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Abstract  “Beauty” is a very important concept in Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics. 
Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics generally had two viewpoints when defining 
beauty: Negatively, by stressing that “beauty” in the aesthetic sense was not 
“good”; and positively, by stressing two factors: one, that beauty was related to 
“feeling” which was not an animal instinct, the other was that “beauty” was a 
special texture with a particular meaning. “Beauty” in Pre-Qin Confucian 
aesthetics may be defined as “texture (or form)” capable of communicating 
feeling or triggering a reaction of feeling.  
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摘要 “美”在先秦儒家美学中是一个重要概念。先秦儒家美学对这个概念的界定

是从两个大的方面入手的：否定的方法，强调审美意义上的“美”不是“善”；肯

定的方法，一方面强调美与“情”有关，这种情不是生理快感，另一方面强调“美”

是一种特殊的形式，是一种有特定意义的“文”。先秦儒家美学之“美”可以界定

为能传达情感或引起情感反应的“文”。 
 
关键词 美，先秦儒家美学，边界，情，文 
 
The word “mei” 美 frequently appears in Pre-Qin Confucian classics, in which 
not all is relevant to Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics. Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics 
is based on differentiating “beauty” from “good”. “Beauty” is defined by a 
negative method, since “beauty” is not “good,” and on this basis the Pre-Qin 
Confucian aesthetics can communicate with modern aesthetics. Furthermore, a 
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positive method is used to define the boundaries of “beauty”, that is a unity of 
qing 情 (feelings) and wen. 

1 “Beauty” and “good” 

“Beauty” and “good” have a very close relationship. From the perspective of 
Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics, there are three types of relationships between 
“beauty” and “good”. 

The first is that the content of “beauty” is “good”. This frequently appears in 
works by Pre-Qin Confucians, and increasingly appears from Confucius to Zisi, 
Mencius, and finally to Xunzi. For instance, “beauty” appears in The Analects a 
total of 14 times, in which it means “beauty” in the sense of modernistic 
aesthetics 8 times and “good” merely 6 times. Afterwards, “beauty” appears 81 
times in Xunzi, who is the last significant philosopher of the Pre-Qin Confucians, 
whereas it means “beauty” in the sense of modernistic aesthetics only 6 times; 
the dissertation mostly refers to “beauty” for “good”. This tendency correlates 
with the academic direction promoted by the need to resolve social issues by 
investigating the classics. It was accentuated by the society’s thinkers against the 
backdrop of annexation-war in the Zhanguo Period. And it corresponds with the 
main theoretical bodies, too. In Confucius and anterior original Confucianism, 
they played the role of “officiant” which led to their close relationship with 
music. Consequently, Confucius and his students’ understanding of music 
exceeded that of Mencius and Xunzi, and they were able to focus on “beauty” 
with more freedom and acknowledge “free beauty”. Accordingly, they used 
“beauty” in the sense of aesthetics more. 

The second is that “beauty” simultaneously contains the dual meaning of 
“beauty” and “good”, such as, “what a beautiful house” (Du 1980, p. 2115), 
“what a wonderful city” (Ibid., p. 1795), “what beautiful goods” (Zheng 1980, p. 
160), and so on. It reflects a vagueness in the history of aesthetic experiences. 
The value in which “beauty” and “good” appears alternately — and at the same 
time — is beauty as an accessory. 

