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The Function of Cultural Criticism in a Changing
World: An Interview with Stefan Collini

Jiang Huiling & Stefan Collini

Abstract: This interview with Stefan Collini examines the function of cultural
criticism in a changing world. The interview focuses on topics like the tradition
of Cambridge literary criticism, the Two Cultures Controversy, scientific selection
and Al literature, the roles of intellectuals, and ideas about universities. Stefan
Collini expresses his continuing commitment to scholarly values in the context of
the development and changes in the new era. Collini’s insights suggest a nuanced
and multifaceted approach to literary and cultural studies. With an emphasis on
intellectual adaptability, Collini’s perspective on intellectuals highlights their
evolving role, influenced by changes in media and communication. Ultimately,
Collini considers universities as the home of free inquiry. He understands liberal
education as a broader sort of education which attempts to equip people with mental
and cultural capacities which should be used for any kind of employment.
Keywords: Stefan Collini; literary and cultural criticism; scientific selection and Al
literature; the roles of intellectuals; ideas about universities

Authors: Jiang Huiling is Associate Professor at Department of Foreign Language
Education for Non-Majors, Dalian University of Foreign Languages (Dalian
116044, China), and Visiting Scholar at the University of Cambridge. Her primary
research interests include 20" century British literature and cultural studies (Email:
jianghuiling@dlufl.edu.cn). Stefan Collini is Emeritus Professor of Intellectual
History and English Literature at the University of Cambridge, and a Fellow of
the British Academy. He works principally on the relations between literature and
intellectual history in Britain from the mid-nineteenth century to the present (Email:
sc107@cam.ac.uk).
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Jiang Huiling (Jiang for short hereafter): Professor Collini, thank you very
much for offering me this valuable opportunity to interview you. I admire your
remarkable expertise in British literature and intellectual history. I am deeply
impressed by your words in “Postscript” of The Nostalgic Imagination: History in
English Criticism (2019) that “writing history inevitably involves the use of both
the telescope and the microscope” (208). I think the saying is very poetic. Today our
interview will basically cover the areas of literary and cultural criticism, the Two
Cultures Controversy, scientific selection and Al literature, the roles of intellectuals
and ideas about universities—either by looking back through a telescope at lineages,
or by conducting a close examination under a microscope on specific questions.

Shall we begin from the area of literary criticism? As a visiting scholar to the
Faculty of English of the University of Cambridge, I attended many lectures during
the past three terms. I found that literary criticism is a main course and the names
of literary critics like I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis and Raymond Williams were
repeated again and again. They have great influence on Cambridge literary criticism.
Could you please recall the origin and its development? May I know your way of
teaching this course?

Stefan Collini (Collini for short hereafter): Well, I’'ll start with the history
because I think it is important to understand that the teaching of English in
Cambridge began much later than in other British universities. In the 19" century,
courses were set up in British universities such as Manchester, Leeds and Liverpool
and then eventually at the end of the 19" century in Oxford. And at that time, the
style of work was heavily historical, and there was a lot of emphasis on biographical
information, and a lot of emphasis on contextual information indeed, just a lot of

emphasis on information. Students were required to learn a lot about the writers and
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their historical settings.

Cambridge at that point didn’t have a separate course of English. When it was
established first in 1917, and then the English Faculty was established in 1926,
the approach to the study of literature was changing. Especially in Cambridge, the
emphasis was much more on looking closely at the literary text itself, rather than on
the historical information about the text or author. This is why I. A. Richards, who
taught in Cambridge in the 1920s, became so important: he devised this experiment
which he called “practical criticism,” which involved getting students to comment
on poems when he had hidden the details of authorship and context. They only had,
as it was put, “the words on the page.”

Criticism of that kind, attempting to elucidate the meaning of “the words on the
page,” became more central and really very distinctive of Cambridge. Since then,
that style of close criticism has become very widespread. In the United States, in the
middle decades of the twentieth century, New Criticism really was doing something
similar. Most courses now involve some of this kind of attention to the text. But the
Cambridge Faculty of course remains rather proud of this origin and many of the
people who teach here have themselves studied practical criticism and been to some
extent shaped by it.

I taught it for many years, as you know. And I think the exercise of getting
students to do practical criticism is one of the most valuable pedagogical exercises
in teaching literature. The students can’t prepare their answers; they can’t simply
unload information. They have to respond to the words put in front of them in a
particular text. So I think for that reason, Cambridge has continued to emphasize
this. It plays an important part in the undergraduate course. That’s why you have

come across so many references to it in lectures and classes.

Jiang: I see. Thank you. In The Nostalgic Imagination, you focused on the
roles a number of prominent literary critics played in Britain between 1920 and
1960. You mention that “all literature has a pastoral dimension” (113). May I know
your purpose of writing that book?

Collini: What I said in answer to your previous question was about those
figures who are famous for having concentrated very much on “the words on the
page” as close critics of the text. It is often assumed that those figures have very
little to say about history. So what I was trying to do in The Nostalgic Imagination
was to show that in fact, although they did concentrate on close reading of the text,
there were many historical assumptions buried in their work. And I tried to show

how they developed those between 1920 and 1960, and how teaching literature
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in that style, especially as developed by people like F. R. Leavis and Raymond
Williams, came to serve as a form of cultural history. That was really to change
the emphasis, if you like, in the interpretation of that school of critics, to say not
that they were ahistorical but that there were historical assumptions in their work,
even though their explicit methodology emphasizes looking closely at the text, not
history. So that was the purpose of that book.

Jiang: Still in The Nostalgic Imagination, 1 notice the sentence: “In helping
to promote the divorce of reason from the feelings, Bacon ‘points forward to the
conscious and unconscious utilitarianism of the nineteenth century of which we
ourselves are the embarrassed heirs’ (Knights 109) that characterized that much-
demonized century” (Collini, The Nostalgic Imagination 97-98). Speaking of the
“divorce of reason from the feelings” and the rise of industrial civilization, how can
we understand better T. S. Eliot’s concept of “dissociation of sensibility” and F. R.
Leavis’s “organic community”?

Collini: I think the quotation you referred to there comes from L. C. Knights’s
discussion of Bacon and the seventeenth-century dissociation of sensibility. He is
interested in what was often called “the scientific revolution” or “rise of scientific
modes of thought” and so on. I think the part which you quote is where he is
expressing, when he’s writing in the early twentieth century, a reaction against
that scientific mode, emphasizing some of its undesirable consequences, perhaps
of industrialism and industrial society. It is not a view of my own you are quoting
there, it is a view of L.C. Knights’s which I’'m discussing.

But that view was quite closely tied to T. S. Eliot’s famous conception of
“dissociation of sensibility,” where he suggested something happened to the mind
of poets, and more generally to the mind of England, so that reasons and emotions,
roughly speaking, became separated. And he went on to claim that it was only in the
poetry in his own time that a way was being found to re-unite them. That, of course,
was not an interpretation of poetic history that everyone endorsed even at the time.

Similarly, I think Leavis’s emphasis on the “organic community” was a way
of criticising the present, especially the present as formed by industrial society,
and he was looking back with some nostalgia to an age which was thought to be
more organic, where relations were more direct and human, not so much based
on machines and on economic exploitation and so on. So again in his case, there
is a nostalgic yearning for some imagined past, something he used to criticize the
present. Again, I think I would say very few people now endorse this particular way

of thinking, but it had considerable persuasive purchase in the 1930s and earlier,



The Function of Cultural Criticism in a Changing World / Jiang Huiling & Stefan Collini | 243

even though it subsequently fell out of favour.

Jiang: What about the present situation? Do you think that it is deteriorating?

Collini: I can’t answer for whatever state or states people may think the
world is in now. But I do think there is a tendency for people, when they encounter
features of their own time and their own society which they don’t like or disapprove
of, to assume that it was better before. Especially as people get older, they are prone
to do this more and more—everything was better in the old days, and things have
all gone to the bad now. I’ve written quite a lot both in Absent Minds and in The
Nostalgic Imagination criticizing that kind of nostalgia. I think it simplifies the past
and simplifies the present as well. It runs too many different things together. It is
nearly impossible to say in any general way whether things, whatever that means,
were better in the past—better for whom?—than they are now. It is often just a way
of complaining about the ways things are now. And I think if we take a broad view
of the question, for most people on the planet, it is surely better to be alive now than
in any time in history. It may not be true for some Western white middle-class men,
who used to have more privilege, but now that privilege is more challenged. That
in itself is not a reason to generalize and say that “the world” is getting worse. |
remain, I think, quite a trenchant critic of those forms of declinism and nostalgia for

this imagined better past.

Jiang: I am interested in British literature that is closely related to society and
politics between 1930s and 1960s. Can the novels portraying the society in this
period be categorized as Neorealism?

Collini: I don’t have much to say about this, to be honest. As you know, for
that question, the period, especially between 1910 and 1940, is often spoken of as
the period of Modernism, in poetry, the novel, and also in some other arts such as
painting and music. And Modernism is traditionally thought to be marked by a sense
of experiment, using different forms, involving dislocations of ordinary narrative or
ordinary time sequence, rather than any illusion of realistic portrayal, and so on—a
style of work associated, I suppose, in the novel particularly with people like James
Joyce or Virginia Woolf.

I think it is true to say that in the succeeding decades, particularly perhaps the
1940s and 1950s, there was something of a reaction against that and a move back
to a kind of realism, a kind of social description which attempted to portray society
in a familiar type of narrative progression. I know from correspondence with you

that you’re interested in C. P. Snow as one of these, and he would be certainly
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an example of this. I mean, that very long sequence of Snow’s novels from 1940
onwards certainly could be called a kind of realist novel. But also in poetry, I don’t
know which figures you’ve come across, but people like Philip Larkin and for a
while, Kingsley Amis, and Donald Davie—these figures also wanted to get back
to what they saw as a more commonsensical, down-to-earth account of human
existence as represented in literature. So I think to that extent there is some sense
you can talk about a return of realism in those decades.

Jiang: Yes. It seems that you have written in a similar way in public writing.
In Common Writing: Essays on Literary Culture and Public Debate (2016), you
focused on literary culture, media and public debate. You explained the title of the
book that you “hope that the title phrases do suggest the presence of a literary form
that is deeply familiar” (1). I am wondering what your inspiration of writing that
book is.

Collini: Well, I should say, as you perhaps know, that I quite often write
articles and essays for periodicals such as the London Review of Books or the Times
Literary Supplement, and it’s a kind of writing that I have done for many years
and that I enjoy. It’s a little bit different from ordinary scholarly writing because
although it’s for a very sophisticated audience, a highly educated intelligent
audience, it’s not a specialist audience. The readers may be professionals in many
fields, and even the academics among them may not be only in English or History.
So writing for that kind of readership requires different sorts of tone, and different
sorts of exposition. You can’t quite assume everything you might if you write for
experts, but on the other hand, you must absolutely not write down to them.

So reading articles of that kind, in those periodicals, is a common experience.
Perhaps we do it on Fridays: the periodical comes through the letter box, we sit
down, have a cup of coffee and read an article. So writing of that type can be
considered a form of “common writing”: it happens frequently, it’s not addressed to
a narrow group, but to a wider group of non-specialist readers. So I wanted to write
a series of essays that explore that kind of writing addressed to that kind of audience

and that’s what that book represents.

Jiang: Thanks. These days, when we come to literary theories, new dimensions
like queer studies, new materialist criticism and distant reading are being paid more
attention to. What do you think of the new trends in literary theories?

Collini: Well, so again there are a lot of different trends there. Surely what
has happened in the last forty or fifty years is that new groups, social groups, have
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come into education, come into the world of culture, going beyond the narrow small
selection as it was in the first half of the twentieth century, and they have brought
fresh concerns into play. So, one of the most obvious would be to say that as the
number of women in public life and education grew, much more attention was
devoted to questions about feminist reading and to the work of women writers. That
seems to me a wholly desirable beneficial development as new groups come on the
scene, and they help transform what we pay attention to. Similarly, I think with gay
and queer writing, it has been very much recognized in the last generation as an
expression of social movements as well as literary methodological fashions. And
to me, these are things we should welcome. This is part of the democratization of
literary studies.

I have to say that my own work is not in that style. My work remains a
combination of close criticism and historical contextual interpretation. Although
I’ve learned from some of these trends particularly from deconstruction, which
has drawn our attention to the instability of meaning and language—to, if you like,
the playfulness or apparently metaphoric nature of so much that is treated as plain
statement. Language escapes us in certain ways, it’s not simply something we
command, and I have learned a lot from works in that tradition, just as a bit earlier
I learned a lot from Marxist literary criticism, its attention to the role of, broadly
speaking, economic determinism, the clash of classes and so on in culture. So I am
sympathetic to those, but my own style of work, what I’ve written in the last thirty
years doesn’t correspond to any one of those. It’s much more a mixture of close

criticism and historical context.

Jiang: Similarly, there is a tendency that science fiction and climate fiction are
becoming increasingly popular these days. I think this is due to the change of time.
As we all know, it is a time of Al and Anthropocene. But I think that the charm of
classic novels of the mid-20" century can never be eclipsed. So how should I study
these old novels in the new era?

Collini: The new era is a response to new developments, which literature is
obviously always taking into account at present. The enhanced attention to climate
change is bound to generate different perspectives—sometimes extremely long
historical perspective—that think of the present as part of the Anthropocene beyond
historical time. So those things will become material for literature.

I suppose the question you ask is, if that is the case, does it change, should it
change, the way you deal with the old novels from this earlier period? And I’m not
sure that it should. It depends a little bit what contemporary debates or discussion
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you want to relate to. If you’re principally trying to get the attention of scholars of
fiction in the twentieth century in Britain, then it seems to me the very traditional
way in which you have been approaching C. P. Snow would be right, because that’s
going to bring up his characters, novels, and their relations to the themes that he was
writing about fifty, sixty or seventy years ago. But if you wanted to make Snow’s
novels seem more fashionable for a generation, which is now absorbed by different
questions, maybe you could find anticipations of climate crisis in Snow and his
worries about the role of science and so on, solving the world’s problems including
the problem of hunger.

But my point is, you would have to in some way read back dominant
contemporary concerns into Snow’s work if you wanted your writing to attract the
attention of those who are absorbed in those debates in the present. I don’t think
you have to do that. Scholarship is on the whole an escape from topicality, and
scholarship is attempting to understand these things in their own terms, often in
their own time. So there’s no need to do that. But of course, you know, as you say,
the world has changed and people have their own different preoccupations from the
world in 1950.

Jiang: That makes sense. Thanks for your encouragement. Then we are
going to talk about cultural criticism. C. P. Snow’s The Two Cultures has been well
received in China. It has been translated into Chinese, with your long and inspiring
“Introduction,” which gave me great enlightenment on the understanding of the
Two Cultures Controversy. In What Are Universities For? (2012), you mention that
“In 2009, those studying pure ‘humanities’ subjects accounted only for some 11%
of undergraduate and 9% of postgraduates in British universities” (32). In China
today, I notice that there is also a tendency of declining of enrollment in disciplines
like humanities in universities. I am wondering what your definition of “culture” is.
What are the situations of disciplines today?

Collini: First, just go back to C. P. Snow’s the “Two Cultures.” You know from
the “Introduction” that I wrote that I think it is often a very misleading concept. I
think I say somewhere in that “Introduction” we might as well say “two hundred
and two cultures” (xliv), it just depends on how you want to divide these things up.
I think Snow exaggerated what he saw in his own time as the neglect of science and
the scientifically trained. I don’t start from Snow’s position. One of the difficulties
in writing that “Introduction” was to try to make it accessible to a wide audience,
without agreeing with or endorsing it.

Then, moving on to the figures about the numbers in humanities in British
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universities (and much the same is true around the world). There is surely a long
process of historical change at work here: in the nineteenth century and the first
half of the twentieth century, the regard for traditional notions of culture focused on
things like literature, history and classics was very high and those became staples
of university courses. As time has gone on, there has been much less deference
towards a traditional concept of high culture and many more sorts of concerns
have come into the university—for example, the growth of the social sciences has
been a twentieth century phenomenon. And then in the last few decades the growth
of much more vocational and applied courses; management or business studies
is the most popular at the moment, but you can do courses —I expect the same is
true in China—you can do courses in Event Management, you can do courses in
Aeronautical Engineering, you can do courses in a great many things. And so the
numbers within these expanded universities, who are doing humanities inevitably
declined because the number doing these other things has greatly increased.

You can tell me about China, but in the last six, eight or ten years in Britain
and the United States, there has been a very sharp decline in the numbers doing
humanities subjects, English and foreign languages in particular. And I think
that partly has to do with the new fee system in Britain, in which students feel
themselves very heavily in debt when they graduate and they think they ought
to find some subjects which will enable them to earn a lot of money and pay off
the debt. And it is partly the result of a propaganda campaign by the government
and others to say scientific or applied scientific subjects are the most worthwhile
and that’s what people should study. So I think this is a difficult situation for the
humanities now to face, which is to make a case for the humanities when it’s
surrounded by a lot of opinions and a lot of noise about the ways in which they’re
becoming, as critics say, irrelevant or outdated. They are not at all irrelevant or

outdated, of course, but we have to make the case better.

Jiang: Then let’s come to the Two Cultures Controversy. In the “Introduction”
to Leavis’s Two Cultures? The Significance of C. P. Snow (2013), you write about
the challenge of cultural criticism. You mention the possibility that Leavis plays
“the role of ‘slow criticism’ which, by its indirection and arrest, causes readers to
lose their habitually confident footing and to stumble into more probing or reflective
thinking” (48). Do you think that the Richmond lecture could be considered as a
classic of cultural criticism?

Collini: The short answer is yes. I mean, it’s often much attacked because he

was so vehement in his criticism of Snow, and it seems so personal. And it’s true
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that it is quite a fierce attack, but really what Leavis was doing, as I try to explain
in that “Introduction,” is to undermine Snow’s authority, to show that he doesn’t
have a position of great intellectual eminence from which he pronounces in this
way. He is actually not a distinguished scientist and he’s actually not a distinguished
novelist. So to do that kind of thing, I think, requires particular rhetorical strategies
on Leavis’s part, and one of them is to challenge everyday terms and everyday
descriptions. That’s really where the issue about “slow criticism” comes in, to try
to make people hesitate and think again about these terms. So in those ways, not
necessarily because of his personal attack on Snow, but because of his strategy of

critique, I think it is a small classic of cultural criticism.

Jiang: Surely it is. In Leavis’ lecture, he makes his point clear by way of
analogy to Al with the satirical claim that Snow’s novels “are composed for him by
an electronic brain called Charlie, into which the instructions are fed in the form of
the chapter-headings” (Leavis 57). For Leavis, it is unlikely that a machine could
possess the creativity of a novelist. However, we cannot deny that we have come to
the era of “scientific selection” after “ethical selection” and we have to deal with
the interdependent relationship between science and human beings. As Professor
Nie Zhenzhao mentions in his article, AIGC (Artificial Intelligence Generated
Content) literature is imitating human beings in terms of composing literary texts
and “will foster the emergence of virtual AIGC digital writers” (Nie, “Scientific
Selection and Al Literature” 9). These narratives seem to “shape our understanding
of Al as well as the ways Al is shaped by social, cultural, and historical contexts”
(Matthews 115). Could you please express your views on Artificial Intelligence as a
fast-developing form of scientific culture? Do you think it will change our common
ideas about literary forms and contents, writers and readers, and theories and
criticism?

Collini: Leavis, of course, was making a topical reference to “ERNIE,” the
acronym for the computer which made the selection of winning numbers in the
monthly premium bonds competition. By implication, he was suggesting that Snow
is so blindly committed to scientific and technological thinking that he addresses
literature as a machine might do.

We now live in a very different world, one which has been transformed by the
digital revolution. The development of Al is the most recent stage of this revolution,

one that is so recent, and so fast-moving, that it is difficult for anyone to take its

1 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for
World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.
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measure yet. | am so far from being any kind of expert in this field that I really do
not feel I can comment. Naturally, writers and literary scholars would like to believe
that, however sophisticated Al may become, there will be levels of creativity and
judgment that are beyond it, but I have to say that my cursory reading of news
reports about the astonishing achievements in this field make me wonder whether
even that is true. But this is a topic best left to people younger than I am: I feel
lucky to have lived my own writing life entirely in a pre-Al world!

Jiang: Thanks. In such a changing world, as you mention in Absent Minds:
Intellectuals in Britain (2006), convictions that the twin forces of “academic
specialization” (162) and “mass celebrity” (480) signal the demise of the
intellectual. How do you define “intellectual” and what responsibility should
intellectuals in the contemporary age bear?

Collini: Another small question! First, I’d like to say about that book that I
am, of course, attacking another version of declinism, which is to say the view that
there were real intellectuals in the past, but now because of media popularization,
on the one hand, and academic specialization, on the other, they’ve died out,
they’ve become extinct. So I challenge that view. That’s why I discussed those two
supposed trends in order to say no, and similar forces have been at work for a very
long time. It’s not the case that once there were real intellectuals, but now they have
become extinct.

After all, when we talk about intellectuals, we’ve got to think about a variety
of ways in which figures who have some kind of specialist expertise address wider
audiences on matters of public concerns. What expertise they have changes over
history. There is not one template for being an intellectual: those figures who can
command public attention on the basis of some intellectual authority and then
use that to address matters of public or political concern are going to be called
intellectuals.

So I don’t think there is one way to do it right. I think we always have such
figures with us. It’s not that they used to exist and died out or whatever. It is that
those forms of communication change. Now, maybe quite a few people who would
be called intellectuals use podcasts, which, of course, didn’t exist at all a generation
ago. As with much use of the Internet and social media generally, those are all
channels of communication. So how we understand what intellectuals do has to
adapt to those new forms of communication. There are still intellectuals around who

are using them, and I suspect they are never going to die out.
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Jiang: Thank you. I appreciate your conviction. In your just-out book What
Is Cultural Criticism? (2024), you and Francis Mulhern grapple with problems of
literature, politics and intellectual practice. It originates from two opposing critical
traditions: the elite pessimism of “Kulturkritik” and the populist enthusiasms of
“Cultural Studies” (32-33). Your opinion is: Tension between culture and politics
there may be, but it worked productively in both directions. Could you kindly give
some examples to illustrate this point?

Collini: Well, I think in a way you have to look at the book to get the
illustration. I should explain perhaps that this began with Francis Mulhern
publishing his book Culture/ Metaculture and my being asked to review it for New
Left Review. Then he wrote a piece in New Left Review, responding to my critique.
And so I wrote a piece responding to that, and we both then wrote further pieces. So
it’s a debate that grew up out of his book, and those two traditions you mentioned,
Kulturkritik and popular cultural studies, are the ones he contrasts within that book.
So I am attempting in my half of the book to, as it were, open up the field of cultural
criticism, to allow things other than political perspectives or affiliations to come in,
to allow the play of imagination, and to allow for the value of drawing on literature
and the other arts in forms of public debate. But my view as expressed in the book
will, I think, only make sense in the dialogue with Francis Mulhern’s part of the
book. It’s not any kind of freestanding statement, and in that sense, it’s very much a

jointly-authored work.

Jiang: Well, speaking of the relationship between culture and politics, it
reminds me of Max Weber’s two famous lectures: “Science as a Vocation” and
“Politics as a Vocation.” For example, Weber advocates “plain intellectual integrity”
(156) in the context of the “disenchantment of the world” (155). What do you think
of his ideas?

Collini: You ask such small questions! Well, I’ve quite often quoted Weber
from those lectures because I’'m very much an admirer of them. Especially, when he
says at one point in “Science as Vocation™ that the scholar needs “to put on blinkers”
(135) against the present, and needs to shut out the contemporary world so that they
focus on their scholarship. And I think that’s a particularly relevant point today. We
put a lot of emphasis now on the impact of scholarly work in the world “outside”,
of reaching out and addressing topical concerns and great issues and that’s all good.
But scholarship also has its own imperatives and sometimes it needs to shut out the
topical and just concentrate on that. I think Weber gave a long-lived, very powerful,

expression to those views. I’'m very admiring of those lectures.



The Function of Cultural Criticism in a Changing World / Jiang Huiling & Stefan Collini | 251

Jiang: Me too. Next, let’s come to universities. In What Are Universities For?
(2012), you have re-stated a familiar view of the nature and function of universities.
You mention that John Henry Newman’s The Idea of a University (1873) is highly
valued for its defence of the ideal of a “liberal education.” For example, American
scholar Frank Turner’s words are quoted, “No work in the English language has
exerted more influence on the public ideals of higher education” (40). May I know
your understanding and attitude towards “liberal education”?

Collini: Of course, the phrase is associated with Newman, but it is used to
mean a variety of things over various periods since his time. I think the element
that has remained important from Newman is the idea that education at university
level should be in some sense a training of the powers of the mind, not simply a
preparation for one form of specialized employment. And when we use it today, in a
very different world from Newman’s and with different sorts of universities, I think
the tendency is for it to mean that attention is primarily given to the processes of
thinking and understanding and marshaling evidence and so on that can be found in
most disciplines, rather than to preparing people to occupy one particular slot in the
division of labour. So preparing someone to be a dentist perhaps doesn’t normally
get considered as a form of liberal education, but training someone in medicine that
underlies dentistry, leading them to reflect on the categories of information, to see
how causality works and so on—that can be a training of the mind which is often
called “liberal education.” So I don’t think there is one fixed syllabus for it, but the
way the term is now used is to concentrate on that broader sort of education which
attempts to equip people with mental and cultural capacities which should be used
for any kind of employment, and for the improvement of our understanding of our

lives, rather than as training for a specific job.

Jiang: In What Are Universities For?, you reinforce that the relation of
universities to society’s needs is necessarily an indirect and long-term one, and we
should be cautious about allowing their purposes to be reduced to that of training
for employment and generating economic growth. In your opinion, what would an
ideal university be like?

Collini: There is no ideal university. Universities change over time and
different cultures have different types of universities for different purposes, so there
could be no ideal university. But the other part of question is that, at the moment,
there is emphasis on universities serving economic needs by training people for
employment and by undertaking research which will be commercially or industrially

profitable. And I think it has always been very important to say that universities
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have other functions than that. The character of education goes beyond training for
employment. The character of research and scholarship goes beyond anything that
might be economically profitable. Universities are the home of free inquiry, and
while we protect that kind of academic freedom, we have to let the inquiries go
where they will go, where scholars think it is important intellectually and not try to
direct them all to economic growth.

Jiang: What is the future of higher education? To be more specific, what
qualities should a university graduate have? What can a qualified university teacher
do to cultivate his or her students?

Collini: Well, I think I can only repeat the same answer. What surely should be
aimed at is to encourage our students to become reflective, analytical and skeptical.
That is to say, to challenge, receive opinions, to look for the evidence and where
the evidence is different from what was expected, to change their opinions. So I
don’t think that there’s a single blueprint for this. But universities are, perhaps one
can say, spaces within which free inquiry can happen and we need to keep that
element of freedom about the inquiry. Otherwise, students won’t be encouraged to
be reflective and analytical; they will simply be trained to fill one particular slot in

society.

Jiang: Last but not least, it is said that you have recently completed the book
manuscript: Literature and Learning: A History of English Studies in Britain'.
Would you please share with us briefly what the book is about?

Collini: Yes. It is about English studies as an academic discipline in Britain
from the late eighteenth century until about 1960. So it’s a story of universities, and
of the growth of institutions, courses, syllabuses, appointments and so on. It’s not
a history of literary criticism, it’s a history of the institutions within which English
literature was taught in Britain, from the beginning up to about 1960. And if all goes
well, it should appear in about a year’s time.

Jiang: I look forward to reading that book. Thank you very much for your
generous and enlightening words. Best wishes for you.
Collini: Thank you very much. Best wishes for you and your future career.

1 See Stefan Collini, Literature and Learning: A History of English Studies in Britain, Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2025.
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1. Introduction

Since the early 2000s, Japanese science fiction has undergone a notable shift in
narrative organization, particularly in how agency is distributed between human and
non-human actors. Cultural critics have observed that contemporary Japanese media
increasingly favors modular composition, in which characters, settings, and motifs
function as relatively independent units rather than as elements integrated into a
single, coherent narrative arc, as Azuma notes.' In science fiction of the 2010s,
this tendency becomes apparent as artificial intelligence, automated judgment, and
technologically mediated systems come to structure narrative development.

In these texts, technological development does not appear as a linear extension
of human capacity. Systems and protocols take over decision making, while
mediation renders agency uncertain. Hayles has described how the separation of

information from embodiment reshapes assumptions about subjectivity, while

1 See Hiroki Azuma, Otaku: Japan's Database Animals, translated by Jonathan E. Abel and Shion
Kono, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009, 33-54.
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Braidotti has argued that the posthuman condition destabilizes the figure of the
autonomous human agent within technologically governed environments.' Studies
of Japanese science fiction have often emphasized ethical and philosophical
questions, giving less attention to shifts in agency across narrative time.

Consequently, the temporal organization of motifs has remained underexamined.
Scenes of falling or collapse are usually treated as thematic material rather than as
moments whose narrative placement reshapes agency. Girl-like or non-human female
figures act as mediators within technical systems, as Lamarre has shown.” Existing
accounts rarely address how these functions vary across narrative phases or intersect
with moments of structural transition.

Three representational domains form the basis of the analysis: falling, girl-
related agency, and technological mediation. Each domain is operationalized
through recurrent lexical items and action cues, which are tracked across narrative
segments to examine how their distribution changes over the course of the texts.
Segmenting each work by relative narrative position allows comparison across
different stages of narrative development and highlights points at which multiple
representations shift in close proximity.

Topic modeling traces changes in thematic distribution across narrative phases
and offers an additional view of how meaning clusters at particular positions.
Key representational domains are examined in relation to their distribution across
narrative progression. Particular attention is given to their placement within
narrative time, without presuming in advance how or where they take on structural
significance. The following research questions address these patterns.

