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Since the 1960s, starting  from  the sim plest p roposition  th a t beauty  is 
harm ony, I have inqu ired  in to  the history o f aesthetic categories, an d  sur­
veyed the h istorical process in the germ ination , developm ent, fission and  
transm utation  o f every concrete pa tte rn  o f beauty (and art) , from  the  study 
o f the h ighest potentially com plete and  rich percep tual objects o f  logical 
analysis o f  abstract dialectical reason, and  from  the unfo ld ing  o f  the  g ian t 
abstract th ink ing  rou te  to the concrete  logic o f the transform ation  o f his­
tory; here  I have sum m arized this route.

T he d irec t percep tion  tells us tha t in the colourful boundless universe 
everything is in everlasting m otion; n o th in g  is absolutely static, everything 
is moving. T h ere  exists n e ith er static e te rn a l beauty, n o r e te rn a l art, n o r 
e te rn a l aesthetics, b u t only m otional beauty, m otional a r t  an d  m o tiona l 
aesthetics. T here  exists n e ith e r abstract general beauty, n o r general art, n o r 
general aesthetics; there are only historically particular beauty, particu lar art 
and  particu lar aesthetics. A bstract general beauty, general a rt an d  general 
aesthetics exist only in  abstract thinking; b u t grasping them  in know ledge, 
the thinking abstraction should fu rther raise to thinking particularity. T here­
fore, I think, in anc ien t times there  existed anc ien t beauty, an c ien t a rt and  
anc ien t aesthetics; in m odern  times there is m odern  beauty, m o d ern  a rt and 
m o d ern  aesthetics; in con tem perary  times there  is con tem porary  beauty, 
co n tem p o rary  a r t and  co n tem p o rary  aesthetics. T he eras have changed , 
therefo re  beauty is d ifferent, as is a rt and  aesthetics.

I disagree with the viewpoints which regard  beauty an d  art as two sepa­
ra te entities, fo r I th ink  they only differ in m atter and  consciousness, b u t are 
identical in th e ir contradictory  n a tu re  and  structural principle. For this rea­
son the essence o f beauty and  the aesthetic essence o f art, as well as the his­
torical form ation  o f beauty and  the historical form ation o f a rt are identical; 
the analysis o f  beauty virtually contains the analysis o f  art, fo r beauty and  the 
intrinsic quality o f  art m erge in to  an  organic whole. T he analysis o f  anc ien t 
h a rm on ious a r t  resem bles my analysis o f  an c ien t h a rm o n io u s beauty: in 
essence they are in perfect correspondence. T he analysis o f m o d ern  sublim ­
ity and  sublim e realism  and  rom anticism , o f ugliness and  m odern ist art, the 
analysis o f absurdity  and  o f post-m odernism , and  the analysis o f  dialectical
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harm onious beauty and  socialist a rt are all like this, w ithout exception . For 
the  sam e reason th a t aesthetics is the logical sum m ary o f beauty  an d  art, 
an c ien t aesthetics is an  aesthetics o f simple and  u n ad o rn ed  beauty; m o d ern  
aesthetics is aesthetics o f the sublim e, and  con tem porary  aesthetics is aes­
thetics o f  d ialectical harm ony. T he objects an d  co n ten ts  o f  the  study o f 
aesthetics have developed along  with the developm ent o f history, being  dif­
fe re n t in  each era. A esthetics in the genera l sense, will be a co n d en sed  
m astery o f the long process o f history.