The third is that “beauty” is different from “good”. Aesthetic activities could 
be independent of moral values. Accordingly, beauty and good had their own 
value. A section in The Analects reveals: “Confucius says “Shao” 韶, ‘strive for 
beauty, as well as good.’ and “Wu” 武, ‘strive for beauty, but is unable to strive 
for every good’” (He 1980, p. 2469). Confucius thought that “good” could be 
regarded as “beauty,” but was not completely equivalent to “beauty”; “beauty” 
could be regarded as “good”, but was not completely equivalent to “good”. The 
independence of aesthetics represents the value of people who have serious 
moral deficiencies. For example, Mencius said of Zidu: “As far as Zidu, 
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everybody knows how handsome he is. It is safe to say that whoever does not see 
this must be blind” (Zhao 1980, p. 2749). Xunzi praised Jie and Zhou: “Both the 
ancients have the most extraordinary lilies and roses — the most distinguished 
under the sun” (Wang 1996, p. 53). Although these people are harshly criticized 
by Mencius and Xunzi for their morals, the beauty of their features and 
physiques is accepted. It shows that Mencius and Xunzi have standards and 
judgments for aesthetics independent from Confucius. Although Pre-Qin 
Confucianism does not clearly describe its content, we can interpret it. That is, 
“beauty” is the same as “good” in begetting one’s joy — it is also the foundation 
of “harmony in beauty and good”. Whereas, they are various evoked courses for 
happiness, that is, “good” gives birth to happiness since it is in accordance with 
our moral standards; “beauty” gives birth to joy since it contains a form of proper 
connotation. 

In modernistic aesthetics, pure or free “beauty” is separate from “good”. This 
idea is the primary content of the “beauty” studied in Pre-Qin Confucian 
aesthetics. The concept of free “beauty” in modernistic aesthetics is derived from 
Kant. Kant believed that there were two kinds of “beauty” — free beauty and 
accessory beauty (Zong 1994, pp. 274–275). Free beauty — such as natural, 
personal, graphic and so on — is the beauty of independent judgment with the 
object as a precondition and a simple form. Accessory beauty is defined as 
having a precondition of an idea and its whole quality. It is not pure beauty — 
like when “beauty” is linked to “good”, but is the accessory beauty in Pre-Qin 
Confucian aesthetics. In Kant’s opinion, these two kinds of “beauty” are not 
equivalent. Accessory beauty is superior to free beauty. Kant spoke highly of 
accessory beauty and sublimity. The principal guideline in his philosophy is, 
“good” in ethics are evident through “beauty”. And so, “beauty” possessing more 
merit to exhibit “good” is more valuable than which not exhibit “good”. 
However, the subsequent modernistic aesthetics did not support this conclusion 
of Kant. It is commonly believed that accessory beauty (involving sublimity) 
came before free or pure beauty. The latter developed slowly from the former in 
the phylogeny of beauty. What is called the upmost or ideal beauty evolved from 
practice and the upmost modality of beauty is different in different historical 
periods.  

Various individuals from Pre-Qin Confucianism hold different attitudes 
towards the importance of “beauty” and “good”. The above paragraphs have 
noted, the frequency with which beauty’s expression of free beauty appears 
reflects the subtle distinctions in this value system — it is a matter of Confucius 
versus Xunzi. If it is restricted to aesthetics, this diversity confronts free beauty’s 
dispute with accessory beauty in the Pre-Qin Confucian aesthete. Confucius 
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regarded “shuttle among ‘art’ sufficiently”1 and “accomplish with ‘music’ as a 
symbol and the last loop.” From this, we see that within this system “beauty” 
inhabited an exalted status, since it is directly linked to “benevolence”, which is 
the highest category and bears emotional connotation. Nevertheless, because 
good, morality and etiquette exist outside of the direct relationship with feeling, 
they cannot reach the highest level of character, and most importantly values. 
Confucius appreciates sacrificial songs and dances asking for rain in the late 
spring, and dwells on a simple and crude path, but he has not changed his 
ambition and sentiment, and seeks an ideal way of life. Confucian students 
emphasized emotional expressions based on a harmonious soul, and they 
correspond with Confucius’ ideal. The idea of Confucian aesthetics leans 
towards free beauty. His thoughts were inherited by Zisi. Zisi’s school 
theoretically distinguishes beauty from good, i.e., “There is benevolence and 
wisdom, justice and proprieties, beauty and good” (Li 1999, p. 532). Now that 
benevolence is not equated to wisdom, justice is not equated to propriety, then 
beauty cannot be equated to good. Zisi’s particular emphasis on sensibility makes 
his school different from later schools of Mencius and Xunzi. Zisi also leans 
towards free beauty. But in the thoughts of Mencius and Xunzi, feelings are 
weakened. Mencius’ morals and Xunzi’s proprieties replace Confucius’ 
benevolence. Accordingly, the good alienates feelings and becomes the highest 
value. Free beauty is not emphasized by Mencius or Xunzi. Instead, they merely 
affirm accessory beauty. From the viewpoint of the development of aesthetics, it 
is undoubtedly a setback. However, by comparing Mencius’ and Xunzi’s 
philosophies, we find that they did not reflect the practices of their times. 
Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics noted that Confucius and Zisi’s significance consist 
in not only their in-depth analysis and study of the accessory modality of 
aesthetics, but also their up to date research that views the idea of rising free 
beauty as the focus of their aesthetic studies.   

