Front. Philos. China 2009, 4(4): 616—-630
DOI10.1007/s11466-009-0041-2

RESEARCH ARTICLE

YANG Chunshi

Transcending the opposition between
consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics

© Higher Education Press and Springer-Verlag 2009

Abstract Modern aesthetics in its early phase was “consciousness aesthetics”
which upheld spirit but obviated body, hence offered demonstration for the
priority of refined art as well as elite culture. In its later period, modern aesthetics
converted into “somaesthetics” which, at the same time when it affirmed the
identity of consciousness and body, laid particular stress on body, hence offered
basis for the reasonableness of popular art as well as mass culture. Thus
consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics have their respective reasonableness
and limitation. We should transcend the opposition between them,
acknowledging the spirit aspect of aesthetics as well as the body aspect of it and
affirming the dominant position of spirit, so as to establish a modern aesthetics
characterized by body-mind integration.
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1 Introduction

With the rise of consumer mass culture in modern times, there has been a turn
from “consciousness aesthetics” towards ‘“‘somaesthetics”. Somaesthetics is
opposed to traditional rational consciousness aesthetics, affirming the body
aspect of aesthetics, and hence offering a basis for the reasonableness of a mass
culture focused on satisfying sensory desires. That somaesthetics refutes
consciousness aesthetics is theoretically and historically rational; meanwhile, it
has its ideological bias as well as practically negative consequences. On account
of this, we should transcend the opposition between somaesthetics and
consciousness aesthetics, acknowledging not only the body aspect of aesthetics
but also the spirit aspect of it and affirming the dominant position of spirit so as
to establish a modern aesthetics characterized by the integration of body and
mind.

2 The turn from consciousness aesthetics to somaesthetics

Plato pioneered consciousness philosophy as well as consciousness aesthetics,
contending that the soul is opposed to the body and that the body is temporary,
greedy, vulgar, and illusory whereas consciousness is immortal, innocent, noble,
and real. He wrote, “While we live, we shall be closest to knowledge if we
refrain as much as possible from association with the body and do not join with it
more than we must, if we are not infected with its nature but purify ourselves
from it until the god himself frees us” (Plato 2002, p. 104). He believed that
aesthetic appreciation is no more than a kind of memory of the soul, unrelated to
the body: “this is mind; which is also the principle of beauty; and which doing
the works of beauty, is therefore rightly called the beautiful” (Plato 1997, p. 274).
Although Aristotle treated individual things as substances, he believed that every
thing consists of form and matter and that the highest form is thought without
matter. Hence, spirit is the substance that constitutes the body: “And since the soul
of animals (for this is the substance of a living being) is their substance according
to the formula, i.e. the form and the essence of a body of a certain kind, so that the
parts of soul are prior, either all or some of them, to the concrete ‘animal,” and so
too with each individual animal; and the body and parts are posterior to this, the
essential substance, and it is not the substance but the concrete thing that is divided
into these parts as its matter” (Aristotle 2000, p. 75). Augustine inherited and
developed ancient Greek consciousness philosophy, laying the foundation for the
medieval stoicism which affirmed the soul but refuted the body.

The official establishment of consciousness philosophy and consciousness
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aesthetics nevertheless occurred after the dawn of modernity. In its early phase,
modern Western philosophy was a subjective consciousness philosophy which
upheld consciousness but refuted the body. Consciousness thus became the
subject and the basis of the world. Descartes proposed “cogito, ergo sum,”
wherein “cogito” becomes subject and the body is abandoned. He wrote, “I do
not now admit anything which is not necessarily true: to speak accurately I am
not more than a thing which thinks, that is to say a mind or a soul, or an
understanding or a reason, which are terms whose significance was formerly
unknown to me” (Descartes 1979, p. 53). Subjective consciousness philosophy
thereby began. Afterwards, Kant, Hegel and German classical aesthetics as a
whole further established the subjective position of spirit, and hence subjective
consciousness philosophy itself. Kant constructed three categories: pure reason,
judgment, and practical reason. To him, reason was the essence of being. Hegel
meanwhile established the logical-historical system of the self-knowing and
self-regressing of the Idea; he held that “Being” is the Idea.

