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Freedom and Nihility: Mou Zongsan’s
Dual Judgment of “Personality of Renowned

Elite” in the Case of Jia Baoyu

Xu Xiaoyu
(Postdoctoral Fellow, School of Chinese Language and Literature

South China Normal University )

Abstract

When Mou Zongsan discussed the philosophical discourse of Wei and Jin
dynasties, he classified and made differentiating evaluations of renowned scholars
of Neo-Taoism in history, believing that a “ personality of renowned elite”
emerged at that time. In addition to using Ruan Ji and other historical figures as
representatives, he also cited the fictional example of Jia Baoyu as portrayed in
Dream of the Red Chamber. Mou believesthat Baoyu has typical characteristics of
a “personality of renowned elite” — in other words, endowed with an “ethereal
spirit” and being an “abandoned talent of the world,” he embodies an “artistic
realm” and “aesthetic freedom.” Therefore, Mou Zongsan greatly appreciates its
aesthetic value. But at the same time, he also “cursed” Jia Baoyu’s nihilistic
pathology and lamented his inability to develop the “freedom of moral subject.”
This double-sided judgment is not only an extension of his earlier discussion of
Dream of the Red Chamber through the theory of tragedy, but is also closely
related to his middle age contemplation of the “learning of life” and the
dichotomy of “exhausting the Li” and “exhausting the Qi” in the spirit of Chinese
culture. He has always had a “Baoyu complex:” in his early years, he discussed
Dream of the Red Chamber and Jia Baoyu through the theory of tragedy; In

middle age, he used Jia Baoyu as representative of the “ Wei and Jin sensibility” ,
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appreciating the abundance of “natural life” on the one hand while lamenting his
lack of “rational life” on the other. In his use of the concept “life” and his
division of its levels, there is a certain degree of hesitation and uncertainty, which
inevitably leads to his dual judgment of Jia Baoyu’s “ personality of renowned

elite.”

Keywords: Jia Baoyu, personality of renowned elite, freedom of aesthetics,

nihilism, learning of life



