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  SPECIAL THEME 

Introduction to the Special Theme on “Richard 
Shusterman’s Somaesthetics” 

Some people might wonder how Chinese philosophical thinking can be furthered 
using Western philosophical narratives; I consider Richard Shusterman’s 
“somaesthetics” to be an example of just this. His somaesthetics shows how 
Chinese philosophical ideas might be constructed against a modern philosophical 
background through both Chinese and Western philosophical narratives, and how 
it is possible for Chinese philosophy to dialogue with the analytic tradition. 
Although Shusterman does not start from Chinese philosophy, his project of 
connecting body with mind is so closely related to Chinese philosophical 
thinking in particular and East Asian ideas in general that his Somaesthetics can 
be seen as a combination and integration of both Chinese and Western 
philosophies. This special theme was developed from an “Author Meets Critics 
Workshop” on Richard Shusterman’s Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of 
Mindfulness and Somaesthetics, which was held by the Institute of Aesthetics 
Studies in the School of Philosophy, Renmin University of China, on July 26, 
2011. Some participants in the workshop are scholars who have worked with 
Shusterman’s ideas for decades, such as Roger Ames, who contributed his 
comments in a long article entitled “‘Bodyheartminding’ (Xin 心): Reconceiving 
the Inner Self and the Outer World in the Language of Holographic Focus and 
Field,” Eva Kit Wah Man, who contributed an article entitled “A Cross-Cultural 
Reflection on Shusterman’s Suggestion of the ‘Transactional’ Body,” and Russell 
Pryba, who contributed an article entitled “Ars Erotica and Ars Gastronomica in 
Shusterman’s Somaesthetics.” These are all very important scholars working on 
both Chinese and Western philosophical traditions.  

Being an analytic philosopher and a pragmatist, Richard Shusterman is rare in 
his own tradition in his reliance on East Asian thought and practice to support his 
arguments related to somaesthetics. However, we might wonder if his argument 
that the Euro-American conception of the body is insufficient is valid, as well as 
in what sense the Western philosophical tradition lacks an adequate conception of 
the body, and how cultivating the body can be a philosophical idea that Western 
philosophers embrace. To what degree, then, does soma point to the idea that 
mind is connected with body, for example, as xin (心, heart-mind), in the Chinese 
philosophical tradition, suggests? In what sense is Confucianism helpful in 
constructing his argument? From Roger Ames’ comments here, we can agree that 
Shusterman feels that Confucianism is helpful in dialoguing with pragmatism, 
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especially where mind and body are conceived as continuous in both traditions.  
From Ames’ perspective, Shusterman has advanced Dewey’s aesthetics in the 

way he develops the idea of the body through Dewey’s pragmatism. For Ames, 
the philosophically mature Dewey likes to think in terms of “process,” an 
approach which avoids substance ontology language and philosophical dualisms. 
Ames attempts to rely on the language of classical Confucian philosophy to 
overcome the mind-body and nature-nurture dualisms, and, in this way, 
Shusterman’s aesthetic project can be transformed into a Confucian 
process-based project of philosophical language-building, in which thinking 
philosophy in terms of process-language will aid in comprehending Shusterman’s 
constructive philosophical project, in which mind and body are on a continuum. 
In this sense, the Confucian qi cosmology is “hylozoistic” and helpful in 
understanding the body-mind continuity where “life and matter are inseparable 
aspects of the same reality.” In Ames’ reading, Shusterman’s project is conducive 
to his advocacy of revolutionary process language for understanding Chinese 
philosophy.  

Eva Kit Wah Man focuses on Shusterman’s reading of Dewey’s “interactional” 
and “transactional” body, taking Shusterman as a philosopher who continues the 
Jamesian and Deweyan understanding of the continuous relationship between 
body and mind. Following this understanding, the human mind “is an emergent 
expression of the human body,” and “Shusterman’s discussion of habit reveals a 
deeper meaning of the transactional whole of body-mind.” Borrowing 
philosophical terms like the Daoist dao and Confucian ren, Shusterman 
incorporates Chinese ideas into his philosophical construction. The aesthetic 
value of Confucian and Daoist self-cultivation is related to the sense that humans 
are continuous with nature as a whole. Through the idea of cultivation, 
exemplary persons, or sages, are considered to be those who manifest beauty in 
making their inner characters concrete. By borrowing Mencian ideas on forms of 
moral knowledge (liangzhi) and vital force (qi), Shusterman develops Dewey’s 
discourses on the “individual’s existential interaction with the environment.” The 
Confucian and Daoist idea that human beings are able to be continuous with 
nature is an important source in Shusterman’s arguments.  