Consciousness aesthetics is based on consciousness philosophy. It contends
that aesthetic appreciation is a purely spiritual act, and that aesthetic experience
is a kind of aesthetic consciousness irrelevant to desire and the body. On the
contrary, desire and the body are vulgar things, and hence must be excluded.
Baumgarten, the “father of aesthetics,” contests that the aim of aesthetics (as far
as itself is concerned) is the perfection of perceptual knowledge, (this is beauty),
and the imperfection of perceptual knowledge that should be evaded is ugliness
(Section of Aesthetics of the Philosophy Department of Peking University 1980,
p. 142). “Perfection” here effectively refers to the norm that accords with reason;
thus, the physical factors that fail to accord with rational norms in aesthetic
appreciation are excluded. Kant attributed aesthetics to the sphere of emotion,
contending that it is the coordination of understanding and imagination,
intermediate between pure reason and practical reason, and hence is purely
spiritual. Hegel also argued that aesthetics is the sensuous representation of the
idea, i.e. the sensuous stage of the absolute spirit, and hence is purely spiritual as
well. The whole of German classic aesthetics followed suit. In this way, modern
Western aesthetics in its early phase became subjective consciousness aesthetics.
In consciousness aesthetics, aesthetic appreciation is nothing but a conscious act
without any bearing on the body or desire, hence upholding the spirit and
excluding the body.

The constraints that modern rationality imposes on sensibility and the
exclusion by consciousness of the body necessarily trigger a reaction. In its later
period, modern philosophy affirmed the body, leading to a turn from
consciousness philosophy towards body philosophy. Inasmuch as Schopenhauer
and Bergson shifted their focus to life will and life impulse, the body subject
began to emerge from the consciousness subject and transform the rational
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subject into an irrational one. Young Marx, using human social praxis, elucidated
historical movement and aesthetic essence, turning the conscious subject into a
practical one. Nietzsche meanwhile protested against a theory of consciousness a
priori of enlightenment philosophy while stressing the body. He criticized
consciousness philosophy and contested that the “superman” is a subject with a
strong body as well as will: “Body am I entirely, and nothing more; and soul is
only the name of something in the body;” also, “The creating body created for
itself spirit, as a hand to its will” (Nietzsche 2005, pp. 34-36). Freud disclosed
human irrationality, contending that primal desire dominates rationality and that
motley desire is more powerful than pure consciousness. The Frankfurt School,
on the other hand, armed itself with perception so as to protest the alienation of
rationality. To revive the rights of eros, Marcuse held high the flag of
“Neo-sensibility” and revolted against the oppression of reason. The turning of
philosophy from epistemology to ontology predicted the turning from the
consciousness subject to the body subject. Heidegger defined the being of Dasein,
i.e. existence, as the life-world, thus disclosing that the subject is the body rather
than pure consciousness. Habermas founded the theory of social communication,
arguing that intersubjectivity should be established by means of the
rationalization of communication so that societal harmony can be realized. He
replaces the consciousness subject with the subject of social communication; as a
result, the former is terminated. Postmodern philosophy deconstructs the rational
subject, and the “demise of man” claimed by Foucault effectively refers to the
death of the consciousness subject. He disclosed the historical truth that the body
is confined by rationality (knowledge, language, power), contesting that the
knowledge subject and the power subject are the products of this confinement
and a screen for primal body experience. He attempted to remove this screen and
free the body from the constraint of rationality so as to return to primal body
experience (with sexuality as its core). Derrida, a deconstructionist, regarded the
relationship between reading and text as that of “body and body”, or a
desire-oriented play. He said, “Deconstruction produces pleasure for it produces
desire. To deconstruct a text is to disclose the fact of how it works as desire, or
the pursuit for endlessly deferred presence and satisfaction. It is impossible for a
person to read without opening himself/herself to the desire of language, or the
things that have always been absent as well as different from him. Any reading is
impossible without a certain kind of love for text. There is a body-and-body
relationship between reader and text in each kind of reading wherein the reader’s
desire infuses into that of the text” (Yang 2007, p. 215). This kind of thinking
offers a basis for “body writing”. Merleau-Ponty put forward a phenomenology
of perception wherein the subject is reduced from consciousness to a perception
characterized by the body. This theory holds that in the scope of perception,
consciousness is inseparable from the body and the human being is identical to
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the world. Later, Merleau-Ponty further presented the idea of the “flesh of the
world”, suggesting that neither the human being nor the world is consciousness
or substance but rather is “flesh” wherein the body is inseparable from the soul
and things are identical with the self, and hence demonstrating the integration of
body subject and spirit world. He wrote: The basic idea is that of the concept of
flesh, which is neither an objective body nor a body regarded by the soul as its
object (Descartes). Rather, it is the perceptible in the double sense of what is
perceived by us and the percipient. The flesh is one of the perceptible things on
which other perceptions can be based, and the pivotal, key, and dimensional
perceptible that can be shared by any other. One’s body on the summit is what
anything is: a dimensional “here” which is still a general thing (Merleau-Ponty
1964, p. 193).

