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This paper stems from my earlier article in which I tried to confront
some existing ways of translating the term ‘“‘the Sublime” into Chinese in
order to make justifications for my own choice.! There, I followed Professor
Yuan Heh-hsiang’s advice? to first find out the cause-effect relatioriship,
or the diachronic development of the sublime from Longinus to the 18th,
19th century Romarntics, and then to the philosophical treatment as an
aesthetic category by Kant. Then, a synchronic structure in semiotic terms
of a sublime experience was put in front of historical facts, so that a
meaningful comparison between the sublime as adumbrated in the West and |
its counterpart in China could be undertaken. My conclusion was that
whereas the Chinese terms ch ung-kao 55 and hsiung-wei HE{& could be
best put side by side with the Longinian rhetorical sublime and the romantic
natural sublime respectively,® they nevertheless lack the kind of philosophical
signification so as to be qualified as a counterpart of the Kantian sublime. It
is in the hope of looking for such a concept in Chinese aesthetics and
philosophy that I ultimately turned to Ssu-K’ung T'u’s T 228 (837-908)
hsiung-hun HJE as a more appropriate translation of this Western concept.

For possible demonstrations of a rhetorical sublime and a natural sublime
in China, we can of course resort to Chinese art theories and actual creative
endeavors respectively. There certainly exists in the Chinese tradition a
system of evaluating literature and arts — as epitomized by concepts such as
ch’i R, feng-ku B and kangjou W{ZFE— which exhibits substantial
affinities with the Longinian sublime. However, both the Longinian hypsous
and the Chinese concept of, say, chi refer to a quality of writing which
eludes precise description; and it is only at several steps away from the
ineffable substance that we can locate the closest points of contact between
the two traditions. With the natural sublime we feel we are treading on a
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more solid ground. If nothing else, we are here dealing with the specific
feelings and responses aroused in a man when he is confronted with high
mountains and wide oceans. It is here that we can apply the concept of
sublimity onto a body of Chinese landscape poetry with satisfactory results.
But Chinese landscape poetry is firmly grounded in Taoism, a school of
thought largely responsible for the Chinese aesthetic consciousness. It is the
purpose of this paper, therefore, to analyze Ssu-K’ung T’u’s three poems
*Ching-chien” $f# (Vigorous and Strong), “Hao-fang” 22 j (The Untram-
meled) and “Hsiung-hun” ZE7E (Masculine Whole) in his Erkh-shih-ssu Shih-
pin -+ sk B (The Twenty-Four Orders of Poetry), with a hope to
demonstrate that there does exist in Chinese poetics and philosophy a mode
of discourse analogous to the philosophy of the sublime.

Following the tradition of enumerating poetic styles by Lu Chi B,
Liu Hsieh 2 # and Chung Hung 8 #2, the Twenty-Four Orders of Poetry,
written in the archaic tetra-syllabic verse, is a creative criticism in twenty-
four poems on various poetic styles or attributes. Behind the rhetorical
overtone which consistantly runs through each of the poems, there can be
detected an underlying system of division, in which individual poems can
be grouped according to the emphasis each one receives. Poems such as
“Shu-yeh” Bi#F (Artless and Unfettered), “K’uang-ta” & 3% (Debonaire and
-Carefree) depict a poet’s ideal way of life; ““Tzu-jan” 5 #R (Naturalness) and
“Ching-shen” F&ipH (Quim:essence‘ and Spirit) direct our attention to the way
a poet apprehends Tao in contemplating nature; and others such as “Chen-
mi” % (The Tightly-Knit), “Wei-ch’i” 25l (The Devious) and “Han-
hst” 4% (The Reserved) are detailed instructions for specific modes of
verse ‘writing. Finally, two groups of poems stand out as a pair of poetic
attributes which remind us of the strong and gentle beauties adumbrated in
the concept of kang-jou (strong and gentle) in relation to the rhetorical
sublime. While on the one hand poems like “Hsien—nung”ﬁ% (Fine-woven
Richness), “Chi-li” #5 B& (The Exquisite and Beautiful) and “Tien-ya” Bijf
(Polished Elegant) represent the beautiful, the gentle style, in other words,
the yin & (feminine) side of literary beauty, “Hsiung-hun” (Masculine
Whole), “Ching-chien” (Vigorous and Strong) and “Hao-fang” (The Untram-
meled), on the other hand, address themselves to the sublime, the vigorous
and vehement style, and the yangB5 (masculine) side of poetry par excel-
lence.*
These are the three poems which concern us in our analysis:
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Masculine Whole

Great Use changes without;

