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The intersection of Marxist theory and aesthetic philosophy represents one of the most complex and intellectually 

fruitful domains of the 20th century. While traditional Marxism often relegated art and culture to a secondary 

position within the 'superstructure,' the emergence of Aesthetic Marxism sought to reposition the aesthetic 

experience as a central site of political resistance, subjective formation, and revolutionary praxis. This article 

provides an in-depth technical analysis of Chinese aesthetic Marxists, examining their theoretical frameworks, 

historical development, and the profound dialogues they maintained with Western contemporaries such as Theodor 

Adorno, Walter Benjamin, and Fredric Jameson. Specifically, we explore the scholarship of Kang Liuand other key

figures who mapped the unique trajectory of Chinese intellectual thought through the lens of aestheticized politics.

The Theoretical Framework of Aesthetic Marxism

Aesthetic Marxism is characterized by the belief that the liberation of the human subject cannot be achieved 

through economic or political restructuring alone. Instead, it posits that the aesthetic dimension—the realm of

sensory perception, art, and cultural form—is essential for overcoming the alienation inherent in both capitalist and

bureaucratic socialist societies. In the Chinese context, this took on a unique urgency as scholars sought to

synthesize traditional Chinese ontology with dialectical materialism.

The Hegelian-Marxist Lineage

To understand the technical foundations of Chinese Aesthetic Marxism, one must first recognize its roots in the 

Hegelian concept of Subjectivity (Zhutixing). Unlike the orthodox Soviet 'Reflection Theory,' which viewed art as a 

mere mirror of economic reality, Chinese Marxists like Li Zehou and Zhu Guangqian argued that the aesthetic acts 

as a mediator. They utilized a framework of historical sedimentation, where cultural forms are seen as the

crystallized essence of human social practice over millennia.

Key Mechanisms of Aesthetic Mediation

•  Subjective Reconstruction: The process of using aesthetic education to transform the individual into a 

revolutionary subject.

•  Ideological Interpellation: Borrowing from Louis Althusser, this mechanism explains how the state 'calls' to 

individuals through cultural rituals.

•  Totalization: The Lukácsian concept of viewing society as a whole, rather than fragmented parts, through the 

lens of artistic form.

Comparative Analysis: Chinese vs. Western Marxist Aesthetics

The dialogue between Chinese and Western Marxists was not a one-way transfer of ideas but a complex 

comparative exchange. While Western thinkers often focused on the 'culture industry' as a tool of capitalist 

domination, Chinese thinkers were frequently concerned with the role of aesthetics in national salvation and state-

building.



Technical Comparison Matrix

The following table outlines the fundamental differences in focus and methodology between the Western Critical

Theory tradition and the Chinese Aesthetic Marxist tradition.



Feature/Focus Western Aesthetic Marxism 
(Frankfurt School)

Chinese Aesthetic Marxism (Post-
Mao/1980s)

Primary Conflict Capitalist Alienation / Mass Culture Feudalism / Dogmatic Orthodoxy

Role of Art Negative Critique / Autonomy Social Transformation / Subjectivity

Key Influences Hegel, Freud, Weber Marx, Kant, Traditional Chinese 
Thought

Goal of Theory Deconstructing Hegemony Constructing Modern Subjectivity

View of the State Critical / Adversarial Pedagogical / Instrumental

The Synthesis of Kang Liu

In his seminal work, Aesthetics and Marxism: Chinese Aesthetic Marxists and Their Western Contemporaries , 

Kang Liu argues that the Chinese tradition did not merely copy Western models. Instead, Chinese intellectuals 

adapted Western concepts to address the specific 'overdetermination' of Chinese history. Liu identifies the Yan'an 

Talksby Mao Zedong as a technical turning point where aesthetics became a formal instrument of the state, a

concept he compares to the Western 'Ideological State Apparatuses.'

Core Mechanics of the Chinese Aesthetic Shift

The development of Chinese Marxist aesthetics can be categorized into three distinct technical phases, each

defined by a specific approach to the relationship between the base and the superstructure.

Phase 1: The May Fourth Heritage (The Foundation)

During this period, intellectuals like Cai Yuanpeiproposed 'replacing religion with aesthetic education.' The

technical goal was to use beauty as a secular tool for modernizing the Chinese psyche. This provided the proto-

Marxist infrastructure for later theories of aesthetic subjectivity.

Phase 2: The Maoist Aestheticized Politics

Maoism transformed aesthetics into a procedural workflow for mass mobilization. The technical execution 

involved:Nationalization of Form: Adopting local folk styles to house revolutionary content.Massification: 

Ensuring the 'readability' of art to serve the proletariat, effectively blurring the line between high art and 

propaganda.Emotional Engineering:Utilizing revolutionary opera and poetry to cultivate a specific set of

revolutionary affects.