RQI1. At which narrative positions do representations of falling concentrate in
BEATLESS and Angels of Johannesburg? Do they accumulate gradually across the
narrative, or emerge through abrupt shifts (DROPs)?

RQ2. How does girl-related agency change across narrative progression in
each work? Where do key turning points intensify or diminish this agency, and how
do these patterns differ between the two texts?

RQ3. How does technological mediation vary across narrative phases, and to
what extent does it converge with or diverge from changes in representations of

falling and girl-related agency at corresponding narrative positions?

1 See N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature,
and Informatics, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999; Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman, Cam-
bridge: Polity Press, 2013.
2 See Thomas Lamarre, The Anime Machine: A Media Theory of Animation, Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2009.
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2. Previous Research and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Falling in Narrative Theory and Science Fiction

Narrative theory has long treated falling as a recurrent motif associated with
disruption and transition. Genette situates moments of descent within broader
structures of narrative change, where shifts in order or perspective interrupt linear
progression.' In science fiction, critics have often read falling as an embodied
index of systemic failure, linking physical descent to breakdowns in political or
technological order. Suvin, for example, connects such moments to estrangement,
where familiar structures lose stability and demand reorientation.”

Yet most existing studies approach falling at the level of symbolism or thematic
meaning. They rarely examine how falling distributes itself across narrative
progression. Whether falling accumulates gradually or concentrates at specific
moments remains largely unaddressed. As a result, the temporal organization of
falling often remains implicit rather than analytically foregrounded.

Recent work in digital literary studies offers tools for addressing this gap.
Underwood suggests that position-based analysis can reveal structural regularities
that escape both close reading and plot-level summary.’ By aligning motifs with
normalized narrative position, scholars can compare texts of different lengths
without presuming shared plot templates. This study draws on that insight to situate
falling within the narrative trajectories of BEATLESS and Angels of Johannesburg.

2.2 Girl-Related Agency and Mediation in Science Fiction

Studies on science fiction have consistently emphasized girlhood as a critical
site for negotiating agency and mediation. Haraway’s account of the cyborg
reframes agency as distributed across human and non-human actors, challenging
liberal humanist models that privilege individual intention.* Building on this
perspective, studies of posthuman narratives frequently locate girl figures at the
intersection of affect, control, and technological interface.

In the context of Japanese popular culture, Azuma suggests that girl characters
function within database-like structures, where agency emerges less from narrative

1 See Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, translated by Jane E. Lewin, Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1980, 25-48.

2 See Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979, 63-84.

3 See Ted Underwood, Distant Horizons. Digital Evidence and Literary Change, Chicago: Universi-
ty of Chicago Press, 2019, 64-92.

4 See Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the
Late Twentieth Century,” Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, New York: Rout-
ledge, 1991, 149-181.
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development than from recombinatory systems of meaning.' Palmer extends this
line of work by examining early Japanese science fiction, where gender shapes the
distribution of agency across speculative frameworks rather than anchoring it in
individual characters.” This observation has informed subsequent analyses of science
fiction texts in which girlhood operates as a mediating node between systems and
subjects rather than as a stable moral center. Lamarre similarly emphasizes how
anime and related media embed girl figures within technical and infrastructural
assemblages that complicate traditional accounts of action and responsibility.’

Most literary criticism continues to assess agency through character-centered
interpretation, often assuming a focus on moments of choice or resistance. While
such readings remain indispensable, they often assume that agency holds a
consistent narrative value. Relational accounts of agency, by contrast, treat action
as something that intensifies or diminishes through interaction.® This shift in
perspective supports an analysis attentive to variation across narrative progression
rather than static attribution. From the standpoint of ethical literary criticism, these
shifting distributions of agency also reflect reorganizations of ethical relationship
and moral order within the storyworld. Literary texts, in this view, are essentially
records of human moral experience structured by ethical lines that string ethical
knots together and shape the conditions under which characters act.” The turning
points identified in this study thus mark not only formal shifts but also moments of
ethical reconfiguration.

2.3 Technological Mediation in Science Fiction Narratives

Media theory and science fiction studies have increasingly treated
technological mediation as constitutive rather than incidental. Latour argues that
action takes shape within networks of human and non-human actants, where
responsibility and intention distribute unevenly.® Applied to narrative analysis, this

perspective foregrounds how systems, protocols, and interfaces organize relations

1 See Hiroki Azuma, Otaku: Japan's Database Animals, translated by Jonathan E. Abel and Shion
Kono, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009, 33-54.

2 See Sera Palmer, “The Gendered Strategy of Tsutsui Yasutaka’s Early Works,” Border Crossings:
The Journal of Japanese-Language Literature Studies 1 (2023): 215-231.

3 See Thomas Lamarre, The Anime Machine: A Media Theory of Animation, Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2009, 195-228.

4 See Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Mat-
ter and Meaning, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007, 132-185.

5 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory,” Forum for World Literature Stud-
ies 2 (2021): 191-192.

6  See Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005, 63-86.
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among characters and institutions.

Despite this theoretical consensus, most literary analyses isolate technological
mediation at the level of concept or theme. They rarely trace how technological
discourse expands, contracts, or realigns across narrative time. Digital approaches
have begun to address this limitation. Jockers demonstrates that large-scale textual
patterns can illuminate structural tendencies that resist anecdotal interpretation.’
When combined with position-based analysis, such methods enable a more precise
account of how technological mediation interacts with other representational shifts.

2.4 Narrative Position and Turning Points in Digital Literary Studies

Narrative position has emerged as a key concept in digital literary studies
concerned with change over time. By mapping narrative progression onto a
normalized scale, researchers can identify relative concentrations and shifts without
imposing a uniform plot structure. Underwood emphasizes that such approaches
do not replace interpretation but redirect it toward questions of distribution and
scale.” Much of this work focuses on affective movement, particularly sentiment.
Reagan and his collaborators identify recurring emotional arcs across large corpora,
suggesting that narratives often organize change around a limited set of structural
patterns.’ Less attention has been paid to representational turning points that
reorganize relations among motifs. By focusing on abrupt shifts rather than gradual
trends, recent studies suggest new ways to conceptualize narrative reconfiguration.
This collaborative interpretive method matches the paradigm of computational
literary criticism put forward by Nie and Ren.* This framework informs the
comparative analysis undertaken here.

3. Data and Analytical Framework

3.1 Data Preparation and Narrative Alignment

The material for analysis consists of two science fiction narratives from the
2010s that differ markedly in scale and compositional rhythm. Each text operates
as a closed narrative system. Comparison therefore proceeds by tracing how
representational features appear and shift over the course of narration, rather than

1 See Matthew L Jockers, Macroanalysis: Digital Methods and Literary History, Urbana, IL: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 2013, 72-98.

2 See Ted Underwood, Distant Horizons: Digital Evidence and Literary Change, Chicago: Universi-
ty of Chicago Press, 2019, 15-27.

3 See Andrew J. Reagan et al., “The Emotional Arcs of Stories Are Dominated by Six Basic Shapes,”
EPJ Data Science 5 (2016), article 31.

4  See Nie Zhenzhao and Ren Jie, “From Technological Tool to Cognitive Restructuring: Paradigm
Revolution in Literary Criticism of the Al Age,” Journal of Humanities and AI 1 (2026): 12.
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by aligning plot elements or formal units. Preparation of the texts focused on
stabilizing sequence. Page numbers and editorial signals do not enter the analysis.
Orthographic normalization curbs surface variation, while standardized line breaks
keep segmentation stable. These adjustments preserve narrative sequence and limit
formatting artifacts.

Segmentation follows narrative flow, with each segment marked by its relative
position within the text. This positional index captures where a segment falls
within the narrative as a whole, independent of absolute length. Jockers shows
that such relative scaling supports comparison across texts without presupposing
shared narrative architecture.' The present analysis adopts this approach to keep
attention on patterning rather than structure. Token-level normalization precedes
measurement and focuses on lexical content. The procedure retains words that
carry representational weight and filters out elements that merely inflate frequency.
Consistent application of these rules across the narrative ensures that observed
variation reflects shifts in narration rather than changes in preprocessing.

3.2 Indicators and Turning Points

Three lines of measurement guide the analysis: representations of falling,
configurations of girl-related agency, and references to technological mediation.
Each draws on recurring lexical cues and traces their relative prominence across
narrative segments. Representations of falling include terms associated with descent,
collapse, and loss of positional control. Girl-related agency enters through patterns
that link female figures to verbs of action, decision, or constraint. This measure
does not resolve philosophical questions of agency. It registers shifts in how action
aligns with particular figures. Technological mediation appears through references
to systems, protocols, and mediated operations that shape interaction and choice.

Segment-level normalization ensures comparability. Local averaging reduces
short-range noise while preserving broader movement, making longer-term
tendencies visible without flattening local change. Points of rapid change mark
positions of interest. These moments, termed DROPs, occur where a trajectory
reverses direction or accelerates beyond its immediate context. The procedure
assigns no meaning in advance. It identifies locations where narrative organization
shifts pace or orientation. Underwood cautions against treating quantitative signals
as explanations in themselves.” DROP detection serves here as a way of narrowing

1 See Matthew L Jockers, Macroanalysis: Digital Methods and Literary History, Urbana, IL: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 2013, 72-98.
2 See Ted Underwood, Distant Horizons: Digital Evidence and Literary Change, Chicago: Universi-
ty of Chicago Press, 2019, 15-27.
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attention, directing interpretation toward positions where representational strands
reorganize.

3.3 Topic Modelling and Analytical Scope

Keyword-based indicators capture localized patterns but offer limited insight
into their surrounding contexts. Topic modelling complements these measures by
grouping terms that recur together across narrative segments, allowing shifts in
lexical association to come into view. Separate models preserve internal coherence,
while shifts in topic proportions before and after DROPs indicate changes in
surrounding lexical contexts. Topic analysis tracks variation in prominence across
narrative phases rather than fixed thematic content.

According to Underwood, digital analysis gains interpretive force when it
emphasizes tendencies of arrangement over categorical meaning. Placing indicator-
based shifts alongside changes in topic composition links localized change to
broader narrative movement. The analytical scope remains deliberately restrained.
Indicators signal where attention should concentrate, while topic modelling clarifies
what surrounds those moments. Together, these tools support a comparative reading

of how the two narratives stage crises of agency over the course of narration.

4. Results

This section reports how representations of falling, girl-related agency,
and technological mediation distribute across narrative progression. The results
distinguish gradual accumulation from abrupt reconfiguration and compare how
these patterns organize narrative change in the two works.

4.1 Falling across Narrative Progression

Representations of falling follow markedly different temporal logics across
the two narratives, revealing a contrast between cumulative build-up and abrupt
disruption across narrative position (Figure 1). The figure plots length-normalized
and smoothed indicator values, allowing broader narrative tendencies to emerge
without being obscured by local fluctuation.

Angels of Johannesburg exhibits a sharply contrasting pattern (Figure 1a).
Falling concentrates within narrow intervals, producing sudden spikes followed by
rapid decline. Extended stretches of the narrative register little to no falling-related
activity, interrupted by abrupt surges. Here, falling operates as a disruptive event
that interrupts narrative continuity rather than as a condition that builds over time.
In BEATLESS, falling-related references remain low but persistent through the early
narrative and increase steadily toward the latter half (Figure 1b). The trajectory shows
sustained intensification rather than volatility, with only limited local inflections.
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Figure 1. Narrative position-based trends of falling, girl-related agency, and technological
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mediation across relative narrative position

Falling therefore accumulates as a form of narrative pressure, shaping progression
through gradual amplification rather than through isolated rupture. The two
narratives exhibit sharply different temporal patterns in how falling is organized
across narrative progression. BEATLESS organizes falling through gradual
accumulation across narrative position, whereas Angels of Johannesburg mobilizes
it through abrupt shifts that coincide with narrative turning points.

4.2 Girl-Related Agency and Turning Points

Girl-related agency follows divergent narrative trajectories in the two works,
reflecting contrasting strategies for distributing action and constraint across narrative
progression.

In Angels of Johannesburg, agency appears intermittently and remains bound
to localized disruptions (Figure 2a). Agency-related values rise sharply at a small
number of positions and decline just as quickly, producing brief intensifications
without cumulative development. These spikes coincide with narrative turning
points, but their effects remain limited. Between such intervals, agency remains
diffuse and weakly articulated.

BEATLESS presents a contrasting configuration (Figure 2b). Agency begins at

a comparatively high level and declines unevenly but decisively across the narrative.

1 The figure plots length-normalized and smoothed values for falling, girl-related agency, and tech-
nological mediation across relative narrative position (0-1), showing how the prominence of each repre-

sentation changes over the course of the narrative.
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Figure 2. Turning points and trajectories of key indicators'

Several turning points coincide with pronounced drops from which recovery
remains partial or absent. These moments mark lasting changes in how action is
distributed, creating extended stretches in which agency no longer anchors narrative
progression. Figure 2 shows that changes in girl-related agency rarely occur alone.
They appear alongside intensified falling or expanded technological mediation,
through which agency loss is redistributed within the narrative.

Figure 2 establishes where and when agency shifts occur; Table 1 shows what
those shifts reorganize. Table 1 specifies how meaning clusters shift around these
turning points, allowing closer examination of the directions in which meaning

reorganizes.

Table 1. Semantic reconfiguration following agency-related turning points’

work group delta sum delta mean n_topics
ANGELS Other/Unclassified 0.037 0.001 27
ANGELS Human/Body/Affect 0.004 0.001 6
ANGELS Technology/Infrastructure -0.005 -0.001 6

1 (a) Angels of Johannesburg; (b) BEATLESS. Indexed and smoothed values for falling, girl-related
agency, and technological mediation plotted across relative narrative position. Vertical lines indicate
detected turning points.

2 Changes in the relative prominence of semantic groups before and after detected turning points.
Positive values indicate domains that gain prominence as agency declines, while negative values mark

domains that recede.



288 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

ANGELS Control/Governance -0.035 -0.012 3
BEATLESS Technology/Infrastructure 0.082 0.007 11
BEATLESS Human/Body/Affect 0.001 0.000 7
BEATLESS Control/Governance -0.024 -0.024 1
BEATLESS Other/Unclassified -0.059 -0.002 36

In Angels of Johannesburg, shifts following turning points disperse across semantic
domains without consolidating into a dominant configuration. No single domain
stabilizes as a substitute for diminished agency. In BEATLESS, declines in agency
accompany a shift toward technological and system-oriented domains, as human-
centered and decision-related domains recede across subsequent segments.

Table 1 summarizes semantic reconfiguration around narrative turning
points by grouping topic-level changes into broader domains. The column work
distinguishes between Angels of Johannesburg and BEATLESS, while group
identifies recurring semantic domains such as Technological (“systems,” “networks,”

99 <C

“protocols,” “automated processes”), Human/Bodily (“bodily states,” “affect,”

LIS

“individual action”), Control/Governance (“themes of regulation,” “command,”
“managerial authority”), and Other/Unclassified. These groupings indicate the
directions toward which agency is redirected when it weakens. The remaining
columns quantify these shifts: delta_sum captures overall magnitude, delta_mean
indicates directional consistency, and n_topics shows how widely each change is
distributed across topics.

Table 1 highlights contrasting semantic patterns between the two texts when
considered alongside Figure 2. In Angels of Johannesburg, semantic shifts remain
dispersed across domains, with changes around turning points alternating rather than
consolidating into a stable configuration. In BEATLESS, by contrast, agency loss
aligns with increased prominence of semantic groups associated with technological
systems, coordination, and mediated control, while groups tied to individual
decision and action recede. Across both works, shifts in girl-related agency appear
alongside intensified falling or subsequent rises in technological mediation, situating
changes in agency within broader patterns of narrative organization. If agency
weakens or collapses at turning points, the next question concerns what comes to
organize action in its place.

4.3 Technological Mediation and Narrative Substitution

Technological mediation emerges as the primary mechanism through which
the two narratives reorganize action once individual agency weakens, but it does so

under sharply different narrative conditions. While Figure 2 shows where and how
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girl-related agency weakens at turning points, Figure 3 addresses the subsequent
question of narrative organization: what fills the space left by collapsing agency, and
whether that space stabilizes or remains unresolved.

-0.061
E¥ Y XNE- B 1L
B-TIBLADT-ES
Rk BR-BE- B 0.006 -0.035
ai-BE-SH-AB-7 2 b5 ) Tastraea 0.006 0.027
ai-b¥ Y ZNE-BA-BE 0.027
FFRE-27 ) -REERAC 0.026
ER-LRAREYHIE-AT -0.024
Hitk-network-xy b7 —5-RF V7 0.021
F—F—owner-L 17— H&-75 b -0.020
F4-75 M-FHehle-1h -0.020
phasell-love-protocol-+-- -0.017
phaseimage-imageand-la--- 0.017
EF)L-model-L 1> 7—HK—1 -0.016
helicopter-~1J-4g#8-0— & —-- -0.016
-7 111 Zdevice- AT-§fiti- B 0.014
IYh-erika-YY) P~ 2-maria- 0.014
phasel-beatless- 75 h-LA 7 0.014
LAY 7-B53-HhE-¥or 0.012
for-answer-phase-survive -0.012

1R5-ER-RE-HC R 0011

Zit-typecode-HL-Z—Y-suit -0.010

ILAR—4—-elevator-hall- - 0.010

HR-ABBR-AERS 0.010

EL-building- 7 door-&#-5I< 0.010
before after A(after-before)

Figure 3. Topic reorganization before and after turning points in BEATLESS'

The heatmap displays topic shares before turning points, after turning points,
and their difference (A). Color intensity indicates the magnitude of change, with
warmer tones marking increased prominence after turning points and cooler tones
indicating decline. The rows list topics that show the largest shifts across phases.
Read from top to bottom, the ordering reflects a broader movement from topics
centered on individual figures and action toward those structured around systems,
environments, and mediated control.

This pattern shows a consistent redistribution rather than isolated fluctuation.
Topics associated with individual decision, interpersonal action, or character-
centered perspective lose prominence after turning points. In contrast, topics tied
to technological systems, protocols, networks, and procedural coordination expand
and remain elevated. The A column makes this substitution explicit: decreases in

1 Topic shares before and after detected turning points, with A indicating the direction and magnitude
of change. Topics are ordered by the size of their shift, revealing a transition from agency-centered to

system-centered domains
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agency-related domains align with increases in system-oriented ones.

Crucially, this reorganization does not reverse. Once agency-related topics
recede, they do not recover their earlier share in subsequent segments. Technological
mediation therefore operates not as a temporary response to crisis but as a
stabilizing structure that consolidates narrative progression after agency collapse.

The contrast with Angels of Johannesburg clarifies the specificity of this
pattern. In Angels, agency weakens at turning points but no equivalent thematic
consolidation follows. Shifts in topic emphasis remain fragmented and episodic,
preventing any durable replacement from taking hold. Where Angels registers
agency collapse without successful substitution, BEATLESS channels that collapse
into a sustained technological reorganization.

These results indicate two distinct narrative strategies. Angels of Johannesburg
stages agency loss as an unresolved condition, leaving narrative organization
exposed to recurrent disruption. BEATLESS, by contrast, resolves agency loss
through turning-point-centered substitution, allowing technological mediation to
assume a governing role over subsequent development. Figure 3 shows not just that
agency declines in BEATLESS, but how its absence becomes structurally productive

through technological mediation.

5. Discussion

The comparison between BEATLESS and Angels of Johannesburg shows
that the crisis of human agency in contemporary Japanese science fiction follows
divergent narrative logics. Although both works engage with mediation, control, and
autonomy, they distribute loss and substitution in markedly different ways.

In Angels of Johannesburg, falling, agency, and mediation interact without
stabilizing into a dominant structure. Falling appears abruptly and recedes, while
moments of intensified agency surface only in response to disruption. These
moments do not accumulate across narrative progression. Technological mediation
remains intermittent and closely tied to crisis itself. Agency weakens, yet no durable
replacement emerges. The narrative sustains pressure without resolution, allowing
instability to repeat rather than transform.

BEATLESS organizes agency loss differently. Agency collapses at a limited
set of turning points and does not recover. After these moments, technological
mediation expands and stabilizes narrative progression. Systems, protocols, and
coordinated operations take over functions previously associated with individual
action. This shift marks a durable reallocation of narrative responsibility rather than

a temporary adjustment.
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Turning points therefore play distinct roles. In Angels of Johannesburg, they
intensify instability without resolving it. In BEATLESS, they concentrate change
and fix its consequences. The difference lies not in the presence of disruption but in
whether disruption reorganizes narrative structure or merely extends tension. This
contrast clarifies the relation between cumulative development and substitution.
Angels of Johannesburg relies on accumulation without replacement, while
BEATLESS centers narrative change on turning-point-centered substitution. Agency
loss in the latter becomes productive by enabling a new, technologically mediated
mode of organization.

The comparison highlights divergent ways in which agency weakens,
redistributes, or stabilizes under different narrative conditions. Instead, shifts
in agency become visible through how texts place change at specific narrative
positions, either by sustaining unresolved pressure or by concentrating

transformation at decisive turning points.

6. Conclusion

Across the two narratives examined here, falling, girl-related agency,
and technological mediation emerge as position-sensitive features of narrative
organization rather than as stable thematic background. Read in relation to narrative
progression, these elements mark moments at which relations among action, control,
and mediation shift in response to narrative pressure. In Angels of Johannesburg,
such moments intensify instability without consolidating a new organizational
logic, leaving agency situational and reversible. In BEATLESS, by contrast, declines
in agency align with sustained changes in narrative organization, through which
technological mediation assumes a governing role over subsequent development.

Attending to narrative position also makes it possible to distinguish between
forms of agency loss that remain episodic and those that stabilize into governing
structures over time. This distinction underscores how similar motifs can organize
narrative change in markedly different ways, depending on how they align with
narrative progression. Reading narrative change through position-based analysis
makes visible forms of agency loss and substitution that remain difficult to capture
through thematic or character-centered interpretation alone. Attention to where
change concentrates within narrative time treats agency as an outcome of narrative
organization rather than as a stable attribute of characters. This perspective enables
comparison across science fiction narratives in which shifts in action and control
emerge through changes in narrative arrangement rather than through gradual

transformation.
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As early as 1987, in The Ethics of Reading, one of the first works of the so-
called ethical turn in literary studies, Joseph Hillis Miller, in a discussion of Kant’s
moral philosophy, showed how philosophy, when talking about ethics, necessarily
resorts to a fictional example, literature.' And a few decades later, Nie Zhenzhao, the
founder of the Ethical Literary Criticism’, posited that literature is by its very nature
“a product of ethic, or a unique expression of morality in a given historical period”
(Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 85).

The findings of Hillis Miller and Nie Zhenzhao are still valid today. The close
connection between literature and ethics is undeniable, whether we start from
literature or moral philosophy. In my talk, I will try to show as vividly as possible
that the reason for this close connection lies in the a priori structural affinity between
the nature of ethical judgement and the nature of literary discourse.

To this end, let me begin with philosophy. Much of traditional moral
philosophy, both normative and descriptive, rests on the assumption that it is
possible to define absolute ethical principles and values, and then to label individual
acts as good or bad on the basis of those principles. For a theory of the ethical,
this is, at first glance, a fairly reasonable thing to do. For example: We come to the
conclusion that those behaviours and principles are good that we would like all
people to follow, and then we test each individual behaviour and principle against
that basic principle. Kant does this, for example, when he illustrates his argument

with a false promise or lie in general:

I can will the lie but not at all a universal law to lie; for in accordance with
such a law there would properly be no promises, because it would be pointless
to avow my will in regard to my future actions to those who would not believe
this avowal, or, if they rashly did so, who would pay me back in the same coin;
hence my maxim, as soon as it were made into a universal law, would destroy
itself. (Kant 19)

The universal law would not be in my interest in this case, because then everyone
would lie and I could never know what is a lie and what is the truth. Therefore, we
must adhere to the principle that “I ought never to conduct myself except so that I

1 The author acknowledges the financial support from the Slovenian Research Agency (research core
funding No. P6-0239).

2 For further elaboration on Ethical Literary Criticism, please refer to Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Liter-
ary Criticism: A Basic Theory,” Forum for World Literature Studies 2 (2021): 189-207; Nie Zhenzhao,
“Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for World Literature Studies 3
(2021): 383-398.
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could also will that my maxim become a universal law” (Kant 18), and it then logi-
cally follows that the moral imperative obliges me to tell the truth and not to lie.

Although Kant’s thoughts are clear and logical in this respect, they are valid
only in their generality and are therefore abstract, of little practical relevance, and
therefore of limited use in ethics. It soon becomes apparent that this logic has signif-
icant, perhaps even insurmountable, problems that call it into question. If we move
from this abstract formula to concrete examples, it quickly becomes clear that truth
is not only not the highest value, it is also not absolute. And this is more or less true
for all values. No cthical or moral value is absolute and universal in itself, so it is
not really possible to establish absolute values or requirements for ethical behaviour,
for instance like this: the truth is absolutely good, therefore we act ethically or mor-
ally, i.e. good or right, only if we always tell the truth; or: lying is evil, therefore we
should (absolutely) never lie. Because sometimes speaking untruths, lying, can be
good, moral, ethical. A simple example: to a terminally ill person who is very afraid
of death, we may be able to relieve his suffering by lying to him about his actual
health condition, and this kind of lying does not seem unethical.

What kind of definition, what kind of rule regarding truth as a value allows for
such a situation at all, apart from a tautology (truth is a value if it is not a non-value)
or a rule with exceptions, i.e. a rule to which we add lists of cases in which the rule
to tell the truth does not apply, lists which are open, however, because we cannot
really foresee all such cases, and therefore it is the case that the exceptions do not
really confirm the rule, but simply “eat” it up because of their quantity?

To better illustrate what kind of principled problem we are dealing with, I
will give a hypothetical, though sufficiently realistic, example. Let us imagine that
during World War II the German Gestapo captures a resistance soldier and tortures
him into betraying the outpost of his comrades. It is immediately clear to us how the
prisoner should behave in order to be ethical: he must not reveal this information.
It seems that this could even be established as a rule for such special cases, for
example, in this form: Whenever the army captures an enemy soldier and tortures
him to make him betray his comrades, the only ethical attitude is not to do so, not to
tell the truth. (The English moral philosopher Hare actually has a similar example;
he modifies the “do not lie” rule in this context as follows: “Never say what is false,
except in war-time to deceive the enemy” (Hare 52). This rule and this value seem
absolute at the moment.

But this starting position, for the time being given only in broad outlines, i.e.
still schematically, can be further complicated in many ways. With the starting

position unchanged, we can introduce small distinctions and ask ourselves again
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which behavior is the most ethical. For example: Is it more ethical for a prisoner
to remain silent or to inadvertently reveal a false location of his comrades? If he
remains silent, an additional ethical dimension can be seen in this: He shows his
contempt for the torturers and expresses his human dignity, which is otherwise put
to the test by the torture of the body. But it is also possible that he remains silent
because he simply cannot get anything out of the shock that the torture means for
him, he gets a mental block; in this case the silence does not bring any additional
ethical merit, although we will probably not deny its ethical quality as long as it is
true that he would not betray his comrades in any case (even if the block would be
released). But in the case that he remains silent because, for example, during the
torture some of his brain functions failed due to the head injuries, and he cannot
really betray his comrades (if he could speak, he might do so because he cannot bear
the suffering anymore), we should seriously consider whether this silence can still
be understood as an ethical act. So these kinds of possibilities—I have only pointed
out a part of them here—are revealed when he is silent. But even if he speaks and
lies, we have several possibilities: For example, this can bring additional ethical
capital if he lies to mislead his enemies and thus cause them at least some harm
because they waste energy, or he can even lure them into a trap. But he can also lie
to make them stop torturing him, at least until they find out that he lied, so that he
can delay his suffering a bit. Since he did not betray his comrades, his behavior is
still ethical, but a shade less ethical to our ethical sensibilities than in the previous
case of lying. If he lies because of trauma-induced amnesia, because he has actually
forgotten where his comrades are, we have to ask ourselves again whether his
behavior—even if it is not unethical for this reason—still deserves the label moral
or ethical.

But all these possibilities—all these shades of ethical stance—arise only from
a relatively ascetic, schematic version of the case of a man tortured by the Gestapo
in order to betray his comrades. We can complicate the case much more seriously.
Let us suppose that the prisoner is a member of a small resistance group of ten
men. The Gestapo tortures him, but he does not betray his comrades. Then the
torturers bring his relatives to the front, including children, for example, or all the
villagers of a nearby village, and give him a choice: Either he betrays a handful of
his comrades, or many more civilians die with him—perhaps even under torture,
including the children. The complexity of the situation, of course, goes beyond a
theoretical discourse and rather calls for a literary representation. And indeed, in
literature we find depictions of similar situations and the moral dilemmas that arise

from them, for example, in the novel The Magus by the famous English writer
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John Fowles. Conchis, one of the main characters of the novel, is the mayor of
his hometown in German-occupied Greece during the World War II. One day, the
Germans capture several partisans who have killed four German soldiers. As a
warning example, they are drawn to the village, brutally tortured, some are killed,
and finally they demand that Mayor Conchis personally kill the remaining two
partisans to prove his loyalty to the Germans. Otherwise, besides him, they will kill
all the men of the village whom they have taken hostage (there are eighty of them).
Only such more complicated cases, whether Fowles’ or my own invented, present
us with a real ethical dilemma. For we can see at once that even for an ethically
extremely sophisticated and sound person the decision is not easy. On one side of
the scale—but this is the most banal “theoretical” weighing—there is a handful of
people, on the other side a whole lot. Which decision is more ethically justified?
And further: on one side there are the soldiers, people who consciously decided to
fight without compromise, risking to fall one way or another (in a “fair” fight or
thanks to betrayal), on the other side (supposedly) innocent civilians, even children,
who did not make this decision and are pushed into their position by the decision
of those others. Or vice versa: on one side there are innocent people, relatives, even
children, but on the other side there are comrades with whom the prisoner is bound
by the deepest bond of a common decision and a common goal that is in the interest
or for the good of all, including, for example, the villagers and many others, a goal,
in other words, that is in its own way more important than the lives of the prisoner’s
relatives and even of all the villagers together, the goal that will not be achieved if
the Gestapo kills his comrades. There are, of course, even deeper, philosophically
tinged ethical dilemmas that can be briefly summarized, for example, as follows:
One must not give in to evil and violence at any price (because—here one can add
all sorts of justifications, for example as follows: such giving in only strengthens
evil, etc.), therefore the prisoner acts ethically only if he does not give in, does not
betray ten comrades, and thus allows eighty or a hundred or three hundred innocent
villagers to be killed.