True body fills within,

Back to the Void into the Whole;
Amass strength into masculinity.
All phenomena now contained,
It stretches proudly across Space.
Misty-massy, the flowing clouds;
Spreading wide, distant winds.,
Thus, all objects are transcended;
And the Central Ring attained:
No restraint holding it;

What comes comes without end.
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Vigorous and Strong
Spirit wings as if through empty space;
Vital force soars like a rainbow,
Among the thousand league gorges;
One treads the clouds, accompanying the win~
To drink in true power, to feed on strength;
One stores up Essence and keeps it within.
Thus revolving in the vigorous
Is called to conserve masculinity.
Heaven and Earth coeval with it;
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As it identifies itself with the Transformation,
Make solidity your main concern;

And take as your guide the Ultimate.
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The Untrammeled

Contemplate the natural Mutation without constraint;
And respire on the Empyrean.

From Tao, back to the vital force;

One is sure to cast off restraints.

Waves and Waves, Heaven’s endless wind;
Looming upon looming, the mountainous ocean.
With true power overflowing;

One is flanked by the myriad phenomena.

In front, to beckon the sun, the moon and stars;
Behind, to lead the way for the Phoenix.

Then one can ride the six Tortoises at dawn;
And to wash one’s feet in the stream of Fu-Sang.

Taken as a whole, these poems aim at, and carry with them an overtone of,
a fundamental theory of poetry writing which is characterized as powerful,
vigorous or grand. Also, ingrained in all these poems is the Taoist aesthetics
that creative vitality is generated by the contemplative act, during which the
poet enters into all things and embraces all particulars. It results in an
amassing of a powesful force with which the poet is fully charged within
during artistic creation. This primordial force of creativity is often con-
cretized through images of vast and magnificent natural objects such as
“spreading wides,” “Thousand league gorges” and “mountainous ocean.”
Despite these common features, however, the three poems, by virtue of the
particular emphasis given to each of them, can still be examined individually
and separately. '
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To be sure, whereas “Vigorous and Strong™ is in the main a description
of a sublime style through grand conception of the universe, “The Untram-
- meled” serves to embody and to materialize such a conception in concrete
imagery of natural magnitude. Then, as the first poem of the twenty-four
Orders, “Masculine Whole™ sets up from start for all others a philosophical
base, namely, the Taoist cosmology of an undifferentiated whole. Thus
viewed from the perspective of their different accentuated purposes and
functions, these three poems may well be looked at — with qualifications in
each case of course — as each representing respectively the rhetorical sublime,
the natural sublime and the philosophical sublime; and a closer look at them,
therefore, will shed some light on the validity of such a proposition.

“Vigorous and Strong™ starts out to deséribe shen and ch’i, which, once
developed before the poets gets down to the actual process of creation, will
have to be nurtured to the extent of being as unperturbed and uninterrupted
as a rainbow shooting across the empty sky. To achieve this, one is to “stroe
up essence and to keep it within,” with a concentration on “solidity” and
“guided by the Ultimate.” Reiterating the concept of ch’i, which was first
introduced to literary criticism by Ts’ao P’i 82K and later developed by
other critics, Ssu-K’ung here displays his critical acumen by prescribing a
way of acquiring it. Having thus prepared with the vital force, the poet is
then able to “drink on true power and to feed on strength,” a quality of
elevated and vehement expression or composition which would have met
the demands of Longinus for a sublime style of writing. The character su &
(essence), by the way, can also mean “first simplicity,” a quality suggested
by Longinus himself and later insisted on by Boileau as an indispensible
constituent for the sublime style. Hence such an attribute of verse composing
is summarized as “revolving in the vigorous;” and the “masculinity,” which
stands for the yang side of literary beauty, is conserved. It is like the poet
is to co-exist with the whole universe, to wander freely and easily — again,
we are reminded of Chuang Tzu’s free and easy wandering — in the presence
of the stupendous and rugged “thousand leage gorges.” This power of
‘masculinity existing in the mutuality of heaven and earth goes beyond
methodological significance of literary creation and reaches the essence of
truth and beauty in the Heideggerian sense. Just as Heidegger’s idea of poetry,
which, as truth or the saying of unconcealment in the “nearness,” is what
brings together the self-concealing and inarticulate depth of ““earth” and the
disclosing, revealing “world” in an outpouring of the very nature of being,
Ssu-K’ung’s power of poetry “identifes itself with the Transformation.” It
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“stores up Essence and keeps it within” the core of what-is in totality.

