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The Courage of Blandness:
Xi Kang and Critigue in Chinese Literati Aesthetics

Fabian Heubel
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Abstract: In Chinese aesthetics “blandness” is related to nature and the
natural spontaneousness of artistic activity. But can blandness be related
to critique? This seems to be an impossibility of thought. This essay,
nevertheless, tries to reveal the critical significance of “natural
blandness” by undertaking a close reading of the interpretation which
French philosopher and sinologist Frangois Jullien provides of Xi
Kang’s (223-262) thought and aesthetics in his book Vital Nourishment. |
suppose that the critical significance of blandness emerges from specific
problems which contemporary critical thought faces when trying to deal
with the possibility of critique within the realm of a philosophy of
immanence. For Jullien, thought and aesthetics of the Chinese literati is
characterized by an absolutization of immanence, leading to an overall
conformism connected to the idea of a harmony between men and
heaven. Jullien concludes that the idea of harmony developed by
Chinese literati is fundamentally uncritical and thus lacks any “utopian
value”. But is the dissolution of absolute transcendence not a crucial
issue of modern and contemporary European thought? What about the
discussions on the insufficiency of absolute immanence? And is not the
relation between immanence and critique at the center of reflections on
the possibility of critical theory today? This essay tries to enter the
transcultural dynamics of immanence as a contemporary problem
through relating blandness and critique.

Key Terms: Blandness, Critique, Immanence, Xi Kang, Francois Jullien
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