In Pre-Qin Confucian works, interested readers can easily find a high 
frequency of the use of the word “beauty”, meaning pure beauty, in The Analects, 
Mencius, Xunzi and The Book of Songs. These demonstrate the separation of 
“beauty” from “good” and the former was used by people in daily life, especially 
in appraising a person’s shape and appearance, which is right the basis of 
separating “beauty” from “good” by Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics. 

                                               
1 This not only refers to paintings, drawings, etc, but also includes six broad cultural categories 
such as philosophy, politics, instructional and social; art generally refers to dance, drama, 
music and fine art and so on; military affairs, such as archery, swordplay, physical training and 
the like; transport, equal to present-day airplanes, spacecrafts; writings, that is, literature and 
history. 
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2 “Beauty” and “feeling” 

Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics defines “beauty” not only from a negative aspect, 
but also from a positive aspect. It makes an important definition of beauty which 
is that “beauty” in an aesthetic sense is directly linked to the feeling of merriness.  

The feeling of merriness is to a large extent rooted in physiology, as is made 
evident by the character’s origin in “mei”. Shuo wen 说文 says, beauty is sweet. 
Duan Yucai writes that sweet is one of five tastes, whereas, all beauty can be 
viewed as sweet (Xu and Duan 1998, p. 146). “Sweet” is physiological merriness, 
and this sense has an effect on the character of beauty. Beauty is described as a 
mental reception that subsequently develops into a representation of an object’s 
attribute. The attribute, firstly, is physiological and practical, and then develops 
into aesthetical. Psychological reactions are aroused by an object’s “beauty”, 
which is shown as “yue 悦 (merry)”2. “Merry”, first of all, is physiological; 
secondly, it is spiritual. From the “beauty” of taste to that of aesthetics, the link is 
that beauty is equal to good, since the merriness aroused by “beauty” is first 
mental and then aesthetic.  

Merriness is the content of “beauty”, but not all merriness is related to 
“beauty” in an aesthetic sense. A significant historical contribution of Pre-Qin 
Confucian aesthetics is their realization that aesthetic feelings are not 
physiological. But when asked about what exactly the aesthetic feeling is, 
Pre-Qin Confucian answers become very complicated. Confucius points out the 
significance of aesthetic feelings through his good mastery of music, saying, 
“The whole process of musical performance is knowable: at the very start, how 
exciting and stimulating, thence, how pure and harmonious, clear and bright also, 
uninterrupted and fluent finally; music has accomplished hereon” (He 1980, p. 
2468) Although this is a description of the gradual spread of music, it is also 
viewed as a development of feeling. It is said that after Confucius appreciated 
“Shao” in Qi, he did not taste flesh for three months, so happy he was with music! 
(Ibid., p. 2482) Obviously, the aesthetic feeling understood by Confucius has 
permanence, is a process and is memorable. However, the aesthetic feeling that 
Mencius emphasized is a collective feeling. For example, in Mencius, Emperor 
Liang Hui says, between a happy and lonely person and a man who shares his 
happiness with another, who is happier? (Zhao 1980, p. 2673) The reason all 
people can be happy together is that mouths can taste the same; ears can hear the 
same; and eyes can share the same aesthetic feeling. Mencius emphasized 
similarities in aesthetics. It is an evolution of the theory brought forward by 
Confucius that people use poems to communicate and associate with the 

                                               
2 This usually appears as “shuo 说” in the Pre-Qin cannon． 
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community (He 1980, p. 2525). But for how “happy and lonely” unfolded, 
Mencius does not comprehensively discuss this. The feeling Xunzi discussed of 
is a moral feeling which is not necessarily connected with aesthetics. He says, 
“Men of honor prefer principles, oppositely, ribalds prefer their lust” (Wang 
1996, p. 277). He separates humanism from human lust but does not give an 
appropriate formulation of the “feeling” of an ordinary person, between the 
exalted and the ribald. As a result, aesthetic feelings do not have an unattached 
value, and aesthetic activities are linked with moral feelings.  