Somaesthetics is founded on the basis of body philosophy. Freud held that art
is the catharsis as well as sublimation of primal desire, and behind the elegant
artistic spirit lies bodily impulse. Heidegger in his old age stressed the
harmonious coexistence of heaven, earth, humans, and gods, implying a
naturalist orientation which, when combined with an aestheticist orientation,
constitutes a body-level intersubjectivity. Marcuse reduced aesthetics to the
“science of perception”, contending that art makes possible carnal desire: “Art as
the sublimed state of eros and happiness is per se the surrogate of both” (Zhu
1993, p. 1017). While stressing the sense of pleasure in reception, reception
aesthetics demonstrates the “corporéité” of the receiver. Postmodern
somaesthetics takes the body as subject; aesthetic appreciation thus becomes a
bodily experience and the liberation of sensuous desire. Foucault posited a sort of
existential art focusing on the art of the eros which advocates bodily self-care so
as to construct an ethical subject that maintains a balance between body and
mind, and hence tends towards aestheticism on an anti-rationalist basis. While
deconstructing the consciousness subject, Derrida also deconstructed rational text,
realizing a species of desire-oriented “body writing” in the deconstructional
impulse towards play. Roland Barthes treated the text as the object of the body’s
consumption, holding that the reading of text produces bodily pleasure and
ecstasy, which is also a kind of eros experience. Feminists protest against
traditionally rational masculine writing using feminine writing characterized by
the body. According to somaesthetics, bodily experience includes the spirit and is
at the same time bodily perception wherein spirit is implied. As defined by
Shusterman, somaesthetics “can be provisionally defined as the critical,
meliorative study of the experience and use of one’s body as a locus of
sensory-aesthetic appreciation (aisthesis) and creative self-fashioning”
(Shusterman 2000, p. 267).

While somaesthetics stresses the unity of the body and spirit, it in fact inclines
towards the body, contending that spirit is merely a part of the body and hence is
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no more elegant than, nor can transcend, it. Somaesthetics stresses the strength of
desire, drawing aesthetic appreciation back to the carnal world from a refined,
elegant paradise. Defending mass culture and stressing that art and culture should
fulfill human sensory needs, somaesthetics shows ostensible opposition to
consciousness aesthetics, which upholds refined art. By refuting traditional
consciousness aesthetics, somaesthetics reflects the historical emergence of
modern mass culture, opening up a new era in aesthetic development. The
ignorance that traditional aesthetics shows to the body is thus reversed and in the
postmodern milieu somaesthetics becomes the mainstream.

The reception of somaesthetics in China has also led to changes in the
aesthetic idea. Some scholars believe that traditional aesthetics have been
changed by modern aesthetic praxis and that aesthetic appreciation, no longer
being an aristocratic spiritual product bent towards popularized everyday life,
because aesthetic awareness has penetrated into everyday life and made for its
“aestheticization”. Sensory consumption and aesthetic fashion are thus affirmed
whereas the aesthetic spirit and transcendency decline, and the alleged new
aesthetic principle rises. Some other scholars, however, stick to the aesthetic
spirit and transcendency, opposing the new aesthetic principle and keeping a
watchful eye on and critical attitude towards mass culture. This dispute again
results from the opposition between consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics.
The theoretical and practical issues encountered by modern aesthetics will not be
settled unless this opposition is “transcended” and an aesthetic system that
integrates body and mind is established.

3 The respective justifications and limitations of
consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics

Consciousness aesthetics is one phase in aesthetic development which is justified
in that it highly acknowledges the aesthetic spirit as well as transcendency, thus
affirming and sublimating the value of refined art. The historical rationality of
consciousness aesthetics lies in that it caters to early modern society’s historical
demand for subjectivity and spirit and promotes the development of art and
culture. Meanwhile, consciousness aesthetics is the result of enlightenment
rationality, which manifests the hegemony of rationality and thus masks another
trend: the negation of the body which, as a result, leads to theoretical bias as well
as practical defects, i.e. the refutation of mass culture.

