence of the world,
for the interests of common folks and for the continuation of the nearly extinct learning” . No matter how
time flies and how the world changes, as long as people still wish to be a human being or they need to

know how to become a true man, then the spiritual resource of suffering created by the ancestors in the

Axis age will help them fulfill this arduous and glorious task.
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