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SUMMARY

Chu Kuang-ch’ien was an important “medium” through
which the Chinese intellectual world absorbed Western aesthetic
values and concepts. But he was never a passive medium: he
always interpreted Western aesthetic theories from the standpoint
of traditional Chinese thought and the concrete practice of
Chinese art and literature. Almost all his writings refer implicitly
or explicitly to the concept of “aesthetic experience,” and here
Croce’s theory of intuition undoubtedly had a great influence.
While Chu combines this with Bullough’s notion of “psychical
distance” and the European concept of “empathy,” he interprets
both of these in terms of (Crocian) intuition of form. But he
cannot accept Croce’s exclusion from art of a communicative
association of ideas and of value; his distinction between
aesthetic experience and artistic activity inevitably implied the
reinsertion of morality within the field of art. Thus Chu was never
really a follower of Croce; it seems he first popularized Croce's
thought in order to better clarify his own position at some
distarice from it.
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Chu Kuang-ch’ien is one of the most representative figures
of contemporary Chinese aesthetics. Since the ’30s, he had an
active role in China both on the literary and philosophical
scenes, and, through his writings, he exerted an important
influence in the moulding of numerous generations of
intellectuals. Some of his works, and particularly those aimed
at the young (Chu Kuang-ch’ien has always declared that
these readers were his favourites), have been widely read, and
they still provoke considerable interest in China, on the
mainland as well as in Taiwan and Hong Kong.

In the ’30s and ’40s, Chu Kuang-ch’ien constantly
maintained a certain distance from political events, and he"
never embraced the positions of the Left-wing intellectuals
who were at that time committed to sustaining the action of
the Chinese Communist Party on a cultural level. Despite this,
after 1949 his authority in the academic field was not
significantly questioned, and he was able to continue his
research and teaching activities in the Western Languages
Department at Peking University. Violently attacked because
of the idealistic concepts he espoused, Chu Kuang-ch’ien
published a self-criticism and officially adhered to Marxist-
Leninist doctrine, without however renouncing, de facto, the
fundamental points of his aesthetic theory. During the
Cultural Revolution, he fell into disgrace, like almost all of
the intellectuals of his generation. However, with the fall of
the so-called “Gang of Four” in 1976, he re-emerged in the
Chinese cultural world with unquestioned importance and
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prestige, such as he had probably not experienced since 1949.
Until his death, which occurred in 1986, he continued to
occupy an important place in the current renaissance and
development of aesthetic studies in China, and some of his
writings from the '30s and ’40s have been reprinted on the
mainland, including those which had been more subject to
attack in the ’50s and ’60s.

Western Chinese studies have up to now demonstrated
only scarce interest in Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s work, despite the
incontrovertible importance it has had in the cultural history
of contemporary China. This is all the more surprising -if we
consider that Chu Kuang-ch’ien has been one of the main
“mediators” thanks to whom the Chinese intellectual world
has been able to absorb Western values and concepts. His
“mediation” has operated in a specific sector, that of a
theoretical reflection on art and literature, but it is useful to
underline the intimate connection existing between the theory
and the practice of art and literature, especially as far as
critical methodology is concerned. Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s “medi-
ation” has never signified passive assimilation: he has always
“read” and interpreted Western theoretical doctrines and
enunciations in the light of some of the fundamental
presuppositions of traditional Chinese thought and the
concrete practice of Chinese art and literature. This “con-
tamination” in all likelihood helps explain why Chu Kuang-
ch’ien’s writings have been so successful in China and, at the
same time, may account for the criteria which have regulated
the choice and selection of Western doctrines.

In order to understand the significance of this encounter
between Western and traditional Chinese cultures in the work
of Chu Kuang-ch’ien, it would be worth our while to look
briefly at his education, which was subject, as Chu Kuang-
ch’ien himself has said, to “very old” and “very new”
influences. Born in 1897 in the T’ung-ch’eng district (Anhwei
province), an area rich in cultural traditions, Chu Kuang-
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ch’ien came from a literary family. Up to the age of 15, his
teacher was his father who, according to custom, took great
care to transmit to his son the fundamental aspects of classical
Chinese culture. Following this period, Chu Kuang-ch’ien
went to the T'ung-ch’eng Middle School, the curricula of
which were still strongly influenced by the literary school of
the same name dating from the Ch'ing dynasty. In 1917 he
enrolled at Wuchang Higher Normal School, where he chose
Chinese as his main subject. The following year, however,
disappeinted by the quality of the teaching in that institution,
he left Wuchang for Hong Kong, where, at the University, he
began studying English and Western literature. He himself
speaks of the effect on him in that period of the development
of the “New Culture Movement,” whose attacks against
tradition and the use of literary language (wen-yen) were
already well-known nationally thanks to the May 4th
Movement. Chu Kuang-ch’ien, steeped as he was in classical
Chinese culture, felt like a shopkeeper who had just been
informed that all of his money, accumulated over many years
of hard work, had lost all its value. At first he was overcome
by sadness at the fact that wen-yen was to be replaced by the
vernacular (pai-hua), but then it was precisely his studies in
Western culture which led him, after bitter inner suffering, to
the conviction that the New Culture Movement was
necessary.! .