This process of opening up a Heideggerian “world” by a “style” of crea-
tive writing has been described by Paul Ricoeur in his discussion of hermeneu-
tics. Stylization, to Ricoeur, is a process of ““distanciation” in and through
which, understanding or interpretation is possible. In an effort of defining a
“discourse as a work,” Ricoeur takes “style” as a dialectical mediation be-
tween “event” and “meaning.” Stylization, whose function is to individuate
the work as well as its author, “occurs at the heart of an experience which is
already structured but which is nevertaheless characterized by openings,
possibilities, indeterminacies.” As a notion which brings together the fleeting
event and the repeatable meaning, the “work of stylisation takes the peculiar
form of an interplay between an anterior situation which appears suddenly
undone, unresolved, open, and a conduct or strategy which reorganizes the
residues left over from the anterior structuration.”® The mutuality between
metaphor and hermeneutics in Ricoeur’s philosophy, and also the notion
of “hermeneutical circle” which is implicit in what he says here on style,
are important issues.in our discussion of the Chinese sublime and will be
dealt with at length later. For the moment, if we remember that a sublime
experience can be defined as “a metaphorical expression of transcendence
caused by a hermeneutic situation of comprehension,” the relevancy of
Ricoeur’s remarks to our present-concern becomes obvious. First of all, the
transcending metaphors in “Vigorous and Strong” such as shen, chi and
hsiung, on the one hand, are descriptions of the poet’s individual style
through solidity and keeping within himself the vital power of creativity, and
on the other hand, serve as a mediation from internal. labor to the inter-
pretive process of projecting one’s own most possibilities or modes of being-
in-the-world, so that one can be co-existing with heaven and earth, identified
with the Transformation and finally guided by the Ultimate. Then the second
point of relevancy of Ricoeur’s theory points back to the unique character of
a Chinese sublime discourse. I have elsewhere made a proposition, by drawing
upon Merleau-Ponty’s fundamental paradex of “Immanence and Trans-
cendence,” that a Chinese sublime experience manifests itself as a negative-
positive dialectic, in that an act of negation points back to itself, signifying
its own characteristic concealment in which the myriad things are revealed
and on which the comprehension of totality is based.” In terms of stylistics,
therefore, the Chinese sublime style comes close to Ricoeur’s stylization
which is put dynamically between structured experience and open, in-
determinate and unresolved situation. It is in this spirit that we can look at




THE SUBLIME IN THE TAOIST AETHETICS ) 541

some classical Chinese criticism which can be relatéd to a sublime style. For
example, when we have remarks such as Ts’ao P’i’s “Ying Yang’s (style) is
harmonious but not vigorous; Liu Cheng’s is vigorous but not dense; K’ung
Yung’s quality and vitality are high and marvelous” BEFSFITR AL » BIkGH-T
x5 FlakBE Sy ° or Liu Cheng “possesses an untrammeled ch’i

(transcending vitality)” 084 % 4,° or Liu Cheng’s own “K’ung Yung’s
style is lofty and stately, definitely possessing extraordinary vitality, a vitality
not expressible in brush and ink” LI E R » (& EE » EEZ# » 2R
# ,'% or Ch’ung Hung’s words that Ts'ao P’i’s poetry exhibits a “surprisingly
lofty kind of ku-ch’i” B4R &5 , we are only encountering some vocabularies
common in Chinese criticism which resist assimilation into the world of
precise meaning because they are meant to be so. These catchwords are
meant to be used in'such a way that a gap is left open between the signifier
and the signified, so that a wide range of multi-signification can be aimed at
by the writer/critic and intuitively ideated by the reader. Sucha gap reminds
us of the opening in the negative-positive dialectic of the model of the Chinese
sublime, only here in the rhetorical realm, it functions as a referential horizon
against which the ineffable can be expressed “metaphorically’” and grasped
by the writer/critic and the reader respectively. With this gap wide open,
the meaning and significance of what is expressed rely to a great extent on
an intersubjective activity of concretization.

The multitudinous shades of meaning in these Chinese words certainly
remind us of Kant’s feeling of the inadequacy of imagination in the
mathematic sublime to which Weiskel refers as the reader’s or hermeneutical
sublime. In fact the problem of understanding when one is confronted with
overwhelming, confusing and difficult texts can well be labeled as a her-
meneutical sublime."" Even hermeneutics, while itself being “a theory of
ontological discourse,”’? is looked at by Gadamer as a discipline which
“operates wherever what is said is not immediafely intelligible.”® It would
seem, then, that our ultimate understanding of the Chinese critical terms
should be approached by pointing to what Hans Lipps calls the “ring of the
unexpressed” (Hof von Unausdriicklichem) around every word,"* or to what
Heidegger refers to as “the vast distance in which the nature of saying
assumes its radiance,” the infinity of what is unsaid.'®* Thus, we see that
implicit in ontological hermeneutics itself is a sense of the reader’s sublime;
and this is how the Chinese literary critical categories can be related to the
phenomenological hermeneutics of Dasein and poetics. For Gadamer, what
a critic has to reproduce “is not what is said in exact terms, but rather what
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the other person wanted to say and said in that he left much unsaid. The
limited character of his reproduction must also attain the space in which
alone dialogue becomes possible, that is, the inner infinity that belongs to
all common understanding.”*®

