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 Chinese aesthetics, influenced strongly by Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism, 
manifests a distinctive and complex view of nature. The basic assumption is that the world of 
phenomena manifests the Dao, the Way of nature. The Dao is not a separate reality but rather the 
patterned processes of the natural world, or perhaps the disposition of the universe to act in a 
patterned, harmoniously interactive way. The human ideal is to understand the Dao and act in 
harmony with it. 
 
 This view of nature can appropriately be called “organic” for various reasons. First, all of 
reality is included. There is no separate, transcendent realm; heaven, earth, and humans (the 
“Triad”) are all fully part of nature. Second, nature is self-creative. Rather than a separate creator 
who made the world in the past, nature by itself displays ongoing creation. Zaohua, the “Creative,” 
acts in spontaneous and unpredictable ways but is always skillful in creating the beauty and 
harmony of the natural world.  
 
 Third, all things – including rocks and water -- have vitality, called in Chinese qi, literally 
the “breath” of life. Fourth, each phenomenon has an individual nature, and this consists not of 
some essence but of a distinctive power (de), spirit (shen), and pattern of growth. And finally, all 
phenomena are organically interrelated. The world is one continuous field of qi, with each 
phenomenon not a separate thing but rather a temporary form within it, like a whirlpool in a 
stream.  
 
 Art is the evocation of the spirit of phenomena, rather than a depiction of surface reality. 
Painters, for instance, are supposed to capture the specific qi or “spirit resonance” of things. If the 
artist does, then the painting itself will exhibit qi and be instance of zaohua. The artist participates 
in nature’s creativity. 
 
 In order to accomplish this, the artist or poet must go through meditative practices that 
consist fundamentally of two things: removing the delusion of a separate self  and the desires it 
produces, and concentrating upon the subject until there is a direct communion with it. That 
communion is described metaphorically in various, for instance, as “entering into” the rock or tree, 
or as allowing the phenomenon to enter into the artist, resulting in the “complete bamboo in the 
breast.” Literary treatises such as the The Poetic Exposition on Literature (Wen fu) by Lu Ji (261-
303) and the The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (Wenxin diaolong, ca. 523) by Liu 
Xie (465-522)  spoke of a “spirit journey” in which the poet’s inner spirit roamed out into the 
world. Such communing with nature is possible because we are within nature’s field of qi and thus 



ontologically continuous with all other things as.  
 
 Thus a major aesthetic concern was the relationship between self and nature, inner and 
outer. The Chinese saw nature as an ongoing dynamic of stimulus and response among all things, 
and humans were included in this. Emotions arise in reaction to circumstance, and from the earliest 
statement of poetics, the “Great Preface” to the Book of Song (Shi jing) [first century C.E.?], poetry 
was seen as a voicing of that response. It was assumed that there was a strong correlation between 
“scene” (jing) and “emotional response” (qing), and the great poet achieved a unity of the two.  
 
 Because humans are a part of nature, human culture is not seen as something separate from 
nature or unnatural. This was particularly stressed in the first chapter of The Literary Mind and the 
Carving of Dragons. The term for both literature and culture is wen. Originally the term meant the 
pattern a phenomenon makes, e.g., the particular sound a pine makes in the wind, the colors of a 
tiger, the shapes of a cloud. Human culture -- literature and art in particular -- is the wen of 
humans. The words written by a poet are essentially no different from the tracks a bird makes in 
sand. Culture is, thus, natural, but that naturalness is realized only if the person acts as nature does, 
with spontaneity according to one’s true inner nature rather than based on the desires of the ego-
self.  
 
 This view gives humans a paradoxical status within nature. We are the only phenomena 
that fail to exhibit naturalness. However, humans also are given an exalted status within nature, for 
if an artist creates in a natural way, then the “mind of nature” is revealed and the transformations of 
nature are brought to “completion.” Thus we have a responsibility to act in a natural way. If we act 
on the basis of our personal desires or if we delude ourselves into thinking we are separate from 
nature, then nature’s transformations cannot reach fulfillment and disharmony results. 
 
 The notion of nature at work here is different from what we are used to in the West. 
Although there are numerous different meanings of our word “nature,” two meanings have been 
particularly influential. One we could call “dualistic”: nature is whatever humans have not created 
or manipulated. The opposite of this notion of nature would be “culture” or “human,” and a 
skyscraper or toxic waste would be considered unnatural. The second notion of nature we could 
call “monistic”: nature is whatever exists in our world. A skyscraper or toxic waste are in this sense 
natural, and the “natural” sciences can study them. Here the opposite of nature would be the 
“supernatural.” Chinese aesthetics is based on a third, “adverbial” notion of nature. As in the 
monistic notion of nature, humans are “essentially” a part of nature. However, existentially humans 
may act unnaturally if they don’t act spontaneously according to their nature. The opposite of this 
sense of the natural is the artificial, the forced, and inevitably the disharmonious. Thus human 
culture may or may not manifest the mind of nature. Essentially humans are natural, but 
existentially the natural is only a possibility. We must work to realize it. 
 