This youthful distress, which Chu Kuang-ch’ien himself
tells us about with a noteworthy dose of selfirony, helps
illuminate the basic reasons which preceded the evolution of
his mature thought. The close links which Chu Kuang-ch’ien
firmly maintained with the ancient cultural tradition of his
own country seemed threatened by the profound crisis into
which that same tradition had fallen after the impact of the
West. Like many other intellectuals of his generation, Chu
Kuang-ch’ien turned to the West in order to seek a new
cultural identity, and it is significant that, to him, Western
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“knowledge” simply ended up becoming a synonym for
scientific knowledge. For Chu Kuang-ch’ien, however, turning
to the West could not mean breaking links with his own
cultural tradition. The West assumed, on the other hand, the
role of mediator in the identification of a new means of
reading and interpreting that tradition, thus re-evaluating its
more valid aspects and, consquently, in the final analysis,
rendering his own links with that culture much firmer.

Chu Kuang-ch’ien spent five years in Hong Kong. Then,
after receiving his Bachelor of Arts, he returned to China,
where he became an English teacher. However, he did not yet
consider his period: of learning finished, and he probably did
not feel that China in that period could offer him the stimuli
he required. In 1925 he went to the West, where he was to
spend eight years undertaking intense study in the most
diverse fields, from literature to psychology, from philosophy
to art history. At first he attended courses at Edinburgh
University, then at London University, the University of Paris
and, finally, the University of Strasburg, where he received his
Doctorate with a thesis entitled The Psychology of Tragedy: a
Critical Study of Various Theories of Tragic Pleasure.

It was during this period of study in the West that Chu
Kuang-ch’'ien identified his own specific research area and
elaborated the fundamental lines his own aesthetic theory was
to follow. He himself states in the introduction to one of his
most important works, The Psychology of Art and Literature
(Wen-i hsin-li-hsiieh):

My interests were centred on, firstly, literature, second-
ly, psychology, and lastly, philosophy. My love of
literature led me on to a thorough study of questions
relatirnig to criteria of criticism, and on the relationship -
between art and life, art and nature, form and content,
and language and thought. My love of psychology led
me into a study of the relationship between emotion and
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imagination, of creation and appreciation as psychic
activities, and, finally, of individual differences in taste.
My love for philosophy led me to a study of the
writings on aesthetics by Kant, Hegel, and Croce. Thus
aesthetics became the link between my favourite studies.
I now believe that to neglect aesthetics is a serious
lacuna for those who are studying literature, the arts,
psychology or philosophy.?

For Chu Kuang-ch’ien, therefore, aesthetics ended up
constituting a global “scientific” reply to a series of
requirements and demands which had come to the fore in the
years of his early studies. Emotionally tied to China’s “past”,
in particular to its artistic and literary manifestations, he was
however aware of China’s “backwardness” in the scientific and
technological fields, just as he was aware that the weight of
tradition itself, and above all Confucian tradition, was at the
origin of this backwardness. The problem was to separate
those artistic and literary expressions from their “backward”
context, while at the same time making sure that they did not
become the object of condemnation that “Western-ist” in-
tellectuals formulated in reference to tradition in its entirety.
Chu Kuang-ch’ien could not identify with the new literary and
artistic production, which young Chinese writers and artists
were trying hard to realise by basing themselves mainly on
Western models, in that he considered this production to be of
a none too elevated quality, and certainly not comparable to
that of the West, nor to classical Chinese production.
Aesthetics could provide “scientific” critical criteria, in that it
studied art as such, as the expression of moods and feelings
and as man’s creation, beyond the different social and cultural
contexts in which the individual works had been produced.
Within aesthetics, Chinese artistic and literary tradition could
be placed at the same level as Western tradition, all the more
so in that certain theoretical formulations seemed to fit in
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perfectly with some of the typical expressions of that tradition.
What is more, aesthetic “science” found a series of cor-
respondences with Chinese tradition at the level of a critical
reflection on art, for which the Chinese experience could offer
its own valid contribution to a better definition of some
concepts and thus render them more “universal” and compre-
hensive. _

There is also another aspect which must be taken into
consideration. For Chu Kuang-ch’ien, art and literature had
assumed a function and meaning which went well beyond their
specific context. As we will see below, they appeared to be
connected with the most profound essence of life. Aesthetics,
therefore, in that it is a “science” of art and literature, could
be intended, in its broadest sense, as a “science” of life and
man. “All life,” observed Chu Kuang-ch’ien, “is a work of art
in the broad sense [. . . . ] A perfect life has the beauty of a
literary composition of superior values.”® Within this concep-
tion, which we could define as “aesthetic universalism,” the
Chinese and Western traditions could come together and
reciprocally integrate one another with absolute equality and
without contrast. ‘