To make an analogy between the primordial force behind astistic
creativity which is manifested in a powerful or vigorous style on the one
hand, and the grand, magnificent and overwhelming features -of nature on
the other, is to have the rhetorical sublime concretized by nature itself. And
it is to such an act of concretization that “The Untrammeled” chiefly assigns
itself. Elaborating on the theme of an untrammeled style of writing which
values an enthusiasm free from confinement and strictness of fixed standards,
the poem is impregnated with natural images, the particular properties of
which lend themselves to the notions of elevation, transport and trans-
cendence. Images such as “Heaven’s endless wind” and “mountainous ocean”
accentuate a sense of magnanimity; “Phoenix” and “six Tortoises” symbolize
nobility and ideal virtue; and stiil some others such as “Mutation,”
“Empyrean” and “myriad Phenomena” embody the total sum of the Cosmic
itself. All these attest to an ideal literary style, which, punctuating an unham-
pered and unimpeded freedom of expression, is in turn recapitulated by an
“overflow of true power.”

But if the grandeur of nature merely serves to exemplify a sublime
style of writing, then these natural images of magnitude, as means to an end,
are not recording an actually lived experience of the natural sublime.
However, our proposition can be saved somewhat by the fact that The
Twenty-Four Orders is itself a critical theory of poetry. It may therefore be
argued, that Ssu-K’ung is here absorbing and reaping the fruits of the natural
sublime realized by the landscape poets of the 4th Century and later by
T’ang poets such as Wang Wei, Li Po, Tu Fu and Liu Tsung-ylian. It can be
said that the critic here is putting to use the achievement of the natural
sublime manifested in landscape poetry, by- applying it to his own critical
endeavor. Also, paraliel to Wai-lim Yip’s theory that there was in the Chinese
aesthetic consciousness toward landscape a gradual development from. the
4th Century to T’ang Dynasty, during which “we witness a continuous
decrease in the use of statements,” since landscape has assumed “a prominent
and independent position for aesthetic consideration,”'” the Chinese natural
sublime can also be said to have reaped its harvest only in T’ang Poetry, in
which a pure delight in natural grandeur is registered free of external and
imposed discursive trappings. Therefore, if Ssu-K’ung’s “The Untrammeled”
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did not represent the natural sublime, it at least seizes upon such an aesthetic
property as a concomitant of the sublime experience in nature for purposes
of literary criticism. E
But what I am more interested in, however, is the possibility of a
hermeneutic reading of “The Untrammeled™ by shifting it to a discourse on
interpretation. In other words, I want to read it as a poem on reading; the
unique specificity of which can be explained by Ricoeur’s notion of “ap-
propriation,” and the ultimate result of which turns back to the question of
transcendence itself. My proposition — a radical one to be sure — is that the
sublime style in “Vigorous and Strong” leans on, as a whole, the pole of
authorial intentionality as “work,” which in general is subsumed under the
concept of “distanciation” or objectificatidn in Ricoeur’s theory of
“discourse.” By turning back to the poet’s inner nourishment of a certain
quality in writing, stylization functions at the level of configuration and
form which implies labor. Here in “The Untrammeled,” on the contraty,
the process of interpretation or the hermeneutic arc is completed by a trans-
cending act of understanding. Through an outward directedness or “openness
of language to the lived world of experience,™'® the poem talks of lifting the
meaning of discourse from authorial intention and immanent constitution of
structure (semiotics and sense), and brings it toward the extralinguistic world
(reference and depth semantics), so that a full manifestation of contextual
and non-psychological meaning is possible. Let us read the character kuan #
(contemplate) in the first line as “read,” the character hua f£ (nature’s muta-
tion, literally flower) as “text,” and then the term ta-fang K77 (Empyrean,
vast wilds) as the “horizon of a world” in the sense used by Heidegger,
Gadamer and Ricoeur; and our shift toward hermeneutics is well on its track.
Also, kuan here embraces simultaneously a double meaning of first bodily
perception and then spiritual contemplation. It refers at once to the act of
seeing (as used in conjunction with k’en as kuan-k’an #BZE and the con-
templative process as kuan-chao #iF8) in a philosophical and aesthetic
sense. Then as “text” in Ricoeur’s use of the word, hua here can be equated
to the third term “the word” which bridges the dichotomy of structure and
event, system of signs and actual utterance. Together, the first two lines can
therefore be understood as pointing at a way of reading which goes beyond
ostensive reference immanent in the text toward ‘‘the potential non-ostensive
references of the world of the text in a new situation.”®® As if in support
of my argument here, the commentator of Ssu-K’ung T’u in the text I use
takes the first line to mean “To look at the bamboo, why need to ask (for)
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its master?” BITAIZARI £ A 2®° To read the bamboo (text) without
harking back to psychological or authorial intention and meaning is to open
up the text to Gadamer’s “excess of meaning beyond mens auctoris” and
Ricoeur’s “surplus of meaning.” To Gadamer, “the meaning of a text sur-
passes its author not occasionally, but always. Thus understanding is not
a reproductive procedure, but rather always also a productive one.”*! To
Ricoeur, this horizon of a world of genuine modes of being is the proper
field of ontdlogical understanding:

