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Reconsidering “Aesthetic Education instead of Religion”
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Abstract

In the early 20th century, Cai Yuanpei proposed the proposition of “replacing religion with aesthetic education.” This issue not
only elevated the disciplinary status of aesthetics and bridged Chinese aesthetics with modernity, but also charted a path toward
achieving absolute human freedom. However, this proposition has sparked extensive debates within the field of aesthetics and across
other disciplines. These controversies, rooted in specific historical contexts, manifest as questions about the feasibility of replacing
religion with aesthetic education, with their core lying in the exploration of humanity’s transcendence. This paper first examines the
historical background of “replacing religion with aesthetic education,” highlighting its response to the era’s demands for national
salvation and survival. It then analyzes the theoretical basis of this proposition, demonstrating that the unique role of aesthetics in
both the phenomenal and noumenal realms provides a viable foundation for religious substitution. Finally, it discusses the practical
significance of aesthetic education, seeking its essence in the interplay between rationality and sensibility, Eastern and Western
traditions, as well as human anxieties about finitude and aspirations for infinity.
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