Such a situation, which requires an ethical decision—that the prerequisite
for this is at least a minimum of subjective freedom is actually a tautology; but in
Fowles it is even explicitly emphasized—is further complicated in Fowles’ Magus.
Either out of fear for himself or a sense of mayoral responsibility to his innocent
fellow citizens (they protest loudly when he hesitates), Conchis is initially willing
to kill the partisans. Although he calls his actions “without reason” because “Of
course, in such situations one cannot think. All coherence is crowded out of one’s

mind” (Fowles 438), he decides logically, according to a rational mathematical
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calculation (eighty is much more than two). “I have no choice” (Fowles 438), he
therefore says. But, quite unexpectedly, another circumstance occurs that causes
his decision to tip to the other side. The gun the officer gave him was not loaded;
the Germans’ demand is even crueler than it appears. He must kill the prisoner
with the hoof of the rapid-fire rifle. Conchis, in this changed situation and in the
face of a terribly humiliated prisoner, experiences a kind of epiphany of Eleutheria,
of freedom, which is also the freedom of choice and therefore the basis of ethical
decision. Therefore, he changes his mind: he does not give in to the Germans, he
does not kill the prisoners with his hoof, because he realizes that there is something

much more important than his own life and the lives of his fellow villagers:

All T saw I saw in a matter of seconds, perhaps not in time at all. I saw that |
was the only person left in that square who had the freedom left to choose, and
that the annunciation and defence of that freedom was more important than
common sense, self-preservation, yes, than my own life, than the lives of the
eighty hostages. (Fowles 441)

I could go on developing the sub-variants of each of these situations, including
the hypothetical one I invented, but for the point I want to make, the ones shown
are quite sufficient. Even if we could find a description or definition for every
ethical and ethical action or attitude or value that would be normative, general, and
absolutely valid (past experience shows that this is unlikely), the vast majority of
ethical actions or attitudes and values would still remain outside such a framework,
since actions and decisions are usually tied to a purely specific, particular, singular
situation with a complex of circumstances that cannot be measured in advance,
translated into norms and prescriptions, and validly generalized. Ethical behavior,
whether or not it conforms to existing ethical norms and codes, is in a sense
independent of them, being in its deepest essence unique, singular and therefore
incomparable. For this reason it is also not generalizable and it is incompatible with
a law, a rule, a syllogism, a tenet. This is also true of my example with the Gestapo.
It seems that for each specific situation we could establish some kind of—admittedly
quite extensive and complex—universal rule for ethical and unethical behavior, but
since situations can multiply at will into new versions that are no longer covered by
this rule, the creation of the ultimate universal rule proves impossible.

The conclusion, then, would be that it is not possible to define a norm, an
ethical rule, a value, an instruction for ethical behavior that would be able to

cover all the complexity of even a single life situation (in our case, of course,
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appropriately bifurcated in certain nuances, but essentially the same), let alone many
or all of them. This is not just a principled theoretical conjecture; it is demonstrated
above all by the practice of life. As Hannah Arendt notes about the loss of ethical

norms in Nazi Germany:

Since the whole of respectable society had in one way or another succumbed
to Hitler, the moral maxims which determine social behavior and the religious
commandments—“Thou shalt not kill!”—which guide conscience had virtual-
ly vanished. Those few who were still able to tell right from wrong went really
only by their own judgements, and they did so freely; there were no rules to be
abided by, under which the particular cases with which they were confronted
could be subsumed. They had to decide each instance as it arose, because no
rules existed for the unprecedented. (Arendt 294-295)

As I have tried to show, what the famous philosopher states in this particular case
can easily be generalized into a generally applicable principle. This principle is also
consistent with what Aristotle wrote about ethical judgement and conduct in the

Nicomachean Ethics. There he says the following:

But this must be agreed upon beforehand, that the whole account of matters
of conduct must be given in outline and not precisely, as we said at the very
beginning that the accounts we demand must be in accordance with the subject-
matter; matters concerned with conduct and questions of what is good for us
have no fixity, any more than matters of health. The general account being of
this nature, the account of particular cases is yet more lacking in exactness;
for they do not fall under any art or precept, but the agents themselves must in
each case consider what is appropriate to the occasion. (Aristotle 24-25)

So which discourse is appropriate for ethical situations? What discourse can do
justice to the actual complexity of ethical positions—they are always (or at least
often enough; if we go deep enough, really always) embedded in a specific context,
which, of course, no theory can fully represent, and are therefore singular, unique,
incomparable? — This discourse is literature because it is an image, a representation,
a simulation of reality in all its fullness of life and complexity (thus also of real
ethical situations), and also its reflection. Literature is indeed ethical reflection in
concreto.

It is precisely this conclusion, which emerged simultaneously in the works
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of several philosophers rather than literary theorists—Martha Nussbaum, Richard
Rorty, and Alasdair MacIntyre, among others—that triggered the so-called ethical
turn in literary studies in the second half of the 1980s. Philosophy, which had held
disciplinary primacy over ethics—ethics or moral philosophy being one of the
established philosophical disciplines—suddenly realized that when we discuss
ethics, we cannot do without literature. As M. Nussbaum writes, the novel is a moral
philosophy in itself, or, as Nie Zhenzhao says, literature is “a unique expression
of morality” (Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 85). This deep internal
embedding of ethics in the nature of literary discourse is the basic building block of
the field of research to which this scholarly conference is devoted and which we call

Ethical Literary Criticism.

Works Cited
Arendt, Hannah. Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. London: Penguin, 2006.

Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, translated by David Ross, edited by Lesley Brown. Oxford: Oxford UP,
2009.

Fowles, John. The Magus: A Revised Version. New York: Dell Publishing, 1978.

Hare, Richard Mervyn. The Language of Morals. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972.

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, translated by Allen W. Wood. New Haven
and London: Yale UP, 2002.

Nie Zhenzhao. “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory.” Forum for World Literature Studies 2
(2021): 189-207.

—. “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection.” Forum for World Literature
Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.

—. Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism, translated by Zheng Jie. London and New York:
Routledge, 2024.

—. “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism.” Arcadia 50 (2015): 1, 83-101.



Lee Yangji’s Literature Read through the Theory
of Ethical Literary Criticism: The Ethical Lines,

Knots, and Limbo of Koreans in Japan

Inseop Shin

Abstract: This paper examines the narrative structures of Lee Yangji’s novels
Nabi T’aryong and Yuhi to explore the ethical conflicts that define the literature
of Koreans in Japan. Drawing on Nie Zhenzhao’s Theory of Ethical Literary
Criticism, the study situates Lee’s works within their historical and moral context
to analyze the ethical dilemmas arising from issues such as naming, discrimination,
naturalization, and the linguistic tension between Korean and Japanese languages.
The pursuit of identity in this context emerges as a process of continual ethical
dialogue and self-examination. Employing Nie’s core concepts of the ethical line—
which delineates the boundary of moral consciousness—and the ethical knot—
where conflicting ethical forces become entangled—this paper demonstrates how
Lee transforms moral contradictions into the driving force of her storytelling.
Furthermore, by introducing the ethical limbo, which describes a psychological and
moral state of being caught between self-affirmation and self-denial, the analysis
reveals how Lee’s protagonists, as Koreans in Japan, inhabit a gray zone of ethnic
identity. Through these interrelated concepts of the ethical line, knot and limbo,
Nabi T’aryong and Yuhi emerge as paradigmatic examples of how ethical conflict
operates as both structural and thematic cores of Lee’s storytelling. Ultimately,
her works paint literature as an ethical practice—one that confronts identity
fragmentation through moral reflection and invites readers to reconsider their own
ethical relationships with others.

Keywords: ethical literary criticism; Lee Yangji; Nabi T aryong; Yuhi; Nie
Zhenzhao

Author: Inseop Shin is Professor in the Department of Japanese Language
Education, College of Education, Konkuk University (Seoul, South Korea), and
serves as the Director of the Academy of Mobility Humanities. His research interest
centers on mobility humanities and Korean-Japanese literature (Email: seoha@
konkuk.ac.kr). This paper was supported by Konkuk University in 2023.



302 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

FRREE: CFAR IR F AR T 0 2 R CUFF R
L. hEZHEHERE

MBERE: AXUFREDNI (BERTL) 5 (hE) Addg, 24X
FREFHATIEL, FNAEDAEAXF T ERNGBE R B XUF
AW FREFRTFAERER, SERETAIAS AN HIRESH
BiEEY, FRMEARE. BN PAMEA, BE (H8EF) §EEEES
(HiE) ZWBKA oI KMRERE, AP, FhEFHERN—
MRHEZHATHRERTS B RRE. B XEAHEY “BEL” § “BELE” X
— MBS, EEFRM O AMELERE ENEEARRMERER S
HHWEEE, A b, #H-FIN REEE” B, A UHNEE
PAMHETEREESEREEZ MY OESHERS, ATHETEHH
BAPRERRNCEFEARME. A0HEE, RELERELEX = H
BRI ESE, (BET4A) 5 (CHE) BRIVE M Ko7 R MK
ERELMETHABRERNERS, K&, FRENCFEZERELNA, XFEK
AR E-MELE: CAAN S RNRERE, REBERE, HFH#
WA ENTAN ARG M A R,

KW XFREFHUIF; FRAG (BERTL); (AR); ZP4
BB FHER, HEREAFHAAFROEATRAR. B AXHE
ik, ZEFRTWMABHAX, & HX¥,

i AE B OE A AL 2R

Introduction

In Japan, there exist communities of descendants of Koreans who migrated
during the period of Japanese imperial rule. In Korea, these individuals—commonly
referred to as Koreans in Japan' are often described as part of the “600,000
compatriots,” even though it remains difficult to determine their precise population.
This complexity arises from the diverse legal and cultural statuses among Koreans
in Japan. Some maintain their Korean nationality and affirm their identity through
the possession of a Korean passport, while others have become naturalized Japanese
citizens. There are also individuals who identify North Korea as their homeland and
consequently face restrictions associated with North Korean passports. Even within
a single family, it is not uncommon to find both naturalized and non-naturalized
members. Furthermore, in today’s globalized context, a newer group—often referred
to as “newcomers”—has emerged, comprising those who have relocated from Korea

to Japan in recent years.

1 Also referred to as Zainichi Chosenjin, Zainichi Korean, Zainichi Kankokujin. Generally used

terms expressed in English are used here.
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Among these communities, writers who have made their literary debut in Japan
and produce works in Japanese that portray the experiences of Koreans in Japan
are collectively referred to as “Korean-Japanese writers”'. This study examines the
narrative structures of Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong ( LtH|EtE | 1982) and Yuhi (&
5|, 1988) to explore the ethical conflicts that characterize the literature of Koreans
in Japan.”

This paper analyzes the ethical narrative structure using Nie Zhenzhao’s Ethical
Literary Criticism Theory, applying the concepts of “ethical lines™ and “ethical
knots” (Nie 525-528).* A previous study employing Ethical Literary Criticism
proposed the concept of ethical limbo to explain the ethical conflicts experienced
by Koreans in Japan. Building upon this framework’, the present study further
examines how ontological anxiety produced through ethical self-exploration shapes
the formation of Korean-Japanese identity. The research first explores the moral
issues and historical dimensions underlying the literature of Koreans in Japan, within
its broader ethical framework. It then analyzes how Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong
and Yuhi develop into narratives of moral consciousness and reflects on the wider

significance of their ethical vision.

The Korean-Japanese community and Lee Yangji as a backdrop

During the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945), large numbers of Koreans

1 For a more detailed paper, please see Inseop Shin, “Post-colonial Narratives of Korean-Japanese
Literature: Ethical Issues for the Displaced,” Unitas 1 (2018): 3-28.

2 Though supplementary, besides Lee Yangji, I will also briefly mention other authors such as Kim
Sarang ( 4 5 R ), Kaneshiro Kazuki ( &4 —4 ), and Kang Sang-jung ( 3£ i ' ), pointing out the
ethical devices central to their works. Through this, I aim to understand why Korean-Japanese writers’
novels function as ethical texts.

3 The expression format of an ethical line is to directly weave the leading ethical issues within the
entire literary work. See Nie Zhenzhao, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism, translated by Soon-
jin Kim et al., Seoul: Hankuk University of Foreign Studies Knowledge Publishing Content Center,
2022; Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory,” Forum for World Literature Studies
2 (2021): 189-207; Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,”
Forum for World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.

4 What is explained in the Korean review is “The ethical knot refers to the ethical contradictions and
conflicts that are completed within the structure of a literary text by being penetrated or connected by
the ethical line” (Jinhyoung Lee, “Popular Narrative and The ‘Ethical Turn’ in Literature” 344). For an
example of application to Korean novels, see Jooyoung Kim, “A Korean Mobility-Themed Novel Read
from an Ethical Literary Criticism Perspective: The Green Juice Girl Has No Time for Sorrow,” Inter-
disciplinary Studies of Literature 4 (2021): 614-626.

5 See Inseop Shin, “The Review of ‘Koreans in Japan’ Novels Through the Lens of Ethical Literary
Criticism: Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong and Other Stories,” Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature 4
(2024): 702-713.
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settled in Japan, including both voluntary migrants and forcibly mobilized laborers.
Although many repatriated after liberation, a substantial population remained,
forming the historical foundation of the Korean-Japanese community. In the post-
war era, this community’s ambiguous status—caught between two nations and
cultures—emerged as a central social and ethical concern that continued to shape
debates on identity, belonging and citizenship.

In this historical context, Koreans in Japan who chose to remain faced a
profound ethical dilemma regarding their relationship with their homeland. Most
first-generation Korean immigrants dispossessed of their nation after liberation
chose to stay in Japan, raising their descendants while striving to preserve their
Korean identity. This generation lived in a state of linguistic and cultural duality,
navigating life simultaneously through both Korean and Japanese languages.
Although their continued presence in Japan was met with ambivalence and, at times,
hostility, expulsion was not a viable course of action for the Japanese government,
which bore moral and political responsibility for imperialist past.'

Over time, Japan’s policies towards Koreans residing within its borders
have gradually shifted toward greater flexibility compared to earlier decades. In
contemporary society, a formal system has been established to categorize Koreans
in Japan as permanent residents, and the process of naturalization has become
more widely recognized and accessible.” Nevertheless, both overt and covert forms
of discrimination and repression continue to affect this community. Living in
Japan while striving to preserve Korean culture, they often find themselves—each
prescribing different norms of belonging and morality. Their enduring identity crisis,
in which they cannot fully belong to either culture, can be understood through three
key dimensions:

Firstly, it is noteworthy to consider the ethical implications surrounding names.
Names serve as vital symbols that reflect one’s identity. In the context of Korea,
historical events such as forced name changes during Japan’s colonial rule resulted
in Koreans bearing both their original Korean names and what were termed pass
names (Japanese names). Consequently, their ethnic identity could vary depending
on how they are addressed.

Secondly, discrimination against Koreans in Japan and the conflicts arising
from naturalization are significant. This situation greatly differs from voluntary

1 See The Committee for Writing the History of Korean Residents in Japan. The History of Korean
Residents in Japan-History Textbook, Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, 2006, 60-82.

2 See The Committee for Writing the History of Korean Residents in Japan. The History of Korean
Residents in Japan-History Textbook, Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, 2006, 98-112.
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immigration and obtaining foreign citizenship in today’s globalized society. By
contrast, most Zainichi Koreans are long-term residents with permanent residency
and native-level Japanese proficiency. Therefore, the decision to acquire Japanese
citizenship carries a far more complex significance. It represents not only a legal or
administrative act but also a symbolic shift in the identity from Korean to Japanese,
one that potentially disrupts their historical and cultural heritage.

There exists a spectrum of diversity ranging from those who choose
naturalization and adopt Japanese pass names, to those who others reject such
names to preserve their ethnic identity. The ethical dilemma emerges from the fact
that, in the process of naturalizing, individuals are compelled to suppress or even
negate their ancestral narrative rooted in the Korean Peninsula. Unlike in many
other societies where dual citizenship is permitted or immigrant backgrounds are
openly acknowledged, naturalization for Koreans in Japan is fraught with the weight
of historical displacement and inherited stigma. This complexity provides a crucial
lens through which to examine the intergenerational and familial ethical conflicts
portrayed in Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong, as will be discussed later.

Thirdly, the tension between the native language and the language of the host
country constitutes another critical site of the ethical conflict. It is important to
note that the global ethics surrounding multilingualism and language proficiency,
commonly accepted in today’s globalized world, do not easily apply to the Korean
experience in Japan.

These three ethical circumstances profoundly shape the narrative structure of
the literature of Koreans in Japan, particularly in relation to the formation of ethical
lines and ethical knots as proposed in Nie Zhenzhao’s theory of Ethical Literary
Criticism. Each of these circumstances—naming, discrimination and naturalization,
and the conflict between the Korean and Japanese languages—generates ethical
tensions that shape the moral universe of Korean-Japanese literature. Within these
frameworks, the characters in Lee’s novels repeatedly cross over and recross
the boundaries of selfhood, creating moments of rupture and reconciliation that
resemble the drawing and untying of ethical lines and knots.

Lee Yangji was a writer who sought to weave her personal experience into
her novels to explore the condition of living as a Korean in Japan. Previous studies
(including “The Review of ‘Koreans in Japan’ Novels Through the Lens of Ethical
Literary Criticism: Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong and Other Stories”) have traced
the trajectory of identity conflict that later formed the foundation of her literary
universe. Born in Kyoto to first-generation immigrants from Jeju Island, Lee Yangji

grew up as a naturalized Japanese citizen yet later rediscovered her Korean heritage
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through art and education. Her experiences of family discord, repeated flight
from home, and eventual encounter with Korean traditional culture—particularly
gayageum, pansori, and dance—profoundly shaped her creative imagination. These
experiences gave rise to her debut work Nabi T aryong and her award-winning
novel Yuhi, both of which transformed personal struggle into ethical narrative.

Korean-Japanese writers’ awareness of their names and how they use them

Previous studies on Kim Sa-ryang help contextualize the development
of Zainichi (Korean-Japanese) literature and reveal important precedents for
Lee Yangji’s ethical concerns. Kim Sa-ryang, who emerged as a writer during
Japan’s colonial period, embodied the ambivalence and characteristics of colonial
intellectuals (Kim, “The Identity of a Young Intellectual in Korea” 236). Kim is
renowned for his novel Into the Light, which was nominated for the Akutagawa
Prize, the most prestigious Japanese literary award, held semiannually. Although
it did not win, Into the Light was groundbreaking in its exploration of ethical
identity' as it relates to naming and recognition. The story revolves around a Korean
university student who teaches at a night school alongside his Japanese peers.
Despite his awareness of his Korean heritage, both his fellow teachers and the
students address him by his Japanese name, exposing the ethical tension embedded
in colonial identity.

I cannot recall exactly when, but at some point I became known as Minami
(B4 ) sensei (4%F ) within the association. As you may know, my surname
should be pronounced Nam ( F§ ), yet for various reasons, I was addressed
by its Japanese reading. Above all, it was likely because my colleagues called
me so. At first, the thought weighed heavily on my mind. Later, however, |
began to rationalize that it might be better this way, for the sake of playing
along with these innocent children. Repeatedly I told myself that I harbored
neither a hypocritical intent nor had I a reason to be servile. Perhaps 1 was
simply preparing an excuse for myself that if there had been a Korean child in
this class, I would have insisted that he call me Nam. (S. Kim 7) (italics mine)

The issue of naming does not trouble the protagonist until a young Korean student
directly confronts him with a simple yet piercing question: “Why’d even someone
like you, sir, wanna hide your family name, huh?” (S. Kim 8) In that moment,

1 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for
World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.
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he is rendered speechless—caught between shame and a desperate urge for self-
justification, unable to articulate which name truly represents his identity. His
silence signifies a moment of moral paralysis, awakening him to the realization
that even the seemingly mundane act of choosing a name carries profound ethical
implications. The novel employs this dilemma as a central narrative device, the
protagonist’s decision to reclaim his Korean name becomes both an ethical and
cultural act of self-restoration.

However, it is important to note that such a narrative framework does not
necessarily extend to all Koreans who have settled abroad. For instance, a Korean
immigrant to the United States might prefer to be addressed as Tomas Park, as the
surname Park already conveys his ethnic and familial identity. In contrast, Korean
immigrants in Japan occupy a liminal condition in which the act of naming is fraught
with historical and ethnical tension rather than being grounded in personal preference.

For them, choosing a name extends beyond a matter of simple identification—
it becomes a moral signifier negotiated between assimilation and resistance.
The protagonist’s confusion, hesitation, and self-reproach vividly expose these
tensions reflecting not only personal uncertainty but also the ethical contradiction
of being simultaneously an insider and outsider within a single cultural system.
This condition illustrates the term ethical limbo—a state that frequently serves as a
central device in the literature of Koreans in Japan. Ethical limbo may be defined as
“a state of psychological turmoil caused by the conflict between the self that seeks
to establish a proper sense of identity and the self that negates its own existence”
(Shin, “The Review of ‘Koreans in Japan’ Novels” 706).

In Japan, Koreans of Japanese descent are often perceived as secondary
beings and historical burdens, a perception that perpetuates their social discomfort
and marginalization. A notable example is Kang Sang-jung, a second-generation
Korean in Japan who is a prominent scholar in Japan. During his university years,
Kang abandoned his pass name Nagano Detsuo ( 7K 2k 5 ) and reclaimed his
original Korean name. He pursued studies in political philosophy at the University
of Nuremberg and later became the first Korean resident with Korean citizenship to
hold a professorship at the University of Tokyo.'

The reclamation of Korean names became a significant ethical turning point
for many Koreans in Japan. This transformation later appeared in third-generation
works such as Kaneshiro Kazuki’s GO (2000), where questions of identity are
negotiated within a more globalized social context. Writing under his Japanese pass

name, Kaneshiro interrogates the complexities of national identity and belonging in

1 See Sangjung Kang, Living in Japan, Tokyo: Kodansha, 2004, 69-135.
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a postmodern Japan. However, despite his attempts to transcend national borders,
his position as a Korean in Japan continues to complicate his negotiation with
identity and social acceptance. Derogatory expressions such as “half-Japanese,”
used even within Korea to stigmatize Koreans in Japan', and the persuasive notion
that a Japanese partner might find such a background undesirable’, expose the deep-
seated prejudices embedded in both Korean and Japanese societies’.

In Yuhi, this tension is vividly articulated, whereas in Nabi T’ aryong, the
protagonist, aware of the significance of her Korean name, turns toward Korean
traditional culture and engages in exchanges with the homeland, marking a process
of ethical progression. Therefore, the main character who finds their name embarks
on a journey towards their ethical identity. Korean-Japanese novels serve as
narratives where individuals impose ethics upon themselves in order to establish
their identity. Ultimately, this intersects with the universal theme of literature that
prompts readers to examine their own ethics in how they treat others.

Nabi T’aryong: Discrimination and Naturalization

Nabi T’aryong serves as the cornerstone of her literary legacy, delving into
the psychological and moral conflicts that arise from the protagonist’s process of
ethical selection.” The novel opens with the main character returning from Kyoto—
her place of escape—to Tokyo, where she reunites with her older brother. Here, two
principal narrative threads intertwine: one revolves around the ethical condition
of the protagonist, a Japanese-born Korean, who fears renewed discrimination
after choosing to naturalize as a Korean in Japan; the other concerns the familial
conflict between the protagonist, who sides with her mother in an ongoing trial, and
her older brother, who supports their father. Another narrative strand involves the
protagonist’s affair with a Japanese married man named Matsumoto. Her impulsive
decision to love a man who already has a family is not ethically justified but
accompanied by deep remorse, revealing the intricacies of moral consciousness and

the human capacity for guilt.’

1 See Kazuki Kaneshiro, GO, Tokyo: Kodansha, 2000, 83.

2 See Kazuki Kaneshiro, GO, Tokyo: Kodansha, 2000, 178-179.

3 Inseop Shin and Jooyoung Kim, “Ethics of Father and Son in Ri’s #ii#~ (Watershed Above) and
Kaneshiro’s Go.” GCLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 5 (2015): 3-4.

4 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for
World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.

5 See Inseop Shin, “The Review of ‘Koreans in Japan’ Novels Through the Lens of Ethical Literary
Criticism: Lee Yangji’s Nabi T’aryong and Other Stories,” Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature 4
(2024): 708-710.
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In Nie Zhenzhao’s framework of Ethical Criticism, the ethical line refers to the
moral boundary that governs human behavior and sustains identity within a given
ethical order. Structurally, it functions as the central melodic line running vertically
through a narrative, preserving ethical coherence and guiding the moral progression.
Within this structure, the ethical knot signifies a point of tension or dissonance,
where conflicting ethical forces become intertwined and demand resolution as the
narrative unfolds.

The character’s act of crossing the ethical line signifies a departure from their
intrinsic moral values, thereby disrupting the ethical harmony of the narrative.
In Nabi T’aryong, the protagonist’s dual existence—torn between Japanese
assimilation and Korean heritage—embodies this very ethical knot. The moment
she conceals her ethnic identity in order to survive in Japanese society, she crosses
the ethical line, distancing herself from her moral sense of authenticity rooted in her
origins. Conversely, her later decision to reclaim her Korean name, Ae-ja, represents
an effort to untie the knot and to realign her life with the ethical melody that defines
her true self. Thus, Nabi T aryong portrays ethical lines not as fixed boundaries
but as shifting axes of identity and moral awakening. It is along this axis that the
ethical consciousness of Koreans in Japan takes shape, articulating their perpetual
negotiation between cultural assimilation and moral authenticity.

In this novel, the exploration of identity, deeply intertwined with ethical
considerations, centers around the possibility of rebuilding a fractured sense of self.
This expectation is reflected in the protagonist’s psyche, who harbors resentment
towards their father for naturalizing as a Japanese. Despite lacking concrete
evidence, the protagonist suspects their father of having an affair with a Japanese
woman and sides with their mother in their parents’ conflict. However, as observed
in the earlier discussion on the naming issue, the protagonist’s attempt to conceal
their Korean identity as a resident of Japan underscores the enduring presence of
their Korean heritage even post-naturalization.'

An electrician named Kanemoto, who frequently came to the inn, was
obviously Korean; he spoke Japanese with a strong Korean accent [...] I paid
close attention all the time to watch for any changes in everyone’s attitude and
behavior.

A terrible anxiety gripped me without ceasing. (Y. Lee, “Nabi T aryong” 335)

1 See Jaebong Lee, “The Distance between ‘Urinara/Korea’, ‘Urimal/Korean language’—Yangji
Lee’s Bilingual Literary World,” The Journal of Literary Theory 51 (2012): 311.
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Her worries turned out to be accurate. When she made her mistake at her ryokan,
her innkeepers immediately discriminated against her because she was Korean.

“You ungrateful wretch!”

“We put up with you and let you work here, even knowing that you are
Chosen.”

[...]

“All Chosen are ungrateful and shameless by nature. Ah, I’'m so sick of them!”
(Y. Lee, “Nabi T’aryong” 341-342)

“Chosen” is a term used by Japanese speakers to refer to Koreans residing in Japan.
As shown in the excerpt, although the inn staff’s prejudice is not explicitly stated,
their subtle contempt toward the protagonist—who conceals her ethnic identity—
reveals the pervasive undercurrent of discrimination. While this episode may draw
Lee Yangji’s own experiences working at a ryokan, it is important to clarify that she
was not directly subject to such treatment. According to her biography, the ryokan
owner was, in fact, a compassionate figure who supported her education. Thus,
the ryokan scene should be read not as autobiographical realism, but as a narrative
device illustrating the ethical complexities of discrimination faced by Koreans
living in Japan.

In her essay I am Korean, written at the age of twenty, Lee Yangji recounts
her family’s experiences as Koreans in Japan. Her parents migrated to Japan as
teenagers and endured hardships, including periods of homelessness caused by
unstable housing. Although they eventually achieved some economic stability,
their home life remained fraught with conflict. Frequent and heated arguments
often resembled battles between adversaries, sometimes escalated to discussions
of divorce. During these disputes, Korean was spoken only occasionally. They
refrained from eating kimchee at home, suppressing visible traces of Koreanness
in their daily lives. It was not until high school, when Lee Yangji needed her
family register for a study abroad exam, that she discovered her official status as a
Korean residing in Japan. This was a revelation that fractured her assumed sense of
belonging. “I constantly felt torn between the urge to hide, to keep hiding, and the
desire to deny, shaking my head and saying no” (Lee, “I am a Korean” 585).

To combat discrimination, one must affirm rather than conceal one’s identity.
For the protagonist, this act of affirmation begins with a simple yet profound request
of being called by her Korean name “Ae-ja” instead of the Japanese name “Aiko.”
She tells Matsumoto, “Please call me Ae-ja. I am Kim Ae-ja, not Aiko” (Y. Lee, “Nabi
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T’aryong” 365). This declaration signifies more than a correction of name. It marks
a moral awakening and an assertion of selthood within a society that demands
concealment. Yet, the protagonist’s affair with a married Japanese man further
highlights the ethical dilemma and the fragility of their identity.

At this juncture, the protagonist enters a state of ethical limbo, a psychological
and moral condition in which her desire to affirm her Korean self-clashes with
the internalized impulse to conceal it. As previously defined', this ethical limbo
signifies to assert identity and the self that seeks to negate its own existence. The
protagonist’s hesitation between revealing and concealing her ethnic identity,
between moral integrity and social survival, exemplifies this inner crisis. Suspended
between two ethical poles, she personifies the divided consciousness of a Korean in
Japan—a liminal being caught in the ceaseless motion between self-affirmation and
self-denial.

