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ABSTRACT

The first half of the 20® century is an important period for the
formation and development of modemn Chinese aesthetics and aesthetie
education theories. Under the profound influence of modem western
aesthetics, especially with the introduction of the concept of aesthetic
disinterestedness, Chinese aesthetics and aesthetic education theories take
an important turn for aesthetic autonomy. However, modem Chinese
aestheticians, who concem themselves deeply with social changes and life
problems, put forward, with their strong enlightenment purposes and
humanitarian outlooks, aesthetic theories which are on the whole theories
of aesthetic values that argued for the transformation of mind and the
improvement of life through the aesthetic and art. These theories are
characterized by a strong sense of personality education. Many of the
aestheticians, therefore, follow and advocate aesthetic education with
great interest, and advance aesthetic education theories marked by the
spirit of the times and the national tradition. In this sense, one of the
most outstanding features of modem Chinese aesthetics is the richness and
profoundness of aesthetic education theories. Wang Guowei, Cai
Yuanpei, and Zhu Guanggian are typical aestheticians in this respect.

On the basis of westem thoughts and traditional Chinese culture,
Wang Guowei, while addressing the life problem of the time, creatively
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approach Chinese aesthetics from the high plane of metaphysics, and
establish the aesthetic utilitarianism in its modemn Chinese sense, thus
fulfilling the modemn transformation of Chinese aesthetics and laying the
ideological foundation for modern Chinese theory of aesthetic education.
With his distinctive understanding of the proposition of the aesthetic
utilitarianism, he creates the functional psychological mechanism which
applies aesthetic to repel material and selfish desires. He constucts the
standard expression of “usefulness through uselessness” in the modem
Chinese aesthetic discourse regarding aesthetic and art, and he endows it
with a cultural and ideological connotation of enlightenment from
perception.

Cai Yuanpei is not only a thinker but an active advocator and
implementer of aesthetic education. The primary purpose of his research
and advocation was to purify the heart and soul and to repel material and
selfish desires through the “detachedness” and “universality” of aesthetic
so as to enable the fellow countrymen to set up humanistic ideals. In his
argument to replace religion by aesthetic education, he lays down clearly
his concept of ideological and cultural transformation through perceptual
enlightenment. His thoughts on aesthetic education shaped the theoretical
framework and the method of thinking for the Chinese aesthetic education
theory in the 20" century, and are the most utilitarian enlightening
aesthetic thoughts in the history of modem Chinese aesthetics. His idea
that science and art make the double wings for the New Culture Movement
makes it clear that the aesthetic theory of perceptual enlightenment will
not necessarily exclude rationale, instead he insists that perception and
rationale be coordinated, and in time, to realize the Schilleristic ideal for



human beings to be more virtuous through aesthetics.

The core supposition in Zhu Guangqian’s earlier wotks on aesthetics
is to “purify the heart and soul”, to make man “refined”, thus indicating
a strong spirit of secularity. On the other hand, he argues for “aesthetic
detachedness”, “ emotion-centeredness ” and “ the artistry life ”,
manifesting an ideological trend identical to the modem western
“aestheticism” . The two apparently contradictory aesthetic concepts was
unified in his well-known speech as “undertake secular functions with
insecular spirit”, aiming at the “ rejuvenation of the national vitality”.
While emphasizing the basic emotional function of aesthetic education, he
lays stress on its liberating function to the heart and soul. This epoch-
making “theory of aesthetic liberation” fully demonstrates his affimation
of priority on perception and vitality, and contains an obvious implication
of a philosophy of life. His emphasis on vitality is to create a new life, a
new morality, a new culture and a new nation based on unflagging
vitality. This is the starting point and also the destination of his earlier
aesthetic studies. This trend of “aesthetic utilitarianism” makes his
aesthetics different from the modern western aestheticism of F. Nietzsche
and many others.

The modem Chinese theories of aesthetic education takes its shape in
the context of the New Culture Movement, which is expected “to solve
problems from the mind and the culture” . Enlightenment is the problem
to which it has to directly address . There are, however, some other
significance for the choice of aesthetic education, and that is to influence
the “ desires” and “ emotions ” through the “ superiority” and
“universality” of aesthetic, or rather “perceptual enlightenment ”.
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