The perspective of Zisi’s school on feelings is different from Mencius and 
Xunzi, who ignore the value of feelings and understand the essence of beauty 
without understanding feelings. The “Xing zi ming chu” in Guodian Chujian 郭
店楚简 (Bamboo Slips of the Chu State at Guodian) emphasizes the status and 
effect of feelings. Zisi says that justice comes from feelings and feelings grow 
from nature (Li 1999, p. 504). The character patterns established by Zisi consist 
of justice, feelings and nature — it is obviously different from Xunzi’s emphasis 
of the two poles of justice and lust — and offers a foundation for the rationality 
of feelings. Further, Zisi believes that feelings are motivated by nature, and 
nature is not entirely opposite to an object’s action. He says: “In every case, 
inducing and touching one’s inherent nature is an exterior object; catering and 
acclimatizing one’s inherent nature charms something; instructing and changing 
one’s inherent nature is purposefully man-made…,” “what has been seen are 
objects, the feeling that makes one happy is merriness…” (Ibid., p. 505). The 
pleasant psychological reaction caused by objects is “merriness”. Aesthetic 
merriness is very infectious, and it is also very tempting. People are moved by it, 
such as: “Eyes like color, ears enjoy voices, motivated by an inner power, and it 
is possible for a person to die for it” (Ibid., p. 506). For these feelings, there is 
only one rule that is truth. “In general, true feelings are always accepted by 
people. Even if the feeling is sorrow, joy, enjoyment and disagreement, if only is 
it a real feeling, it will not disgust people. As far as false feelings, even if its 
performance is tremendous, it is pointless to refer to. If only there is real feeling, 
even without action, people will still believe it. If only is it real feeling, it will be 
reasonable, apt and credible, and even unnecessary to express with language. 
This true and remarkable feeling is called ‘beautiful feeling’” (Ibid., p. 507) — 
this is the first time that “beauty” and “feeling” are combined in Chinese aesthetics. 
But when combining feeling with reality, or with merriness, there is a deficiency in 
explaining the meaning of aesthetic feeling. Zisi reveals aesthetic feeling’s other 
rules for describing the relationship between propriety and feeling — aesthetic 
feeling is meant to inspire others’ affection. He says: “Proprieties and music are 
born in people's feeling, or invoke feeling” (Ibid., p. 505). Proprieties are based 
on feelings, conversely, it also motivates feelings for a purpose. Actually, it is 
like a characteristic of artificial beauty. It is necessary to resort to an instrument 
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and agency to transfer a certain feeling, so aesthetic feeling, which is a renewed 
feeling experience, is founded on the emotional experience of others. Emotions 
that drive aesthetic creation are able to stir other’s emotions into action. Feelings 
can be expressed in aesthetic activities, so “men of honor make their feelings 
beautiful, think their justice worthwhile, consummate their moral integrity, make 
their looks beautiful, enjoy their doctrine, pleased in their teaching, so they are 
full of worship” (Ibid.). Feeling must be formalized and then complemented with 
beauty, “make their feeling beautiful,” “consummate their moral integrity,” 
“make their looks beautiful,” are all means of formalizing emotions. However, in 
the process of formalization, emotion is often confronted by the question: is the 
original true emotion beclouded by form? Emotion is stirred by a form which 
makes people perceive that it is illusive, and so Zisi repeatedly emphasizes that 
“beautiful feeling” is true feeling, credible feeling and also possesses much 
power. Zisi thinks that if the emotion invoking sound is true, then it will move us 
deeply. Only when the original impetus behind music’s creation is sincere and 
deep, will it have the effect of a thorough and permanent feeling. When elegant 
music is discussed in detail, Zisi says that “Lai” 赉, “Wu” 武 expresses the 
willingness to fetch; “Shao” 韶, “Xia” 夏 to feel (Ibid.). “Lai”, “Wu”, lays 
particular stress on paying a tribute to the force, and possesses a certain 
utilitarianism. Confucius did not consider beauty to be perfect. Furthermore, Zisi 
revealed that people could perceive a strenuous, promising and enterprising spirit 
from emotions. “Shao”, “Xia” is considered by Confucius to be perfect (strain 
beauty and good). Furthermore, Zisi considered that people felt pure feelings, but 
utilitarianism had weakened these feelings. From the fact that “Shao” and “Xia” 
correspond with “feeling” and “Lai” and “Wu” correspond with “fetch”, we see 
that the feeling Zisi spoke of was devoid of utilitarianism, which was a great 
belief at that time. In evaluating “Shao” and “Xia”, Zisi’s explanation is much 
more persuasive than Confucius’. That is, these two works are appreciated by 
people because the feelings they arose are purer and alien from utilitarian pursuit. 
The appreciation does not rest in the exhibition of political ideas.3  