A n c ien t beau ty  (an d  art) is a sim ple a n d  u n a d o rn e d  h a rm o n io u s  
beauty; it is its contrad ictory  quality and  structural characteristics tha t m ake 
all the elem ents o f  beauty (and art) constitute an  organic whole in a sequen­
tial, stable, balanced and  harm onious way. But the long river o f  history, som e­
times fortells rapids and  dangerous shoals, som etim es em phasizes the weak­
en ed  wind and  subsided waves; analogously the harm onious whole also p re­
sents the  con tinuous developm ent from  the majestic via the graceful to the 
sublim e. Majesty, grace and  sublimity in the em bryonic stage are the  th ree  
form s o f developm ent o f  anc ien t harm onious beauty. But in an c ien t times, 
the sublim e exists only in the stage o f germ ination , in an  im m ature form ; 
strictly speaking, it was n o t until the m o d ern  day th a t it d iffe ren tia ted  in to  
an  in d e p e n d e n t category. For this reason  the  essential form s o f an c ie n t 
harm ony  are majesty and  grace. »Zhuangm ei« (majesty) em phasizes the 
con trad icto ry  opposition , while »youmei« (grace) em phasizes the m utual 
com plem en tation  an d  perm eation  o f contrad iction . But bo th  o f them  have 
n o t b roken  th rough  the  an c ien t harm onious circle; the pow erful an d  the 
free o f  Su Shi ( 1037-1101) and  Xin Qiji ( 1140-1207), and  the subtle and  
concise ofY anJidao (c .1030-c .1106) and LiuYong (c .1004-c .1054), although 
they are »Yanggang« (m asculine) and  »Ymrou« (fem inine), are the beau ti­
ful. In this sense, all the an c ien t arts are beautifu l arts; the whole o f an c ien t 
cu ltu re  is aesthetic cu lture. It is suited to the an c ien t agricultural society o f 
undivided subject-object, »zhonghe« (m edium ) cultural tradidon, the simple 
and  the u n ad o rn ed  th inking m ode o f dialectics, and  the psychological struc­
tu re  o f  the anc ien t people. T here  was no  com plete separation  betw een the 
a n c ie n t sub ject an d  object, fo r they bo th  still existed  in sim ple a n d  u n ­
ad o rn ed  harm onious relations. T he anc ien t cu ltu re  stresses the  w holeness 
o f  the subject-object in te rd ep en d en ce , and  m utual com plem en tation  and  
transform ation; m an an d  n a tu re  are friends, and  individuals m erge in the 
com m unity. T hese are the an c ien t characteristics, as well as the  an c ie n t 
m erits and  lim itations. Speaking from  the aspect o f  the subject, it d epends 
o n  the  object, is restric ted  by it, and  is based u p o n  it -  and  there fo re  can­
n o t a tta in  an  in d ep en d e n t developm ent. P ercep tion  and  reason p re sen t a
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prim itive balance and  perfection  in the subject, which is the  reason why this 
kind o f individual subject is often simplistic, and uncom plicated, abstract and  
n o t concrete , im poverished and  superficial, and  n o t rich o r p ro found . It is 
characterised  also by the lack o f a subjective conscious aw areness and  the 
lack o f an in d ep en d e n t individual awareness. Viewed from  the aspect o f the 
object, in the eye o f a prim itive subject w hat is p resen ted  is n o t the  purely 
essential tru th  o f the objective world, b u t the typicality w hich n o t only lacks 
the concrete  individual and  percep tual characteristics, b u t is also defic ien t 
in its rationality and  in  com plicated and  rich connotations. In a rt an d  in the 
app recia tion  o f the beautifu l, it is often  m odelled  and  idealized, lacking 
contingency, individuality and  ugliness. All these have n o t com e in to  being  
until the em ergence o f m odern  society.