Despite the evident portrayal in the novel that the relationship between the two
characters is hindered by unrealistic and exaggerated revenge motives, the ethical
complexities are strategically reinforced. Mirroring the family history of the author
Lee Yangji, the deaths of both the elder and younger brothers ultimately lead to the
resolution of the longstanding conflict between the parents through separation. As the
protagonist grapples with these complex ethical dilemmas, the ethical boundary leads
her towards Korea. Immersing herself in traditional Korean dance and mastering the
“gayageum,” she strives to embody the Korean spirit within herself. Yet, despite her
efforts, she ultimately recognizes the impossibility of full belonging: neither wholly
Japanese nor Korean, but exists as a Korean in Japan. This revelation strikes her most
poignantly when she falters in pronouncing Korean words even on Korean soil.

“Ae-ja, when saying p ‘okp o, you need build up tension around your lips and
pronounce the syllables with a burst of air. Your pronunciation sounds like
bobo instead, which means ‘to kiss’ in Korean,” [...] Hearing this laughter
behind me sent my back muscles into spasm.

Afraid of staying in both Japan and wrinara’, [...] (Y. Lee, “Nabi T aryong”
409-410)

The journey to establish the identity of being a Korean living in Japan was a process

1 See Inseop Shin, “The Review of ‘Koreans in Japan’ Novels Through the Lens of Ethical Literary
Criticism: Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong and Other Stories,” Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature 4
(2024): 706.

2 Korean for “our country.”
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of unraveling fundamental issues such as discrimination and naturalization. The
narrative structure of Nabi T’ aryong exemplifies how a Korean in Japan author

operates ethical texts in a compelling way during this process.

Between Native Language and Mother Tongue: Yuhi

Yuhi is a novel that intricately portrays the ethical dilemmas arising from the
clash between one’s native language (language spoken in country of origin) and
the host language (language used in the country of residence). While some may
perceive the ability to speak both Korean and Japanese as a straightforward matter,
the reality is far more nuanced.

Yuhi is a unique novel with a distinctive temporal and narrative structure. The
narrative begins with the protagonist, referred to as “I,” receiving a phone call from
Yuhi, who is leaving for Japan, and abruptly ending the call. Rushing to the house of
the aunt where Yuhi used to stay, “I” arrives only to find that Yuhi has already left.
The narrative is led by “I”’ who reminisces the moments spent with her over a six
month period she was absent. Yuhi addresses “I”” as her older sister and follows her
lead. Moreover, “I” serves as a guide, assisting Yuhi in embracing Korean culture
as if she were a native. From the perspective of this facilitator “I,” the narrative
unfolds the process of Yuhi, a second-generation Korean resident in Japan, returning
to Japan as neither a Korean nor Japanese. In contrast to Nabi T aryong, where the
protagonist, dealing with an identity crisis, narrates its inner thoughts in the first
person perspective, here a third-person perspective is utilized to depict the inner self
of a second-generation Korean in Japan. The narrator initially fails to understand the
suffering of second-generation Koreans in Japan, but gradually recognizes that even
empathy may reproduce subtle exclusion.

This novel explores discrimination among compatriots through the conflict
between native language and mother tongue. Furthermore, Yuhi’s poor Korean
language skills, her experiences with the rudeness of compatriots, cultural
maladjustment, and her attempt to sublimate these aspects through playing the
gayageum are set as ethical knots, guiding the ethical line. For instance, second-
generation Koreans in Japan, who experience discrimination merely because their
ancestors came from Korea, are inherently subjected to ethical conflicts.

Yuhi, who found herself neither Japanese nor Korean, wrote about her
limitations:

AL ' Onni Onni

1 The book is written in Korean in this part. The same applies to the following lines.
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XM= MR ULICH Cho niin wisonja imnida 1 am a hypocrite

Ne HAXNDLHMO|JULITE Cho niin kdjinmaljaeng’i imnida 1 am a liar

When Yuhi had finished writing, she slammed the pen down on the notebook
and picked up the bottle of shochii. “Stop!” I said, trying to get the bottle away
from her. But she wrenched it out of my hands and drained the remaining
liquid in one swig. (Lee, “Yuhi” 91)

The self-reproach of admitting to oneself as a hypocrite stems from the unequal
treatment experienced by Koreans in Japan, who face ethical suppression compared
to Koreans or Japanese. For instance, individuals born in Japan readily embrace
their Japanese identity stemming from their ancestral lineage and are spared from
encountering comparable ethical suppression. Similarly, those born in Korea
inherently recognize themselves as Korean by virtue of their ancestral heritage, thus
eluding such suppression. Thus, the ethical narrative framework of Yuhi not only
exposes the moral contradictions faced by Koreans in Japan but also invites readers
to confront the ethical boundaries within their own consciousness, transforming the
act of reading itself into a moral experience.

Yuhi undertakes an evaluation of Korea within this context.

“In this country, the students spit on the floor of the dining hall and don’t
bother throwing away their garbage.” Yuhi said. “They don’t wash their hands
when they go to the bathroom. They’ll borrow a textbook and write notes in it
with a pen, and return it like nothing happened. This country’s people, as soon
as they find out you’re a foreigner, they hike up their prices. When you share
a cab with someone, they don’t even say thank you. They bump into you or
step on your feet and don’t even say sorry. They yell for no reason. They never
think of others [...]” (Lee, “Yuhi” 83)

The ethical knot critiquing Korea is epitomized by Yuhi’s portrayal of her homeland
as a place riddled with moral shortcomings, referring to it simply as “this country.”
She had no other choice but to represent Japan as “this country,” while also referring
to Korea, the homeland she longed for, as “this country.”

The absence of “our country” is portrayed as a destiny for Koreans in Japan.
Yuhi’s criticism of Korea is met with a defiant attitude from “I,” who finds it hard
to accept. The following passage reflects the stereotypical views of Koreans who

perceive Koreans in Japan as not being truly Korean.
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“Yuhi, you’re a bigot! I guess fongp’o from Japan really are Japanese—no,
you’re worse than Japanese, the way you look down on Korea. You whine
about every little thing. You just can’t let anything go. I used to think you were
just overly sensitive, but that’s not it. You’re narrow-minded. You’re a bigot,” |
shouted at her once. I just couldn’t take it anymore.

“Well if it weren’t such a shitty country it wouldn’t be so easy,” she shot back.
I almost lost it. I couldn’t believe how closed-minded she was. Always “this
country” this, or “this country’s people” that. (Lee, “Yuhi” 84)

It is shocking to hear the remarks from “I,” who had endeavored to establish a
close bond with Yuhi as well as a good understanding of her. Even as she comforts
herself by attributing Yuhi’s suffering to the fate of compatriots raised outside their
homeland, “I”” consciously regards Yuhi as foreigners, redrawing the very national
boundaries of “Korean” and “Japanese.” The imagery of delineating the boundaries
between Korea and Japan and placing the severed “Koreans in Japan” on both sides.
This, indeed, was another face of the category of compatriots.

From the perspective of Nie Zhenzhao’s Ethical Literary Criticism, Yuhi
vividly illustrates the dynamic interplay of the ethical line, the ethical knot, and
the emergence of ethical limbo. In this novel, the ethical line does not signify a
fixed moral boundary but rather the ethical current of the narrative that guides
the trajectory of the protagonist’s moral consciousness. It unfolds through Yuhi’s
continual pursuit of authenticity amid self-examination and critique.

Her self-declaration as a “hypocrite” marks the precise moment where the
ethical line momentarily falters, giving rise to an ethical knot within the narrative’s
moral flow. This knot emerges as Yuhi becomes ensnared with the conflicting
imperatives of belonging and estrangement, love and resentment, homeland and
exile. When she confronts the discriminatory realities in both Japanese and Korean
societies, the ethical line is bent and distorted—its moral movement obstructed by
contradictions that defy resolution.

Yuhi’s repeated reference to both Japan and Korea as “this country” reveals
the ethical knot at work: she is unable to sustain a continuous ethical line capable
of connecting her fractured identities with a single moral rhythm. The absence of
“our country” (uri nara, 2| Lt2}) exposes the impossibility of ethical coherence
for Koreans in Japan, whose historical and linguistic dislocation fractures their
moral continuity. This loss of alignment draws Yuhi into a state of ethical limbo—
a suspended moral and psychological space between self-affirmation and self-

negation. In this liminal condition, she is neither reconciled nor fully alienated,
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but drifts along a distorted ethical line. Her linguistic frustration and emotional
exhaustion, expressed through contempt toward both nations, are not signs of
arrogance but expressions of ethical fatigue within a divided world that denies
belonging.

At the same time, the narrator’s retort—“You’re worse than Japanese”—
further distorts the ethical line, marking the moment where moral distance between
insider and outsider is reaffirmed. Yet this distortion rather than dissolving tension,
only tightens the ethical knot, entrapping both characters within the same structure
of exclusion. Through this dialectical interplay of movement and entanglement,
Yuhi emerges as a narrative of ethical confrontation, where the protagonist’s moral
struggle unfolds along the oscillating rhythm of the ethical line. Ultimately, Lee
Yangji discloses that ethical limbo is not merely a state of psychological confusion
but an inevitable condition of disclosed existence for Koreans in Japan—a
suspended line of becoming that defines their moral trajectory and narrative identity.

Conclusion

This study has examined the narrative structures of Lee Yangji’s Nabi T aryong
and Yuhi to illuminate the ethical dynamics that define the literature of Koreans
in Japan. The analysis focused on three key dimensions of identity formation—
naming, discrimination and naturalization, and the tension between native and
host languages—which together construct the ethical environment in which the
characters exist. These dimensions do not simply delineate moral boundaries; rather
generate a sustained ethical current running through the entire narrative, functioning
as ethical lines. Within this flow, moments of conflict and hesitation crystallize into
ethical knots, where competing ethical imperatives, emotional attachments, and
social obligations intertwine to suspend the narrative’s movement.

In this sense, Lee Yangji’s literature reveals a continuous process of drawing,
distorting, and reweaving the ethical lines. When the flow of the ethical line falters,
the characters enter a state of ethical limbo—a space of moral suspension in which
affirmation and denial of identity coexist. This triadic movement of line, knot, and
limbo structures Lee’s narrative ethics, transforming the struggle for identity into an
aesthetic of ethical rhythm.

Through this framework, Lee Yangji transforms the personal trauma of living
between two nations into a mode of ethical reflection. Nabi T aryong unfolds
as a narrative of untying one’s knots—tracing the return from concealment to
recognition—while Yuhi exposes the fragility of the ethical line itself, depicting the
anguish of those who drift perpetually between two moral worlds. Together, these
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works reveal how the literature of Koreans in Japan becomes a form of ethical
narration, where the very act of storytelling itself operates as a moral gesture toward
self-understanding and coexistence. Ultimately, Lee Yangji’s fiction transforms
ethical conflict into a form of moral reflection, inviting readers to reconsider

belonging, exclusion, and otherness beyond national and linguistic boundaries.
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Title: Lady Precious Stream’s “Breaking Away”: Ethical Negotiation and Cross-
Cultural Dialogue in Hsiung Shih-1’s Play Lady Precious Stream

Abstract: While Hsiung Shih-I’s play Lady Precious Stream has achieved wide
international recognition, it has also been drawn into public debates over self-
Orientalization. To clearly articulate a Chinese cultural position, Hsiung Shih-I
constructs Lady Precious Stream in the play as a figure confronting intersecting
value conflicts: tradition versus modernity, and the East versus the West. Through

this characterization, the play seeks to transcend the cognitive predicaments implied
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by the notion of “China’s doll’s house.” The critical ethical choice of Lady Precious
Stream’s breaking away has facilitated her transformation from a subordinate
within the patriarchal ethical system to a subject capable of active negotiation.
The transformation process is marked by fluidity and openness, through which a
dynamic “third space” is established. This space carries multicultural consciousness,
and through sustained ethical negotiation, makes possible the formation of
value consensus, thereby presenting the “real situation of China” to the world.
The narrative of Lady Precious Stream’s breaking away not only demonstrates
the feasibility of ethical negotiation and cross-cultural dialogue, but also offers
significant theoretical and practical insights for Chinese drama to “tell Chinese
stories well” in the context of exchanges and mutual learning between Chinese and
foreign civilizations.
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1 20 fll—: O\HEHZ) , Jbat: WKL, 2010 £, 55 40 i,

2 2 W, Ashley Thorpe, “After Thought: Archiving Absence through a Practice-as-Research Produc-
tion of Xiong Shiyi’s Lady Precious Stream,” TDR: The Drama Review 63 (2019): 83,

3 ZH A— O\VHEMZ)  dbnt: KRR, 2010 4, 5 115 7T,
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Intermediality of Richard Strauss’s Opera Der Rosenkavalier

Abstract: Richard Strauss’s opera Der Rosenkavalier, while regarded as a
masterpiece in the history of musical drama, has been predominantly examined
through textual lenses. Existing scholarship either explores the intertextual
relationships between its libretto and European dramatic traditions, or investigates
its musical language’s drawing on historical styles. This text-centered approach
has effectively illuminated the work’s profound cultural grounding, yet its focus

remains largely confined to semantic associations, thereby failing to fully capture
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the complexity of Der Rosenkavalier as a “media complex.” Employing Irina O.
Rajewsky’s intermedial classification system as the core analytical tool, this paper
systematically reconstructs an interpretation of the opera from three dimensions:
medial transposition, media combination, and intermedial performance and
remediation. The study not only examines the medial transposition from literary
pretexts to operatic libretto, but also analyzes the media combination of German
folk song, waltz, and classical/romantic styles within the music. Furthermore, it
reveals how the performers’ bodies become convergence points for intermedial
signs, and how different stage productions and recording media engage in the
remediation of the operatic text, ultimately demonstrating the generative mechanism
of Der Rosenkavalier as a multi-medium hybrid.
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subjectivity between reality and illusion. Secondly, variations of memory space
are the places where the events happen in history, reality and future, with the
overlapping and connection of events to carry historical truth and probe into
subconscious desires. Lastly, the purposes and functions of the variations of spaces
lie in that they not only serve to develop plots, but reflect human minds and ethical
choices as well. Therefore, in form and content, the narration corresponds with the
theme of alienation of science and technology, providing the ways to understand
and comprehend the reality.
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Title: Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime in Late
Qing Detective Fiction

Abstract: As a pioneer in translating and introducing Western detective fiction
during the late Qing dynasty, Zhou Guisheng was among the first to advocate the
ethical value of Western detective fiction. He treated Western detective fiction as
a textual sample embodying modern Western judicial ethics. He further clarified
the truth-seeking spirit and scientific methodology as the primary ethical choices
in detectives’ crime investigation, which subverted the trial model and traditional
judicial ethics embodied in Chinese classical gong’an fiction. By emphasizing
the crucial role Western detectives played in protecting human rights and civil
rights, Zhou put forward detectives’ innovative ethical identity and ethical claims
as a means of reforming the social and ethical order in late Qing. In his short
story Shanghai Detective Case, Zhou for the first time created the image of a
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Chinese local detective, “Bao Tan.” As a relatively independent subject of crime
investigation, Bao Tan’s ethical identity embodies both progressive and limited
dimensions. Nevertheless, the investigator figure and ethical choices represented by
Bao Tan, grounded in the framework of a modern judicial system, opened up new
narrative possibilities and ethical foundations for the creation of subsequent local
detective fiction.

Keywords: Zhou Guisheng; detective fiction in late Qing; ethical choice; ethical
identity; ethical predicament

Authors: Sun Guoliang is Professor at the School of Chinese Studies and
Exchange, Shanghai International Studies University (Shanghai 200083, China).
His academic research focuses on relations between Chinese and foreign literature
and culture, Chinese literature and culture in the 20" century (Email: 02582@shisu.
edu.cn). Shui Xiaoying is a Ph.D. candidate at the Institute of Literary Studies,
Shanghai International Studies University (Shanghai 200083, China). Her academic
research focuses on relations between Chinese and foreign literature and culture

(Email: shuixiaoying@shisu.edu.cn).

MR/ UAE PG 5 B TEE RIVA S B AR A, RIS R AR
PN E, HENHEZ L. R WK, BARRE
o R FORIOAE R, HASHERSE. RE. E0. EXCEREN
EHUA, 155 2 E AR TR D B A Sl Rl R I RBRR T [
MR G . WERNEARFEIE L2 2508 ml A, HERE R, &
R A A BERR P BRI

fEy B AR e s BRIk " RN B — N7 7, AR
XPTR /N ULAE MBI R B2 D)o 2 50 T 28 IO IE 90 22 SR A At LR %
TR/ UL AL, I o R v P 2 (R s iea o B, o A i B b A R A 25 5
R R BRI I BLARAC FEIE B (ethical choice) o AL RLSCAEARFR 244 VT
IR OB PR OV B, U AR R / 2 ORI B IR AN 58, DL AR 1Y
FROVIN L FIHT I 5 R 5 b [ B s e “IRFR R Rl S Y
B SE, DR ERERAIREMET Y, Y “BIR” BRAEAN
h EAG PRE ST TR IRAC B R R, B R AL A PR PP A% Gt 1) AR
R APPSR R “AR AL B B A R B

1 SR BHE: (WEAUED) , et TLIFRBESCZH ek, 2017 4F, 55 255 B,

2 ZWRERES . CGEIeED) o K. FEA, 19924, 12 0. ARG T (it
SR HEAE) —3C, SChR, R R TR RSO B L R T E R R
HAAU” E—IERA



374 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

—. Bz “RKE” . CEEENEZSEA

W R BAE RSO F AR B S 3, 8 TR R B B Cethical
selection) MAGPELEFEIEZ) (ethical choice) WHAMEES: AT T8 M AEFRET
B, BT AR R AR AR S5 TR B N SRAEAG B R Berh B AT 1
AR R BTGB . MR N S — N7 R A I X B R P R A
BHEIRIE . A IEWIESHA T BRI ELIE 953 (ethical choice) , FPHF “H
BREE” AR IR ENEACELIE R (ethical selection) , DA 25 RO
W, MEEHERER, SIS, WESCENICHEARMAHE . °

JEI A ZE B TR /N U B0 B A2 D N R TR I I S i B AR B .
77 T i Ja 4R AR NI “ 5 [ 2 Z AP N, A VF 2 ks B )
77 (BigE 254) , T HERHEZELRT “987 BIEZE. Wi/ DOy
A A B oy T B g “TEE TR B TR e Bk e ——Ft
SRR, PR CHRIET AR, FRFEFEMER M, ZBHAREFR, RIS MY
(T A ANHERR 7 VR AR 2, 5 AL 48 0 /N U rh e 5 7 8 LT 7 22 7 1)
WEITEML, m A, A NHHEH—#H, DET U8R, 50N
AKRAERZRW, BlEREET LR RAE” (FI¥ 255) —— iR/ D UirE Y
2B F A BB BT b vl W — 3. WA H, AT YUz AR EE i
SCEERR R SIS I 2, RS SO RS B H A ) XT 2
RGP E B VI TR E s RISCR AR SR JE T s 38 SR
Yy BJEAE, AR SRR SC A A R TR T S AR E R
A ERIE B8, XTS5 A H 0 20k S 2 R VT T e A0 3 A B AT AR B O 5T

(eeeees ) 7 (B, U BRI S ARIET 19 o KhE
AR BN DN ZARENE. REEE, HEt

RANECPEAR 2 B I AT, BASICN I

FEMEYE h [ SCH “O/ N B AR RS R, B R RCA
PN, AAE IR ZE) T EF, A AR b B AT 25BN i, iR
BREKET AR AR, AROERDHE? 7 iy “ B RE, 24
7 (95), WAREABEFIX — Uik, METEE A WS 7 BIRIRS, H
Al Tk = v 0 BACOER (K48 B 5 0 —— B RE AR P i Ll Ao REEA
FE (P TR S rh B 20 T IR TR, R r A P L D6 PG T R
T M U vl N TR a0 TS TN SR S U Sl S VA S A 4 = R G 2
N TIEPINERAE R EE A 2, (EHA B E S B AT S K IH 2 W2 i
1 £ Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for
World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.
2 S0 EBAL TR CORRIEHOPIIR O ), Jbat bl RFEH A, 2020 48, 5514 71,
3 ZWOBE: CRREERRPE: DR RAE D RS SO EAED) » JEaT: dERUReE HiRAE,
2019 4, % 86-97 .




Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime / Sun Guoliang & Shui Xiaoying | 375

R “ W R IR, T ST S SR AU “ SRR o BT LA, BHIEPE TR UL, B
WO “IRAR” BB, RO R T I A B 3

H—, PR ERAHEHEZH, 7B BHEIE A2 R “ UAL
NI SRR R BE . | R PTREEE R LN R ER” &
P, BEHRAFZE, KWGFERRFEH. (LREE) TR EIERAE —
HRARBEN R Bl RO Z NS S B LT THER A L HBRE, JRBREEAN “58
FEPREL” (112) , mORNUHR I A Ak, (EAR A b — MR N
MR RBAR, TROUR AR SR Ak, Mz, ERTH
ANZIHER” (115) o BRikEdnih, e/, &rEdk. (PHikz) 4
PIRABARBREE N, 952 H NG AR IR NS TR, A2 2. 5
RIS REE R, FER2 “IREEI R 4K (159) MISEIE.
NS 2 ZENXTF, @R BETE — BT ZERAEY, 7l 5 TRE
FA R, BRIEI, TAEXIT . H e W, WURIRSE KT BUBUA R
R, BAREAR. PN EIAET B, A WAL 7 i sE . T
HESNE, BB RE. MmN S35 EHRENRT N, 228
AEALEM AR BAR, B2 2)E%RY, @8 RAMe L FOl R
TN, TRAER I T 5 B A 4G BEAR e ) J 335

H, BREARIRRAR AR DS B S IE o BURRRRACBE LIRE P 1E 3O
A, TR NG LA e B R, SR (RUIER) . b —
PHEIRES BB A IR BIR Hr S, TR “ 37 = T 0 S0 e 22 R AR 1Y
RENES LK, W7 MBS 5IREEN S . AN BUR K
PN PEARISEE N, AR, IR WOE AT RERE, (H ‘&
AF|— L AT, EAER— NREARSEL, RAREImEAR” (408) %, T
I AR BENS T BB S e N SEREE S, R BRI — AR KA U A
NAFELES), %555 — A e NQIEREHI ]. T02 “IRanSA 7 IXMEW, &
FATLURCT % () &7 (423) o WERMIRIEL LS “BER ML HIH
ARBIER. (BRI Yk 72 ¥ R 2oy 2 Bam i 1« 1 8RN
Biamds, WEERE AT, WOHE CRMARFIEA, DA H O
AR7(486), TR NHAE N _EEE . W] UL 23 S/t o WL AR S 4T e AN [, 78
IR IHEE LY. M=% RUEA A @i D g & @i, 2445, 1
B WK TAE S BRI T WS IE AR, A T, JTIEWIHE 26 A . E
NAERAE OV e N TR AR, SR NiAs, RBL T L 7E . PhITsk
LD C B 7%

HIE T L, PG 7 DR/ ioxt 3R A B 46 5% AR PR AR I B T BL

1 U MBIE: “EESARTEERER” . CRIEEKD 9 (1997) : 76,
2 R R GEEVERY (FHEie) O\EE) s ey s amEpRES, (FieE) Kib:
R, 1991 45) o DURB SUARETS, AE——3.



376 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

MRAE, B4 EEFEMRIEE ST, 2 Ml e et R
AR ANERFF . 18R IE SIS HE RIS o BRIE, T REZE g HESh T 8 /)
ULAE BRI B L R TS B LRI . “HORIIRE & U AR TR, Bl
T 5 E B i A A A 1 36 ARG SR SEEL Y (Nie, “Ethical Literary Criticism: A
Basic Theory” 191) . JAHEZETRME (HARARY FIF S BT, ZHRAH
SR, M R IS LT R R (103) , XA 5 SCE I FUR T R AR 3
Hro TR/ LA FARRA (AU A& T 540 BE P IR M S 3 B A A e 12,
RAMATTHIE SR, TR ERA A BEA A AR B AR 7, FL H e SEI R T
Ty BURBEA. T “RIET RITBEEMEEEERL , BIRE PR E “W
B W CEAR MfeshERE, DU IER EIRSEE R e E S E S,
il B2 2 T AT DU A b A I A% A 8 A 3 N 5

—. ®IE “BiFE” . RESHHNENSES

“WrER” AR AFDUPE R TR MEZRE, BRRE (hE
EARAZRANULER) iR, ASUNER “WiER” 40, HETER “4
R IA G B IETERR 7 (147) o (H'E AR 2R E T BTN, 43
“IETER. B, S5 E IREPT IR KUEMEAR, BUDBETE T GGKH
42) , BAEMERERNE, BN EAEER, ZREERa AL, 5iEm
TR EEZE RN TR /NG, 26 B S B R A 7V L 18 A SR A i R i
e, JFRAEON I, sEREATR “AAR” R Sy, X S5+
M R A« H AL VRRA I & o * 7520, B < AR I3 W« IR
B (g o B R ARAE (IR R R k) hfk: “ RPUPTESCUI B hZ [, H
PR AR 2 KB, 7 m: HZERL HEBR (259 « 25
HEBEAE T < AR, RERAZBOBUIAUR], R BT, JEI 5 it
N B S SR BEA I H 2T B

BB IR AR B E R, 250 AAS BB 4 b R 2 R LR I
WL WUREERE — 0, R —F “Hx5h” , Z2HE CCAeEs
HPFFR) IR, B0 IR NS B S, B DAL
A ERONTT BRI Sy, Bl & B PR FUR IS B P, Hh 2 By
Wt RRE S (264) o VEAMIHR/N AL A E FEN TR0 E, A
X PE T3 ATERAC BE B AT AL TR R B B, W R R S AL AL, 3
TARAE W RS R R DB P B, T X — e BEE £ B DR B 2

1 20 by “HARFW®R” ,  CH/BLD) 5 (1905) « 103, R RSET PO FRk
RPEAAT R CRARAFRY 35 = H=RFE P afR: O RERIROVIESR. ML, TIRRA
ORI o FOclk, SRR TREBEN CHNL) o RREE N AR 1
TR, MICNEAREA TG AL, st 2 T .

2 ZRAREE: “HEARRBUSERRE” , CAREHPEL) 1 (2019 : 331,



Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime / Sun Guoliang & Shui Xiaoying | 377

O H 3 AR AL TR I BT R, 740 ARBL T “ B KLY TR .
SNBSS, R AR B (R TSR OHRZE) 10 “ A 7 hsiig: %
PHRPSE, Bl RSB AR, MO, Rt
AR (85) . (UG 55 E i mR MR S IE T — A AT RS .
FEAE (0T ST )RR BT o, T e, 4 BT s,
2 Babkae. P, AR, URGR” (129) . AT, BEERE
SR, RITGEH EER AN S, ERIEEEE, . b
WA E, IR, SR A R R, T R AL
TR A QIR CEAEORLE) T P B4 7 7 Al 6 B AL
R, CETMMREMA, WETR. il BREZ K, BB HEY
B, R TR IR AT, ARSI R Rk,
WAENB, (o) BATREMAE, IRV (92) o ML
WEEH AL, TEEEY) T R E AR A

W, WERMER, SR ARNEE R, 54 %N E
B2 7 IR . PR R R R R R RO A RO 2, (H
B R RO B S0 —— TS WO S, S AT R
T SRS RN R IE AT, RAE B B CREE
RIF, HRAHME “MRFAT, Uhfahkit (FE mgaEam” (&
S S6) . B, TEREACER, DM epE, AR AR TR
T i, MR AT AR A LSRR, BRGE TR IE
WABTE (LA OERE) Bl B opE S M, MR, &
2O —E T, NZMA R, KAENRFIE, AR, Wi
BRIA IR AR I % R, TS 0URE R, B0 R K 5
H97(96) . TRy “HRF TR NART L FIUEE, 7ETE b
FH “REFMK” B, EHPNERLY, B REE LNER S, 9 LR
W% T S RURALEE. BRI CHRA RN SRBUAMCEL, K B ET
IR, OB LT SFEEEE. Fi, BEE TR
Wk, NRiER, BRBEE BFAT QRN 75 AT
S AL ER AR, (ELth A L R A 47 5 R O AGFE 0, T A I
B AR AR,

R AR B B SR I 282 BB T 0« b 7R 5% C izl
BREREN T BT, (EHR:  “ATSOBEE R, AR E R
NI, B TR LB S I B ARk T B TR,
ULEMETHBIE R, R, REREL” 126 . 7 GRRIERD
d, JEEAR, A CHmE” 5 CBHIE WEARE, AEENEE

1 ZH R “SCAHEEEAE: BT, REEIRSRETE)” , CUREERT)
1 (2021) : 26,




378 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

wE AN ERE PR NS MBI SRAIT GRS T, TR E R
DI d i . P A RS, M ITEET . B LRCE T
PABE AL 7 (423) o FE I AL AR BEIR ST, A M2 A5 B RN, ¥
B IR KT F AL O AR B SRR VR IUAOTR, DRSS, &
SRR AL GEE B, HESh mIE A A 2

JREZE VY “Br7 KR CEail 58 HZRIE) , SO iRl a2
—HhiEfe:  “ 3L Revolution B 55 W AE, AZNIM#E 2 &, KNHEFHMYZ %
WAL, EATCAMTEINZ ", Ak 25X “ A7 MU Iz AR5, AR IR <R
BECUE b R (218) o FERXFSEH L LRI ER T, HES
RF ARSI 5, REAET RGBT HIESCEE, #katts, SCHEE
R ME R a5 R AT 1 SRR, (ERMER AR
MURIIHESS, TR 408 B YR MR SRCEHIH K. HFrEpuRh il O\VE
[, YHR TR SER T B RS ZEIR R, Bt o L i i ik [ 2
Mo ATHORSE W MG, fEUE CH MR, B C®R” 2Tt
BREWIAT, AEREAR DB E R E R, M 3R 78RR R E 255
B AR MEFTRERYEKZ, RBCRFEW, B W EAFENSS
FHRREN, ER T B, BRI d. SR T,
AR, (o) DARBE PSR, FhRE” (261 . &
Ja » BARKE AR N ALAT (VTR S0 2 8 b B R LT HR e R,
MITA KA, “B” PdkEers Lt mAEHRAH.