Russell Pryba, in his “Ars Erotica and Ars Gastronomica in Shusterman’s 
Somaesthetics,” discusses some of the most popular and interesting points of 
Shusterman’s philosophy—points that are closely related to common human 
experiences. Humans create through their bodily movements, and sex and eating 
are active and creative aspects of human experience. Both eating and lovemaking 
are “essentially somatic exercises,” and “both can be thought of as breaking down 
the traditional subject/object dichotomy that lies at the heart of much of Western 
philosophy.” It is on this point that Shusterman challenges Western philosophy in 
general, especially through his argument that we cannot deny the aesthetic value 
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of these two superlatively “functional” human experiences. He notes that eating 
is a wonderful, superb art in Chinese people’s lives, pointing out that classical 
Chinese philosophers tie practices of cooking and eating to moral cultivation. 
Also, there is a great deal of Chinese scholarship on the aesthetic aspects of 
human “eating” experiences, especially in the consideration that harmony 
emerges when all kinds of foods are cooked together in the same pot, producing a 
new flavor harmoniously. On the other hand, the desire for eating and sex are 
similar kinds of desire, and both Confucian and Daoist philosophers instruct 
people not to unleash these desires without reasonable control. Pryba realizes that 
“classical Chinese philosophy might prove helpful in fully articulating a gustatory 
aesthetic within the context of somaesthetics.” 

In general, we might conclude that in Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics 
cultivating one’s body means cultivating one’s mind; thus, one intentionally 
cultivates beauty in one’s body in order to express one’s intentions. Generally, 
xiushen (修身) means “cultivating [one’s] body,” but it often means cultivating 
one’s moral character. Within my very general understanding of Shusterman’s 
idea of somaesthetics, I think that he approaches the following argument in the 
Chinese philosophical tradition: mind and body are continuous; cultivating one’s 
body is actually cultivating one’s mind, and cultivating one’s mind, according to 
the teachings of the ancient sages, improves one’s moral character. Regarding 
somaesthetic practice, cultivating one’s soma means that one cultivates the body 
through intentional activities. Cultivating one’s mind, in terms of the Mencian 
idea of jinxin (尽心), is related to how one becomes self-aware. One controls the 
movement of one’s intentions through reflection, with spontaneity and 
self-realization, and with the original goodness of human nature preventing the 
mind from going astray as it makes things concrete.  

When somaesthetics is taken as an aesthetic theory, it is even more strongly 
related to the Mencian conception since there seems to be no external ritual for 
soma-training. Everyone has a body, and everyone has the ability to successfully 
express their bodily existence. This resembles the Mencian argument that human 
nature is originally good, and that everyone has the ability to cultivate their moral 
character without the need to rely on something external to lead or guide the 
process. In modern Chinese and Western comparative philosophy, Mencius can 
be helpful in constructing Shusterman’s ideas. Shusterman’s dialogue with the 
Asian tradition has made a great contribution to American pragmatism in 
particular, and to Western philosophy in general. In this dialogue, analytic 
philosophy can dialogue with Chinese philosophy through particular ideas, and 
Chinese philosophical debates can be used to construct contemporary 
philosophical ideas and arguments in connection with a variety of particular 
philosophical questions. In conjunction with Li Zehou’s idea of aesthetics as 
being based on a historical, material ontology of human feeling, Shusterman’s 
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“soma” is a breakthrough in the Western philosophical tradition, as it actively 
incorporates Chinese aesthetics over and against a powerful dualistic background. 
In this regard, we might consider the term “soma” as representing Shusterman’s 
attempt to rewrite earlier philosophical vocabulary in a way similar to Roger 
Ames’ notion of “human becoming” vis-à-vis “human being.”  

Professor Peng Feng from Peking University has translated many of 
Shusterman’s works into Chinese, and has high praise for Shuterman’s way of 
doing philosophy. Shusterman is a real philosopher dedicated to his idea, and, 
moreover, he is a systematic philosopher who has developed his own system, 
making significant contributions to modern movements in aesthetics, analytic 
philosophy, and pragmatism, as well as having initiated philosophical 
engagement with traditions from China, Japan, and Korea. In short, he is a 
philosopher with a cosmopolitan mind, and his somaesthetics stands as an 
exemplary achievement of global philosophy.  
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