Chu Kuang-ch’ien himself said that he undertook his
literary critical studies by beginning with Croce, and then by
reading, through Croce’s mediation, the writings of Kant,
Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Bergson. Croce’s theory
has assumed, without doubt, an important significance within
the complex of Western doctrines used by Chu Kuang-ch’ien.
In his The Psychology of Art and Literature, Chu Kuang-ch’ien
affirmed in reference to Croce: “No contemporary writer on
aesthetics is his equal in importance, in terms of both the
influence he has had, and the real contributions he has
made”.* Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s. name therefore ended up being
indissolubly linked with that Croce, both in China and abroad.
However, the label of “Crocian” which was given him as early
as the ’30s (at first certainly with his consent) led Chu Kuang-
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ch’ien to repeatedly come to terms with Benedetto Croce’s
philosophy. His thought thus developed and defined itself, in
respect to many questions, through constant reference to
Croce’s thought.

In my article “Crocianism” in Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s Wen-i-li-
hsueh,’ I tried to demonstrate that Chu Kuang-ch’ien was
never, in reality, “Crocian”, not even when he himself
maintained he was, but that he took advantage of Crocian
theory along with other doctrines of Western aesthetics in
order to “valorise” a vision of art which was profoundly rooted
within the Chinese tradition. A comment on my article by Chu
Kuang-ch’ien himself, which appeared in 1981 in 7Tu-shu,
confirmed my hypothesis.® The choice of The Psychology of Art
and Literature for analysis was not only due to the fact that it
is Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s most important and most “systematic”
work, but also to the particular meaning it has in the history
of the Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s “coming to terms” with the Croecian
system. In the 1956 “self-criticism”,’ in referring to the
development of his thought in the aesthetic field, he
distinguished three different phases: the first, corresponding to
the first draft of The Psychology of Art and Literature, is
characterized by a complete acceptance of Croce’s aesthetic
theory; the second, corresponding to the second draft of the
work, is marked by the emergence of an ever more sceptical
attitude towards Crocian aesthetics, and therefore contains
many incongruent notes; the third, which coincides with the
publication of the volume Criticism of Crocian Philosophy (K’o-
lo-ch’t che-hsiieh shu-p’ing) (1948), records the first sign of
doubts regarding Croce’s idealist philosophy, after a “superfi-
cial” reading of all his philosophical writings and a logical
analysis of these.

In the introduction to The Psychology of Art and
Literature, the first edition of which dates from 1936, there is a
reference to the first draft of the work, written four years
before publication, when Chu Kuang-ch’ien was still studying
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These five new chapters mark a change in my ideas on
aesthetics, which are now very different from those I had
when I wrote the first draft. 1 was then strongly
influenced by the formalist aesthetic as it evolved from
Kant to Croce. This theory held that aesthetic experi-
ence was only the intuition of form. This meant that we
contemplated, with the greatest concentration, an image
that was completely isolated, and free of all ties with
other things. For this reason, abstract thought, associ-
ation of ideas, moral concepts, etc. were all outside the
domain of aesthetic. I now realise that human life is an
organism, and that all types of- activities, be they
scientific, ethical or aesthetic, cannot, in reality, be
separated from each other, however possible it may be to
distinguish them theoretically. Thus, I am radically
opposed to that mechanistic vision that forms the basis of
Croce’s formalist aesthetic, and the abstract analy-
tical method it employs [. . . ]I modified my first draft
twice and on both occasions, this sceptical view I had of
Formalism led me to correct the opinions I put forward
when I was a follower of the theory. I am certainly not
claiming to have demolished formalist aesthetics—there
are many principles it has established that cannot be
cast into limbo—but it does have the defect of being too
restricted. My contribution to it is intended to be only a
“rectification.” It is big mistake to reinforce one’s
prejudice in the course of studies. As soon as one sets
out deliberately to reconcile conflicting views, one’s
prejudices are strengthened, as when one is blindly
partisan. In fact, I had no intention of reconciling
conflicting views, but, if I did set off on this course, I did

609

in Europe. He underlines that he had added five chapters to
the final version (including the one dedicated to the criticism
of Crocian aesthetics), and says:
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so, perhaps, through over-caution, because I could not
bring myself to believe with absolute conviction in
one-sided theories and conclusions drawn from insuffi-
cient facts.®

I have chosen to cite the entire section from the
introduction to The Psychology of Art and Literature as I
believe that it significantly illustrates Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s
attitude not only towards Crocian theory, but also towards the
other Western doctrines he uses in his analysis. This
syncretism, which characterizes his entire work, at least as far
as the Western sources are concerned, seems to be a conscious
choice, determined by the desire to arrive at a delineation of a
non-“partial” and non-“unilateral” theory. This is why re-
ferences to the doctrines of Croce, Miinsterberg, Bullough,
Lipps, Groos, Vernon Lee, Langfeld, Richards, Delacroix,
Nietzsche and so on are to be found in perfect harmony in his
work. What is the guiding thread linking all of these
references? In the pages above, I have already hinted at a
reply to this question. Now it might be worth our while to
concretely analyse the way in which these different doctrines
are fused in the formulation of the concept of “aesthetic
experience”, which is of seminal importance in Chu Kuang-
ch’ien’s thought.