FERXANHCE T, LH 2R 7R, T AR NUR U E IR
—IRYES R R B, MR TS S, RBLH 7R A A Y R
Tro AMEEAEREILHFY, “EBELHCE, HAEEMES E, BEREIHL
Ay Cooeeee) BETIEZR, TN THIEZ HP8” (264) o AR
PN T AIRIE 0 R T 38 AR B 2 28, YO HGR L i 2 . ik
CAYD A LU SR G I8 op B, o o ) 06 A J TSOR PR B, /NP R AN TS
ARHEREL ] AL B ARNE, RERAMERS, AME L, AMEsz. e, ik, 4
AL AL LEY e SE N I ANRUANSZAR I . AR 4700 7 R, AR B 1 3L S e i 14
GIReN(C3E v/

i BTk, AR BAUR A AR ERBAG L S 4y, B 75 T TR
FIEEE S 22 A R T AL 2RI R I, A0S B “ L) e s
E AR, EHAERHEE MO CERAHRE) &, AR DX
SRR S BEEAE 7R, JF A B DUTERAG 2E 5 r F AR N L,
] ) ] AR AR P

=, R “AEA” . REEESERESNERR
1907 4, R R R E MRS N G CEROURE) »  “IFE) T TR



Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime / Sun Guoliang & Shui Xiaoying | 379

NRARTACRE R (B, R STEREIR N A AL 184) . /)
YN EA LRI ——iF R T R BRI
SERERE LA ] 7o AR EIA R, H i T SRR IR BEIAE Cethical
environment) , LR G ER B 47 A0 T BE BATHED A XA Z 57 IR PE R BLIRAS - 3%
PEIE CCARBEZEMEFR) higd, “ERGLEEHEBRF. 6B S0
RITREL” (257D , 1 H AR BRI AL MU 25 N R A HE LA SRR oF & 5 o5 ”, BI
“IREIMNET (258) o FEHMHEREHEAE T, GHREVER “HinT 1
AEGUR, BRI E LR EANSEL, (HE 2R AR R TR
FEHLRLIACHTES), NREA L HNETT R 155 B AE B
“CRLR” SRR FRIE, AT A4S PR B DA R AR B I E R, &
3 B 2 AL S T8 R A R Y 5 R ) P B e R R A LA o B AR AR S R 4R
M, (LREPRZR) PR —DMEERTT, 2HILHMAE, b
Wi IR, XZIER N MIAET, il RSkt 2 R
B, HRAA M, KRk (97-98) o AT LB H L, 2
R T N ANEORZ FRIERER, AT BRGEOFEE I 25 g, $H 10
B MIR R WA, BEAICEINTT, R MG g B AR R
TR B TTRIEM 2%, KAE—EREE LS T8 e AR FES . &
A ARRATECE RAEE 2 RE, BRETIR. HERZ D04, R X R OUEIR
TR AT P E T mAMR T DR T S RIS A BUE, E K IHIRTRAT
AR “CERR” —— AL AT SRR R, R E AU S
J& R AAME T, SR AL SRV, 1R CE#EOERE) hE “IE&
HIRMEFEMN, MANEMAR” 97 « SEERRE, <L, F
AMEHINE, HTINVRAMERL”  (B/NEE 29) o IXUE T2 5 6
LN, 5E RSO EAMKIT S &R, FEAS B A ST IR AR BT A% A1 B
TR B O P RE. T B AL R mEAC BEIA R, IR ZEAE (R ITER 52D
R, N2 A RS SR AT R, e E B, BEONHER AR AN
FHT 93, RARSFH KM L TTROHRNA, A ReH e “ mREGZ
5797 WAMRE, S G RREAATEORBUMRE, L AU T i) B .
SAEGRART PR PEACEE S i AR, L IRAE 21 By (3t 20 1k B3
PRELAE FATR L A PRIRAR PR £ —— RO AR PP« o AL BARAE BT,
AT ENEANAEE T e B IR, SRR T B AR, R
BE/N IR SE T MO ER ;s  (EASSE B N BLAGEHIE B, B HIFA
B ERTE . SN ORRERECEME T AR ZR5Z, L RAEIRIGREEE
I, GRS AL, AT RGE, TR B A T, B AT, A
BT (106) o T, UREESNEEITIR, SHEs, T BT
T8 UL AT DAL W s L, AR EM” (1D o REMEN “iEE”, 4

1 SR A% QR E TS  WREGE RIS, 2021 4, 554 7.




380 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

T A WRIBFE R /N2 AR 5 08T, e m IR B R SRS B LAt D 1k .

BIRABSHESI R T “HXH” 5 “IREE” 24, TR SHE
HEHERHE A EOHR” 2B AR 5T R P ACREL T AR
A REEAW CPERERE) e REMILE F, ME “TEEAUE
b BT E, BREMERNRE, WA BRI TSR T S
WRHIE” (42,  “ RPN SEROER DR REL” 116) o RPFAA
WIERAT RFF M RHAIRIEF B, vTU/ENE RITREFRMA R, ML+
BB R, BEE A UEAR DR HR, 78 R Rk 18 J7 0T 88 i ik 2K 1 4%
G FIE A T

JAREAETE  RIATIREE) R T RPN, SRIANTER 5T B 16
BBy A A AT RAIE o TR — TR “ B, AR R “ B AL . B
THEBEINEAN “ANMIEWE, A8, %R, R, HIE, K87 SRR, i
WIEFEAL “AAINAERERO AR, 542" (93) BN, 1
BRI ENE AL, T “ A0\ FHEMST EGER” (94) , ARk piR B T BRER
R THATES, UONDHRBNL A E R IR DR R, IR e =
BUEH], DA {g 4 1 =90 BEVE AL S B 2 A B8 . B E AR B K
o RREAS, A ATTTE N 51 A FE ST TR L SE, MY 0 A LEARE” , B
“ULHVFZ LR T AER Sk, MBS L7 (94) , FUBWIA T E T “0E
BRI AT REME o 5 SR BF N AR 1) J2 THI RS TR AN [, Jo AR 28 3l 7 T 1)
S BIESREIE R . AT, AR A R IR B AR B S AR &M
JERE D, ABAE I AL A ERIRE O T SR mVEEE S R, R
WAL RIS E WA IR, B H A LR ER

(CEBOHRE) E— R BRI T “B8R” MERARLAEREL N —
M, (HLESE RN E I ERIRE N, (A ERL 7 i35, B e BEAk 7 M R
G, AS BB BRAL T SO R A B S i NG BLE BRI SR AL, B EE TR A
AR BN . AARIREE BT O, AR “OR” 24, |
W8 =FOU, Fs AR “ BRI (98) o ARMERMLAG B ER
FRINANGE, A AT = TRl ME S RG>, (B /R 2 ) fE S midE R, B
BT IEYE I A B /N EGE SR, (B E % 5 LRI T — 3k 4 &
TR, AUCNEGEER G, MXMEEE, “FEFXE—%, fTHEET
T R (112)

JAREAEAE CHOS W HAENIRE) 1 “AF7 PRl “s A
sRIRAMNERCT L, WArE, IMEAERAH, R¥ELLT], /ERNINRIK
785 o wibAE R, IR BT BN AR R R “HEZE” , S
JRTCAR %, KREAE SIS 2 W AAEE RIS . B  RFHTHRE)
HRT S, FHLIHH D5 MR — /MRS 5, IR — MRS 427 (97D, “Hlf

1 S0 REK: (BREEX) , g BgthaflEbidibel, 2022 45, 3 9-10 L.




Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime / Sun Guoliang & Shui Xiaoying | 381

PRAE MR 57 R TR 2R k. JH Rt — DR Ay AR A TR DL 2
JR BRI ER L, s NERPOAL TR R IR B, “RATEAEALS L
FINR, AROZERZXVIRINN, B RERNFEEE, e TNRES
L B AR AR RN, A AR FRIRE” (LD . A, &
B NTEMERR TR RE IR AL, R AVISEPRIT, T IR 2 5, A RESEIL R
Krf EURARE © AR (10D BES. RIERRAME (RIHRE) 1y
H——EMERRENE, SCHLE SR I Rt Bk

H B I R E RN BESE T R« Bl OiR” BEHA. &
WAL T 205, A TR AR T A A, BRAELE (R OURSR)
RYL, A E EROUR, e BE MIXMIR R EA XA, ALl
[ AT R A DUR 8T #Cs Bk (96) o LIFRUARTTE BEAA L, i
AT AR . BANEE T RRIURES, b 7RG E- 74, #
REE BIA AT A (A AR B PR b CBRIE ey 8 Bilss — %) . 1
R CBRIS SeR) B EHEEE — 50 « XK (/R BERORIGD) #5145, N
B ADLAR /R BE oK bt Je K R AN IR 2 3, R T 4B 7R 7 R T A TR A D it
HONUA B EAREM . (PUR)  CROUR) (DRt ) SFREE
FRAE B AT B, A O I BRI A T A TR, AR B BN TR
MR AR C BT DL CRIROUHRE) Jvilifs, A E s/ it ss
QB S, W T IE—SCRA LA IO IR AT e, i A A 50k i 0 i 2 1)
HASE A ORI B R K, DL RS ar RS, Bk
B TREIZI

PUER/NRAERE TR RN, REL T 305 “BURBRA” IR EE R ThAE. JH
FEZEAE R “ RN SO OB, BB R R B PG 7 ORI B e B
WEFEAEG AR DRTIEE RAR, X2 R AR IHE RS T BoR 2
SHEMPAAC BRI, EARBE R S5 e A E B S A B S b 3X
NHE RS RIS T A EOR e B R, B ST R HIgein, HEsh Ak
B 1 CEREAURSE) AF AR RN KB 2 AE, BBiE 7 AR AL
AR B ——R, HHED PRI R o B R I a5 (HIE T s
TRAELAE BRR Y, B DLRON IR B IUR, DTRA LA A BN .
(CEMMERED) JFEI T« BIEOUR” MR, B12 A T i 4 ]
B BEIAEE, B BRI AR P [ A ZE D 2 7T

Works Cited

Fose. (IR U)o BEat: VLORRESCZHIREE, 2017 4.

[A Ying. History of Novels in Late Qing. Nanjing: Jiangsu Phoenix Literature and Art Publishing, Ltd.,
2017.]



382 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

MEIE: “OEHSAL R TRERIER” . (REHFEKD 9 (1997« 76-77.

[Du Wanyan. “Unjust Cases in the Society of Ming and Qing Dynasty Due to the Rites Overweight
Law.” Journal of Yanhuang Chungiu 9 (1997): 76-77.]

BAH: RSN IE ETE R, (R RO ) 2 (1996) : 51-
56,

[Huang Lixin. “Brief Review on the Image of Upright Official in Classical Chinese Novels.” Journal of
Shanghai University (Social Sciences Edition) 2 (1996): 51-56.]

PR CHRE RSN 5PET7 CNERNIE BIEEEIES” . OMNESCERTAED) 3 (1994) -
41-45,

[Huang Yonglin. “Comparative Research of Chinese Court-Case Fiction and Western Detective Stories.”
Foreign Literature Studies 3 (1994): 41-45.]

HbdaTT . CHURAERR” , RZETTRA R, CH/ht) 5 (1905) ¢ 93-104.

[Kikuchi, Yuhou. “The Hypnotism.” Translated by Dong Guan Fang Qing Zhou. Edited by Zhou
Guisheng. New Fictions 5 (1905): 93-104.]

RREH: CREEAE) o dbnt: dEatBGE, 1999 4.

[Liang Qichao. The Complete Works of Liang Qichao. Beijing: Beijing Publishing Group, 1999.]

EUNEE . “RDERI AR TINERE S LR, (TR 1 (1998) + 29-37,

[Lyu Xiaoxian ed. “Historical Material of Illegal Examinee and Donor Officer of Yamen Runners’ and
Their Descendants During the Reign of Jiaqing.” Historical Archives 1 (1998): 29-37.]

XFEL: “WEARRBUBRERRLE” . CNKEERIFL) 1 (2019) = 329-347.

[Liu Zongzhen. “The Occurrence of Civil Rights Thought at Late Qing Dynasty.” Renmin University
Law Review 1 (2019): 329-347.]

WM (CPEERAZNE LR o Rl Rl RE R, 2005 4.

[Miao Huaimin. History of Chinese Gong’an Fiction. Nanjing: Nanjing UP, 2005.]

Nie Zhenzhao. “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory.” Forum for World Literature Studies 2
(2021): 189-207.

HEE OCHRHEAT. AR EARET , (OMESCERIA) 1 (20100 - 12-22.

[—. “Ethical Literary Criticism: Its Fundaments and Terms.” Foreign Literature Studies 1 (2010): 12-
22.]

—. “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection.” Forum for World Literature
Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.

——: CCAREEAE SR o dbats JERUREE AR, 2014 4

[—. Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism. Beijing: Peking UP, 2014.]

HEE ERabk: CUARBEFHPERIIT) o Jbnl: dbntRE MR, 2020 4,

[Nie Zhenzhao and Wang Songlin. 4 Study on the Theory of Ethical Literary Criticism. Beijing: Peking
UP, 2020.]

RE:  COSCEAR AR B B RIR SR EATE)” , CUABE R 1 (2021) -



Zhou Guisheng’s Ethical Narrative Choices on the Theme of Crime / Sun Guoliang & Shui Xiaoying | 383

22-30,

[Shang Biwu. “Ethical Literary Criticism: Ethical Choice, Ethical Consciousness, and Ethical Action.”
Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature 1 (2021): 22-30.]

Bt CHRREERTRE : TR AU P [ RS SO ) o bt JERURSA AL, 2019 4.

[Wei Yan. Sherlock Holmes in China: Cross-Cultural Communication of Detective Fiction in China.
Beijing: Peking UP, 2019.]

M Rk (FRIER) o Kib: SIS, 1991 4.

[Wu Guoqing, ed. In the Serpents’ Coils. Changsha: Yuelu Press, 1991.]

W “ RN GIERMERN I RIRL 7, (ARG R4 CNSCHESRRARO )2 (2010):
114-119,

[Yang Xurong. “Wu Jianren and the Nationalization of Detective Novel in Late Qing.” Journal of
Huazhong Normal University (Humanities and Social Sciences) 2 (2010): 114-119.]

——: R SHEAROERNEIA LA, CUFETR) 5 (2009) - 184-188.

[—. “Zhou Guisheng and the Localization of Detective Fiction in Late Qing.” Literary Review 5 (2009):
184-188.]

JREEE R “IpEdok®E” . (TG 6 (1907) @ 143-167,

[Zhou Guisheng, trans. “The Mariticide Case.” The All-Story Monthly 6 (1907): 143-167.]

——: “HRIER” . CH/MED 9 (1904) : 123-133.

[—. “In the Serpents’ Coils.” New Fictions 9 (1904): 123-133.]

——: “FpigRE” . CHbED 11 (1904) : 119-129.

[—. “In the Serpents’ Coils.” New Fictions 11 (1904): 119-129.]

——: “HEERSEREBRZIE” (AN 8 (1907) ¢ 215-219.

[—. “On Revolution and Constitutionalism.” The All-Story Monthly 8 (1907): 215-219.]

— CLDRER” . (IA/MED 11 (1907) : 101-122,

[—. “The Red Nevus Case.” The All-Story Monthly 11 (1907): 101-122.]

— “LlEpURZE” . CARAANBD 7 (1907) ¢ 91-118.

[—. “Shanghai Detective Case.” The All-Story Monthly 7 (1907): 91-118.]

—— “BREREEMERE” . CGHRAIRD) 7 (1904) : 85-105.

[—. “The Six Napoleons.” The New Peoples Gazette 7 (1904): 85-105.]

JA%: GHERERME T MED , 2021 4. FERFEUE Y, Mg,

[Zhou Yan. The Qing Dynasty's Official Regulation on Yamen Runner. 2021. Southwest University of
Political Science and Law, Master Degree dissertation.]

iR (BUREIESG: BRI RE GRS L) o g Lipd B2 iRt 2022 4.

[Zhan Yubing. Modernity and Justice: A Study of Detective Stories in Late Qing and the Republic of
China. Shanghai: Shanghai Academy of Social Science Press, 2022.]



A Study of East Asian Ghost Stories and Healing in
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Abstract: While mainstream science fiction (SF) often prioritizes techno-scientific
speculation, ghost stories have long been marginalized as a subgenre confined to
superstition and the grotesque. This study argues that contemporary East Asian
SF writers, such as Korean writer Bora Chung in Midnight Timetable, reclaim the
ethical significance of ghost stories as a distinctive literary genre. Specifically,
this paper contends that Chung reconceives East Asian ghost stories not merely
as a trope of vengeance but as a framework for ethical healing that challenges
the dehumanizing logic of capitalist rationality and the structural oppression it
generates. By using the East Asian philosophical imagination, Chung constructs
an alternative fictional world that integrates rational thoughts with ethical
reflection, presenting this integration as a path towards healing amid contemporary
predicaments.
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Introduction

Midnight Timetable ( ©H2t2| A|ZHH | 2023) consists of seven interconnected
short stories narrated by a newly appointed employee of a strange “research
institute” that stores haunted objects. Its author, Bora Chung, is a prolific South
Korean writer, translator, and social activist. She received considerable international
attention when her Cursed Bunny (2021), translated by Anton Hur, was shortlisted
for the 2022 International Booker Prize. As the prize citation reads, she presents a
genre-defying collection of short stories that blur the lines between magical realism,
horror, and science fiction.' Although Chung’s works have a significant presence
in popular media, scholarly engagement remains limited. Most critical analysis in
South Korea appears in reviews, articles, and interviews. Among these, Sehee Park
points out that Midnight Timetable offered a sharp critique of irrational elements
within contemporary society.’

Although Chung is primarily known as an SF writer in Korea, her works
frequently engage with ghost stories. For instance, her novel Fox ( 2, 2017) retells
the Korean traditional myth of a nine-tailed fox spirit. Her literary tendency aligns
with a broader resurgence of ghost stories in contemporary popular culture across
East Asia. Such a revival not only revitalizes traditional cultural elements but also
facilitates deeper exploration of contemporary human and societal conditions. For
example, the 2024 film Exhuma ( I} 2 ) attracted considerable global attention.
Shamans, rather than being relegated to the margins of superstition, are portrayed
as positive characters who serve as crucial intermediaries between the spectral and
human realms. Their belief systems are viewed not as superstitions but as alternative
modes of understanding, separate from modern scientific paradigms. Similarly, a
resurgence of interest in ghost stories has occurred in China, especially amid the
boom of popular culture. This is seen in Zhang Muye’s online novel series, Candle
in the Tomb ( % "X £T , 2006-2008). In Japan, Yumemakura Baku is known as an
SF writer whose multi-volume ghost story series Onmyoji (6 A & & 9 LU, 1988-

1 See The Booker Prizes, 2022. Available at: https://thebookerprizes.com/the-booker-library/books/
cursed-bunny. Accessed 17 May 2026.

2 See Sehee Park, “Book Review: Dating Violence, Animal Experimentation... Stories of
Cursed Things,” Munhwa Daily, 9 June 2023. Available at: https://munhwa.com/news/view.html?-
10=2023060901032012082001. Accessed 17 May 2026.
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2007) has achieved enduring popularity across East Asia. Building on this success,
his novel Shamon Kukai Feasts with Demons in the Tang Dynasty ( ¥V 75 D
2 TH & B F, 2004), was adapted into the movie Legend of the Demon Cat ( 4k
Jii4% , 2017), directed by the Chinese filmmaker Chen Kaige.

Much like SF writer Baku, Chung deliberately addresses contemporary
readership through ghost stories. This resurgence of traditional motifs in East
Asian popular culture provides a lens for examining evolving societal values and
epistemological perspectives. The central argument of this study is that Chung
redefines the significance of ghost stories by situating Midnight Timetable within the
broader context of a regional revival of ghost storytelling and by integrating East
Asian imagination with Western rationality. Specifically, her work illustrates a shift
from themes of vengeance to ethical healing.

I. “Research Institute” and the Death of “Chaotic” World

The “research institute” in Midnight Timetable is not a conventional scientific
center but a vault for storing haunted objects away from the real world. Contrary
to its presence in the real world, the institute does not follow the logic of scientific
rationality. This heterogeneous space straddles the boundary between the real world
and the spiritual one. Objects, like a handkerchief, stuffed animals, and a jacket
from an accident, transcend their material form to represent ghostly narratives.

Significantly, the director of the institute himself is a ghost. His mission is
to protect the boundary between the spiritual and the real. The threshold between
the two is the research institute’s underground parking lot. In the opening story of
Midnight Timetable, “Do Not Enter Here,” the director imposes a strict restriction
on all staff: the parking lot is off limits. Chanyi, a new employee, strays across the
threshold on his motorbike on his way home and then enters a tunnel. The tunnel’s
attributes deviate conspicuously from the conventions of the real world. The exit
is elusive, and emergency exit signs are out of order: number 8 succeeds 4, and 6
is absent. Both the parking lot and the tunnel are governed by irrational principles
distinct from the structured order of the rational world. The disorderly and
incomprehensible nature of this realm inherently evokes fear. Chanyi, overwhelmed
with fear, picks up the emergency phone in the tunnel. However, instead of offering
aid, the interlocutor on the line is preoccupied with inquiries concerning Chanyi’s
funeral arrangements and veterinary services. A similar case occurs when a senior
colleague meets the director for the first time. While descending the staircase to
the underground parking lot, she witnesses a series of uncanny phenomena: the

stairway begins to distort, producing a mounting sense of dread. As she attempts to
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rationalize the irregularity, the anomalies intensify in scale. At the height of danger,
she hears the director’s voice instructing her to ascend; she flees upstairs at full
speed and narrowly escapes. In this story, the underground parking lot functions as a
gateway to the realm of the dead, a site where human rationality collapses and order
gives way to chaos.

However, in the real world, the dominance of Western scientific rationality
has long rejected what it defines as “chaos,” including irrationality, superstition,
and East Asian culture. Ghost stories fall victim to this dismissal. However, in
East Asian imagination, ghosts are not merely supernatural beings; they are also
manifestations of unresolved injustice. Shamanism holds that ghosts linger in
the earthly realm when something prevents their passage into the afterlife, as
exemplified by the nineteenth-century Korean legend of “Arang,” one of the most
influential local ghost stories, centered on a murdered maiden whose spirit returns
for revenge and justice.

This dynamic has traditionally positioned ghost tales as vehicles for social
critique rather than mere horror entertainment. However, this critical potential
was systematically disavowed with the consolidation of modern rationalism. At
this point, both ghost stories and shamanism were labeled as superstitions. As
Junsik Choi notes, shamanism should not be reduced to superstition; rather, it
constitutes a religious practice centered on acknowledging and mediating spiritual
presences, a fundamental dimension of Korea’s spiritual heritage.' For context,
although shamanistic practices were suppressed during the Goryeo period under
the expansion of Confucianism, and further marginalized throughout the Joseon
era by Neo-Confucian state ideology, they persevered as a vital form of popular
religion until at least the eighteenth century. The nineteenth century, however,
marked a decisive rupture. Specifically, Enlightenment thought and modern science
introduced Western cultural frameworks, particularly Christianity and scientific
rationalism, which fundamentally restructured Korea’s epistemic landscape. As
a consequence, both shamanistic beliefs and ghost stories were pathologized and
gradually faded out from modern Korean literature. In this way, the history of
Korean shamanism serves as a paradigmatic case of the supplanting of “irrational”
traditional worldviews by “rational” modern epistemologies.

Once rational order prevails, the irrational “chaos” yields to power and loses
its vitality. The ancient Chinese philosopher Chuang Tzu famously recounts a fable

concerning Chaos,

1 See Junsik Choi, Mugyo: The Fundamental Beliefs of Koreans Rejected by Political Power, Seoul:
Mosineun Saramdae Publishing, 2016, 95.
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The Emperor of the South Sea was called Shu [Brief], the Emperor of the
North Sea was called Hu [Sudden], and the Emperor of the central region was
called Hun-tun [Chaos]. Shu and Hu, from time to time, came together for a
meeting in the territory of Hun-tun, and Hun-tun treated them very generously.
Shu and Hu discussed how they could repay his kindness, “All men,” they
said, “have seven openings so they can see, hear, eat, and breathe. But Hun-tun
alone doesn’t have any. Let’s try bringing him some!” Every day they bored
another hole, and on the seventh day, Hun-tun died. (97)

In this fable, Shu and Hu create holes (their order) for Hun-tun out of good
intentions, which results in Hun-tun’s unexpected death. In other words, enforcing
rational order destroys the world of chaos. The fable also suggests that Shu and Hu
fail to recognize the special order of Hun-tun’s world. A similar situation occurred
during the Enlightenment era. This period marks the dominance of Western
rationality as the primary cultural force, systematically marginalizing traditional
East Asian belief systems, such as shamanism and mystical cosmologies, that could
not be empirically verified. Thus, the Enlightenment promise of emancipation
through reason shifted into a regime of instrumental rationality, in which knowledge
was valued not for its liberatory potential but for its utility in optimizing control
and efficiency. Following this logic, rationality hardened into a closed system of
fixed rules and cold calculations, tolerating no deviation. In turn, this rationalism
constituted a dominant way of thinking that elevated certain forms of subjectivity
while invalidating others. When examined more closely, its constitutive exclusions
manifested as masculinism, Eurocentrism, and scientific dogmatism, epistemic
frameworks that hierarchized difference and legitimized systemic inequalities.
Consequently, what presents itself as universal reason operates instead as a
mechanism of social discrimination, naturalizing oppression in the name of progress
and objectivity.

Through Midnight Timetable, Chung leverages the East Asian imagination
to break the facade of the contemporary rational world, exposing the violence and
legitimized oppression that underpin it. The research institute in the story marks the
limits of Western rationality; it is a liminal space where the rule of reason ceases to
function, and the distinctly East Asian “irrational” takes hold. The title, Midnight
Timetable, suggests that conventional rationality operates according to the logic of
the “day,” but the ghost research institute follows the order of the “midnight.” In
this sense, the “midnight” is not merely a time of darkness, but a temporal sanctuary
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for the repressed logic of the East Asian imagination.

I1. The Structural Oppression in the “Day System”

Ghost stories do not just invert rational order; they give refuge to those exiled
in the real world. This is especially clear in East Asian ghost lore, where female
spirits return to seek legal justice for their wrongful deaths. These figures hover
in the space between life and death. Similarly, the “midnight” order of Chung’s
research institute is marginalized within social and academic structures. This
parallel shows that both the female ghosts and the institute sustain exclusion and
tension. Hyejin Jeon unveils the underlying veracity concealed within the enduring
tales of female spirits handed down through generations.' She argues that these
ghost narratives fundamentally represent the injustices suffered by women, victims
of societal crimes. However, trapped between life and death, these ghosts give voice
to the untold. They reveal what women were once forced to hide, their eyes covered
and their mouths sealed shut.” The common theme of vengeful female spirits and
revenge in traditional ghost narratives stems from pent-up resentment resulting
from gender oppression. In this light, ghost stories function as narrative tools of
grievance: they provide a discursive outlet for wrongs that, rendered unspeakable or
unwitnessed, can finally manifest through the haunting tales.

In “The Blue Bird,” Chung reconstructs a tragic odyssey rooted in the
historical displacement documented in the Samguk Yusa. The story follows a
noblewoman’s infant who survives a massacre by an enemy general. The child,
left with a permanent disability in her left hand, is raised by a benevolent couple
and grows up to become a skilled embroiderer. When her talent is discovered,
she is forced to make a handkerchief for the wedding of the general’s son. The
son’s twisted obsession with the maiden is revealed to be a sinister fetishization
of her vulnerability. When the maiden rejects him, he kidnaps and locks her up,
showing his power. While the wedding preparations proceed, with the maiden’s
embroidered handkerchief dispatched as a ceremonial gift, a turning point occurs.
During the bridal procession, the bride flees in horror after a flock of birds attacks
her entourage. Upon hearing this news, the general’s son blames the maiden and
attempts to kill her by slitting her throat. At that moment, the sky darkens, and birds,
identical to the ones embroidered on the handkerchief, dive from the sky. The birds
attack and kill the son and his parents. Here, the act of artistic creation transcends

mere aesthetics, transforming the maiden’s handicraft into a literal instrument of

1 See Hyejin Jeon, Women Becoming Ghosts, Seoul: Hyeonamsa, 2021, 24.
2 See Hyejin Jeon, Women Becoming Ghosts, Seoul: Hyeonamsa, 2021, 19.
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divine retribution.

As Chung notes, this tale derives from the trauma of refugees fleeing the fall
of Gaya to Silla.' Yet, as the stories imply, such oppression did not disappear in
the twenty-first century; rather, it has been reconfigured in a patriarchal capitalist
society. Specifically, through the harrowing backstory of the deputy director in “The
Silence of the Lambs,” the narrative lays bare the operation of systemic misogyny
across generations. Before taking her post at the research institute, the deputy
director worked in a sweatshop, and most of her earnings were used to repay her
husband’s debts. As a result, she is trapped in a cycle of economic exploitation and
lives in constant fear that her daughter will inherit not only financial indebtedness
but also the structural conditions that perpetuate female subjugation. Her dread,
therefore, is not merely a private neurosis; it stands as tangible evidence of the
structural violence that continues to control women'’s lives across time.