To understand is to follow the dynamic of the work, its move-

ment from what it says to that about which it speaks. Beyond

my situation as reader, beyond the situation of the author, I

offer myself to the possible mode of being-in-the-world which
- the text opens up and discloses to me.??

Thus it is the co-existence of the author/reader with this vastness and
infinitude of a possible woild opened up by the text that the natural images
in “The Untrammeled” try to dramatize. However, it is in the concept of
“play” implied in these images or symbols that our argument can be pursued
another step further. The beckoning of sun-moon-stars, the leading of
Phoenix and the riding of Tortoises, which depict how the poet can con-
genially co-exist with and hence “flanked” by all phenomena, are of course
concretizations of the Taoist ideal of “wandering easily and freely.” Whereas
it can be loosely compared to the Kantian “free play between cognitive
faculties and imagination™ and “disinterestedness,” and Schiller’s “play
impulse,” it is not until Gadamer’s theorization of such that the two can be
significantly put together on the level of ontological hormeneutics. Gadamer’s
phenomenology of the game or play suggests the illusion of subjectivism of
the assthetic consciousness as expounded in Kant’s and Schiller’s aesthetics.
In the process of understanding, it is precisely an abandonment of self-
possession of the player since he is being played by the dynamic movement
of the game itself. Therefore, “in play, subjectivity forgets itself;” and in
hermenéutical terms, as Ricoeur has it, “in entering a game we hand ourselves
over, we abandon ourselves to the space of meaning which holds sway over
the reader.”®

By taking ovér this unique character of “play,” Ricoeur can now come
to terms with a mode of being of appropriation in which “what is emerges.”
Appropriation, thus, “ceases to appear as a kind of possession, as a way of
taking hold of. . . . It implies instead a moment of dispossession of the
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narcissistic ego.” It’s fundamental movement that takes the form of a
relinguishment, and “primarily a ‘letting go,”” so that a hermeneutics of the
“ am” rather than that of the “I think” becomes possible.?* It is, therefore,
with Ricoeur’s theory of appropriation firmly grafted onto the concept of
play that we can turn back to the natural images of playfulness in “The
Untrammeled.” Here the symbolic signification functions as a description
how a Chinese poet is “borne along” or “played” by the Transformation and
the myriad phenomena, within the space of a Spielraum which opens up a
new proximity of understanding. With this open state between the dynamics
of immanence and transcendence fully understood, we can now approach
our last poem “Masculine Whole” in which this openness finds an ultimate
articulation.

We remember, the overflowing power in “The Untrammeled,” which is
achieved through the poet’s nourishment of shern and chi, is defined by the
“conserving of Masculinity” in *“Vigorous and Strong.” This masculinity,
while characterizing anything that is magnanious, great, noble or sublime, has
been in fact preeminently brought forth in “Masculine Whole.” Indeed, it is
this poem that provides for all the other orders an aesthetic basis, a
philosophical skeleton from which a whole organic body of poetics derives.
At the level of the theory of interpretation, it too sums up the reciprocity
between personal style and the enlarged self which co-exists with the world
of discourse, in other words, between distanciation and appropriation. Thus
dt is the ultimate value of Chuang Tzu’s aesthetics summarized in a few lines
of poetry; and to expound on it is to review a great part of his ideas and
premises leading to the Chinese philosophical sublime.-