“Aesthetic experience” is systematically analysed by Chu
Kuang-ch’ien in the first five chapters of The Psychology of
Art and Literature, but almost all his writings either implicitly
or explicitly refer to this concept. Croce’s theory of intuition is
undoubtedly of great importance to this definition. There were
no substantial modifications in this respect during Chu Kuang-
ch’ien’s “revision” of Croce’s theory, which is referred to in
the passage cited above. If, therefore, we clarify the meaning
assumed by Crocian theory within Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s concep-
tion of the “aesthetic experience”, then it is possible to locate
at the origin the mechanism of that “contamination” between
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Western doctrines and Chinese tradition mentioned at the
beginning of this paper.. o

Chu Kuang-ch’ien defines aesthetic experience as “the
psychological activity that occurs when we respond to the
beauty of nature and of art,”® and adds that “in aesthetic
experience, only intuition links the mind to things, and things
reveal only form to the mind.”” But Chu Kuang-ch’ien does
not limit himself to using the concept of intuition (derived
from Croce) in order to illustrate aesthetic experience.
Another theory given substantial weight is that of “psychical
distance,” coined by the English psychologist Edmund
Bullough. Chu Kuang-ch’ien uses this theory to demonstrate
that, during aesthetic experience, it is necessary to look at
things with a certain detachment, without allowing oneself to
be absorbed by their “normality.” Only by grasping their
unusual, uncommon aspect, cut off from all possible practical
implications, is one able to really appreciate their beauty.
“The strength of poets and artists consists really in their
capacity to see things with a certain ‘distance.’”" The theory
of “psychical distance” is anything but secondary in the
definition of intuitive activity: it establishes, in fact, the
conditions which are necessary so that the intuition of form
(=aesthetic experience) can take place. Chu Kuang-ch’ien also
gives a series of examples of the application of the theory to
artistic phenomena, and basing himself on this application he -
eulogises and defends traditional Chinese art:

Modern technical advances have brought art gradually
nearer reality and nature. This, though, is not necessarily
artistic progress. The new Chinese artists consider the
technique of Western art perfect—in their view a horse
in a painting should look like a real horse, the
representation of a moonlit forest should look like the
real thing. In this view Chinese art is felt to be
unworthy. Without doubt Western art has its merits, and
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the Chinese art hasitsdefects. But the merits of the one
do not lie in its closeness to nature, just as the defects of
the other do not stem from its failure to be naturalistic.®

And again:

If those who condemn the theatre of antiquity on the
grounds that forcing the voice and singing in a high
pitch is not reasonable were to see one of Wagner’s
musical dramas, then perhaps they would realise with
surprise that that sort of game is not exclusive to the
Chinese. If they were then to examine ancient Greek
theatre a little more carefully, they would come to
realise that wearing masks, painting the face, and
wearing buskins are certainly not characteristic of a
primitive art. In painting and sculpture, perspective was
certainly a great technical advance, and this advance
could lead to artistic progress. But art without tech-
nique is, in the end, much superior to technige without
art. The sculptors of the medieval monasteries certainly
knew that their carvings were not realistically pro-
portioned, but their work lost none of its merit for that.
In terms of technique, an ordinary apprentice today is
probably more skillful than Giotto was, but the works of
Giotto are immortal.?

In analysing aesthetic experience, Chu Kuang-ch’ien also
dedicates much time to the presentation and discussion of the
doctrine of empathy (Einfiihlung). He examines the theories of
Lipps, Miinsterberg, Groos, Vernon Lee and Langfeld with the
aim of arriving at a general and all-comprehensive definition
of the phenomenon. In this case, too, as far as “distance” is
concerned, Chu Kuang-ch’ien establishes a direct connection
between it and the intuition of form:
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When we are concentrated in the contemplation of an
jsolated image, we usually forget that the ego and the
object are two different entities, and we arrive at
egofobject identity. From the ego/object identity we
reach the state in which the ego and the object flow one
into the other and so we unwittingly introduce our
feelings into the object, while the attitude of the object
is transmitted to us.”