3 “Beauty” and “texture” 

Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics combines “beauty” with “texture” in the positive 
definition of “beauty”. “Beauty” is regarded as a special “texture”. Firstly, 

                                               
3 The “Jingnü 静女 (Gentle woman)” in Shijing 诗经 (The book of songs) describes the 
aesthetics experience of a lively poet … This is the best footnote for the empathy theory 
brought forward by the German philosopher Lipps. It is a pity that such a vivid aesthetic 
phenomenon has not drawn the attention of Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics.  
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“texture” is a visual phenomenon. It involves tatooing, behavior, gestures, and 
man-made as well as natural visual images.  

In certain historical periods, people believed tattooing and facial tattoos were 
beautiful. In Donghan Period, Xu Shen says: “The meaning of wen is 
interweaving lines, and the meaning of this word is the imagery of interweaving 
lines. Today, this word has become vein” (Xu and Duan 1998, p. 425). 
furthermore scholar further indicates: “Wen is Tattoo’s texture, it looks like ‘丿’, 
‘\’,‘乂’…which is a scored cross…the meaning of wen being interweaving 
lines is an extension of this word” (Hanyu 1992, p. 909). “Tattoo’s texture” gives 
people joy, originally, by virtue of its mysterious religious meanings and its 
utilitarian content. But in subsequent developments, “tattoo’s texture” had the 
effect of helping to differentiate between various groups and identifying similar 
ones. A given mark would arouse kindness, ascription and self-identity within a 
community. This is the importance of aesthetic feeling. On the one hand, there 
are actions of positive emotions, on the other hand there is an exterior and logical 
goal, which motivates an emotional action. So, aesthetic feeling, and beauty and 
aesthetic relationships were created at the same time, and it was perhaps the 
earliest human contact with “beauty”. After that, “texture” on the human body 
vanished; the human body and feature become the direct object of aesthetics. 
Simultaneously, the focal point of “texture” of people transferred to languages, 
behavior and gestures according to propriety and rules, and manifested in culture. 

For Confucians, people’s gestures, behaviors and languages, as they accord 
with propriety and rules, are important “texture”. And it has also become the 
source of “beauty”. Xunzi says: “The word is more beautiful than a flower 
pattern” (Wang 1996, p. 61). It means in watching others speak, if he speaks in 
good taste, it is more beautiful than the sight of a “flower pattern”. “Liqi” in Liji 
(礼记·礼器) says: “In order to be courteous, men of honor must use their feelings 
and wariness. If they are sincerely devoted to their worship, their beauty and 
gestures will be sincere” (Zheng 1980, p. 1435). The gracious are very cautious and 
sincere in their propriety. When he makes a greeting, his mind is very cordial — 
and when he acts, his every movement is within the rules of propriety. These 
regulated movements with inner sincerity are “beauty”. For a person, the gestures 
and behaviors that accord with propriety are the exterior “texture”, and it is the 
result of cultivation. It is associated with a healthy inner spirit and character, and 
consists of the ideal image of a noble. This noble image, from the perspective of 
moral judgment, possesses the value of good as well as possesses the value of 
beauty from the perspective of aesthetics. 