First of all, Chuang Tzu’s teaching of freeing man from the ordinary
sensuous world, of breaking away from the manacle of external trappings to
get at a total blending with things, is recapitulated in an act of “transcending
all objects.” But such an act is only a derivative of the fundamental
situatedness which takes the form of a central ring as a privileged vista point.
The “Central Ring” is a direct allusion to Chuang Tzu’s words: “A state in
which ‘this’ and ‘that’ no longer find their opposites is called the hinge of
the way. When the hinge is fitted into the central wing, it can respond
endlessly” (Chapter 2,p.40) # R EESHE » B EE  EBEHRE
o DIFEMEE (& ) .25 It is in the same context that we are
reminded of Lu Chi’s “Central position at the center of the hub of things”
and Liu Hsieh’s “grasping at the center of the circle.”?® This position of
viewing is privileged because it is from this panoramic perspective that things
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can be most clearly seen. But it is also absolutely unprivileged in the sense
that the act of seeing is firmly situated within the circumference of the circle,
in other words, within the very “world” which circumpents both the seer
and the seen. Here we are reminded of Merleau-Ponty’s paradox of trans-
cendence and immanence, and his idea of perception which ““is given as the
infinite sum of an indefinite series of perspectival views in each of which the
object is given but none of which is it given exhaustively.”?’

Chuang Tzu’s circle as primordial disclosure can also be explained by the
famous Heideggerian “hermeneutical circle” of involvement.”® By rejecting
the Hegelian negation of Aufhebung which has its root in the Western philo-
sophical traidtion of spatializing the knowing process by lifting the subject
up away from what is to be known with a vain hope for total objectivity,
Heidegger’s “stepping back” firmly grounds itself in the “‘thrownness,” the
“temporality” of Dasein which is already always in the world, in the situation
of interpreting. Paul A Bove, a critic of destructive poetics, neatly sums up
this basic tenet of the Heideggerian hermeneutics: ’

The nature of Dasein’s understanding as the basic disclosure of
the world necessitates that all interpretation which exhibits
whatever is understood and explicates whatever is disclosed,
must be circular, caught within the realm of what is being
interpreted. In other words, it is impossible to escape from the
context of world defined by understanding to a standpoint of
interpretation which goes beyond being in and of the material
or events being interpreted. A Hegelian claim to see all of history
from the end of its working out, and therefore to understand it
“objectively” and “abstractly,” founders upon Heidegger’s
demonstration that the Being of understanding itself prevents
such atemporal, infinite knowledge.?

In terms of sublime experience, we can now understand anew why Thomas
Weiskel denigrates its formulation by Kant as a “fictional moment.” The so-
called phase three in the structure of sublime moment comes about when
Reason intervenes after the collapse of understanding in phase two. But this
seemingly time-governed activity is later transcended in favor of a coexistence
of everything, since ‘“‘comprehension is thus the imagination’s application
of the timeless idea of reason.” The subsequent reaction fromation, or the
ultimate transcendence is therefore necessarily an operative moment, a
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project strategically staged all along by Reason itself for its own aggrandize-
ment “at the expense of reality and the imaginative apprehension of
 reality.”® .

To reappropriate or to “destroy” this fictiveness of Western metaphysics, -
Heidegger, with Chuang Tzu on his side, resorts to take up a position within
the circle of existence. “What is decisive,” for Heidegger, “is not to get out
of the circle but to come into it in the right way. . . . In the circle is hidden
a positive possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing.”® Again, it
is Ricoeur who repeatedly reminds us that the hermeneutical circle functions
on the plane of ontology rather than on that of subjectivity: “_the circle is
between my mode of being — beyond the knbwledge which [ may have it —
and the mode opened up and disclosed by the text as the world of the
work.”3? The acquisition of Tao for Chuang Tzu does not result from, and is
not dependent on, simply subjective introspection. Nor is it the acquiring
of some newly developed truth, but rather the working out of the infinite
possibilities projected in Tao itself.

To “respond endlessly,” as Ssu-K’ung points out here, is to receive
“What comes comes without end.” Such a perpetually forth-coming and
temporal unfolding of resourcefulness is in turn ascertained by an emptying
process of the mind, a capacity of letting go, or in Ssu-K’ung’s words, an act
of “holding on wiwhout restraint.” It is exactly by recognizing the “‘thrown-
ness” or “‘a past” or “having-been” of Dasein that a “futurity,” a “positive
possibility™ is ascertained or “held on without restraint.” The fundamental
tenet of the Heideggerian phenomenological hermeneutics is to historicize
human beings’ relation to the world, reminding us that our ontological being,
as against the ontic, the scientific (the present-at-hand or Vorkandensein as
against the ready-to-hand or Zuhandensein), resides in an order of succession,
an ongoing transforming act of understanding and being-in-the-world, rather
than holding fast to (with restraint, that is) the semblance or illusion of the
habitually conceptualized tradition. “Phenomena” are to be “containéd,”
not to be imposed on; and what Heidegger aims at is “to receive the blessing
of the earth in order to shepherd the mystery of Being and watch over the
inviolability of the possible.”*?