This phenomenon, however, is not for Chu Kuang-ch’ien a
“necessary condition” for aesthetic experience. “There are
those with a high artistic taste who, the more dispassionate
they are the more they are aware of the beauty of the form.””
The doctrine of empathy is also used to illustrate traditional
Chinese art. In particular, calligraphy is used as an example:

Simple ink marks come to be seen as things endowed
with life and temperament. These qualities at first exist
only in the mind of the spectator. Through empathy he
unconsciously transfers to the character the image it has
given rise to in his mind. Thus the character can
provoke empathy, and since, like all other art, it can
express the temperament and the delight in the calli-
graphic act of the artrist, it too can be termed
“lyrical.”*

It already seems clear, therefore, that Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s
recourse to the Crocian theory of intuition to explain his
conception of aesthetic experience (= intuition of form) is of a
completely extrinsic character. I order to better understand
the real meaning attributed by Chu Kuang-ch’ien to the term
“intuition,” it may be worth our while referring to the Chinese
tradition. The concept of “intuition” is not new in Chinese
philosophy, but constitutes the basis of the cognitive process
proper to Taoism, in which there is no distinction between
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subject and object: both disappear in the essential unity of
things which constitute the natural world. It is interesting to
note how Chu Kuang-ch’ien, in order to explain the meaning
of intuition, at a certain point cites a famous aphorism by Lao-
tzu:

Lao-tzu said: “Studying increases day by day, practising
Tao decreases day by day.” These words can be applied
very aptly to aesthetic experience. Study is knowledge
derived from experience; Tao is the possibility to intuit
form in itself. The more we know about something, the
more difficult it is to concentrate on the form in itself, to
intuit the form, to stimulate a pure and authentic
aesthetic sense. The aesthetic approach involves decrea-
sing study and increasing Tao.”

“Decreasing study and increasing Tao” means putting
apart everything which has been learnt about an object, such
as its composition, its use, its characteristics, and directly
grasping its original form without any conceptual mediation.
Just like the Taoist sage who, in order to live in conformity
with Tao and intuit the laws which govern the continual and
incessant mutations of things in the universe, must “forget
knowledge” (wang chih). The attitude is similar: in both cases,
one leaves out of consideration everything which is arbitrary
and artificial in the logical categories and practical aims
which man superimposes on reality in order to bring his own
internal state into line with the nature of things.

Those who  attain absolute happiness, according to
Chuang-tzu, identify themselves with Tao, go beyond the
affirmations, negations and all common distinctions which
constitute inferior knowledge, lose their own ego, because in
Tao, the “ego” and the “non-ego” are no longer two things, but
coincide in a superior unity. And Chu Kuang-ch’ien:
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In pure intuition there is no awareness of self.
Self-awareness derives from the distinction between self
and things, and when we forget this distinction then we
can achieve the state of mental concentration.”

It must also be pointed out that going beyond knowledge
implies a deeper knowledge, a “knowledge that is not
knowledge,” which can be attained only through lengthy
preparation and spiritual training. Ignorant people are not
able to attain absolute happiness, identifying themselves with
Tao and thus intuitively understanding the real essence of
things, because they are still immersed in habitual things, still
tied to certain instinctive reactions which can distance them
from the truth, and they are still exposed to all the dangers
that social life implies. First there is knowledge, then
non-knowledge, and this latter cannot exist without the
former. In the sameway, zestheticexperience, according to Chu
Kuang-ch’ien, cannot be considered an isolated and self-suff-
icient phenomenon, nor can it be considered an ingenuous way
of seeing things. Aesthetic experience also presupposes a long
spiritual apprenticeship, which varies from person to person,
but which always nonetheless directly or indirectly determines
its greater or lesser profundity.

It is in this ‘context that the importance of “psychical
distance” theory can be explained in Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s
conception. Ordinary people live their daily lives by paying
attention solely to their own immediate needs; the joy, pain
and pleasure of existence exert an unquestionable dominion
over their minds. But some more fortunate people are able to
escape from the needs imposed by the practical world, are able
to place themselves above and beyond the normal events of
life. That is, they are able to assume a “different” attitude
towards things, a “detached” attitude. Intuition consists in
going beyond immediate, habitual reality and in conquering an
apparently different reality, but which is in fact deeper and
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As a rule, we think of the world we ourselves see as
being real, while the one the artists see as being only an
illusion. But which is real and which is illusory? Has a
street its own natural form, or is it only a way of getting
to a certain bank or shop? Has this world an intrinsic
value or is it only an instrument or an obstacle for
man?*

In Chu Kuang-ch’ien, empathy is also given a specific
function, and does not at all appear to be in contrast with
“psychical distance” in that the former presupposes the latter:
it is precisely through “detaching” oneself from things that
one can understand (intuit) their essence, and therefore
identify onself with them. What is more, empathy, or the
“ego-object identity,” also has its basis in the Taoist
Weltanschauung. The “loss of the self” is a characteristic of
both Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s aesthetic intuition and Chuang-tzu’s
superior knowledge. There is, at the basis of this conception,
and in both cases, a similar awareness of the relativity of
judgement and opinion.