Every issue within the household flowed downward like a gutter, accumulating
upon the most docile and submissive figure. In most cases, it was women’s
vulnerable position that bore the weight of this gutter: daughters, daughters-
in-law, mothers, and granddaughters. [...] They must sacrifice themselves
to sustain the semblance of a family. In this manner, dysfunctional families

exhibit similar patterns. (132)

Thus, the story argues that women are consistently relegated to the bottom of
the social hierarchy. Under the patriarchal order, women are positioned as the
sacrificial stratum. Their sacrifice upholds the family’s fragile structure. Besides the
persecution of female ghosts, Midnight Timetable extends this structural oppression
to non-human beings. The narrative unearths a mass grave of experimental lamb
carcasses behind a veterinary school. This grave is next to the deputy director’s
residence. These animals, used as experimental subjects, suffer from repeated
artificial wounds, deliberate infections with pathogens, and toxication. Humans
ruthlessly advance their own interests at the expense of animals. The lives of
experimental animals become an endless chain of suffering, akin to that of a woman
burdened with debt. Such systemic exploitation reduces living beings to expendable
resources, mirroring the plight of the debt-burdened woman, each compelled to
sacrifice their vitality for others’ gain.

Chung deepens her critique of the patriarchal and capitalist society in “Why

Cats” by juxtaposing the victimization of a woman and an animal. Here, the story

1 See Bora Chung, Midnight Timetable, Seoul: Seagull Publishing, 2023, 239.
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functions as a meditation on the predatory logic of human desires. After the sudden
death of his close friend, a married man develops a romantic relationship with
the grieving widow. At the beginning, he offers her comfort at the funeral. As she
overcomes her grief with time, she decides to end their relationship. However,
the man, unwilling to give up his sense of superiority and possessiveness over the
woman’s vulnerability, persistently badgers her with the one-sided question, “Why
aren’t you meeting me?””' Eventually, he kills her. The murdered woman returns as a
ghost, standing in the man’s house, confronting him silently. As his fear intensifies,
the man seeks ways to expel the ghost. After hearing a ritual that a ghost could
be expelled if a cherished item of the deceased is nailed to the place of death, the
man revisits the deceased woman’s house, kills her most beloved cat, and nails the
cat’s corpse to the head of the bed where the woman’s body lies. The ghost does
not appear for a while. However, the cat’s spirit is trapped in a stuffed form at the
research institution, constantly questioning, “Why did I have to die?” (218) This
trajectory illustrates the metonymic nature of capitalist desires. Unlike pre-modern
societies, which based social operations on basic needs, the capitalist system
marks the first time in human history that insatiable human desires are embraced
and effectively utilized as a driving force for social progress. The dark underbelly
of this dynamic mechanism is the negative aspect of stimulating human greed,
thereby fostering evil by fulfilling one’s desires at the expense of others. The man’s
possessive desires for the widow and his killing of the cat reflect the commodity
logic in the capitalist society, where life is merely a resource to be priced and
discarded.

However, the story denies simple closure through sacrifice. After his wife gives
birth to a boy, the man finds that his son bears a red birthmark resembling a nail
mark on the dead cat. Years later, the boy chillingly questions his father over the
killing of the cat, repeating the haunting phrase of the woman’s ghost, “Don’t go. [...]
Die with me” (204). Extreme fear makes the man abandon his son at a dangerous
pedestrian crossing, leading to the tragic death of his poor son in an “accident.”
Ironically, the man ends his days trapped in the dead woman’s house, becoming a
ghost himself, yet still unable to escape the structural confines of his own making.
This story represents more than mere revenge; it is a structural collapse. Chung

1 Chung in this novel discusses the extensive history of male violence against women under the name
of “why aren’t you meeting me.” For instance, it mentions cases “where men have violently intruded
into women’s homes, claiming them as their possessions, resulting in acts of aggression such as bran-
dishing weapons (April 2021) and detonating self-made explosives (October 2020). Moreover, these
male perpetrators have been known to escalate their violence beyond the targeted women, including
their families as well.” See Bora Chung, Midnight Timetable, Seoul: Seagull Publishing, 2023, 197.



392 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

dismantles the binary of oppressors and the oppressed to expose how capitalist
desires trap all in violent cycles. In this system, even the perpetrator is not exempt
from suffering; he, too, is devoured by the very anxiety and brutality he caused.

Extending the critique of structural oppression, “The Handkerchief” maps
the process by which humans are reified into ghosts. This story begins with the
funeral of a matriarch, who leaves her entire estate to her favored youngest son
and disinherits her estranged eldest son and daughters. Entrusting her children with
her final wish: to have her embroidered handkerchief buried with her, the mother
inadvertently sets the stage for a perverse drama of possession. The youngest son
becomes obsessed with the handkerchief, opposing his mother’s explicit request.
As the narrator asks, “Why would an adult male, the youngest son, lust after a
brightly colored woman’s handkerchief embellished with flowers and birds?” (55)
This pathological obsession is similar to the general’s son in “The Blue Bird,”
whose desires for the disabled maiden were driven not by genuine affection, but
by a need for control. Consequently, the youngest son’s pursuit triggers a spectral
metamorphosis. As he rummages through trash bags in search of the handkerchief,
he is gradually consumed by his own obsession. His humanity erodes into a pallid,
haunting ghost. Thus, the story completes the closed cycle of distortion. Within this
oppressive system, even the oppressor also mutates into the very ghost that was
trapped in the real and rational “day system.”

While the stories in Midnight Timetable may appear thematically discrete, they
coalesce into a cohesive critique of the “Day System,” portrayed as an inexhaustible
and transgenerational tragedy. Though narratives like “The Blue Bird” and “The
Handkerchief” lack direct plot continuity, they converge in their deployment of the
possessed object, the handkerchief. It functions as a condensation of unresolved
grudges and desires that transgress temporal boundaries. This persistence of
malice lays bare the inherently insatiable nature of human need. Crucially,
Chung reframes the vengeful ghost not merely as a vestige of the past, but as a
custodian of generations. This narrative strategy dismantles the transgenerational
chain of tragedy, a condition not rooted in natural deficiency but imposed by
the contemporary rational order. Consequently, Chung leverages the East Asian
imagination to carve out a liminal space beyond the reach of rational reason,
suggesting that what truly haunts the living is not death itself, but the endless
repetition of structural oppression in the “Day System.”

I11. The Tree of Life and Healing

If the “Day System” represents the triumph of a rationality that severs
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connections and perpetuates oppression, its roots lie in a primordial choice between
two modes of being: the pursuit of knowledge versus the embrace of life. To fully
grasp how rational order generates such transgenerational tragedy, it is necessary
to situate Chung’s narrative within a broader civilizational dialectic. Gao Xudong
frames the central dichotomy in terms of the biblical story of Eden: The Tree of
Knowledge and the Tree of Life. Western civilization, or modernity dominated by
the West, chose the Tree of Knowledge, privileging analytic reason. Ancient East
Asian civilizations, by contrast, opted for the Tree of Life, emphasizing ethics and
aesthetics.' Gao makes this dichotomy explicit: science as the fruit of knowledge,
ethics, and aesthetics as the fruit of life.” Maneuvering within the generic confines
of the ghost story, Chung conducts a speculative thought experiment’ in her ghost
stories like SF writers. Drawing on the experiment, she suggests that the path to the
Tree of Life is a long, labyrinthine process.

This split manifests in stories such as “Do Not Enter Here,” in which the
protagonist, Chanyi, is ensnared in a labyrinth that serves as “an archetype of the
maternal unconscious®.” This space, as mentioned above, encodes the tension
between rational consciousness and the irrational depths of the self. Navigating its
Mobius strip-like topology demands a radical perceptual shift: abandoning control
in favor of acceptance. Moreover, the warning “Do Not Enter Here” operates as a
caution against approaching the unknown through binary lenses, marking the shift
from one mode of perception to another. If Chanyi’s dilemma illustrates the failure
of perception in the Chaos, a contrasting dynamic emerges in “The Cursed Lamb.”
Its protagonist, a YouTuber, sneaks into the research institute to film the place
for entertainment and fame. Regardless of the institute’s rules and the director’s
warning, he even steals a pair of sneakers. As he enters the parking lot, he meets
a bug-like creature and only then realizes he’s wearing the stolen shoes. Initially
believing he can simply kill the tiny creature, he finds that it cannot be killed;
instead, it grows larger, becomes more dangerous, and then strikes back. This
moment signals that the hierarchical order—man over woman, human over animal,
possessor over possessed—does not apply here. In this sense, the stolen sneakers
function as more than personal spoils; they are the material anchor of a predatory
logic that confuses appropriation for mastery.

1 See Gao Xudong, Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, Beijing: Peking University Press, 2010, 4-7.
2 See Gao Xudong, Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, Beijing: Peking University Press, 2010, 7.

3 See Ursula Le Guin, Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places, New
York: Grove Press, 1997, 9.

4 See Joseph L. Henderson, “Ancient Myths and Modern Man,” Man and His Symbols, edited by
Carl G. Jung, New York and London: Anchor Press, 1964, 125.
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Chung seeks to reconcile the split trees. She re-roots ethics and aesthetics in
a rationalized world and offers the ghost story as an effective way to bridge the
Cartesian divide. In contrast to Chung’s human characters, who are often trapped
by their own desires, her ghostly characters frequently emerge as agents of empathy
and liberation. Instead of being trapped in the perpetuating cycles of violence,
the lamb ghost intervenes to break the chain of tragedy in the “Day System.” By
granting the deputy director the ability to perceive the invisible, the lamb ghost
empowers her to escape domestic abuse and protect her daughter. Crucially, the
lamb ghost’s intervention operates not through the possessive logic of the Day
System. Instead, it works through the integrative mechanism of the Tree of Life,
prioritizing relationality over domination. In Chung’s stories, the staff at the research
institute do not seek to explain, categorize, or control haunted objects as scientists
do; rather, they act as their guardians, maintaining a delicate, permeable threshold
between two worlds. At the same time, the research institute stands not only as a
gateway to the irrational world but also as a sanctuary for society’s outcasts, offering
them a space to dwell and time to heal. More profoundly, its meticulously crafted
heterogeneous space does more than advance the narrative; it emerges as a quiet
rebellion against contemporary mechanized society. Within this unique space, the
marginalized find a sanctuary beyond the reach of oppressive systems. Moreover,
it provides an opportunity for people who have been marginalized by mainstream
society to make a fresh start. For example, Sook, a woman who has endured a
lifetime of societal ostracism as a cleaning lady. After her husband’s fatal accident,
she raised three children alone. When her husband’s insurance payment runs out
due to her youngest child’s illness, she has to do two jobs, by day at a part-time job,
by night at the research institute. Unlike other workplaces, the institute does not
discriminate on the grounds of social class and provides Sook with a foundation for
navigating the complexities of society. Through her perseverance, she manages to
secure a better education for her elder children and accumulates enough money to
afford medical treatment for her ailing youngest child. Thus, the institute does not
merely offer shelter; it restores the Tree of Life, allowing those crushed by the logic
of profit to revitalize themselves.

However, this requires a death-like ordeal: the merging of the “Day System”
with the “Midnight System.” Susan Sontag observes a pervasive tendency to
treat others’ pain as entertainment or as a source of relief', a phenomenon rooted
in the division between the “I”” and the “non-1.” As Feng Youlan notes, the most

1 See Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York: Picador Modern Classics, 2004, 126.
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significant event in Western civilization was the recognition of the “I,”' which
creates a division between the subjective realm and the objective world. This
unbridgeable divide underlies core Western philosophical issues and calcifies
into moral hierarchies. Ursula Le Guin characterizes Western civilization as a
“yang” force, distinct from the “yin” of the East. She critiques the Western curse:
the violent severance of yang from yin, coupled with the moralization of yang as
“good” and yin as “bad.”” Unlike this dualistic paradigm, which conflates the logic
of knowledge with the Tree of Life, ancient Chinese philosophy prioritizes the
unity of man and nature ( K& A & — )’. This framework rejects the split, shifting
the imperative from conquest to the reintegration of the “I” with the “non-1.”
Chung exemplifies this integration by invoking a Korean Shaman (Mudang)’ to
embody the ghost’s suffering and dissolve the boundaries between self and other
through a process of “becoming-other.” Here, the Lamb’s compassion is not abstract
benevolence but shared precarity; having endured similar trauma, it sympathizes
with the Deputy Director’s pain. Similarly, Chanyi undergoes a change following
the tunnel accident. Fractured by internalized homophobia and social abuse, he
has rejected Gak’s love because he could not accept himself as gay. However,
his survival in the tunnel accident marks a turning point: he accepts Gak’s love,
signifying unity with his own nature. Healing, ultimately, is achieved through
acknowledgment of one’s true nature, not domination.

Moreover, in this collection, the author, like her ghost characters, acts as
a Mudang-like figure, embodying others’ pain and telling their stories. As Han
Byeongcheol explains, healing occurs when patients are freed from blockages that
prevent them from sharing their stories.’ By taking on the role of voicing spirits who
cannot speak, the author mirrors the Mudang, who communicate with ghosts and act
as their mouthpiece. In the “Author’s Note” to Cursed Bunny, Chung articulates,

I wanted to tell the reader that death, vengeance, or revenge may be necessary

1 See Feng Youlan, History of Chinese Philosophy Vol. 1, Beijing: The Commercial Press, 2011, 9.

2 See Ursula Le Guin, Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places, New
York: Grove Press, 1997, 16.

3 See Gao Xudong, Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, Beijing: Peking University Press, 2010, 33.
4 “Mudang ( F% )" in Korean is clearly identified in historical texts such as Samguk Sagi and Samguk
Yusa from the Goryeo period. These records illustrate the rituals conducted by Mudang, including
interpreting unusual events, fortune-telling for the future, treating illnesses, and communicating with
the deceased. See National Institute of Korean History, Musok, Connecting God and Humans, Seoul:
Kyungin Publishing, 2011, 68.

5 See Byeongcheol Han, The Crisis of Narrative, translated by Jisu Choi, Seoul: Dasan Books, 2023,
114.
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in some cases, but that even after the necessary work is done, the world will
remain lonely; humans will still feel lonely, and this fact will never change.
However, in this loneliness, I wanted to comfort the lonely readers who

struggle alone in this strange and ferocious world. (326)

Crucially, the act of telling the pain of “others” is an ethical act. As Nie Zhenzhao
points out, ethical selection is what sets humans apart from animals.' However,
the contemporary age has witnessed a spectral transformation in humans, who
often exist as ghostlike creatures stripped of their humanity. In this context,
literature serves as a vital moral compass for both material and spiritual existence’,
perpetually probing how to be a moral subject. By giving voice to ghosts, Chung
effectively reflects our own image to us. Her stories show that the lonely struggle
against oppression and the pursuit of healing is not just for living. These are shared
ethical experiences that help define our humanity.

Conclusion

In Midnight Timetable, ghosts are not simply remnants of the dead. Instead,
they are inhabitants of the Night, a realm that is the ontological opposite of the Day
and embodies darkness and mystery. Chung’s ghost stories explore these realms,
utilizing spirits as mediators between two distinct worlds. The Night and Day
represent opposing yet interconnected realities. She reveals the terrifying realities
generated by structural oppression and shows how humans would become ghosts
through the distorted expression of greed. Real terror does not reside in the ghosts
themselves, but in the ferocious desires of the living and the fearful reality we
construct. Chung’s ghost stories also offer alternatives to alienation and reversal.
Transcendence echoes shamanistic practices that routinely cross boundaries
between worlds. This leads to the central philosophical axis: the integration of the
Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of Life. The Tree of Knowledge, symbolizing
Western scientific rationality, represents an epistemology of domination and binary
opposition. The Tree of Life, by contrast, symbolizes a view of nature as a web of
interdependence. The crisis arises from a pathological split, an imbalanced world
full of yang or yin. Chung challenges Western logocentrism and dualism with a
primal East Asian perspective. In this way, she advocates merging “I” and “non-1,”
subjectivity and objectivity, so that they are no longer estranged from one another.

1 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for
World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383.

2 See Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory,” Forum for World Literature Stud-
ies 2 (2021): 191.
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The ghosts and the author emphasize the unity of separation. They break down
barriers between humans and non-humans, offering a perspective that is neither
human-centered nor limited by dualism. Healing comes after the dissolution of
hierarchical binaries and the relinquishment of control.

In the concluding story, “A Sunny Day,” the research institute exposes
preserved objects to the sunlight. A stuffed cat and sheep bask peacefully, their
wounds healing. One day, the director’s jacket expels transparent, sharp glass shards
and ignites only after the last grudge is released. This “Sunny Day” is not a return to
the ignorant bliss of the “Day System.” Instead, it is a purified midnight, a liminal
space where glass shards of history are expelled, freeing the ghosts from their
entrapment, while humanity remains human.

Returning to the broader cultural context, it is noteworthy that contemporary
East Asia—China, Korea, and Japan—witnesses a revival and reinterpretation of
traditional ghost stories. This revival opens new horizons for understanding the
human condition. Chung’s Midnight Timetable stands as a testament to this shift. It
is a “ghostly cartography”: an imaginative map charting emotional and existential
pathways. It leads us back to the Tree of Life, rekindling the call of ethical
responsibility. To live, one must listen to voices ignored in the “day system.” In this
sense, East Asian ghost stories by SF writers have conducted a scientific thought
experiment: What if these two divided trees could be integrated into an integrated
whole? They uphold the Tree of Knowledge, symbolizing logic and empiricism,
which should join with the Tree of Life, representing wisdom and vitality, to bear
healthy fruit. Chung redefines healing not as taking revenge but as accepting nature
as it is. The ghosts in her collection function as mirrors reflecting our oppression
and vulnerability and demonstrate that seeking unity amidst loneliness is a universal

human journey.
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Title: An Exploration of the Ethical Connotations of Lime Sculpture Decoration in
Traditional Cantonese Architecture

Abstract: As an important ornament of traditional architecture in the Cantonese
region of Lingnan, lime sculpture is not only a carrier of regional aesthetics and
folk beliefs, but also a visual apparatus of materialized ethics. Moving beyond the
functional interpretation of auspicious symbolism, this paper introduces cultural
studies theories and constructs the three-tier analytical framework of representation-
discourse-subject. Starting from figure, flower-and-bird, and landscape motifs, it
explores the internal logic of lime sculpture’s involvement in ethical construction.
The study finds that lime sculpture visualizes the ethical norms of moral
enlightenment, secular life ethics, and human-land ethics by using symbols,
composition, and color as representational codes. Relying on the deployment of
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highly visible spatial discourse, ethical norms are naturalized and legitimized
in daily viewing. Ultimately, through mirror identification and interpellative
structure, it produces ethical subjects endowed with clan responsibility, secular
aspirations, and homeland sentiment. Thus, lime sculpture becomes a key medium
for ethical expression, providing a material-cultural approach to understanding
the ethical functions of traditional architectural ornamentation and answering the
interdisciplinary inquiry into how ethics can be made visible.
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1. Dai Literature: A Brief Review

In China, the Dai people are mainly distributed in Yunnan province, where
700,000 live in autonomous communities and 500,000 reside across more than 30
counties and cities.' They speak multiple varieties of their language, some mutually
intelligible, others not.” The transnational distribution of Dai-speaking communities
has long fostered a sense of cross-border Dai identity in Southeast Asia.’ The
research object of this study is the Dai people, an ethnic group of China with
Chinese citizenship.

While not all of China’s minority groups possess traditional writing systems,
all have developed vibrant oral literatures, and many have produced written works
spanning centuries; in recent decades, some have also adopted Standard Chinese to
express and preserve their cultural identities.” Early efforts in China to compile Dai
literature were shaped by an ideological stance. “Through these years of work, a large
number of works and historical materials were discovered, and the Introduction to Dai
Literature ({2 )53C %0, )) was written. Subsequently, Comrade Wang Song ( F42)
wrote a monograph entitled 4 Preliminary Study on the Development of Dai Poetry
( (EEIERRICOREWIERY ) (Yan et al., Brief Literary History of the Dai People 2)’.

Ancient Songs of the Dai People ( (#1181 ) ) shows that ancient Dai culture
is closely tied to the hero Sangmudi, who shaped their primitive religion® into a unifying
belief that influenced early Dai literature.” To propagate its divine consciousness, this

1 See Zhou Yaowen and Fang Fenghe, “The Use and Development of Dai and Its Vernacular Writing
Systems,” Language Policy in the Peoples Republic of China: Theory and Practice Since 1949, edited
by Zhou Minglang, New York: Kluver Academic Publishers, 2004, 201.

2 See Zhou Yaowen and Fang Fenghe, “The Use and Development of Dai and Its Vernacular Writing
Systems,” Language Policy in the Peoples Republic of China: Theory and Practice Since 1949, edited
by Zhou Minglang, New York: Kluver Academic Publishers, 2004, 202. For an exhaustive description
of the use and development of Dai and its vernacular writing systems, which goes beyond the scope of
the present study, cfr. Zhou and Fang (2004).

3 See Riccardo Moratto, “Dai, Tai or Thai? A Transnational ‘Imagined” Community,” Critical Arts 5
(2025): 148-166.

4 See Mark Bender, “Ethnic Minority Literature,” 4 Companion to Modern Chinese Literature, edit-
ed by Yingjin Zhang, Worchestershire: Blackwell, 2015, 261.

5 The present review draws mainly on Yan et al.

6  According to the editors, Shaluo ( > %' ) was regarded as a hunting god and founder of the so-
called primitive religion (See Yan et al., Brief Literary History of the Dai People 5). Then, “Sangmudi
put forward the slogan of ‘building houses and villages, settling down and cultivating’ [...] to switch
from hunting to settled farming. As a result, this period of Dai literature produced a large number of
works reflecting settled life” (Yan et al., Brief Literary History of the Dai People 6).

7  See Yan Feng et al., eds, Brief Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities
Publishing House, 1988, 5.
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primitive religion created the supreme god Ba Ying ( W\ 3% ), around whom the Dai genesis
epic Patamaga Pengsangluo ( [ 35 B 42 1% %' ) was built, “the first climax in the
history of Dai literature” (Yan et al., Brief Literary History of the Dai People 6). As
argued by van Loenen, the dawn of literature in every civilization is linked with mythical
heroism and religion; Dai literature is no exception.”

In ancient times, literature and Theravada Buddhism reinforced each other:
religion supplied themes and material for literary creation, while literature
disseminated Buddhist teachings. Yan et al. note that “the peak of Dai literature is
closely related to the fact that Theravada Buddhism had become the faith of all Dai
people. In turn, Dai literature helped Theravada Buddhism to become the universal’
faith of the Dai people” (Brief Literary History of the Dai People 7). They further
claim that intellectuals “around the eighteenth century broke the fetters of Buddhist
thought and wrote tragic narrative poems that reflected the reality of life, leading
to the emergence of realism in Dai literature” (Brief Literary History of the Dai
People 10). This view reflects a teleological interpretation of literary development.
I contend, however, that the emergence of realism had little to do with the so-called
“fetters of Buddhism”; rather, it mirrored broader literary trends evolving worldwide
during that period.

Epic and narrative poems have long held a prominent place in Dai literature.
Even after the emergence of the novel, Dai writers continued to favor poetry over
prose forms. A key figure in Dai society has always been the zanha ( #1 )*, who
bears multiple social functions such as inheriting ethnic history, disseminating
religious culture and presiding over folk rituals.

Folktales, in both narrative and epic poem forms, appear to be the most prolific
genre among the Dai people. Several anthologies exist, with Fu et al.’s (1985)
Collection of Dai Folk Tales ( { &% B [Al i 5#1% ) ) being a notable example. In
Xishuangbanna, storytellers, known as bozhang ( ;% ), those who invite monks

to recite sutras, have recorded over 10,000 stories across the dynas‘[ies.5 A persistent

1 Also known as 7 Uifi B 35 Jk " 5 7% £ ) . This work covers topics such as the opening of the
heavens, the creation of humanity, the emergence of the Dai ancestors, and their subsequent migration
and settlement. It preserves numerous Dai myths as well as legends about historical figures, making it
an invaluable ancient source for the study of Dai mythology and society.

2 See Eva van Loenen, “Examining Religious Identity through Literature: The Chosen by Chaim Po-
tok,” Emergence 4 (2012): 7.

3 Whether Theravada Buddhism was universal or not is a controversial topic.

4 See Wang Song, “A New Beginning for Dai Literature—Review of the Long Novel ‘Nanguo Qing-
tian’,” Studies of Ethnic Literature 3 (1991): 86.

5 See Fu et al., eds., Collection of Dai Folk Tales, Shanghai: Shanghai Literature & Art Publishing
House, 1985, 8.
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problem with such anthologies, however, is the ideological interpretation that arises
from selectively choosing stories aligned with particular historical or societal values
while omitting others; biased readings are inevitable, even in anthologies that
purport to be ideologically neutral.

Fu et al., for instance, describe the myths as expressing “the simple materialistic
worldview of the Dai ancestors” (9) and “everything in the world is obtained through
labor and sweat” (9). While early literary works did emphasize materialistic aspects
more than later religion-inspired ones, I would hesitate to characterize the Dai
ancestral worldview as “simple” or “materialistic.” I do agree, however, with Fu et al.’s
observation' that Dai folktales express “the Dai people’s pursuit of a better life” and an
“optimistic fighting spirit,” reflecting their imagination, ideals, and oral creativity.

Anthropological research has contributed much to the study of ancient Dai
literature, but contemporary Dai literature must also be examined through the
lenses of modernity (which involves the reconfiguration of worldviews through the
“nation-state”) and secularization (which reflects a shift toward everyday concerns).

The emergence of contemporary ethnic minority literature in China is
inseparable from post-revolutionary institutional developments, most notably the
establishment of Minzu universities and colleges, where many minority students
received bilingual education in their native languages and Standard Chinese.
Combined with state policies supporting minority-language publishing and local
literary associations, this fostered a generation of writers who participated in both
their own cultural traditions and the national literary sphere. The latter half of
the twentieth century thus saw a flourishing of secular ethnic minority literature.
Novels, poems, and short stories, often written in Chinese but infused with local
themes, exploring modern ethnic identity, social change, and the place of minority
cultures within the broader national narrative. It is within this context that the
present analysis proceeds.

This study examines the first full-length novel in contemporary Dai literature,
Nanguo Qingtian ( { ¥ E 15 K) , Love in the South, henceforth NGQOT), published
by People’s Literature Publishing House in 1988.” The authors, Fang Yungin (5 2 %£)
and Zheng Peng ( fiEfY ), were born in Dehong Dai and Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture

and Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture, and both studied at the Beijing

1 See Fu et al., eds., Collection of Dai Folk Tales, Shanghai: Shanghai Literature & Art Publishing
House, 1985, 11-14.
2 To my knowledge, this work has been discussed by Chinese critics but not yet by Western scholars

or in English-language studies.
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Institute for Nationalities." They represent the first cohort of Dai students to receive a
college education after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949,

The novel does conform to the tenets of socialist realism, but my theoretical
point of departure differs from scholars such as Lukacs, who claimed that “works
of art that belong to this genre [epic]—for example Homeric epic poetry and the
modern novel—must always express the objective reality of social and individual
human life as it is (1916, 46 in Stahl 2018, np, emphasis in the original).” I do
believe, however, that the novel, given its constructed nature and length, provides
“a lens through which a society sees itself and the rest of the world” and plays a role
“in the propagation of ideas, thoughts, desires and feelings in the public domain”
(Saidu nd, np).* As Dentith puts it, the novel was, and I argue still is, “one of the
ways of constructing the national imaginary, the ‘imagined community’ which is the
necessary conceptual counterpart to the material realities of nation-states” (46).

I agree with Wang that, given the history of Dai literature and the development
of minority literature in China, NGQOT “should not be given a lukewarm reception”
(86). Beyond its historical significance as the first full-length novel in contemporary
Dai literature, NGQT weaves traditional Dai motifs, Buddhist devotion, oral
folklore, with modern narrative techniques such as shifting perspectives,
psychological depth, and intertextuality. Its nuanced portrayal of cultural conflict,
identity, and belonging, especially through the character Danrui, adds emotional
and philosophical depth beyond ethnographic description. The novel’s paratexts,
symbolic nature imagery, and the interplay between realism and allegory position
the novel as a literary artifact engaging both national discourse and regional
aesthetics. Its value lies not only in its pioneering status but in its articulation of a
distinctly Dai literary voice within modern Chinese fiction.

2. Before and Beyond the Text: Paratextual Allusions

The title B [E 1% K , freely rendered here as Love in the South, resists easy

translation. The noun phrase nanguo can mean Southern nations and/or state/

1 See Yan et al., eds., Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 804. See also Zheng and Yang (1999, 263). The authors belonged to the first cohort of Dai
students to receive higher education after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 (See
Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing House,
1995, 804.).

2 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 804.

3 See https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/lukacs/. Accessed September 27, 2023.

4 See https://www.globalacademicgroup.com/journals/knowledge%?20review/Dauda%20Saidu.pdf.
Accessed 28 September, 2023.
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s (plausible given that the novel is set in both China and Myanmar) or “Southern
country” (Chinese has no plural marker). The notion of a “Southern country”—
whether imagined as a distinct or even separate cultural and geographical space
in the south (of China?)—may well invite reflection from readers inclined toward
cultural or political interpretations, or even overinterpretations. As for gingtian, this
word nowadays usually indicates the realm of love.'