Again, Chuang Tzu’s Great Use, the function of which is to ensure a
Kantian' disinterested, pure aesthetic pleasure, is directly taken over by Ssu-
K’ung to endorse the ever changing phenomenon of the external world, so
that ““All phenomena (are) contained.”” This is an ideal of the ultimate con-
tinuum reminiscent of Chuang Tzu’s “blending your spirit with the Vastness,
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follow along with things the way they are” (Chapter 7, p.94) & & W &

s JE ¥ B R.( FE %% T ). The perfect uselessness of the
Kantian aesthetics, however, is conditioned by a “revenge” against the
practical world. Lentricchia observes that such a revenge entails another
“alienation which permits the aesthetically elite to play in the imagination,
a world of freedom beyond and above the practical world.”* But Heidegger’s
“ready-to-hand” reestablishes the proximity of a tool to human being,
who is “fundamentally worldly, and fundamentally temporal.””*> Similarly,
Chuang Tzu’s Great Use does not take abode in the idealistic realm which
draws everything homogeneously to itself, but deeply immersed in a world
of human practicality which affirms its temporal nature. Chuang Tzu’s
famous stories about a bell-maker and a butcher clearly show that after the
process of ‘‘sitting in forgetfulness” and “fasting of mind” for a
“disinterested,” aesthetic satisfaction of a general purposiveness in the
Kantian sense, the instrumentality or the usefulness of craftmanship is
eventually granted substance and value.

The retaining of practical and instrumental significance of Chuang Tzu’s
ta yung within its aesthetic universality and buoyancy which contain all
phenomena, can well be taken as a complementary concept to Ricoeur’s
“depth semantics” in his hermeneutic arc of explanation and understanding.
It can be explained by Ricoeur’s idea that “interpretation, before being the
act of the exegete, is the act of the text . . . to interpret is to place himself
in the meaning indicated by the relation of interpretation which the text
itself supports.” But then “the intended meaning of the text is not essentially
the presumed intention of the auther, the lived experience of the writer,
but rather what the text means for whoever complies with its injunction.”
Thus whereas the second line can be read as an act of stylization which in-
dividuates within an event — similar to that which we have suggested in
“Vigorous and Strong” — through a process in which the poet throws himself
open to the Heideggerian “unfolding presence of things,” then the line “Great
Use changes without,” with equal force, bears itself outward toward a full
and unreserved reception of the world of the text (nature). It follows that
the phrase by some commentator to explain these two lines: “body precise
while the use vast” %= F]7 again reiterates such immanent and trans—
cendent relation. We can say that it describes a text whose internal semiotic
components are precisely structured, while its externalized capability of
reaching an extralinguistic reality unlimited.

Guided by this line of argument, the poem, on top of being a poetics




THE SUBLIME IN THE TAOIST AETHETICS 549

of creative writing, can also be taken as a manifesto of a theory of reading.
To gather strength into masculinity, a process of acquiring the sublime
style as fully prescribed in “Vigorous and Strong,” one has to turn back to
the Void and the whole. This Asi and hun, a fundemental concept in Taoism,
can be equated to the kind:.of “open state of the universe of signs,”%’ a
middle ground which renders reciprocity and interplay between language and
lived experience possible. Ricoeur says it well: “The linguistic sign can
stand for something only if it is nor the thing. In this respect, the sign
possesses a specific negativity. Everything happens as if, in order to enter
the symbolic universe, the speaking subject must have at his disposal an
‘empty space’ from which the use of signs can begin.”*® Thus, within the
hermeneutical circle of the “Central Ring,” phenomena, or the horizon of
possible worlds made possible by signs, can then be contained and at the
same time transcended. Again we have to hold on to the internal relations of
dependence, or the “sense” of the text through distanciation, but to hold
on to it without restraint. For it is not until then that we can, in an act
of appropriation which takes the form of “letting-go” or relinguishment,
open ourselves to the “orient™ of the text, to the plenitude and inexhaus-
tible possibilities of our mode-of-being in the world.