Let us now consider the meaning assumed by intuition in
Crocian theory. The concept of intuition, as Croce intends it,
is based on that vision of reality, proper to Italian Idealism
according to which the human spirit is completely separated
from nature, conceived as a pure phenomenal world and simple
instrument for the attaining of a superior Reign of Values. For
Croce, intuition is not a psychological class able to be referred
to the world of experience, but is rather a moment in the life
of the Spirit in its cognitive process, a moment which can only
be intended if placed on a transcendental plane, where men
and things lose their concrete individuality to become only
manifestation and extrinsication of the Spirit. By identifying
art with intuition, Croce makes of art a category of the Spirit,
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an a priori form distinet from logical thought and practical
activity. Through art, the Spirit expresses the external world,
and by expressing it makes it exist. If it is true that
art-intuition can do without, and it effectively does do
without, logical thought and practical activity, logical thought
and practical activity cannot however do without art-intuition,
in that these include it within themselves.

Chu Kuang-ch’ien takes his move from completely differ-
ent presuppositions. The classical Chinese conception of
reality does not allow for any separation between man and
nature, between theoretical activity and practical activity,
between thought and action. The individual, in his interior
development, moves along with the organisation of society and
with the events of the Cosmos, according to the laws which
regulate the harmony of the Whole. The Sage is not
contraposed to nature, but conforms to it, in that he feels a
part, along with nature, of a single spiritual process. This
implies an intimate union between thought and its practical
extrinsication, such that these two moments seem to be
logically inextricable.

We have already seen the close relationship between Chu
Kuang-ch’ien’s aesthetic intuition and Taoist intuition. Now,
this latter, more than as a starting point, can be defined, in its
broadest sense, as a point of arrival. It presupposes, in fact, a
profound maturation, which is made up of consciousness,
distinctions and practical action. And it is intimately linked
with “action which is not action”; in itself it contains a
practical character. Taoist intuition therefore has a meaning
which is the exact opposite of that of Crocian intuition. For
Croce, intuition is the first form of knowledge, it is the
indispensable presupposition without which there could be no
intellectual or logical knowledge. But it is intellectual
knowledge, the concept, which grasps the real reality of
things, “aiming at establishing reality as against unreality, or
to diminish, including it in reality as a subordinate stage in
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reality itself.”” “Intuition gives us the world, the phenomenon;
the concept gives us the noumenon, the Spirit.”® For Taoism,
on the other hand, conceptual knowledge, the logical construc-
tions of the intellect and their concretisation in discussion,
rather than bringing us closer to the reality of things, leads us
away from it: they are nothing other than inferior knowledge.

Higher knowledge is a going beyond concepts, it is intuition of
Tao. According to Taoist conception, therefore, intuition does
not precede the concept, but goes beyond it; it is not the first
form of knowledge, but the last and the most truthful. What is
more, it is not a purely theoretical activity, but practical and
theoretical at the same time, in an indivisible unity which
does not allow for any logical distinction.

The interest Chu Kuang-ch’ien displays for Crocian
aesthetic theory from the very beginning of his studies on
Western culture derived in the first place from the importance
given in this theory to intuition, a phenomenon which is
intimately linked with the Chinese tradition both in the
philosophical and artistic fields. At first, however, the Crocian
concept of intuition was without doubt “filtered” through
other doctrines, amongst which a consistent importance was
given to German psychological aesthetics, English Idealist
aesthetics and French Positivist aesthetics. It can be said that
German psychological aesthetics decidedly contributed to
giving a scientific stamp to Chu Kuang-ch’ien’s handling of
the subject. In fact, intuition as such was not at all in
contradiction with a psychological approach to the aesthetic
problem. Within German psychological aesthetics itself, nu-
merous authors admitted the importance of the intuitive
component in the artistic phenomenon. Thus Groos, who
pointed out the necessity of intuition in order to grasp the
object contemplated in its essence, with the aim of re-living it
(nacherleben) internally through “internal imitation” (innere
Nachahmung); thus Volkelt, thus Dessoir, who spoke of an
“intuitive necessity” (anschauliche Notwendigkeit) for art.
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Crocian intuition was at first interpreted by Chu Kung-ch’ien
on an essentially psychological level. But as has already been
hinted at, for Croce intuition was something quite different
-from a simple psychological function, and the art-intuition
identity implied very precise consequences as far as aesthetic
analysis was concerned.

In fact, if Chu Kuang-ch’ien shows that he is referring to
Crocian theory as far as the concept of intuition is concerned,
he openly and declaredly takes his distance from him on other
matters of prime importance, such as the one pertaining to the
art-intuition identity, that of the distinction between expres-
sion and communication and that of the value of the work of
art. His confutation of the Crocian theory in reference to these
specific matters belongs, according to what Chu Kuang-
ch’ien himself states in the “self-criticism” of 1956, to the
second phase of development of his aesthetic thought,
corresponding to the second draft of the Psychology of Art and
Literature. It is, however, difficult to believe that the
theoretical presuppositions for this confutation were not
already present in the first phase.