After human beings became a hierarchical society, visual images such as 
people’s clothes, came to indicate social rank. “Texture” is often regarded as 
beauty in the eyes’ of Confucians. “Humans make their hats and clothes, fufu 黼

黻, wenzhang 文章 (some kind of texture), carved jades and other carvings have 
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different ranks, and it is the reason people need decorations” (Wang 1996, pp. 
173–174). So-called “fufu wenzhang” (flower pattern) is made of four colors in a 
pattern: the interlacing of white and black is “黼”, the interlacing of black and 
blue is “黻”, the interlacing of blue and red is “文”, and the interlacing of red and 
white is “章”. Pre-Qin Confucians often equated this kind of symbol to “beauty”. 
Liji says that not having symbols is like staying away from beauty (Zheng 1980, 
p. 1301). “Symbol” and “beauty” are identical things. This pattern has a 
comforting function, its effect is analogous with delicateness, aroma, and music. 
“Cattle, sheep, and rice are delicious and nourish our mouths; pepper, orchid, and 
sweet smell nourish our noses, carved jade, other carvings, fufu wenzhang, 
nourish our eyes; bell and drum, musical pipe, musical stones, and other musical 
instruments nourish our ears; all furnishings nourish our bodies” (Wang 1996, p. 
253). 

When natural phenomenon possesses certain inflexible patterns, it will appear 
out of “texture”. “Xici xia” in Zhouyi (周易·系辞下) says, “The so-called ‘wen’ is 
the interlacing of visual things.” “Texture” in nature initially embodies the 
ripples of water, “when wind blows water, the huan 涣 (a special form of water) 
manifests” (Wang 1980, p. 90). When wind blows across the surface of water, 
the calm surface is suffused with many tiers of ripple — “huan”. It is also a 
“texture”. Pre-Qin Confucianism is interested in the ripples of water. In 
observations of water’s texture, comparisons are always made to water and one’s 
character. An aesthetic relationship is established between people and water, 
such as in the words of Confucius, “the wise are amused by water, while the 
benevolent are amused by mountains,” because “the wise are fluid, while the 
benevolent are quiet” (He 1980, p. 2479). Confucianism further explicates, the 
man of honor loves water because water flows by a certain rule, and is not bound 
to heaven and earth, is bright in appearance; experiencing innumerable trials and 
hardships towards success, it looks like a noble-minded person (Liu and Zhao 
1985, p. 517). The “rule” in “flows by a certain rule” is that water appears to 
have “texture” in the process. There are similarities between this and the logical 
path with which intellectuals ponder problems. And so, it is appreciated by 
wisdom. Mencius also says: “There is a method in watching water, which is to 
watch billows. …there must be space to go forward; when a man of honor keeps 
doctrine in his mind, he must have some exterior space” (Zhao 1980, p. 2768). In 
the end, the non-stop accumulation of water becomes the texture of flowing 
water. The man of honor associates quality with “order”, which is formed by 
continuously perfecting culture (a close synonym of “texture”). Water becomes 
beauty very easily in this frame of mind by the subject.   

Not only can visual images become “texture”, but also can aural images, 
giving rise to an aesthetic feeling. The most important “texture” of voice is music. 
“Yueji” in Liji says: “If the feeling is in one’s mind, he must vocalize it, and the 
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sound engenders texture; it is called music” (Zheng 1980, p. 1527). Feeling is 
within, and yet is expressed outwards, and becomes sound. Its formalization is 
music. There is a process that changes music into texture: “So as a kind of 
language, song is the lengthening of syllables. When a human is happy, he will 
say something related to his feeling; when he feels that speaking with a normal 
speed is not enough, he will lengthen some syllables; when he feels lengthening 
the syllables is not enough to express his feeling, he will lament; when the 
lament is not enough, he will dance” (Ibid., p. 1545). This “deficiency” is the gap 
between subjective feeling and meaning, and objective “texture.” This 
“deficiency” turns music into “texture”, and gives music more rhythm and 
cadence. Simultaneously, it bears the weight of abundant and exquisite emotional 
meanings.     