But why do we need to go “back to the Void (hsit) into the whole
(hun) in order to “amass strength into masculinity”? It is in the Chinese
character hsii that we can most concretely locate the essence of the negative-
positive dialectic which characterizes a sublime discourse. Within the Taoist
aesthetics, a repertoire of directives such as “Emptying, to receive all things”
B4 , “Tao abides in the emptiness,” and “Look at that which is
empty” BRI BE % ; MEE HiFE  reiterates the necessity of recognizing the
primordial concealment in the universe, the original unknowable before the
possibility of any knowledge. Like the Kantian and Hegelian sublime which
manifests itself through indetérminacy, unattainability and incomprehensi-
bility, Chuang Tzu’s quest for a Great Beauty is also governed and condi-
tioned by an all-embracing negativity. But the negative element in Kant’s
sublime moment only serves to cause a disequilibrium for a final resolution
on a transcendent order; and it does this by staging a self-debasement in
favor of the intervention of Reason. Thus “put in the service of subjectivity
rather than in the service of the other,” this negativity inevitably “produces
a permanent sense of exclusion, severance and difference.”*® By the same
token, the Hegelian negation is eventually nullified for the predisposed
synthesis on a higher dialectical plane. The Chinese Asii or Void, on the
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contrary, points back to itself, holding fast to its indispensibility as the
fundamental opening or gap in which man and nature meet in a reciprocal
involvement with each other. The recognition and acceptance of the Ultimate
Void or Concealment paradoxically enable the establishment of what-is in
totality in a simultaneous act of negating and affirming, concealing and
disclosing, separating and combining. Once again we may hark back to
Heidegger’s idea of aletheia (truth) as disclosure (Entbergung) which is
originally and ultimately grounded in the “groundless ground” of the primor-
dial concealment, of the “essential untruth.”* Thus this mutual interpenetra-
tion and interaction of the external and the internal, the phenomenal and the
noumenal, the integrating process of what is revealed and concealed so that
a final sense of totality is rendered possible, are finally summed up in the
term Asiung-hun or masculine whole.

More clearly and appropriately than any other terms one can find in
Chinese literary theories or philosophy, the two characters hsiung and hun,
together as “Masculine Whole,” serve to have the whole nature and scope of
the Chinese philosophic sublime summed up in a grand synthesis. Etymo-
logically hsiung is a composite of “father’” on one side and “bird” on the
other yg . so that it is extended to stand for fatherhood. Then also as father
of all existence, it is equated to yang to mean masculinity JET3F . As an
adjective, it is usually used to denote a quality of vehemence % 5 and
in the poem it has been taken to mean “the greatest and strongest” D)
Ml or an “invincible great strength -k /4% % The character hun
originally is an approximation of the sound of bursting water 7k j#% y§ 2 4% or
the way water runs /K352 . It also bears the mark of an undifferentiated
Oneness, a unit of multipli_city, a totalization of whatever there is which
embraces even the Ultimate Void. Linked to luni or tunifi , it comes to
mean that primal state of the universe in which the mass of matter has not
been separated with energy into forms, and everything is merged together
in an undifferentiated wholeness.*? Together as a term, therefore hsiung-hun
constitutes the primordial power, the original and actively generative force
which brings together the universe of which man is very much as inseparable
part.

But as a sublime expression, Asiung-hun is ultimately a metaphor caused
by a hermeneutic situation. We are now in a position, fainally, to be able
to discern the full implications of our definition of the sublime as such.
Here we can make a claim that, in reversion of this definition, as a metaphor,
also as a metaphor on the. theory of metaphor, Asiung-hun is automatically
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an act of interpretation as well as a sublime discourse itself. To Ricoeur, a
metaphor “does not exist in itself, but in and through an interpretation;”*
and like the act of interpreting, a metaphor, through its genuinely creative
character of semantic innovation, regulates the transition from the finite
structure of the work to the infinite world or worlds of the work. It is its
power of “redescribing reality” that a metaphorical statement makes its way
to the realm of hermeneutics; and its general movemerit is from the paradig-
matic to the syntagmatic, from its occurrence as an event to the un-
derstanding of it as meaning, from its identifying or denominating function
to its predicative function, and finally from particularity to universality **
Here, hsiung-hun does just that. Separate, hsiung belongs to a personal style,
internal disposition of a poet characterized by vehemence and strength,
while hun multiplies in order to unite, but conditioned and governed by a
fundamental inexhaustibility. Together, the term serves as the ultimate sourse
as well as major manifestation of a Chinese sublime experience. Finally, it
is not only a metaphor of the sublime, but a metaphor on metaphor which
embraces all at once the general understanding of a Chinese hermeneutics.
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