Phase 3: The 1980s 'Aesthetic Fever' (Meixue Re)

Following the Cultural Revolution, Chinese intellectuals returned to aesthetics as a way to reclaim the 'human' from 

the 'political.' This era focused on Li Zehou's Sedimentation Theory , which technically modeled how historical

human practices (Praxis) are converted into internal psychological structures through aesthetic experience.

Technical Workflow: Mapping the Influence of Western Contemporaries

The interaction between Chinese Marxists and their Western counterparts (Adorno, Benjamin, Jameson) follows a

specific algorithmic path of intellectual translation and adaptation. Below is a breakdown of how Western concepts

were 're-coded' within the Chinese context.



1. The Reception of Walter Benjamin

Western Focus: The 'Aura' of the work of art and its decay in the age of mechanical reproduction. Chinese

Adaptation: Analyzing the 'Aura' of the revolutionary leader and the technical reproduction of the 'Mao Image' as a

source of political legitimacy.

2. The Integration of Fredric Jameson

Western Focus: Postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism. Chinese Adaptation: Jameson's 1985

lectures at Peking University provided the technical vocabulary for Chinese scholars to analyze their own emerging

market economy and the 'schizophrenic' nature of rapid modernization.

3. Adorno’s Negative Dialectics

Western Focus: The impossibility of poetry after Auschwitz; the refusal of reconciliation. Chinese Adaptation: A

critique of the 'Harmony' (Hexie) model, emphasizing the internal contradictions within the Chinese socialist project.

Procedural Implementation: How to Study Aesthetic Marxism

For researchers and students of cultural studies, analyzing these traditions requires a structured methodological

approach. Follow these steps to conduct a comparative technical analysis:

1.  Identify the Textual Corpus: Select key works from both traditions (e.g., Liu's Aesthetics and Marxism vs. 

Adorno's Aesthetic Theory).

2.  Establish Contextual Parameters: Define the historical pressure points (e.g., the 1989 events in China vs. the 

post-war disillusionment in Europe).

3.  Isolate Key Variables: Compare definitions of Praxis, Subjectivity, and Modernity.

4.  Analyze the Logic of Form: Determine how the 'form' of the argument (linear, dialectical, or aphoristic) 

reflects the underlying ideology.

5.  Evaluate the Socio-Political Impact: Measure how these theories influenced actual cultural policy or artistic 

production in their respective regions.

Case Study: The 'Subjectivity' Debate of the 1980s

One of the most significant applications of Aesthetic Marxism occurred during the 1980s in China. The debate 

centered on whether the 'Subject' was a product of class struggle or a biological/historical entity. Li Zehou utilized a 

technical synthesis of Kant's Critique of Judgment and Marx's Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844to

argue for a 'Humanized Nature.' 

Technical Result: This allowed Chinese intellectuals to bypass the rigid 'Class Character' (Jiejixing) of the Maoist 

era and argue for a universal human aesthetic. This shift was instrumental in the intellectual preparation for the 

reform and opening-up period, demonstrating that aesthetic theory has real-world technocratic utilityin shifting

national policy.

Operational Challenges and Theoretical Failure Modes

Despite its sophistication, the application of Aesthetic Marxism faces several critical challenges:

•  The Risk of Reification: Over-emphasizing the power of aesthetics can lead to a 'culturalism' that ignores the 

material realities of production and labor.

•  Totalitarian Co-option: As seen in the Maoist era, aestheticized politics can easily be weaponized to suppress 

individual dissent in favor of a monolithic state aesthetic.



•  Eurocentrism: There is a recurring challenge in ensuring that Chinese concepts (like Qiyun or Tian-ren He-yi) 

are not subordinated to Western terminology during comparative analysis.

Broader Implications for Global Theory

The legacy of Chinese Aesthetic Marxists and their dialogue with the West proves that Marxism is not a static

dogma but a living, breathing technical framework capable of profound localized adaptation. In the contemporary

era, as digital culture and AI-generated art redefine the 'Aesthetic Dimension,' the insights of Kang Liu and his

predecessors remain more relevant than ever. They remind us that the struggle for human liberation is inextricably

linked to our ability to perceive, create, and experience beauty outside the constraints of commodification and

control.

By understanding the technical nuances of these debates, modern scholars can better navigate the complexities of 

global cultural politics, ensuring that the 'Aesthetic' remains a site of critical inquiry and potential transformation 

rather than just a tool for passive consumption. The synthesis of Chinese and Western Marxist aesthetics offers a 

robust model for a polycentric intellectual history, one that respects the specificities of local conditions while

striving for a universal understanding of human freedom.
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