The Achilles’ heel of consciousness aesthetics is its dualistic body-mind basis,
which somaesthetics shatters. According to consciousness aesthetics,
consciousness is a subject whereas the body is an object and hence the carrier of
consciousness. The mistake of body-mind dualism lies in that the body is unlike
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other things and is a subject rather than object, and is my only body. The body is
inseparable from consciousness; the latter is not a parasite drawing on the former,
nor is the former the place where the latter resides. Rather, they are two facets of
the same phenomenon, and the difference is the construction of reason.
Consciousness aesthetics ignores the specialness of the body and separates
consciousness from it, upholding consciousness while refuting the body and
hence unilaterally attributing aesthetic appreciation to consciousness and refuting
the body as well as sensory desires. Somaesthetics on the other hand contests the
unity of consciousness and the body and treats consciousness as a portion of the
body, and an aesthetic act as a bodily behavior. It holds that the subject is
involved in aesthetic appreciation not only as consciousness but also as the form
of the whole body, which attests to the fact that aesthetic appreciation concerns
the body. This viewpoint, undoubtedly, has its own rationale.

Another defect of consciousness aesthetics is the refutation and defiance of the
body in aesthetic appreciation. After all, human existence is both a spiritual
experience and a bodily being, a co-existence of the whole body and mind with
the world. In the same fashion, aesthetic appreciation is not only a spiritual act
but a mode of bodily existence and experience wherein the spirit and body are
inseparable and indispensable to one another. Consciousness aesthetics hardly
concerns the bodily experience during the aesthetic process, nor does it
investigate how this bodily experience penetrates into and influences spirit, or
sublimates to the spiritual level; it even excludes bodily experience for being a
“humble” factor. The act of aesthetic appreciation is thus purified and idealized
into an innocent spiritual act, discordant with the originally complex aesthetic
one. More often than not, aesthetic experience interrelates and interconnects with
sensory desire and hence is far from being so innocent. In the practical act of
aesthetic appreciation, there is no pure aesthetic awareness which effectively
intermingles with bodily experience including sensory desire. On the other hand,
popular aesthetic culture brings sensory desire and the function of recreation all
the more to the fore. As a result, in aesthetic experience, there is not only
aesthetic consciousness at the purely spiritual level, but also bodily pleasure and
impulse. Bodily desire and the sublimation of the spirit intermingle with and
transform into one another, eventually uniting and forming the feeling of
body-mind integration. It is an important element of aesthetics to investigate the
bodily sense and the relationship between it and the spiritual level in aesthetic
activity. Therefore, it is reasonable that modern aesthetics in its later period
turned its focus to the body and refuted consciousness aesthetics.

The deficiencies on the practical level of consciousness aesthetics consist in
that while acknowledging and upholding refined art and elite aesthetic culture, it
refutes and belittles popular art and mass aesthetic culture. The body is the basis
of spirit, and aesthetic appreciation thus cannot be divorced from the body, which
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is closely related to human desire. It is the aesthetic body that makes possible the
existence of popular art and mass culture. They conceive not only spiritual forms
of aesthetic appreciation but also more bodily desires that are non-aesthetic;
hence they fulfill people’s perceptual needs and perform a recreational function
which, nevertheless, is ignored by consciousness aesthetics. Consciousness
aesthetics is neither concerned with nor capable of interpreting popular art and
mass culture: it refutes them and hence is isolated from the times. In modern
society, popular art and mass culture thrive by virtue of the market economy and
have replaced once-dominant refined art and elite culture by establishing their
own subjective position. This is a historical tendency: While affirming refined art
and elite aesthetic culture, aesthetics cannot but face up to the existence and
development of popular art and mass culture lest it lose its practical basis and
historical grounding. Consciousness aesthetics confines itself to enlightenment
rationality, ignoring the development of popular art and mass culture in modern
society in favor of refined art and elite culture, and thus loses its practical basis
and its historical rationality. It is negated by somaesthetics.

Somaesthetics is theoretically and historically reasonable with the body of
aesthetic experience as its theoretical grounding. Aesthetic experience is an
existential state of body-mind integration rather than an epistemological event.
Aesthetic appreciation is the existential mode of freedom and of transcendental
experience wherein the aesthetic subject is not only aesthetic consciousness but
also the sublimated body. Rather than being abandoned, the totality of human
senses and desires are sublimated into aesthetic excitement and the sense of
pleasure. Therefore, aesthetic appreciation is the affirmation and sublimation of
the body as well as the spirit. In the same vein, the aesthetic object, i.e. the
so-called beauty, is no longer a dead husk but rather another subject identical to
the aesthetic subject; it has life and emotion but also fuses with my own body,
hence becoming another body of mine. Moreover, my bodily sense is the
aesthetic object itself and the aesthetic object is my body. It is due to the infusion
of the body of the ego subject and the world subject that so-called bodily
intersubjectivity is established. Otherwise, when ego is nothing but a kind of
consciousness, and the world an object, the opposition between them would be
ineradicable and aesthetic appreciation would be impossible.