M odern  beauty  is exem plified by sublimity (beauty in a b ro ad  sense). 
Its con trad icto ry  n a tu re  and  structural princip le  com bine all the  elem ents 
o f beauty (and  art) in to  a w hole in an opposing, disorderly, tu rb u len t and  
inharm onious way. T he m ost fundam ental distinction betw een m o d ern  sub­
limity and  an c ien t harm ony is that in the fo rm er the an c ien t harm on ious 
c ircu lar m o tion  o f the la tter was com pletely  an n ih ila ted  by th e  m o d ern  
opposing  principles. It is synchronous with the historical developm ent in 
which capitalism  replaced feudalism, metaphysics replaced plain an d  simple 
dialectics, an d  the m o d ern  people rep laced  the anc ien t people. T h e  devel­
o p m en t o f  these contrad ictions has d ifferen t stages, with m o d ern  beauty 
historically p resen ting  the evolution from  sublimity to absurdity via ugliness. 
T he sublim e, the  ugly and  the absurd  are the th ree  form s o f the  develop­
m en t o f m odern  beauty (and a r t) . Sublimity (in a narrow  sense), realism  and  
rom anticism  appear as the unfolding o f the subject-object opposition  on  the 
subjective basis. In the sublime in its narrow  sense im balance is transform ed 
in to  balance, opposite struggle in to  harm ony, and  constra in t in to  freedom  
and  liberation , which is why its opposition  is o f a lim ited na tu re . Ugliness 
(and  m odern ist art) carry fu rth e r the fission and  the separation  an d  push  
the lim ited oppositon to the extrem e form o f m utual repellency. T he extrem ­
ity o f opposition , the anti-harm ony, becom es the fundam en tal characteris­
tic o f ugliness (and  art). T he absurd  carries forth  the ex trem e opposition  
o f the ugly, and  it places every factor and  aspect o f the oppositon  in  a para­
doxical position. In ugliness there  is anti-harm ony betw een two opposite  
sides, while in absurdity  every aspect, each side and  its elem ents them selves 
are fu r th e r found  in an  anti-harm onious paradox. This is a kind o f  a m ore 
p ro fo u n d  an d  m ore one-sided ugliness, thereby p resen ting  absurdity  and  
confusion, ru n n in g  co u n te r to the norm al, and  deviating from  logic.
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M odern sublimity unfolds three concrete forms o f the sublime, the ugly 
an d  the absurd. H ere  I shou ld  explain that the category o f »sublimity« has 
two m eanings: the first is the  b ro ad  one, w hich con tains th ree  co n c re te  
form s, i.e. sublimity, ugliness and  absurdity. T he overall features o f sublim ­
ity are the subject-object opposition  which is u n fo lded  on the basis o f  the 
subject. N o m atter what differences the sublime (in a narrow  sense), the ugly 
an d  the absurd  them selves have, all o f them  are in opposition  on the  basis 
o f  the re la tion  betw een the subject and  the object. But sublimity in the n ar­
row sense differs from  ugliness and  absurdity, for its features are the  com bi­
n a tio n  o f  opposition  and  harm ony, arriving a t harm ony  from  opposition , 
unlike the  opposite ex trem e o f ugliness an d  absurdity. Its co rre sp o n d en t 
form s are  only rom antic  an d  realist art, n o t m odern ist o r post-m odern art. 
T he evolution from  sublim ity to absurdity is su ited  to the flow o f  free indus­
trial society, m onopoly  industrial society an d  post-industrial society, an d  
su ited  to the gradual ex trem e opposition  an d  m utual negation  o f the  sub­
je c t  an d  the object, the rise o f  perceptual subject an d  the decline an d  fall 
o f  ra tional subject, and  to the developm ent o f  metaphysics, negative dialec­
tics an d  paradoxical thinking.