The paratext is “‘an undefined zone’ between the inside and the outside, a
zone without any hard and fast boundary on either the inward side (turned toward
the text) or the outward side (turned toward the world’s discourse about the
text)” (Genette 2)°. NGOT offers a short introduction that foregrounds the novel’s
leitmotifs and sets a “paternalistic” tone. I translate it here:

The heroine of the novel, Danrui Aili, is a mixed-race Italian and Burmese Dai.
When she was fifteen years old, she had to give up her love for John, a young
Englishman, for special reasons, and married Dao Chengzong, a Chinese-
Dai Tusi [local chieftain] of Mengwanba, who was more than twenty years
older than her [...]. After her arrival in Mengwanba, Danrui learns that she
is her husband’s seventh wife and endures great suffering. Thereafter Danrui
is repeatedly ravaged by her husband’s first wife. In the midst of anger and
remorse, she tries to commit suicide once by taking poison and she even runs
away twice. When Dao could not bear to see his wife abused, he sends her back
to her mother, and that is when the Japanese planes bomb Menggu [Mong Ko].
Dao Chengzong is wounded saving Danrui’s brother. [Through this gesture],
Danrui sees that Dao loved not only her but also her family, so she was deeply
moved and [finally] came to love Dao wholeheartedly. (NGQOT, np)

Whether written by the authors or the editors, this introduction reveals much about
their stance on Dai traditional culture. The story is set in Mengwanba ( #&h %i 31 ),
in Mengwan County #%i , also known as Longchuan County ( B¢ )I| £ ). Situated
in Dehong Prefecture, it shares a natural border with Myanmar, connected through
mountains and rivers.’ This paratext plays a crucial role in establishing tone and

conveying the cultural values the authors seek to support or contest.

1 See https://www.chinesewords.org/dict/120169-481.html. Accessed January 1, 2023.
2 See also Moratto and Xu 2023.
3 In Dai, mengwan means “the place where the sun shines,” Another toponym, mentioned in the in-

troduction, Meng Gu ( & # ), or Mong Ko in Burmese, is located on the China-Myanmar border.
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3. The Novel Love in the South

The novel consists of twenty-two chapters and an epilogue. This analysis
attends not only to the story but to its extratextual and paratextual elements,
conveyed through intra- and intertextual cultural and linguistic features, to explore
the literary representation of the protagonists and the Dai culture they embody.'

Before Chapter One, a “dedication” provides another paratextual element,
not a real dedication but a citation from Wang Can’s ( £%& , 177-217) Denglou fu
( (BREIR) , “Mounting the Tower™) of the late Eastern Han period (25-220 CE).”
The two verses “IfFEEMMIAS, FMLEZT{E? 7 may be loosely translated
as “Affection lingers and I long to return home, who could bear such sorrow and
longing?” Paired with the chapter title, these verses hint at the story’s leitmotif: a
longing for home. The question that remains is: where is “home”?

3.1 Idyll and illusion: Exploring identity and marginalization in Dai literature

The novel opens with the heroine, Danrui, caught in a nightmare. She drifts
across an ocean toward a boy whose “hair changes from black to blonde in the
wind” (3), but a towering black wave blocks her path and she loses sight of him.
Waking in tears, she gazes at the calm dawn sky, wondering who the familiar boy
might be,’ drifting back to memories of her long-lost love.

She opens the window to “the fragrance of the lotus flower” (4). Beyond the
pond lies Jewel Mountain ( 547 111 )*, named for greenery that glimmers in various
shades and resembles a gem throughout the day. With nearby White Elephant
Mountain ( 4% 111 ) and the rose-tinted dawn, the landscape contrasts starkly with the
nightmare’s dark tension. Nature is portrayed as a refuge for the soul, a key theme
in Dai culture. “What is emotion? What is reason? Different people and different
societies have different standards” (4). The landscape resembles any typical Dai
village in Yunnan.

On her first day in Mengwanba, Danrui arrives in a flower-adorned sedan. Her

husband, Dao Chengzong, in traditional Dai attire, welcomes her to their new white

1 All the citations are my own translations and are drawn from the novel itself (Fang and Zheng
1988). In the following pages, when the pages are not accompanied by other bibliographical informa-
tion, it means the citation is from the novel.

2 For more information regarding Wang Can, please cftr. http://www.chinaknowledge.de/History/Di-
vision/personswangcan.html. Accessed December §, 2022.

3 The fact that she is not certain is quite peculiar, considering that Danrui’s first love, as we will
learn, is a blond Englishman.

4 An attentive reader would be aware of the similitude both in terms of names and landscape-wise

with the Baoshan Hill in Hangzhou, towering over the West Lake.
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home as locals celebrate for seven days to honor their zhaomeng &) (local ruler).
Veiled in red, she cannot see her future family, yet she has already “fallen in love
with this beautiful, fertile, and magical place” (5); Mengwanba seems like “a green
peacock” (5). The landscape is personified, with White Elephant Mountain likened
to a mother embracing her children.

Danrui’s life seems idyllic, reflected in the lake outside her window—the lake
of happiness, beauty, and love, also called “Peacock Lake” because in ancient times
seven peacock princesses would bathe and marry there; its white lotuses symbolize
pure love (6)." Even her maidservant E’jing ( %% ), whose name means “beautiful
and serene,” conceals an atrocious destiny. Born and raised in Mengwanba, E’jing
tells Danrui she never tires of its beautiful dawns and sunsets. Such emphasis from
a local sharpens the contrast with the cruel fate that awaits both women, introducing
an atmosphere of emotional dissonance that permeates the following chapters. The
instability between joy and sorrow, illusion and reality, also functions allegorically:
the Dai people’s perceived harmony and exotic beauty often masks deeper tensions,
marginalization, and identity crisis.

The novel’s repeated use of aestheticized natural imagery to contrast with the
characters’ emotional and social hardships suggests a disjunction between surface
beauty and underlying trauma. The novel raises a rhetorical question about whether
the “joy” associated with rural Dai life is genuine, reflecting a broader Han narrative
of “liberation” that frames these “primitive” yet “docile” communities as improved
through modern intervention, as suggested in the first chapter.

Despite being written in Chinese, NGQT is regarded as a “Dai novel”
because of the authors’ ethnic identity and the novel’s cultural substance: it depicts
Dai customs, the zusi system, religious life, and transnational connections with
Myanmar, elements central to plot and character rather than ornamental. The novel
thereby contributes to Dai literary history while engaging the national literary
discourse through Chinese, articulating the distinctiveness of Dai cultural heritage.

Nature continues to mirror the protagonists’ inner states. At the start of Chapter
4, Dao is consumed by passion for the roses in his garden, symbolizing youth and
his young wife. In Chapter 5, Danrui discovers she is not Dao’s first wife; as she
prepares a welcome banquet for his eldest son Dao Kunlong ( JJ3 % ), “black clouds
[...] covered the bright moon, and the lotus lake was pitch black™ (106). In Chapter
7, Dao takes Danrui to her mother’s village in Myanmar, where a Japanese air raid
sparks their deepening love. Danrui tends to his wound overnight in an air-raid

1 By the end of the book, we come to understand that these white lotuses acquire an entirely new

symbolic significance with E’jing’s death, representing pure love.
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shelter; by morning her mother encloses the shelter with bamboo, and within days
blooming petunias symbolize renewal. The primeval forest and its flowers come to
symbolize the destiny and temperament of the Dai. Later, after being scolded by her
grandmother Osmanthus, Danrui’s daughter Nanman ( i = ) vents her frustration
on the flowers in her grandmother’s garden; Danrui teaches her that “flowers can
also suffer, even if silently” (277-278).

3.2 Transnational ethnic agency amidst modernity’s tensions

The novel showcases several Dai customs. Dao Chengzong enjoys watching
Danrui perform Burmese-style court dances each morning, highlighting the region’s
cultural hybridity, while villagers’ deference to him as local chieftain prompts his
explanation of the Dai people’s gentle disposition and hospitality.

Early on, a ritual involving Jasminum grandiflorum ( %24t ) introduces Dai
cultural symbolism: Osmanthus promises to place the flower, which blooms in April
during the Dai New Year, on a mountaintop if her husband George dies in war,
believing its fragrance could reach him. Her decision to cut down a mango tree after
George’s ominous dream also reflects Dai spiritual beliefs.

Han readers are clearly the target audience: they are told that young Dai boys
are sent to a monastery at an early age, and that locals encourage Osmanthus to do
the same with Zoey, Danrui’s little brother. After three months, boys may leave the
monastery if they choose not to become monks ( i& {4 ). Like Danrui, Zoey deeply
loves his mother, reflecting the prominent role mothers play in Dai culture, and is
happy to go, believing it will help his mother ascend to heaven. Yet Osmanthus’s
words sound more Han than Dai: “We, the Dai people, have not had special schools
to train our children from ancient times to modern times, and have relied entirely on
kyaungs' to preserve and spread our national culture” (28). No Dai person would say
this, since monastery schools are schools for training children. As McCarthy argues,
for the Dai, “state-provided education [...] is lacking in application to rural life” (80).

The conundrum is that the Dai’s perceived backwardness is consistently
associated with their values and Buddhist practices, particularly the detachment
outsiders mistake for passivity.

Despite these alienating elements, the monastery’s significance in Dai social
life emerges through tragedy. One night a fire consumes the monastery, killing two
boys; Zoey flees in terror, runs up the mountain, and hits his head on a tree, shouting
“fire.” In shock, he is confined while his mother prays. Danrui stops attending
school to help, and Osmanthus’s sister arrives from Yangon urging that Zoey be
taken to a larger hospital. Osmanthus blames herself, believing her husband would

1 Akyaung is a monastery (vihara), comprising the domestic quarters and workplaces of Buddhist monks.
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have prevented the tragedy. Readers observe a subtle cause-effect link between
Zoey’s monastery attendance, framed as “not a special school,” and disaster.
Notably, the fire occurs the night before his planned departure: had he stayed, would
the tragedy have been averted?

The authors deliberately embed historical and geographical codes to
highlight Dai transnational agency in modern political contexts. Dao’s father, an
ambitious man, left for Tokyo to study, where Sun Yat-sen’s call to expel the “Tatar
barbarians” inspired him to join the United League and spread revolutionary ideas
among southwestern minorities, aiming to “save the Chinese nation, including the
Dai people” (77).

The Dai way of life, often labeled backward under Han-dominated worldviews,
is quietly subverted through the Dai people’s transnational connections. Dao
recounts his father’s frustration that boys could only learn their language in
monasteries, with no instruction in mathematics, physics, or chemistry, so he hired
teachers and established the first elementary school in Mengwanba so that his
children could “make due contributions to the progress and prosperity of the Dai
people” (79). Danrui notes that Myanmar faced the same educational dilemma until
state-run institutions were established—implicitly highlighting the shared historical
experiences of Dai communities across borders. The Dai are not confined within the
political boundaries of the PRC but form a larger ethnolinguistic network spanning
Southwest China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, and even Assam in India. Their cross-
border kinship, religious practices, and educational traditions point to a transnational
Dai identity shaped as much by regional flows as by national policies.'

Buddhist devotion is another recurring element. In Yangon, little Nanman
visits Shwedagon Pagoda to pray for protection and notices poor flower sellers,
realizing not everyone shares her wealth, an enlightening journey. At their pension
she befriends Indian staff, highlighting India’s persistent presence in the novel (the
Dai are also found in Assam).

When Dao dies, cannons are shot seven times to mark the passing of the last
tusi of Mengwanba, a status the authors emphasize repeatedly. Danrui is only 28.
Funerary tradition appears in the bamboo figures in the courtyard: “each as tall as
a real person and dressed in clothing [...] These figures represented attendants,
servants, and soldiers who serve Dao in the underworld” (446).

4. Reception and Criticism

Published in 1988, NGQOT is “the first full-length new work written by Dai writers

1 For a more comprehensive analysis of these transnational dynamics, see Moratto (2025).
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since the founding of the People’s Republic of China that reflects the modern social
changes and real life of the Dai people” (Zhang 54). Although Yan et al. claim the novel
received widespread attention,' the actual response has been relatively lukewarm. A
Google Scholar search for “ F5 [H % & ” yields only two papers, none in English.”

As Wang frankly states, the novel “has not attracted the attention of the ethnic
literature community, let alone the literary world in China” (86). Non-Chinese
critics have followed suit: no work to date exclusively discusses the novel despite
its pioneering status.

For Zhang, the novel’s value lies in being “a true and graphic record of the
historical changes of the modern Dai people” (55), depicting through turbulent
upheavals the lives, thoughts, and characters of the Dai in China, their upper-
class figures, the Burmese, and the wider world. Wang credits it with critical social
significance, arguing that “through the marriage and love between Dao Chengzong
and Danrui, the novel reveals the contradictions and ugliness [sic] within the
feudal lords of the Dai people” (86), an “ugliness” he traces to a lack of internal
cohesion and stunted productivity. Wang’s analysis reflects a(n alleged) Marxist lens
emphasizing class struggle that may overshadow other readings of the characters
and social structures. Overall, however, critics recognize the novel as a reflection of
Sino-Burmese friendship embodied in Dai transnational ties’ and appreciate it from
the perspective of socialist realism.*

The novel also has shortcomings, notably its limited inclusion of Dai legends.
Zhang further argues that it lacks depth and perspective on the historical events of
the 1940s and 1950s, fails to explore the Kuomintang’s shift from anti-Japanese
to anti-communist positions.” The characters’ lives in Myanmar are portrayed
superficially, with flat depictions of the British and allied forces. While the novel
highlights the tenderness of transnational ethnic groups, Zhang finds it lacks the
grandeur needed for a more compelling narrative.

In the early 1980s, humanist and neo-enlightenment discourses dominated; by
the late 1980s, root-seeking literature and modernism were emerging. NGQOT can to

1 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 804.

2 Asof January 27, 2023.

3 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 806.

4 See Wang Song, “A New Beginning for Dai Literature—Review of the Long Novel ‘Nanguo Qing-
tian’,” Studies of Ethnic Literature 3 (1991): 86-89.

5 See Zhang Chengyuan, “A Historical Scroll of the Modern Life of the Dai People—Review of the
First Full-length Novel of the Dai People ‘Nanguo Qingtian’,” Novel Review 4 (1991): 54-57.
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some extent be read as belonging to the root-seeking school: its exploration of inner
lives and polyphonic dialogues on enlightenment and development (i.e. Bakhtin’s
dialogism) extends the humanist and neo-enlightenment discourse of the early 1980s.

NGQT continues the literary trends of the early 1980s: history serves only as a
background for reflecting on modernization, enlightenment, and the fate of individuals
and communities, not as the text’s purpose. The authors, not historians, can only
reproduce the pre- and post-WWII period through documents and materials (rather
than lived experience), and even faithful reproduction is limited. This is the paradox
of realism: no matter how realistic it is, it remains fiction. We can only discuss how
the “realistic effect” of realist fiction is “realistic.”’ Rather than measuring the novel
against typicality and realism, one should attend to its rootedness, how the authors
mobilize contemporary Chinese literary resources to highlight the Dai situation and
negotiate Dai identity in the globalized context of the late 1980s.

I agree with Yan et al. that the characters are multifaceted, represented in their
emotional, cultural, social, ethnic, and psychological dimensions’; even E’jing,
whose deeds receive little detail, leaves a strong impression. Politically significant
characters, however, are treated less in-profundum. Yan et al. attribute this to the
authors’ unfamiliarity with certain political scenarios’.

5. Conclusion and Limitations of This Study

This paper has analyzed the Chinese-language novel NGQT, examining
how Fang Yunqin and Zheng Peng articulate Dai ethnic identity and transnational
agency. After tracing the origins of the Dai people in China and surveying their
literary genres—both written and oral, the analysis focused on NGQT as a “new”
Dai authorial voice in New China, reading the novel through its paratextual features
and thematic representations of cultural clash. As Yan et al. acknowledge, the mere
fact that NGQT is the first novel in the history of Dai literature in China warrants
further attention.* Moreover, contrary to some scholarly claims’, the typical and

1 This argument was inspired by Roland Barthes’ concept of the “reality effect,” which refers to the
abundance of concrete details and signifiers in the text that seem functionless, yet actually serve to
transform the tripartite nature of the sign, creating a direct connection between the object and its expres-
sion (qtd. in Adams 11).

2 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 811.

3 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 812.

4 See Yan et al., eds, Literary History of the Dai People, Kunming: Yunnan Nationalities Publishing
House, 1995, 810.

5 See Zhang Chengyuan, “A Historical Scroll of the Modern Life of the Dai People—Review of the
First Full-length Novel of the Dai People ‘Nanguo Qingtian’,” Novel Review 4 (1991): 57.
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culture-bound characterization of the protagonists is itself a significant achievement
of Fang and Zheng’s work as Dai, and thus “ethnic,” writers.

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first study devoted to the first novel
in Dai literary history, but it is limited in scope. Future research focusing on other
authors is warranted, including writers of other ethnicities engaging Dai topics,
themes, or places.

A few final remarks on the role of the ethnic writer. Is the mission only to write
about one’s own ethnicity? Wang contends that a writer who “loses sight of the
history and changes in the social life of his people [...], his own literary traditions
[and] linguistic characteristics [...] loses the meaning of his existence as an ethnic
writer” (87). This paternalistic stance is echoed by Yan et al., who insist that an
ethnic writer’s work loses its cultural style if disconnected from tradition, and must
preserve and innovate within that heritage to be appreciated.'

I argue, however, that the value of a novel should be judged, irrespective of
whether it is written by a “native writer” in the “soil of his own traditional culture.”
That said, the fact that Dai authors write about their own customs may, though
not necessarily, lend a further element of authenticity to the material. This point
warrants further attention in future research.

It is hoped that more international literary scholars will recognize the works of
Dai authors, as well as those of Han authors addressing Dai themes, as an integral
component of World Literature. Here, as elsewhere’, T would like to end with a
warning and a wish beautifully articulated by Spivak: “Higher education in the
humanities should be strengthened so that the literary imagination can continue
to de-transcendentalize the nation and shore up the redistributive powers of the
regionalist state in the face of global priorities. Imagine this, please, for a new world

around the corner” (58).
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My interdisciplinary research in literature nearly coincided with the start of
my career in literary studies. In 1985, I submitted the paper “On Chinese-Western
Comparative Literature” to the founding conference of the Chinese Association
for Comparative Literature and its first academic symposium. There, [ proposed
a preliminary framework for interdisciplinary research on literature and culture,
emphasizing the profound cultural differences between Chinese and Western
contexts. Even analogous literary phenomena could assume distinct roles and
significance within their respective cultural structures, which I illustrated with
concrete examples. This paper was prominently featured in the May 1986 issue of
Critic (Taiyuan) and reprinted in its entirety in Selected Reviews (Shijiazhuang).
Subsequently, I published essays such as “On the Dialogue between Literature and
Culture” in issue no. 2 of Literary Critic (Jinan) in 1988. Particularly, in “Proposals
for Establishing Literary Cultural Criticism,” I sought to construct literary cultural
studies as an independent theoretical methodology for literary criticism: “Literary
cultural studies is a discipline that examines the relationship between literature and
culture, revealing cultural underpinnings through literary phenomena or exploring
them from a cultural perspective, or conducting comprehensive research on art in
the image era, thus emerging as an interdisciplinary field between literary studies
and cultural studies” (“Proposals for Establishing Literary Cultural Criticism” 4).
The paper has three backgrounds for constructing literary cultural criticism: first,
the Internet and visual media rendered traditional elite literary research strategies
obsolete, prompting more scholars to join cultural studies, as exemplified by
the Birmingham School; second, the introduction of heterogeneous cultures like
those from the East spurred a shift in comparative literature toward comparative
cultural studies; third, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the two major
blocs of nation-states that had opposed each other and engaged in a Cold War
on the basis of political ideology disappeared, and what replaced ideological
confrontation was what Huntington called a “clash of civilizations.” The paper
further asks:“What is the position and function of literature in human cultural
structure? How has it evolved over time?” (“Proposals for Establishing Literary
Cultural Criticism” 6) In the same year, I published with Hebei People’s Publishing
House the monograph Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge: Thematic comparison
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between Chinese and Western Cultures and a co-authored volume, on which I am
the first-listed author, The Spirit of Confucian and the spirit of Christian: A Cross-
Cultural Dialogue between China and the West. As two of the five volumes in
the Chinese-Western Comparative Culture Series edited by Professor Yue Daiyun,
these works offer an in-depth comparative study of the similarities and differences
between Chinese and Western cultures and their relationship to literature. These
works were among the earliest comparative cultural publications after China’s
reform and opening-up, featuring commendations from Professor Ji Xianlin in
the series’ preface and Yue Daiyun’s introduction. The series ultimately included
seven volumes, three of which were authored by me. The renowned scholar Sun
Jingyao highly praised Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, noting in a 1993 review
in China University Academic Abstracts that the work “pointed out a new direction
for the future of comparative literature.” As it emphasizes both cultural conflicts
and integration, predated Samuel Huntington’s 1993 formulation of the “clash
of civilizations” thesis and his subsequent focus on cultural differences, Tree of
Life and Tree of Knowledge was reissued twenty years later, in 2010, by Peking
University Press.

The series also included another of my monographs, Cultural Giants and
Cultural Conflicts: Lu Xun in the Vortex of Chinese-Western Cultures, published by
Hebei People’s Publishing House in 1994. Approaching Lu Xun from the perspective
of cultural conflicts and integration between China and the West, this book offers
an in-depth analysis of the choices he made and the complexities underlying those
choices as a towering figure of modern literature. The second chapter, “Lu Xun’s
Views on the Comparison between Chinese-Western Cultures,” was originally a paper
I presented at the 1986 “International Academic Symposium on Lu Xun and Chinese-
Western Cultures” and received acclaim. The first chapter, “Modern China’s Cultural
Conflicts and Lu Xun,” and the third chapter, “Lu Xun between Chinese and Western
Cultures,” meticulously analyzed the shaping of Lu Xun’s thought and character by
Western culture, the cultural motivations behind his literary choices, the traditional
roots of his anti-traditional stance, and his intricate navigation between Chinese and
Western literature and culture. After its publication, renowned scholars such as Sun
Changxi, Zhu Defa, Long Quanming, Song Jianhua, Huang Jian, Yang Hongcheng,
and Fang Chang’an wrote dedicated reviews in newspapers and journals like People’s
Daily (Beijing), Literary Studies (Beijing), Modern Chinese Literature Studies
(Beijing), Chinese Comparative Literature (Shanghai), Lu Xun Research Monthly
(Beijing), and Chinese Book Review Monthly (Beijing).

They noted that, from a cross-cultural perspective, the book “builds on
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domestic and international Lu Xun scholarship to arrive at a series of fresh and
original insights” (Sun 16), and that “Gao Xudong’s strong consciousness of
innovation and acute academic vision manifested not only in his rigorous research
on many old issues and long-established conclusions in an effort to arrive at fair
and persuasive new interpretations, but also in his constant search for new angles
and his willingness to tackle difficult problems to fill academic gaps” (Long 330)
Naturally, other monographs from my interdisciplinary research in literature also
received scholarly acclaim, but space constraints preclude detailed elaboration here.
In 2001, the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles publishing House brought
out my monograph Lu Xun Toward the 21" Century. After critiquing contemporary
misinterpretations of Lu Xun by writers like Wang Shuo and Feng Jicai, I further
analyzed Lu Xun from a cross-cultural perspective, arguing that he was not a “deity”
as they claimed but rather a cultural “demon” marked by negativity. That is to say,
once Lu Xun recognized that the operating mode of the Chinese cultural tradition—
grounded in affirmation, continuity, and circularity—tended toward tranquility
and stasis, he sought to introduce a Byronic and Nietzschean “demonic” force of
negation and critique from the West, in order to set China in motion and enable it to
enter the family of nations with a posture of “contending with Heaven and resisting
vulgar convention.” These cross-cultural case studies of Lu Xun were later collected
in Ge Tao’s “Selected Studies on Lu Xun” and published by Anhui University
Press in 2013 under the title Lu Xun in a Cross-Cultural Perspective. The book is
divided into four sections, with the first section “Lu Xun: in the Vortex of Chinese-
Western Cultural Collisions” translated into Korean and published in South Korea,
essentially a variant of Cultural Giants and Cultural Conflicts. Additionally, 1
conducted cross-cultural studies of other modern Chinese writers, resulting in the
2005 monograph Liang Shigiu: Between Classicism and Romanticism for the “Case
Studies in Cross-Cultural Communication” series edited by Professor Yue Daiyun
for Beijing Wenchin Press. I argued that Liang Shiqiu bridged Confucianism
with Aristotelian poetics and Daoism with Western Romanticism—the former
constituting the classical, the latter the romantic—thereby constructing a distinctive
framework for cross-cultural comparison.

Beyond authoring monographs as well as advancing my scholarly ideas, I began
editing the “New Perspectives in Comparative Literature and Culture Series” for
Zhonghua Book Company in 2006, encouraging more scholars to engage in cross-
cultural literary research. The renowned scholar Wang Ning contributed Cultural
Translation and Classic Interpretation to this series. 1 have also sought to analyze

Chinese and Western literatures from a cross-cultural perspective in order to
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broaden the comparative methods of parallel studies and interpretive studies,
culminating in the monograph Intercultural Literary Dialogues: New Perspectives
in Chinese-Western Comparative Literature and Poetics within the series. In the
“General Preface” of this series of books, I stated: “The Book of Songs and Du Fu’s
poetry represent the orthodox lineage of Chinese lyrical tradition, fundamentally
distinguishing Chinese literature from the Western epic tradition at its inception.
Labeling them as ‘realistic works” would deliberately obscure the characteristics
of Chinese classical literature. Therefore, replacing such mechanical application
with cross-cultural literary dialogue is an urgent matter” (2). Naturally, if Chinese-
Western comparative literature is to function as a cross-cultural literary dialogue, it
must begin by seeking a shared vocabulary between the two traditions. Yet as the
dialogue deepens, what cross-cultural Chinese and Western literatures reveal are,
increasingly, their differences-and even the untranslatability of certain literary and
poetic concepts. Thus, integrating Chinese and Western literature and abstracting a
genuine “general literature” remains a crucial challenge for cross-cultural Chinese-
Western comparative literature. This book explores the commonalities between
Chinese and Western literature through the intersection of “historical records” and
“epic” concepts, compares “sun literature” and “moon literature” through the lens of
national character, and examines the secular nature of Chinese literature versus the
religious clarity of Western literature. It analyzes the core dimensions of Chinese and
Western literature, including imagination, aesthetic rationality, and tragic spirit, from
a cultural perspective. Finally, I approached the subject from two further perspectives-
“Western tendencies in the development of Chinese literature” and “Chinese
tendencies in the development of Western literature”—thereby bringing together
traditional and modern approaches, parallel and influence studies, and envisioning
a “higher-level integration” of Chinese and Western literatures. In 2012, Anhui
University Press published my Lectures on Chinese-Western Comparative Cultures, a
work derived from my talks for the “Distinguished Scholars’ Forum” of the Superstar
Digital Library. For these lectures, I prepared only outlines rather than full scripts, and
the entire book was produced by transcribing and editing the audio recordings of the
lectures. Its content continued the comparative paradigm established in Tree of Life
and Tree of Knowledge, systematically reflecting on the similarities and differences
between Chinese and Western cultures and literatures from five dimensions: ethical
versus religious, pan-aesthetic versus pan-scientific, the spirit of harmony versus the
analytic spirit, cultural character versus cultural development models, yielding many
novel and original perspectives. While Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge and The
Spirit of Confucian and the spirit of Christian: A Cross-Cultural Dialogue between
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China and the West critically examined Chinese cultural traditions with Western
culture as a reference, Lectures on Chinese-Western Comparative Cultures, by
contrast, place greater emphasis on promoting the modern value of Chinese cultural
traditions within the framework of Sino-Western cultural comparison.