The practical basis and historical reasonableness of somaesthetics serve as the
origins of popular aesthetic culture. Modern society’s mass consumer culture
includes popular aesthetic culture, stimulating and satisfying people’s sensory
desires. The liberation of the sensibility of desire is a basic feature of modernity,
i.e. the modernity of sensibility. It is with a certain historical necessity that mass
culture is the social expression of the modernity of sensibility. Modern mass
culture satisfies people’s sensory needs through its recreational function so that it
releases, to a certain degree, the suppression that rationality brings, and hence
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possesses rationality and a democratic character. Based on the body, postmodern
philosophy refutes modernity, upholds non-rationality, and thus deconstructs
enlightenment rationality. In the postmodern milieu, somaesthetics has a certain
theoretical and historical reasonableness because it affirms perceptual modernity
and acknowledges the legitimacy and mainstream status of mass culture. As
Hegel put it, aesthetic appreciation brings with it liberal traits; human liberation
nevertheless is not only spiritual but concerns the whole body. Man has a body,
and hence his aesthetic acts aim at freeing and liberating the body. How does he
realize this liberation? First and foremost, we should affirm the rights of the body
as well as of sensibility, and exclude the oppression that rationality imposes on
the body. Somaesthetics shatters the illusion produced by consciousness
aesthetics, confirms the connection between aesthetic appreciation and both the
body and sensibility, bases aesthetic appreciation on sensibility and the body, and
consequently acknowledges the democracy and legitimacy of mass culture.

Consciousness aesthetics is a unilateral subjective aesthetics which obliterates
the body by means of consciousness, while somaesthetics goes towards another
extreme, obliterating consciousness by means of the body. It acknowledges that
spirit is implied in the body, but it nevertheless naively identifies the body with
consciousness and treats the unity of the two as a natural phenomenon, leading to
the denial of the conflict between spirit and body and of the transcendency by the
former of the latter. Worse still, it subordinates the spirit to the body, and hence at
last weakens the aesthetic spirit. It is on a corporeal as well as perceptual level
that somaesthetics demonstrates the unity of consciousness and the body, which
means that the subject is subordinated to the body and to the subject of desire
which takes the world as its object. Merleau-Ponty once attempted to clear up the
opposition between the subject and the world using the body; his
“phenomenology of perception” and theory of the human body nevertheless
reduce consciousness to perception and the body to flesh, which is a species of
“raw being” or “wild spirit”. He thus established intersubjectivity between a
naturalist and reductionist theory of corporéité. Somaesthetics based on
naturalism and reductionism fails to completely resolve the opposition between
human beings and the world, nor does it succeed in attaining intersubjectivity in
that we are practical beings and can not return to the state of natural beings —
while in practical being there is both unity and difference between consciousness
and body. Apparently, mind in no ways equals sense, and the spirit may also
transcend desire (for example, people may bear their cross, or even choose death,
for ideals or beliefs). Consequently, the unique solution to the unity of
consciousness and body cannot but be the transcendental being of aesthetic
appreciation.

That somaesthetics stands up for mass culture is reasonable; nevertheless, it is
one-sided when confirm mass culture unconditionally. Mass culture is
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democratic in that it satisfies the sensory desires of the populace and dissolves
the oppression of reason, but it at the same time is vulgar in that it dispels the
divinity of human beings. It irrevocably leads to the depravity of spirit even as it
meets the sensory desires of the people. Frederic Jameson, a postmodernist,
contends that postmodern culture is one that directly satisfies sensory desire, and
that “the first and most evident [feature of it] is the emergence of a new kind of
flatness or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense”
(Jameson 1991, p. 9). In the age of consumerism, things like punk singing and
dancing, body modification, beauty contests, sexy fashions, and plastic surgery
prevail, resulting in people being blindly manipulated by desire and thus
dropping their pursuit of spirit. This indicates that in lieu of achieving real
emancipation, the body is merely shifting from a rationality-manipulated to a
desire-oriented state, going from being the slave of rationality to that of
sensibility. Beginning with rebellion against rational alienation and ending in
perceptual alienation, mass culture replaces traditional rationality and becomes
the new ideology, sapping people’s will while maintaining the legitimacy of the
commodity society. In this account, while we confirm the body, we should not
merely plead for such one-sided bodily practice. Modern somaesthetics upholds,
one-sidedly, perception and desire; colors the subject using desire and the body;
and holds that physical liberation is enjoying the sense of pleasure heartily.
Aesthetic appreciation is of a fashionably vulgar life, confirming one-sidedly the
consuming mass culture, clearing up the spirit and transcendency of aesthetic
appreciation, and eventually losing the reflective traits and critical quality of
aesthetics. Therefore, when accepting somaesthetics, we must guard against its
negative influences.

