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“Beauty-Back” — can Zhuangzi support
“All Virgin Nature is Aesthetically Good”?

Yu-Zheng Liao”

Abstract

The proposition of “positive aesthetics” — “all virgin nature is aesthetically
good”—is justified by Allen Carlson, who takes the object-oriented approach of
scientific cognitivism in environmental aesthetics. Carlson insists that we should
consider nature as nature, and aesthetically appreciate nature for what it is and
for the qualities it has. He explains, just like we need knowledge of history of art
to appreciate any artwork, we also need scientific knowledge to appreciate
nature appropriately.

There is an opinion which links up Zhuangzi with positive aesthetics in
interpretation of intercultural philosophy. This opinion indicates that Zhuangzi is
not only a pioneer but also goes beyond the idea about “all virgin nature is
aesthetically good”. By which, this paper tries to give another opinion, claiming
that Zhuangzi disturbs the idea “all virgin nature is aesthetically good” rather
than supports it. Seemingly, Zhuangzi talks about beauty; actually, the talking is
a kind of linguistic tactic and a philosophical guerrilla, by which Zhuangzi
disturbs the too-civilized Confucianism aesthetics. On the view of history
of Chinese thoughts, “Zhuangzi’s talking about beauty” is not positive
aesthetics but “beauty-back”. Maybe we could interpret Zhuangzi as a kind of
environmental aesthetics, but which is distinct from Carlson’s positive aesthetics
undoubtedly.

Keywords: Zhuangzi, positive aesthetics, all virgin nature is aesthetically good,
environmental aesthetics

* Doctoral Graduate, department of Chinese Literature, National Tsing Hua University.
E-mail: bheadx@gmail.com
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' Bery Gaut, and Dominic Mclver Lopes, eds., 2004, The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics
(London: Routledge, 2nd edition), p. 549.

2 Allen Carlson, 2000, Aesthetics and Environment (New York: Routledge), p. 51.

? “The aesthetic appreciation of nature as nature rather than as art is ensured by insisting that
ventrally relevant to such appreciation is knowledge — scientific knowledge — that
informs us about the nature of nature.” Allen Carlson, 2009, Nature and Landscape(New

York: Columbia University Press), p. 50.
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“our appreciation of nature is aesthetic and is analogous to that of art in both its nature and
its structure. The significant difference is that while in art appreciation... the knowledge
given by art criticism and art history are relevant, in nature appreciation... the knowledge is
that provided by natural history—by science. But this difference is not unexpected; nature is
not art.” Allen Carlson,1984, “Nature and Positive Aesthetics,” Environmental Ethics
6(1984):27-28. “The significant difference is that while, in art appreciation, categories of art
and the knowledge given by art criticism and art history are relevant, in nature appreciation,
the categories are natural categories and the knowledge is that provided by natural history—
by science. But this difference is not unexpected; nature is not art.” Allen Carlson,

Aesthetics and Environment, p. 90.

w

“I think Elliot’s conclusion is implausible. It stands in conflict with the commonly held view
that everything is open to aesthetic appreciation (although not necessarily positive aesthetic
appreciation).22 If this common view is correct, it would at least be odd if our appreciation
of nature were never aesthetic appreciation and our responses never aesthetic responses.”
1bid., p. 76-77. “I conclude that attempting to account for positive appreciation of the natural
world by denying that this appreciation is aesthetic does not succeed. The claim that our
appreciation of nature is not aesthetic is implausible and at least one line of argument for
that claim is inadequate.” /bid., p. 78.

o

“In the account sketched here, however, our appreciation of nature is aesthetic and is

analogous to that of art in both its nature and its structure.” 7bid., p. 90.
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7 Ibid., p. 88-90.

R RRRS ] I examine the view that all the natural world is beautiful. According to this view, the
natural environment, insofar as it is untouched by man, has mainly positive aesthetic
qualities; it is, for example, graceful, delicate, intense, unified, and orderly, rather than bland,
dull, insipid, incoherent, and chaotic. All virgin nature, in short, is essentially aesthetically
good. The appropriate or correct aesthetic appreciation of the natural world is basically
positive and negative aesthetic judgments have little or no place.” /bid., p. 72. “[-+---- Jall
untouched parts of nature are beautiful. To be able to enjoy nature aesthetically is distinct
from judgement. The aesthetics of nature is positive. Negative criticism comes into play
only when men’s part in affecting nature is considered.” /bid., p. 75.

“I conclude that the appeal to pointlessness and presumptiveness does not establish that
negative aesthetic criticism of the natural world is appropriate. Thus, I argue, neither the
tradition of the sublime nor its contemporary sequels provide the means for justifying

positive aesthetics.” Ibid., p. 81
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' «According to the account outlined here, scientific knowledge is especially essential for
appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature; without it we do not know to appreciate it
appropriately and are likely to miss its aesthetic qualities and value. Thus, if this account is
correct, it explains the ability of science to both promote and enhance aesthetic appreciation
of the natural world. Within the context of this chapter, the account also has other virtue: it

2

suggests a means by which to justify positive aesthetics.” “Positive aesthetics claims that
the natural world is essentially aesthetically good. It follows that the natural world must
appear as such when it is appropriately aesthetically appreciated.” “If the view sketched
above is to account for this, the natural world must appear aesthetically good when it is
perceived in its correct categories, those given and informed by natural science. If this is the
case and we can understand how and why it is, we thereby have a justification for the
positive aesthetics position. However, if the natural world seems aesthetically good when
perceived in its correct categories, this cannot be simply because they are correct for it.”
Ibid., p. 90-91.

Ibid., p. 72.
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* “Thus, our science creates categories of nature in part in light of aesthetic goodness and in
so doing makes the natural world appear aesthetically good to us.” Allen Carlson,
Aesthetics and Environment, p. 93-94.
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