Between the m od ern  subject and  object there  is a deep  opposition  and  
p ro n o u n ced  and  com plicated relations o f conflict unfo ld  on the basis o f  the 
subject. T he first is the the rise o f the subjective individual consciousness and  
o f h um an  liberation. H um an  beings as ra tional subjects con fron t the objec­
tive reality o f  feudal theology; this is the era o f the em ergence o f sublim ity 
an d  the successive rep lacem en t o f rom anticism  with realism . T he ra tiona l 
subject is transform ed in to  a percep tual subject; the objective world is th o r­
oughly negated , and  the percep tual subject is b roadened , for it attains the 
position o f  creating the world and  dom inating  exclusively the earth  beneath  
heaven. »God is dead«, »hum an beings still live« is that extrem e opposition; 
the  o th e r is the opposition and  change of symbolism and  expressionism  into 
naturalism . O nce the percep tual subject parts from  the object, o r the ind i­
viduality breaks away from  society, its ex trem e expansion, a t the sam e tim e, 
is d im in ish ing  too. T h e  deep  con trad ic to ry  oppositon  an d  p aradox  p re ­
sen ted  in the subject itself an d  between the subject and  the object changes 
in to  absurdity th ro u g h  the extrem e fission o f the ugly; in a rt the creation  
o f the theatre o f the absurd, black hum our and  the New Novel appear. A long 
with the  con tinuous changes and  developm ent o f the con trad icto ry  struc­
tures betw een the subject an d  the object in m od ern  society, the subject and  
the  object themselves reveal d ifferen t characteristics. Viewed from  the as­
pec t o f  the subject, m o d ern  aesthetics and  a rt have covered a ro ad  which 
began by extolling the rational subject, changed  to eulogize percep tual sub­
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je c t  an d  eventually led to the con trad iction , paradox  and  the exp ira tion  o f 
the percep tual subject itself. C om pared  with the anc ien t subject the  ratio­
nal subject o f sublim ity is com plex an d  m ulti-faceted (polyhedral) an d  n o t 
simplistic; it is concrete , n o t abstract; it is ab u n d an t, n o t poor; especially, it 
is conscious, having a strong individual and  in d ep en d en t consciousness, and 
does n o t attach  itself to the object o r the masses. But in the  sensible subject 
o f  ugliness, h um an  beings have changed  in to  and-radonal beings an d  sepa­
ra ted  sensible life from  reason; th inking  an d  reason have changed  in to  sen­
sual desire; ap p a ren t consciousness an d  conscious awareness have tu rn ed  
in to  the subconscious, »sexual instinct« and  »collective unconsciousness«. 
T he subject o f  absurdity -  w hat is left to a h um an  being  is only the  »inter- 
nality«, as Ihab  H assan (1925-) has said, from  the m asters o f  the w orld fall­
ing  low to self-denying w andering ghosts; h um an  beings w ander ab o u t with 
no  hom e to go to. Now n o t only »God is dead«, b u t also »hum an beings are 
also dead«.

Viewed from  the position o f the  object, the object in sublimity, espe­
cially the ob ject in realism  is essential an d  inevitable, n o t experien tia l o r 
typological; it is com plicated, accidental, un ique, an d  full o f  percep tu a l in­
dividual characteristics, n o t idealized o r m odelled. In  the object o f ugliness, 
particularly  in naturalistic art, it develops mainly in  the d irec tion  o f the  in­
dividual, the percep tual, the accidental, the  detailed  and  the purely  objec­
tive. To the ob ject o f absurdity, the unity and  the essentiality o f  objective 
n o u m en o n  are com pletely negated; all has becom e centreless, depthless, 
essenceless o r m eaningless. T he process w ent from  con trad iction  an d  para­
dox to dispelling all oppositions and  differences, am ong these also the hazy 
expectation  o f a new harm ony and  tranquility.

C ontem porary  dialectical harm onious beauty an d  art, are  the newest 
stage o f the developm ent o f hum an  beauty and  art; this co n cep t thoroughly  
negates the absolute opposition  o f m o d ern  metaphysics an d  re tu rn s  to the 
unity o f  an c ien t harmony.

In brief, ancient harm onious aesthetics is integrated with anc ien t simple 
an d  u n ad o rn e d  dialectical ph ilosophy an d  m o d ern  sublim e aesthetics is 
re la ted  to m o d ern  m etaphysical philosophy. In it the d ev e lo p m en t from  
sublim ity via ugliness to absurdity is in teg ra ted  with existential philosophy, 
negative dialectics and  paradoxical thinking. In the fu tu re  dialectical har­
m onious aesthetics will be in teg ra ted  with conscious and  scientific dialecti­
cal thinking. Scientific and  dialectical th inking  are the ph ilosophical basis 
o f the system o f my harm onious aesthetics and  the developm ent o f  the  h ar­
m onious aesthetics from  the anc ien t and  the m odern  to the presen t.
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