Behind “texture,” a certain meaning is concealed perforce. In exploring this 
meaning, there are two important links considered by Pre-Qin Confucians. That 
is, “observation” and “play”. “Observation” is refined observation for “texture”, 
“humans observe chronometers to learn the change in time, and human culture 
for the civilization of people” (Wang 1980, p. 37). “Humans observe what touch 
them, then the reality of the world appears” (Ibid., p. 46). “Observation” is a 
reasonable intuition, and the relationship between “texture” and its concealed 
meaning is quickly established. “Observation” is important in aesthetic activity. 
A subject can find meaning while corroborating what is within itself, “people 
who have benevolence find the meaning of its objection benevolence, while 
people who have wisdom find it wisdom” (Ibid., p. 78), so people who have 
benevolence and wisdom have their own happiness. When happiness is inspired 
by an idiographic “texture”, the “texture” observed is “beauty”. A more in-depth 
comprehension of “texture” is actualized by repeatedly experiencing “texture”. 
“Play” is a prerequisite of “happiness”, and it further deepens “play”. This is 
exhibited by the pursuit of Chinese classical aesthetics for the meaning of 
“beauty”. “Xici shang” in Zhouyi says: “What the man of honor … happily plays 
and tastes is the words of ‘yao 爻’” (Ibid., p. 77). “Yao” is varied “texture” in 
“guaxiang 卦象 (trigram-form)”4, “words” is the explanation of “yao”, and is 
“texture”, too. If the meaning concealed by “texture” is not directly obtained by 
reason and intuition, it will be obtained by careful experience. Experiencing itself 
is happiness — from cognition and also taste. The cognitive sense of Heaven, 
Dao, and mystery in experiencing opens their meaning for people. The aesthetic 
sense of “texture” possesses an infinite quality since it is related to the ultimate 
root and foundation. In the opinion of Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics, “Guaxiang” 
and its diction is the highest “texture” not only because of its knowledge, but also 

                                               
4 “Guaxiang” is a kind of witching imagery, each row composed of one long line or two short 
lines, ranked to three rows or six rows. A row is called “yao”. 
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due to its aesthetical complexity and profundity. Thus, the “Xici xia” in Zhouyi 
says: “The yi 易  makes knowledge of the past and future clear, and the 
concealed truth manifest, …its name is small, however its extended meaning is 
large. Its goal is far, its words are gentle, its meaning is exact, its cases are 
random and latent” (Ibid., p. 89). If we doubt whether these words relate directly 
to aesthetics, we can be assured that it is the best definition of aesthetic “texture” 
by Sima Qian’s Shiji. He evaluates Qu Yuan’s Lisao 离骚: “Its words are 
economical, its meaning is twisted, … its name is small and its meaning is large, 
its example is near and its meaning is far” (Sima 1988, p. 627).  

On one hand, “beauty” is related to “feeling”, and on the other hand, “beauty” 
is related to “texture”. Both conditions combine with one another, and we can see 
that the “beauty” of the Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics is the merger of “feeling” 
and “texture”. “The deeper the feeling, the brighter the texture” (Zheng 1980, p. 
1536). Deeper “feelings” can make “texture” emanate more brilliantly and give 
people more profound impressions. This “texture” of impressive feeling is, 
without a doubt, beauty. According to Pre-Qin Confucianism, the union of 
feeling and texture is “propriety”. If “propriety is born from feeling” (Li 1999, p. 
537) truly describes current day “propriety”, and is not a way of glossing over 
society’s inequalities, then, “propriety” and “beauty” will, to a large degree, join 
together. So what Xunzi said about the highest level of “propriety” — “strive for 
every feeling and texture” (Wang 1996, p. 256) — is also a definition of the 
greatest beauty.   
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