4 To establish a modern aesthetics of body-mind
integration

Chinese aesthetics has yet to break away from the influence of consciousness
aesthetics, but there is a tendency to accept somaesthetics uncritically. The
influence that consciousness aesthetics exerts is mainly in practical aesthetics,
which — though inheriting Marx’s theory of praxis and acknowledging the
practical subject — regards beauty as the result of objectifying human essence,
and aesthetic appreciation as the subjective appreciation of the world. In addition,
the aesthetic subject of practical aesthetics is still the consciousness subject, a
spiritual substance, and practical aesthetics hence fails to break away from the
dualistic opposition between consciousness and object. On the other hand, the
impact of somaesthetics has mainly been on the “aestheticization of everyday
life” that has emerged in recent years. Echoing somaesthetics, some Chinese
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contemporary aesthetes put forward the so-called “aestheticization of everyday
life,” saying that “new aesthetic principles are rising.” These assertions, while
reflecting the fact that Chinese contemporary mass culture is thriving, sometimes
negatively identify mass culture and thus lose the criticality of aesthetics. Both
consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics are one-sided in that the former
acknowledges the aesthetic spirit over the body whereas the latter returns to the
body and hence degrades the aesthetic spirit. We should confirm that aesthetic
appreciation is the unity of spirit and the body so as to break though the
limitations of consciousness aesthetics as well as somaesthetics, clearing up the
opposition between them and establishing an aesthetics of body-mind integration.
This is the direction in which Chinese modern aesthetics should proceed.

The opposition between consciousness and the body will by no means be
eliminated in reality, but it can be overcome in the aesthetic sphere, and an
aesthetics of body-mind integration can thereby be established. How can the
aesthetic body merge with spirit? The key lies in aesthetic consciousness itself. In
reality, the body and spirit are identical as well as different; hence, consciousness
is superior to perception and desire, which leads to the separation of material
production from its spiritual counterpart. While somaesthetics has observed the
unity of consciousness and the body, it nevertheless obliterates the difference
between them as if they were naturally identical. As a matter of fact,
consciousness is different from perception, just as spirit differs from the body.
Rather than a natural phenomenon, their total unity is a product of aesthetic
activity. The aesthetic sphere is a state of freedom in which the opposition
between consciousness and the body disappears, aesthetic consciousness is but an
aesthetic experience, and aesthetic appreciation is both a spiritual act and bodily
perception. Unlike ordinary physical reactions, the body of aesthetic experience
clears up the opposition between physical perception and consciousness and
sublimates the former to a spiritual level, hence becoming a universal aesthetic
consciousness. When we appreciate the beauty of the opposite gender in art, what
is produced is not primal desire but a sublimated sense of beauty which has
attained spiritual purity; meanwhile, rather than confining and eliminating desire,
this sense of beauty is the sublimation as well as satisfaction of desire.

As a rule, people treat aesthetic consciousness as a purely spiritual
phenomenon, actually it is also a species of bodily experience because aesthetic
consciousness merges with action consciousness, attaining complete unity. The
alleged action consciousness refers to the animal consciousness structure retained
in the human inner psyche and, from the perspective of the individual psyche,
refers to the infant consciousness structure preserved in the adult psyche. Action
consciousness exists on a physiological level, being in charge of the movement
and physiological reactions of the body. It is, first and foremost, the reaction of
the body to environments which dominate human actions. For example, the limb