Beyond attempting to construct literary cultural criticism and comparing
Chinese and Western literature from a cross-cultural perspective, other
interdisciplinary research in literature that attracted my attention at an early stage
were the relationships between literature and religion, and between literature
and philosophy. My research on literature and religion began with The Spirit of
Confucian and the spirit of Christian, co-authored with several young faculty
members at Shandong University and published in the first issue of Shandong
University Journal in 1987, which heralded the 1989 monograph The Spirit of
Confucian and the spirit of Christian: A Cross-Cultural Dialogue between China
and the West (Hebei People’s Publishing House). It analyzes the parallels and
divergences in the words and deeds of Confucius and Jesus, deploying this contrast
to reveal the divergent cultural formations of China and the West. In doing so, I
once again brought the keynote of comparative culture into the interdisciplinary
study of literature and religion. Liu Xiaofeng’s Salvation and Deliverance was
first published in the late 1980s. I did not agree with the book’s basic premises
but remained passionate about interdisciplinary research in literature and religion.
Thus, the subtitle of my 2004 monograph Chinese-Western Literature and
Philosophy/Religion (Beijing University Press) was “A Critique of Liu Xiaofeng’s
Christianization of Chinese Spirit.” If [ were to write it today, I might adopt a
more moderate academic tone to engage Liu Xiaofeng from a cross-disciplinary
perspective. However, due to youthful impetuousness, my critique of the revised
edition of Salvation and Deliverance was overly sharp in tone. The critique
appears as Chapter 4 in the second part of my book, titled “A Dialogue with Liu
Xiaofeng: Can the Cross Save the World?” and is organized into eight sections:
“Liu Xiaofeng’s Attempt to Christianize the Chinese Spirit,” “The Misreading and
Denigration of Qu Yuan and Confucianism in the Name of God,” “Erasure Chinese
Worldly Goodness with Divine Goodness,” “Is Lu Xun a Cold-hearted, malicious
Rascal?” “Are Nietzsche and Kafka creations of Dostoevsky?” “Dostoevsky’s
Greatness Cannot Save Liu Xiaofeng,” “Direct and Indirect Practices of Christian
Culture in Chinese History,” “Integrating Christian Culture Rather than Being
Assimilated by it.” Before publication, some sections had already appeared in
journals, and the entire text was uploaded to the “Cultural Studies” website,

sparking heated online debates. Later, Professor Yue Daiyun told me, “There were
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many criticisms of you online, and many criticisms of Liu Xiaofeng as well. But
after this debate, Liu Xiaofeng’s attitude of negating Chinese culture has noticeably
moderated.” This indicated that Yue Daiyun had also been following this intellectual
controversy. Due to the significant academic impact, Guangming Daily interviewed
me before the book’s publication. In response to the reporter’s questions, I explained
my original intention for engaging Liu Xiaofeng: “When the revised edition of
Salvation and Deliverance was published in 2001, it could be said that, wielding the
God of Jesus as he understood it like a dagger, Liu Xiaofeng struck down everything
in his path-Buddha when encountering Buddha, the ancestors when encountering
the ancestors. Confucius, Zhuangzi, QuYuan, Tao Yuanming-figures embodying
the ancient spirit of Chinese culture- and even Lu Xun, who represents its modern
spirit, were all metaphorically executed. It was as if only Christianity could redeem
the spirit of the Chinese people.” This interview was reprinted in its entirety
by Xinhua Digest and other publications. After the book’s publication, Journal
of Peking University (Philosophy and Social Sciences), China Reading Weekly,
and other periodicals highly praised it, while China Book Review published three
debate-oriented articles and noted in its “Editor’s Introduction” and “Editor’s Note”
that: “Comparisons between Confucian ‘pleasure-oriented culture’and Christian
‘sin-consciousness culture’ have sparked debates in the Chinese academia, with
Mr.Liu Xiaofeng and Mr.Gao Xudong as the representative figures” (“Editor’s note”
23). The book also attracted international scholarly attention; Fredrik Fallman of
Stockholm University in Sweden cited its arguments at the earliest opportunity in
his doctoral dissertation, “Redemption and Modernity,” making it one of the first
foreign works to engage with the book.' However, people often noticed only the
differences between Liu Xiaofeng and me, without recognizing the points on which
we actually agreed regarding Christianity’s profound influence in shaping Western
culture. My disagreement lay solely in his attempt to extend this role directly into
the Chinese context. Moreover, the dialogue with Liu Xiaofeng overshadowed the
book’s interdisciplinary contributions to literature and religion. The book argues that
Christianity’s influence on Western literature is unparalleled; Even though Romantic
poets such as Byron and Shelley and the philosopher-poet Nietzsche railed fiercely
against Christianity, they remained products of a Christian cultural sphere. In
contrast, religion plays a far less significant role in Chinese culture and literature.
Chinese culture is primarily ethical and aesthetic at the elite level and ethical and

religious at the popular level. Consequently, the mainstream traditions of Chinese

1 See Fredrik Féllman, Salvation and Modernity: Intellectuals and Faith in Contemporary China,
Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2008, 114, footnote 16.
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poetry and prose were shaped primarily by Confucianism and Daoism, while
religion exerted a somewhat greater influence on the folk literature of the lower
classes. The storytelling novels originating from entertainment venues ( 2)£% FL4 )
are often infused with religious elements. In Journey to the West, neither the Jade
Emperor (representing Confucian authority) nor the Supreme Lord Lao (representing
Daoism) is able to subdue Sun Wukong, yet Sun Wukong cannot escape from
the palm of Buddha Tathagata—an episode that illustrates Buddhism’s boundless
power. In the end, Sun Wukong follows the Monk Tripitaka to the Western Heaven
in search of the Buddhist scriptures. Similarly, in The Plum in the Golden Vase, the
sinner lost in the sea of carnal desire ultimately seeks salvation through Buddhism,
exemplified by the Chan master Pu Jing guiding Xiao Ge (Ximen Qing’s son) into
monastic life to atone for Ximen Qing’s indulgence. Dream of the Red Chamber
situates Baoyu in an environment of luxury and comfort, yet he remains profoundly
tormented and eventually becomes a monk. The novel’s alternate title, The Record
of a Passionate Monk, further underscores the extent to which Buddhist thought
shapes its underlying ideology.

In fact, Chinese-Western Literature, Philosophy, and Religion constitutes
not only an interdisciplinary examination of literature and religion but also of
literature and philosophy. My earliest engagement with literature-philosophy
interdisciplinary research dates back to a graduate course assignment on “Modern
Intellectual History,” which was later published as an article titled “The Influence
of Yan Fu’s Philosophical Epistemology on Lu Xun” in the Journal of Liaocheng
Teachers College, n0.1(1986). When the Chinese Association for Comparative
Literature Teaching Research was established in 1995 with Chen Dun as president,
he collaborated with vice presidents Sun Jingyao and Xie Tianzhen to edit the
Comparative Literature textbook, assembling a team of leading scholars including
Professor Yue Daiyun. I was commissioned to write the chapter on “Literature and
Philosophy” for the textbook. Upon publication, several chapters—including the
one | authored—received high praise from Professor Jia Zhifang, a senior scholar
at Fudan University. For many years thereafter, this textbook remained among the
most widely adopted in China. I subsequently leveraged this accomplishment to
apply for and was awarded a Ministry of Education project on new perspectives
on literature and philosophy. The second part of Chinese-Western Literature,
Philosophy, and Religion focuses on literature and religion, while the first part,
“Interdisciplinary and Cross-Cultural Studies of Literature and Philosophy: New
Perspectives in Comparative Literature,” represents the culmination of this project

initiated in the 1990s. Chapter 1 offers an overview of comparative literature-



446 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 10, No. 2, June 2026

philosophy studies, critically examining perspectives from both Chinese and
Western scholars. Chapter 2, titled “Literature and Philosophy,” comprises three
sections: the relationship between the birth and development of comparative
literature and philosophy; thematics and philosophy; and comparative poetics and
philosophy. Chapter 3, titled “The Interpenetration of Literature and Philosophy,”
also contains three sections: the influx of philosophy into literature; the literary
expression of philosophical ideas; and the points of convergence between literature
and philosophy. Chapter 4 investigates the relationship between literature and
philosophy in Chinese and Western cultures, including the transformations of
literature and philosophy within Western culture, and the relationship between
literature and philosophy within Chinese culture. This work constitutes the first
comprehensive and systematic reflection on literature and philosophy within the
Chinese academic context, presenting numerous novel and distinctive arguments.
Previous studies on literature-philosophy relations primarily emphasized literature’s
representation of philosophy and philosophy’s influence on literature. However, this
monograph also analyzes literature’s impact on philosophy—such as the formative
impact of poetry and music on Confucius, as well as Nietzsche’s intense intellectual
engagement with Byron. Even within the global academic landscape, this work
demonstrates remarkable innovation: Although Western scholars began examining
literature-philosophy relationships relatively early, their research almost exclusively
focused on these dynamics within Western culture, without extending beyond its
boundaries. In contrast, this study situates literature-philosophy research within the
context of Chinese and Western cultures, systematically integrating interdisciplinary
research into cross-cultural frameworks.

Since then, I have developed an inextricable connection with interdisciplinary
research. In 2009, I was appointed Chief Expert for the Ministry of Education’s
Marxist Theory Research and Construction Project (commonly known as “Ma
Gongcheng” & T. #£ ) volume on Introduction to Comparative Literature. Although
I was concurrently planning and editing A Practical Guide to Comparative Literature
(published in 2011 by Peking University Press), the compilation team for /ntroduction
to Comparative Literature brought together the most eminent comparative literature
specialists. I was again responsible for the chapter on “Interdisciplinary Research.”
After the publication of Ma Gongcheng Introduction to Comparative Literature by
Higher Education Press (Beijing) in 2015, I began editing the series “Basic Categories
and Classical Texts in Comparative Literature” for Peking University Press in 2017.
This series covers fundamental comparative literature categories including influence

studies, parallel studies, interdisciplinary research, comparative poetics, and world
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literature. The “classical texts” portion of each volume compiles all available Chinese
and English reference materials for each category. Among the initial publications in
this series were my monograph Interdisciplinary Research and my co-authored work
Parallel Studies and World Literature.

Interdisciplinary Research comprehensively compares literature with virtually
all other domains of human expression. The introduction surveys the historical
development, current status, and future prospects of interdisciplinary studies in
comparative literature. Chapter 1, “Literature and Art,” contains four sections
addressing literature and music, literature and painting, literature and theater, and
literature and film/television. Chapter 2, “Literature and the Humanities,” comprises
five sections: literature and philosophy, literature and history, literature and ethics,
literature and psychology, and literature with mythology and anthropology. Chapter
3, “Literature and Social Sciences,” includes sections on literary sociology/statistics,
literature and politics, literature and economics, and literature and law. Chapter
4 examines literature and science/technology; Chapter 5 explores literature and
the ecological environment; and Chapter 6 focuses on literature and religion. This
classification system presents inherent challenges; for instance, placing literature and
philosophy under the “Literature and Humanities” umbrella may provoke questions:
Does the philosophy of science belong to the humanities? Strictly speaking, the
philosophy of science should be categorized under sciences rather than humanities,
yet it has traditionally remained disconnected from literature. Ludwig Wittgenstein,
for instance, excluded aesthetics and ethics from the domain of scientific language
analysis. From this perspective, situating it under “Literature and Humanities”
remains methodologically justifiable. While ecological literature and ecocriticism
belong to humanities disciplines, ecological environment studies in universities are
classified under science and engineering rather than liberal arts. Regarding literature
and religion, their positions vary dramatically across different cultural contexts. In
cultures where religion forms the foundational framework, religion often essentially
embodies cultural expression—T.S. Eliot famously asserted that “Christianity is
culture.” However, in China—where culture is grounded not in religion but in ethics
and aesthetics—such a claim could never win acceptance; religion in the Chinese
context even emerged later than literature itself, which in part explains why it merits
an independent chapter.

The scholarly innovations of Interdisciplinary Research are particularly
noteworthy. In Section 2 of Chapter 1, “Literature and Painting,”the Western
dichotomy framing poetry as temporal art and painting as spatial art is upended when

viewed through a Chinese aesthetic lens when examined through the lens of the
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Chinese context, where poetry manifests spatial characteristics. This phenomenon is
of course related to the divergence between the long-epic tradition inaugurated by the
Homeric epics and the concise lyrical tradition inaugurated by the Book of Songs, but
it is even more fundamentally the result of a conscious aesthetic pursuit on the part
of Chinese poets themselves. In Section 4 of Chapter 2, “Literature and Psychology,”
a paradox emerges, behaviorism and other scientifically-oriented psychological
approaches primarily investigate peripheral aspects of human psychology—
sensations, perceptions, conditioned reflexes—that fundamentally cannot penetrate
the mysterious depths of the rich and complex human psyche. Meanwhile,
psychological schools like psychoanalysis, which delve into the hidden abysses
of human psychology, are deemed unscientific and instead fall under the purview
of aesthetics. Although Freud claimed to study the unconscious scientifically,
behaviorist psychology considered even the “introspection method” of experimental
psychology to be an unscientific fabrication, let alone Freud’s “talking cure.”
Nevertheless, psychoanalysis has profoundly influenced literary movements such as
stream of consciousness and surrealism. Furthermore, the analysis identifies internal
contradictions in Freudian literary criticism: the paradigm proposed in Creative
Writers and Daydreaming can only adequately interpret popular bestsellers but
fails to illuminate masterpieces like Hamlet. Without confronting this contradiction,
Freud nevertheless applied the Oedipus complex to explain works like Hamlet,
resulting in dualistic critical standards. In Section 3 of Chapter 3, “Literature and
Economics” observes that Marx, who emphasized material conditions and economic
foundations, argued in both A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy
and Capital that ancient Greek society with its low material production could create
unsurpassable artistic models, whereas scientific development caused such great
art to disappear (e.g., the invention of lightning rods eliminated myths of thunder
gods). Conversely, capitalist societies that experienced rapid productivity growth
became antagonistic toward poetry and art. Comparing Marx’s perspective on art
and economics with the Chinese poetic theory that “poetry emerges from adversity”
reveals striking similarities despite their underlying differences. Chapter 5 “Literature
and the Ecological Environment” posits that ecocriticism will subvert established
literary critical standards, leading to a much higher evaluation of Chinese literature.
In my view, Western culture is fundamentally rooted in religion and science, while
Chinese culture is built on ethics and aesthetics. Why is it, then, that Chinese
literary criticism, despite this aesthetic foundation, tends to value Chinese literature
less highly than Western literature? The crux lies in traditional critical standards

prioritizing ideological depth over aesthetic excellence. Chinese poetry surpasses
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Western literature in aesthetic refinement but falls considerably short in philosophical
substance when compared to works like the Divine Comedy or Faust. In terms of
artistic style, the subversive potential of ecocriticism is equally significant. Joseph
W. Meeker’s The Comedy of Survival: Literary Ecology and a Play Ethic challenges
the Western tradition of venerating tragedy while disparaging comedy. Meeker
contends that tragedy depicts insurmountable conflicts, which contradicts the
ethos of ecological conservation. Comedy, in contrast, highlights the harmonious
integration of all elements, swiftly resolving any disruptions to restore wholeness,
in accordance with an ecological principle of universal equality. This reorientation
would elevate the status of Chinese literature, since the exaltation of tragedy has
always characterized the Western tradition. Chinese literature is notably deficient
in tragic spirit; Zhu Guangqian observed in The Psychology of Tragedy: “Drama in
China is almost synonymous with comedy; over five hundred Yuan dramas contain
not a single true tragedy” (The Psychology of Tragedy, 218). If I were to detail the
innovative aspects of every section, it would require considerable length. I have
therefore selected one section from each chapter to illustrate the novelty of this work.

My achievements in interdisciplinary research have, in turn, contributed to the
academic development of the Ma Gongcheng Introduction to Comparative Literature.
With the recently published third edition, this textbook not only incorporates all
the categories analyzed in Interdisciplinary Research but also adds literature and
geography. Moreover, it expands the “Literature and Science Technology” section
to include relationships between literature, literary studies and big data, information
technology, virtual technology, the internet, blockchain, genetic engineering, and
artificial intelligence, making it the most comprehensive comparative literature
textbook on interdisciplinary studies I have encountered globally.

I have also attempted to conduct in-depth academic analyses of specific
interdisciplinary domains. My collaborative article with Chen Ruiqi, “From
Classical to Modern: Chinese Resources in Literary Ethics,” published in the
Journal of Central China Normal University (Wuhan, 2022, Issue 4), was quickly
abstracted by China University Academic Abstracts and reprinted by the Renmin
University Copying Materials Literary Theory. The article poses a thought-provoking
question: traditional Chinese culture is characterized by the ethical orientation of
Confucianism, why was literary ethics not proposed by scholars of classical Chinese
literature but rather by scholars focusing on foreign literature? The authors suggest
that scholars engaged with foreign literature interact more frequently with overseas
academics, tend to be more intellectually active, and recognize that adopting new

critical methods—akin to foreign scholars—is hardly an impossible task. The article
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fully affirms the outstanding contribution of the proposer Nie Zhenzhao': “Ethical
literary criticism, an academic framework developed over decades by Chinese
scholars led by Nie Zhenzhao serves as a significant bridge for bringing Chinese
literary criticism onto the global stage, and constitutes a vital resource for achieving
cultural confidence and advancing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”
(116). Building upon this foundation, the article proposes that current constructions
of ethical literary criticism systems should particularly emphasize Chinese resources
ranging from Confucian ethical literary criticism to Liang Shiqiu’s modern ethical
criticism, providing substantial evidence illustrating the complex relationship

between classical Chinese literature and ethical morality. It further argues:

In terms of breadth, ethical literary criticism should not remain confined to
analyzing foreign writers and literary works but should expand into multiple
domains including classical Chinese literature and modern Chinese literature.
As noted above, most classical Chinese literary works reflect the Confucian
ethical tradition in both their themes and connotations; most existing criticism
and research are also fundamentally rooted in ethical perspectives. In terms of
depth, literary ethics should not merely function as ‘moral indoctrination’ or
‘ethical enlightenment,” but should probe deeper ethical motivations and moral
conscience embedded within literary works. (116)

In conclusion, my interdisciplinary research began with literary cultural studies,
examining the characteristics of Chinese and Western literature through comparative
reflection on cultural similarities and differences. I later developed keen interest
in the intersections of literature with religion and philosophy, presenting
distinctive perspectives in academic debates. Subsequently, I extended the reach of
interdisciplinary research to embrace all domains of human expression intersecting
with literature—including various arts (music, painting, theater, film/television),
humanities disciplines (philosophy, history, ethics, psychology, mythology,
anthropology), social sciences (sociology, statistics, politics, economics, law), and
cross-disciplinary studies involving literature and science/technology, the ecological
environment, and geography. I aspire to devote my remaining years to the dedicated
and diligent pursuit of interdisciplinary literary research.

1 For more information on ethical literary criticism, please refer to the following articles: Nie Zhen-
zhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory,” Forum for World Literature Studies 2 (2021): 189-
207; Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum for World
Literature Studies 3 (2021): 383-398.
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theory to clarify the definition and criteria of unnatural narratives at both the local
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and global levels, forming a complete theoretical chain from conceptual definition
and characteristic analysis to interpretive strategies and disciplinary dialogue.
Methodologically, the book combines cognitive narratology, rhetorical narratology,
and postcolonial theory to establish an interdisciplinary research paradigm that is
both scientific and humanistic, while extending the object of study from postmodern
fiction to diverse genres and media such as drama, poetry, picturebooks, and Al
narratives. By directly addressing core controversies and thoroughly exploring the
contemporary issue of artificial intelligence narrative, this work not only realizes a
paradigm innovation in narrative theory but also provides new analytical tools and
an academic model for literary criticism.
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Narrative of British Drama

Abstract: Ethical Literary Criticism constitutes an innovative, scientific, and
systematic critical theory and methodology aimed at revitalizing the ethical tradition
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in Chinese and Western literary criticism and constructing a discourse of literary
criticism with Chinese characteristics. Employing the unique perspective of Ethical
Literary Criticism to conduct a diachronic study of British drama allows for a
renewed examination of its ethical tradition, the ethical motivations behind its
creation, and the trajectory of its evolution. Professor Liu Maosheng’s 4 Study on
Ethical Narrative of British Drama stands as the first academic monograph in China
to undertake such an endeavor. It offers a comprehensive interpretation of classic
British dramas, from medieval religious plays to contemporary absurdist theatre,
revealing the intrinsic patterns of their ethical narratives and demonstrating that an
ethical tradition consistently permeates the development of British drama. The book
highlights the capacity of Ethical Literary Criticism to integrate interdisciplinary
approaches, merge aesthetics with ethics, uncover historical contexts, and consider
contemporary values of literature. It demonstrates the academic significance of this
critical approach in breaking the monopoly of Western discourse, constructing a
Chinese critical paradigm, and exploring the ethical connotations of literature.
Keywords: 4 Study on Ethical Narrative of British Drama; ethical literary
criticism; British drama; Chinese perspective
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b, PSR R ARV 0T AN [ B A0 2P A58 04 T 0 A PR A B8 T 5 A0 o
RGN, (BEFE) PP S48 %A “ DURRIR e AR A IR 45 &
M HH 2 A o AL [T o] 189 B O s ) 380 0 R Ao ) 4 A U B AR R RS
AR NIRFAE”  (22) o BRI R e Ji LIS B O 2R 2 & 0 9 A>3 2
BB S IE R S IE I SCE RN AR E SRR S5 AAE B
SR ERIE RS A2 F R S S HOAME R DR SR TE IR XK R
HAEW AR o a0 2 [ X e J A R R A SR, % AN R B
B R b FEOTAG BRALDE,  F T A [ e AR 48 B el A b () B AR 2R
EHo ATLAUL, %A E S B SRAIAG BEU & A AR, A7 R0 By S S
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R FEENTE, SI T —MRWEAS R (0 2 (5 46 B S0

Hh A 20 S [ 5 0 R A% 0 2 DA SR 2 S D Bl IR TE AR, A R
T E RS ARG IR . B SR BUR LA e B o A, X xR
[Fdm e M H NG S B R A, EEEh, w (EZ3ED)  (The Pride
of Life) « (NZ&) (Mankind) . (HE) (Wisdom) . NWIHLL “3%
3”7  (Greediness) . “347” (Good Deeds) ZEfy44. X3R4 A EE
B SR BT R, AR E M. 5 R, xR 2 A
BHUWES Y, HRERHFAER et 2=, MR8 AR R, &
WA “EFREREE SR (HIE 11D o s A28 ™ 7 ksl
MAEE MR, WERERE. ERAET, DS SR R y AE B 1
=, NRRBAPTREAE T 40 /R L7 B R B EAC B IR RS, @i g
AT R IEFETE

FENSCE X By iR R E UG L R E S R BRI ST T, SCZE D
SO ] S P A R T MK A (R A 1) ) NI SR AR R . NTT
e BRI e IR R G T, A TR R E RS S . RIE
FAFHAL LAy O BRIIE S R “ N7, R NTE AR5 B R 2K,
WHETRHEMELZ L AMENEGBER . NS BIFEAERE. A
X 2 EAREE N g . 3B R S RN — P AR REBAR
FZREMHEAR SR, HOGEMBYEE N 72 DRI xR AS 17 B 15 o AN 45
PR, MR HA R N 52 R P B B R, R S ad SR Lk
IRAE 7 B L N T A TAS EE R T o 95 - B R R R A b R B T L SRR 1
MRS NG s T ACFRIN SR,  Qnns U6 55 R 1R R o ML AR AR B 1 N S0 3 SCFR M
FEAC BT AN 5 A0 35 B 4y 1) b R N IR B L

Fho A BRI B T Ja 5% AR s T 9 [ 2 XU AN BRER IR AR BRI AR o AN
A B A6 BE B 3 AR A5 SE AR AL . 5% [ XUR BRI AR OB R 2 Bidt e S
B . R E R T, B M AR B R AL RS AR
KM 7o E 42y . AR RENH DL E A ST E DA “ Bl E 1E 2
WHIEBURIIA T, GWEERRE, AERERKE ERERZ” UEFE 300, 1
Ja 5% 32 SO [ 0 8] — SOt 78 UIR A, s B R SE A 1) B S, AR
TR g R H TR S RO E AR B U R I8 T S B A O ] 4 2 g o
SHAL . ERVEAR AR SCREAL S AL A HEN, ik BEAR R BN MER]E
Bl ok B A SRR B M BUANE AR AT N 2 B FE . R, FEAs L (William
Congreve) . & /R 125y (Oliver Goldsmith) . i B J} (Richard Brinsley
Sheridan) ] 5 Bl Rr ) CVE AL & AR BE IR N . AW AE5E Sy S HLAE R 58
HAZ A AT sk, R RS B E AT 28 1R B S s A7 ok B AR
RS X AR — LR B 4 22 RPN B R 8 (Oscar Wilde) 1412 K&
I
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19 40 R % 20 20y, Tolkfan 5 Mtk 2 e AP JE R R 1 96 [ 3054
MM, n CBEFE) ThRTE, [ A 2 a) I AR xR R SO A R AR
HEMIE S RE R ERIOB SR RSN ER” (12) . KAgh (George
Bernard Shaw) Al /REftE24% (John Galsworthy) [K)4t 23 a) @ R4S BEER ) 5]
M T HRZBOA S ET4ERE, AL T R R HE R ThRE . A2 o) AR IR
T ANV & 4y LU ZL I o e R A pE 22 o] fU I, IMEAT AR AN N B TE 1
PR, MRS 0. R 2IMA SR E R E IS, R
WG 57 MR LR FVEA ISR SE R, IR E 54 3 SR
AR BN EL . W /R LZ ) (BRED)  (The Silver Box, 1906) 1 i 4
HEE M RARE R I AT A R A, e TR 2 B BRI k2 1n)
JRIAEXT e E L SE I KA T X E L . R NERE e, s TR
HIELBH] MARIC . g ia S E e R S 1.

20 AL ST — AN RHRE UL T AR BRI s i . B AR ME R B e
K “ EROIE” 5. SRR T U, SEE R T AR
PR, XA WEOR. BEa SRR R IR A B A
FE, AN S ATE J7 i BE R B ) i SO A BRI R0 R, i 17 A
FKORW “RA” , MEETEEEAENARR . 5iX o3R8 2 E %)
B0 N, XS DR VE AN R B — B R AR, TR AR 1) AR AE TG S SO S )
FERRAS, I —FR R0 £ U . X AE 20 20 i 5 i xR 51
FE TR G A R AR . TEER S Bl PR R R S T 7 Ak
S S TEE AN, (EXFC RIS, R IR R, R T —
FhTEUE, AHE H 7ot B IR A AR H . iR, NS hkAE
FAZ, B E . B S PRE S g AN ERE (Harold
Pinter) [ ([A1Z) (The Homecoming, 1965) BT BYEH) B4l F G, &
Py AR R A, AR DU IE AR B 3 5 AR A AR . TRl “ 35 H A
T HIFT 1B PRI 9 25 A7 A B M DL A2 R S AN T 380 17y SRR S A7 FE S e, 48
g UM, FEIE. FETD. YUe. SFRE. RO BERBAER”
g aE (8 75 , RN NBEEMar s Wl e R IR SRR fEAL
L. 7 (R it dFEtEEAA RS T b, ANEE
MR B o XM R 77 B4 R IR N ARG #0575 5L 2R 240 BE S
I bR 45 5

=. SENRAHAEIH
SCEAAR B AP — M E A R RO T B R R 1R . B DG AR
N, BERIEME AL, oL QMER A 2w, BESRUEME S A
7, WREHEA B, HES MMEEBE MR, BisH
H & BRI L, gy HAh S BN EAE AL A X 24T 2 4EE AL BEoR
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ARG Pl WEMEX S TR R, A% S ARITRE.

BRSPS b SE A B EI R A AL, SO G B AT EEAS B VR AN 2
R REHHEGERK. PR R BRI, T2l R 2R
Ky AL BAC BE IR, 1k NAESRAS B 3 2 32 1 R I 19 B BRI, [ 2ZARTER
N —Fh B A EE R AR . B, SO B P e O 2
ARG ABTERNG . BRI IR FEIM A R o 720 5% [ il 46 BE A% S 1 e
B, XUSEAE O e SERME ST T RGO . B, Brhxd GEIRFER) (The
School for Scandal, 1777) W45 8 LHE ST 5 AN O FEET, 85 7AW
PERSAURRAE WS WA RS S 3L . IR, (EFRERIE B T U 3 15
ORI B 6 18] 1) SO R, I8 7 2 MEAE SORLUE R R R A 8 e YR =41 . 1
HAEXT CRE D (Skylight, 1995) RIffserf, fRHB/RKEM TERE . BFEEH A
A AERUR ERUF ARG, FIROEH ME GRS R E RIS, R T B S0 4E
SR EAREENL. DL X, BER ISR VR AL E R Tk
A2 5402 2 UM AC AN E N 20, Ui 1 & 20 E 50 N EE
SARPHINELG —

I IR IR PR BT S B A PR B B Dy ) R 1 A S AU A i
[H]7 GEREE] 98) , CARTHAEAVFAIE N 1 S5 50 SRR St 22 &4
S I REUAT AR, TR T EAT S WY P 5 2 R, 4R T SO R A) . R B
TR TS HAB A SRR AR, T A ARSI 3, e,
¥oWEE Y AR R R AR S B S B A . Flan, B
A A A0 B R R RR Y Hr 55 se R 7 RS, I DARRRE AL B 1t B
MEESIEEEEE WL, BEE M Lr it Ry “eBmE” ,
I3 MR 8 AR B TE AR RS T il 29 NWDAT 3. Foik, FEAE PR SR, SR
B RO B A SR . &V RIS GEEMLS S, AR IR
PHEHEEE R . (BT WA R RIS 1T 2 A e, B, BT
e EERL Ik, XFE 3% (Christopher Marlowe)  Z EABIH R N)  (The Jew of
Malta) WERELW KRR, R AR BURSETTI; XMELF GEIBFRD)
o0, MR A PR EM. w)a, O A At v A
HIRZr 2K, S HNBUNELR,  “ ORISR 77 B S AR5 F A it
PRELSH A, S R R IR R SO i e AN (248 £
M1 o XA EF R T R (Zshsk4z)  (She Stoops to Conquer,
1773) W RS, il A 1 513 AR /R (Henri Lefebvre) i %3 (A1 316, WAIEEZS (0] | 41
273 ) FIORG 40 2 B) )RR 1 R R 2 SO IS SRR BRI B A58 4. %
FIREE RIS, MR T AR RIS, I T /R 5 8 dn e 8
RO S EIE . 15 RUES T BRI 4 2 ) 0 A AL B 1R %
HERRRT .

BRS8N ZIR T RAC BRI R W i, 3O3R B VP A SR e AR
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TRHERE NS LR SR E. s et AMER D L™, A
APLESG X TR A R R EH . SCA S B SEHE PP S5 7 e B S0
B Wb I SRS S B 5 AN B S BOH CREIE . (WFFL) RBL T XM
PGB SCE CELSEEGE T A rie . Bln, xb (S EARRIER D
FIBT FEIR N BN 905 B AR [ B4k 1B 58, IHT 1 S5 i QAR I i) ) e 4 A
T RAMIEEE . SOBURIE R R 3, AT R R AAAS A58 b g e o A
YIRBE . BUAR SoRET R A4k, DT E i A2 R 2 & e
JEI R NPE AR BUAIBIE . SR B O S5 R R LR, RN T S A
XHEERIE . B BUR 5 ST RN RS

X XRS5 EE AP AR, BRI CEAT IR i
STUE, EREIEATT REM EAC B BOEK H . SO AR B PR DL B Y
Pt EiIRA R R G ik ie S ARG e ), IR T 0 e B
g, Jufi o B RMBR AL T AR IRE 5 B M OB HEZY,  BESRA 1 95 Uy B
WKW T FROB TR, RS PSP e LRI AR (it
FOY KRSCAAC B AL VP LA X S B R BEAT DI AT T, RGeS HAC B A%
gi j A IR, AR SO XIS TR A2 B T B SRR . X Wt
it BB [ XRJR) A r  20 5 R A AR T SR (4G B Bk 4%, BRIEM] TR EE
FRGUIRLA T T 9 E MR I BIE b, s AR RIAMUR SR 4 S 3k, &
AKX SRR N EEI, RN bt — PR, REEXE5Z
ARIEXFEAT 7r, ACHEAVE S HAD AR G552 —FT 2 A B HEPF
e AR, XAMER TIERREITT T, B 7 SRR AR PP AR A I
5. #RERH. AT ARSI,
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