Chu Kuang-ch'ien says in the chapter of The Psychology of
Art and Literature dedicated to a criticism of Crocian
aesthetics:

We follow Croce when we say that aesthetic experience
is the intuition of form, when we deny that aesthetic
sense is simply pleasure, when we reject the concept of
art for morality’s sake in the narrow sense, when we
state that beauty is neither in things nor in the mind,
but in expression. But at the same time, we turn our
back on him when we deny that artistic activity can be
confined to the restricted sphere of aesthetic experience,
when we admit that art has an appropriate relationship
with perceptions and association of ideas, when we
oppose the separation of aesthetic man from moral man



620 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIII, Nos. 1,2,3,4

and from scienfific man, and when we maintain that the
independence and autonomy of art are limited. Modern
aesthetic theorists can be roughly divided into Crocians
and non-Crocians. I believe that the Crocians are
generally nearer the truth, but we are also very clearly
aware of their faults. In our view, Crocian aesthetics has
three major defects: the first is its mechanistic view; the
second is the way in which it explains “communication;”
and the third relates to its theory of value.”

It is necessary at this point to remember that the
distinctions on which Croce based his philosophical specula-
tion aim at delimiting the individual moments in the life of the
Spirit in its unfurling, considered as the only Reality, which
transcends common individual experience. They therefore have
no bearing, nor could they have, on the individual classifica-
tions of empiric psychology, which are deprived, according to
Croce, of all truth value. He says in his Breviario di estetica:

If one asks which of the various activities of the Spirit is
real, or if they are all real, one must reply that none is
real, because the only real thing is the activity of all
those activities, which is not to be found in any of them
in particular: of the various syntheses which we have so
far distinguished (aesthetic synthesis, logical synthesis,
practical synthesis), the only real one is the synthesis of
syntheses, the Spirit which is the real Absolute, the
actus purus. But from another point of view and for the
same reason, all are real in the unity of the Spirit, in the
eternal flowing and reflowing, which is their eternal
constancy in reality.”

Chu Kuang-ch’ien points out, in confuting Crocian theory,
that “aesthetic man is an abstraction, and does not have
independent existence in real life.”” However, for Croce, this
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abstraction is necessary because it identifies a moment in the
life of the Spirit, not a component of the human psyche
considered empirically. Thus, once the theoretical nature of
art has been established and once this has been identified with
intuition, the only possible consequence was to exclude
thought and morality from its field. What is more, the
identification of intuition with expression led Croce to
distinguish from this, considered solely as a theoretical
activity, the moment of the practical extrinsication. of the
work of art, or rather of communication. This distinction was
indispensable if he wanted to remain faithful to his conception
of art as a category of the Spirit. In fact, “art intended as the
extrinsication of art, utility and morality are rightfully a part
of i, with the right, that is, that one has in one’s own
house.””® _

Finally, by identifying art with intuition, Croce was forced
to pose the distinction of art from non-art on a purely
empirical, non philosophical, level.

The entire difference between artistic intuition and
common intuition, therefore, is guantitative, and, as
such, indifferent to philosophy, scientia qualitatum. In
order to fully express certain complex moods there are
those who have a greater aptitude and are more
frequently disposed than others: some expressions, which
are rather complicated and difficult, and much more
rarely attained, and these are called works of art. The
limits of expression-intuition, which are called art, as
opposed to those which are commonly called non-art, are
empiric: it is impossible to define them. An epigram
belongs to art: why not a simple word?”*

The art-intuition identity, with all of the consequences it
implies, is the essential basis of Crocian aesthetics. His
originality does not consist in having introduced the concept
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of intuition to the artistic phenomenon, but in having
sustained precisely this identity. Now, if Chu Kuang-ch’ien
willingly accepted intuition in his own aesthetic theory, giving
it the meaning of momentaneous experience, attainable
through an intimate process of maturation, he could under no
circumstances accept that it be identified with art. How could
art be cut off from morality and thought, how could it limit
itself to a simple moment, to that fortunate moment in which
it is possible to grasp the essence of things and appreciate
them in all their beauty?

Completely extraneous to the problematic connected with
Crocian speculation, Chu Kuang-ch’ien considers the aesthe-
tics-intuition experience to be a form of higher knowledge,
which it is possible to reach only after a long period of
training (which takes place both at a conscious and uncon-
scious level), and which, once attained, determines a series of
modifications within the individual and, equaily, within
society. Art includes all these moments, and must therefore be
considered from a broader point of view, bearing in mind all
those factors which go together to form it and mark its
development. Thus the association of ideas, morality, tech-
nique, all those elements which Croce excluded from the field
of art, are once again fully a part of it.