Transcending the opposition between consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics 627

movements in such activities as acrobatics, dancing, bicycle riding, various crafts,
etc., are not just thinking processes; they are akin neither to learning how to fight
only from a book, nor to the “thinking” of brain. Rather, they are a kind of
“thinking” of the limbs which, through bodily perception, are mastered
unconsciously. On the other hand, action consciousness is the bodily expression
and manifestation of desire and emotion. Human desire and emotion can be
converted into bodily reactions and expressions including muscle tension, heart
rhythms, and bodily pleasure or pain. Under common circumstances, action
consciousness is closely related to consciousness but not without differences, and
the two thus cannot achieve complete unity. Under the influence of aesthetic
ideals in aesthetic appreciation, however, action consciousness and the perceptual
experience connected with it are sublimated and thus completely integrated into
one another before changing into aesthetic consciousness. In this way, the two
are inseparable. In the case of our artistic creations, like sculptures, drawings,
dances, etc., we are engaged in the movement of consciousness and,
simultaneously, “automatically” translate our consciousness to bodily operation,
delicately shaping the figure through bodily perception and express our aesthetic
consciousness. When we play music, we experience the explosion of emotion as
well as movement expressions and bodily reactions which match one another so
perfectly that we have no way to differentiate between emotion and bodily
expression. Against this background, it can be said that aesthetic consciousness is
not “pure consciousness” deviating from the body but rather bodily consciousness
that implies action consciousness. Aesthetic consciousness is not merely a kind of
action consciousness which possesses a spiritual orientation and hence reaches the
heights of spirit. Consequently, rather than spiritually sinking and returning back to
the level of desire, the aesthetic body is a sublimation of spirit.

Due to the characteristics of tianren heyi KN4 (the unity of nature and
man) and tianren ganying RNV (the interaction between nature and man) in
Chinese culture, traditional Western consciousness philosophy and consciousness
aesthetics failed to arise in China; so too did a subject-object opposition in
philosophy and aesthetics. Contrarily, intersubjective philosophy and the
aesthetics of body-mind integration arose. Chinese philosophy stresses the praxis
of human relations and earnest practice, and thus does not have a consciousness
subject. Instead, its subject maintains body-mind integration throughout. In lieu
of entirely separating the body from nature, Chinese philosophy holds that the
human body interacts and merges with nature. Chinese aesthetics is neither an
objective imitation theory nor a subjective expression theory but rather a mixed
theory of the interaction between man and nature. It contends that nature is by no
means a silent object, nor ego a closed subject. Both of them are lively beings
who can interact and merge with one another so as to enter into an aesthetic state.
Zhong Rong once wrote, “Qi X (vital force) makes vigorous surroundings
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which further influence human beings, so human moods vary along with the
seasons, and people find expression in dancing and chanting” (Chung Rung,
preface to Shipin ##ii). The gi that penetrates human beings and the world is
neither spiritual nor material but rather a primal impulse stirring human beings
and the world as lively subjects, interacting with one another so as to produce a
sense of beauty. The expression of the sense of beauty is “finding expression in
dancing and chanting.” Many Chinese aesthetic factors possess bodily elements
and compare aesthetic appreciation to “flavor” is a paradigm. Even in the realm
of visual art, Chinese aesthetics emphasizes the participation of the whole body.
There is a saying in landscape painting that “ren zai hua zhong you NAE i
(one wanders freely in the painting)”, wherein “you’ refers to “unfetteredness” of
spirit and at the same time indicates the spatiality particular to painting. Hence,
it becomes the object of interaction between body subjects. In addition, Chinese
aesthetics is particular about methods of cultivating one’s moral character such as
“xinzhai ‘>75 (to reflect on oneself as if isolated),” “zuowang A& (to sit,
forgetting the vulgar world)”, and “chanding #f5¢ (meditation)” to name just a
few. Understanding entails the coordination of the body in that the body is
interconnected with spirit. This kind of bodily cultivation by no means aims to
oppress the body. Rather, it makes the body achieve harmony with spirit, an
aesthetic state wherein heaven and earth are integrated with the human: it is the
elevation of the body. Chinese intersubjective aesthetic thought on body-mind
integration is a valuable source for the establishment of modern intersubjectivite
aesthetics of body-mind integration.

We must stick to the dominance of spirit when affirming the aesthetic body. By
claiming the unity of consciousness and body in aesthetic appreciation, we do not
mean the simple and natural unity stated by somaesthetics. Instead, this identity
is a kind of sublimation and transcendence. Transcending the primal stage of the
body, aesthetic appreciation reaches an advanced stage and conceives the
supreme spirit. In other words, an aesthetic act is the body being sublimated by
the spirit, not a purely desire-oriented body. This is what distinguishes our view
from that of modern somaesthetics. The aesthetics of body-mind integration
compels people to break away from view that there exists an opposition between
them, helping them realize the harmony as well as unity of the two and thus
obtaining a real freedom of the body. This also means that we should take a
tolerant but critical stance regarding consciousness aesthetics and somaesthetics,
adopting the reasonable elements of each while eliminating the unreasonable
ones before setting up an aesthetics of body-mind integration.

