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Abstract

In literary criticism, aesthetic pursuits such as “fusion of scene and emotion” and “unity of object
and self” are often loosely subsumed under a single category. In fact, they encompass two distinct
mechanisms of aesthetic criticism: the “annihilative” mode represented by Wang Guowei’s “realm
of no-self” and the “projective” mode represented by Zhu Guangqian’s theory of “empathy”. This pa-
per aims to compare the core differences between these two critical approaches, clarify their re-
spective logics of application and boundaries of applicability in the interpretation of literary texts,
address the prevalent lack of differentiation in existing scholarship, and provide more precise ana-
lytical tools for literary-critical practice. Employing a method of textual case analysis, this study ex-
amines the two paradigms from three core dimensions—cultural-philosophical origins, affective
states of the subject, and subject-object relations. It selects both classical and modern literary mas-
terpieces for comparative analysis: Tao Yuanming’'s Drinking Wine and Wu Jingzi’'s “The Scholars”
are examined in light of the annihilative mode, while Li Bai’s “Sitting Alone in Mount Jingting” and
the episode of Daiyu burying flowers in Cao Xueqin’s Dream of the Red Chamber are analyzed
through the projective mode. In addition, Xin Qiji’s “Congratulations to the Groom” and Xu Zhimo’s
“Saying Goodbye to Cambridge Again” are discussed to explore hybrid forms where the two modes
converge. The findings reveal that Wang Guowei’s annihilative mode—the “realm of no-self’—pur-
sues the retreat of the subject, the immersion of the human into the object, and an objective, dispas-
sionate presentation that realizes an equal unity of self and thing, producing a restrained and dis-
tancing aesthetic effect. By contrast, Zhu Guanggian’s projective mode—the theory of empathy—
emphasizes the outward projection of the subject’s emotions, personifying external objects to
achieve affective resonance, resulting in an immersive and sympathetic aesthetic effect. The study
demonstrates that neither mode is inherently superior to the other; rather, each is suited to texts
of distinct aesthetic qualities: the “no-self’ realm applies to texts characterized by ethereal tran-
quility and the dissolution of subjectivity, whereas the empathy theory applies to intensely lyrical,
personified texts marked by the outward projection of the subject. The conclusions offer a clearer
analytical framework for literary-critical practice and enable critics to more precisely excavate the
diverse aesthetic values embedded in literary texts.
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