In criticising Croce’s theory relative to communication,
Chu Kung-ch’ien also indirectly brings into question the
concept of expression. He points out, in fact, that the nature of
the physical means exerts a determining influence on artistic
creation. What is more, the artist is an integral part of a
determined society, and cannot do without the act of creation;
the artist is someone who speaks to others, not an isolated
being speaking to himself. Even artists who are in opposition
to society demonstrate in reference to society “an ideal
sympathy projected into the future.” The wonder of art
consists precisely in the immortality it confers on the artist
because of that living feeling of sympathy which links him
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with society. “The Croceans consider art to be completely
individual, and deny that communication and art are closely
linked. They have, therefore, not glimpsed this wonder.””

Chu Kuang-ch’ien, in dealing with this question, could
certamly not ignore some of the fundamental characteristics of
Chinese artistic and literary production: the sense of “tradi-
tion,” the importance of models, the weight of the influence of
the various schools and the very meaning of “originality”,
which gained value when inserted creatively within a complex
of techniques and styles handed down over generations. This
“continuity” was determined by surroundings, which the artist
felt himself to be a part of and which was the only context in
which he could fully express his own personality. Separating
communication from art and expression, albeit only “notion-
ally,” must have seemed to Chu Kuang-ch’ien as something
simply incomprehensible.

As for the question of value, Chu Kuang-ch’ien points out
that its annulment in Crocian theory derives from the
elimination of communication. In the same way, Chu
Kuang-ch’ien could not accept the exclusion from art of the
phenomenon of the association of ideas. In fact, one of the
essential instruments Chinese poetry (but not only poetry) uses
to express iself is constituted precisely by the association of
ideas. Chu Kuang-ch’ien points out that

The emotions in their original expression can simply be
accepted deep within onself, but cannot be described
directly. In order to communicate them so that others
understand, it is necessary to create metaphors that
make use of indiréct, concrete images.”

Association of ideas, precisely because it presupposes a
single reality which transcends man and nature and brings
them together in intimate communion, is the most suitable
instrument for grasping a certain mood, or, in general, a
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certain situation in all of its aspects and all of its connections.
Each fact, each feeling, if seen artistically, can become
a symbolof countless other facts, of countless other feelings.
Creative imagination sweeps over all reality and gradually
encapsulates all the correlations which are determined
between its single moments. Then a landscape, a tree or a
flower are associated in the mind with a sensation, a memory,
an attitude; the images which derive from this are nothing
other, in the end, than the synthesis of this process. “The
richer the association of ideas,” says Chu Kuang-ch’ien, “the
deeper and clearer the image.”” It is significant that, in order
to sustain this theory, which is undoubtedly deeply rooted in
the Chinese tradition, Chu Kuang-ch’ien should also have
referred to Western points of reference, particularly to the
aesthetics of the French scholar Paul Souriau and to French
Symbolist poetry. .

The distinction made by Chu Kuang-ch’ien between
aesthetic experience and artistic activity inevitably implied
the reinsertion of morality within the field of art. But, in Chu
Kuang-ch’ien’s conception, this is not in fact a simple
reinsertion: it is clear from some of his affirmations that art
assumes the function of vehicle through the agency of which
it is possible to attain a higher morality. In fact, “the basis of
all real morality” is friendship, imagination and a familiarity
with human and natural feelings. Art is able to develop these
three elements to their maximum levels. “Art is a divine key
which reveals the mysteries of nature and human life.”® Thus
Chu Kuang-ch’ien in the end leads the value and function of
art back to “knowledge.” This “knowledge” can be naturally
realised only at an emotive level, in a field dominated entirely
by imagination, but, precisely because of this, it is able to
reach a higher level, placing man directly in touch with the
real nature of things, able in the end to identify the “ego” with
the “non-ego.” Practical life, dominated by habit, stops us from
grasping the real nature of things. Beyond our restricted
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world, “in looking we do not see, in listening we do not hear,
in eating we do not taste the flavour.” Artists, however, are
able to break the bonds imposed by daily reality. Real morality
corresponds to this real knowledge. Through “disinterested
contemplation,” we are able to grasp the-beautiful, and the
beautiful “is not a good--it is the “greatest good.”®

In conclusion, it can be said that Chu Kuang-ch’ien is an
original Chinese thinker who cannot be placed within any of
the Western “schools,” least of all the Crocian one. The
so-called “third phase” of development of his. thought (to
which he alludes in his “self-criticism”) is nothing other than
the natural evolution of the first two: in the third there is no
“repudiation” of Crocian philosophy, in that previously
there had been no real “adherence.” Even though he has never
been a follower of Croce, Chu Kuang-ch’ien has ended up
nonetheless becoming a populariser of his thought. Paradoxi-
cally, this happened so that he could all the better take his
distance from Croce’s thought, gradually defining and clarify-
ing the limits of his alleged youthful “Crocianism.”
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