An aesthetics of body-mind integration can transcend the opposition between
refined art and elite culture on the one hand and popular art and mass culture on
the other. Consciousness aesthetics is narrow in denying popular art and mass
culture, whereas somaesthetics is one-sided in affirming them unconditionally. It
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is positive that popular art and mass culture satisfy popular needs for recreation
and thus provide bodily pleasure; as such, we should take the stance of the
populace by transcending consciousness aesthetics and acknowledging the
democracy, reasonableness, and social value of popular art and mass culture.
Meanwhile, when we transcend consciousness aesthetics, we must also transcend
somaesthetics and, from an elite perspective, resist as well as criticize, the
consumerism and vulgarity of popular art and mass culture. In nurturing popular
art and mass culture, we should also create refined art and elite culture so as to
establish a pattern in which the two condition and compensate for one another —
which, as a result, would provide for cultural ecologic balance and preclude the
degradation of the human spirit.

In addition, an aesthetics of body-mind integration should overcome one-sided
subjectivity and return to intersubjectivity. Consciousness philosophy and
aesthetics are connected with subjectivity, and the consciousness subject is
different from the material world. Because of this, early modern consciousness
philosophy and aesthetics was subjective philosophy and aesthetics, as is the case
in Kant and Hegel’s thought. Kant conjures a world of phenomena, including
aesthetic phenomena, using transcendental categories while Hegel illuminates
historical movements including artistic activities using absolute spirit; both
means belong to the realm of subjective consciousness philosophy and aesthetics.
A philosophy and aesthetics of body-mind integration, on the other hand, is
connected with intersubjectivity, and later modern philosophy and aesthetics
developed in the direction of intersubjective philosophy and an aesthetics of
body-mind integration. To name just a few examples, Heidegger proposed that
“...poetically man dwells...” and wrote of the harmonious co-existence of
“heaven, earth, god, and man”; Gadamer meanwhile established the modern
hermeneutics of a “fusion of horizons,” formed as the result of a dialogue
between reader and text. According to intersubjectivity aesthetics, the aesthetic
object, i.e. the alleged thing of beauty, is not a dead but rather another subject
identical to the aesthetic subject. It is neither material nor spiritual and has its
own life and spirit; infused with the body-mind of the ego, it becomes another
organism. The body-mind integration of aesthetic appreciation is not only that of
the aesthetic subject, but also that of aesthetic intersubjectivity. While aesthetic
intersubjectivity guarantees aesthetic body-mind integration, body-mind
integration also guarantees aesthetic intersubjectivity. It is on the basis of the
philosophy of intersubjectivity that the body-mind integration of the ego and the
world as a dual subject is acknowledged. By virtue of the body-mind integration
of the self subject in aesthetic appreciation and the spirit of the world subject, the
ego and the world join in a unified life-world, creating the possibility of free
aesthetic action and appreciation. Aesthetic body-mind integration is obvious
when we travel, for we not only “see” the landscape but infuse the scene with the
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whole of our body and mind. Only in this way can the sense of beauty be
produced which pleasurable on not only a spiritual level but also a bodily one. If
you do not appreciate natural beauty by yourself but instead join a tour group,
though the landscape is still appreciable without any alternation among crowds
of people, you would still feel as if you were in a noisy city and hence lose your
interest as a result. This indicates that rather than being a relation between
consciousness and things, aesthetic appreciation is the joining of body-mind
integration and the world. The body is not apart from the world nor opposed to it,
and does not ask for something from the world to satisfy its desires. Instead, in
harmony with the spirit, the body respects the subjectivity of the world and
responds to its spirit, which provides for the harmonious co-existence of man and
the world. This is what David Griffin called ‘“re-enchantment,” i.e. the
“...poetically man dwells...” essence of the harmonious co-existence of “heaven,
earth, god, and man.” For this aim, at the same time that we accept Western
somaesthetics we should reflect and critique it, overcome its one-sided body, and
stick to the spiritual direction of aesthetic appreciation so as to establish an
aesthetics of body-mind integration, contributing to the all-round development of
man and of the harmony of the life-world.
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