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To Endow Daily Life with Transcendental
Poeticness: Modern Aesthetic Significance of the
Confucian “Imagination of Zengdian”

Xu Bithut

Abstract: The “joy of Confucius and Yanhui(f|Zi%% &, kongyanlechu)” is a kind of transcendence which is
reached through moral cultivation and overcoming the limitation of real life, while the “style of Zengdian” (%
L%, zengdiangixiang) typically expressing the character of Chinese culture, which situates the infinite in
the finite and operates the transcendent spirit in real life, is a kind of “aesthetic enlightenment” and “aesthetic
sublimation”. Zengdian's idea (7, zhi) contains the wish of temporary alienation from the society and entry
into the world of nature. Through this momentary separation from the society or other people, a man could
escape the philistine daily life, and return to his/her true state of a human being. When a man lives a true life,
he/she can grasp the vital spirit of the universe, and operate the everyday life aesthetically and poetically.
Behind the “style of Zengdian” is one’s aesthetic expectation of life, which stems from the traditional Chinese
world view which regards the universe as an emotional world. Here, there is a perfective harmonization and
unification among the continuous reproductive vigour which was filled in the universe, the man’s living experiences
and the moral spirit. The “beauty” of whole world and the “goodness” of man’s morality constitute a cooperated
state of mutual accommodation. Thus, in a high state, the art and morality can be coordinated overall; the man and
the nature, material and mind, flesh and soul can become an integrate harmonized union. The Confucian aesthetic
character represented by the “style of Zengdian” in Analects appears as the Confucius’ joyful spirit which 1s a
comprehensive combination of the soul and the flesh, the body and the mind, the material and the spirit, etc.,
and leads to a free state of life. Confucius's “le (£, joy)" has rich connotation that means some life situation
containing moral personality and aesthetic character simultaneously. It indicates various “simple joys” in daily
life and also contains the happiness of cognition of the world; moreover, it includes the trust and emotional
communication among friends; finally, it is a sense of inner peace, comfort, and belonging in nature. On the one
hand, Confucius’s le comes from being particular about the details and process of daily life; on the other hand,
it originates from his high level of training and practice of art. He never stops lecturing to his students, playing
his instrument, or singing a song, even when he was in the most difficult situation in life, for example, when he
and his students were besieged to be both foodless and helpless in the wilds of Chen-Cai. Confucius described
in Analects is a gentleman who lays emphasis on the quality of life and genuine art spirit, but he is not a “sage”
who always has a cold face and gives doctrine to others, as described by many people in history after he died.

The Confucian spirit represented by Confucius has two interdependent dimensions: aesthetic and moral.

Keywords: “Style of Zengdian” (%255 4%, zengdiangixiang); aesthetic enlightenment; spirit of living
happily; Confucius
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