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Abstrakt  

 

 Tato dizertační práce rozebírá čínskou avantgardní literaturu 2. poloviny 80. let 20. 

století za účelem nalezení hlavních rysů, které jsou společné pro jinak velice různorodá díla 

tohoto literárního proudu. První část popisuje literárně-politické podmínky, diskurzní změny 

a literárně-teoretické diskuse mezi roky 1978 a 1989, které mají souvislost s překotným 

vývojem čínské literatury v té době a které jsou relevantní pro následující analýzu. Druhá část 

pak analyzuje díla vybraných autorů čínské avantgardy a s využitím západní literární teorie 

v kombinaci s teoretickým základem první části dizertace identifikuje nejdůležitější 

charakteristiky daného literárního proudu. Dizertační práce dochází k závěru, že díla čínské 

avantgardní literatury 2. poloviny 80. let 20. století vykazují kritické množství společných 

znaků, jako jsou například prvky subverze, metafikce či zpochybňování hodnot paměti 

a subjektivity, které nejen že potvrzují status čínské avantgardní literatury jakožto jedinečného 

literárního fenoménu, ale také ji ustavují jako specifický produkt, zvláštní odraz a také 

důležitou součást své doby.  

 

 

Abstract 

 

This thesis analyzes Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s in 

order to identify the main literary features that are common for the otherwise very diverse 

works of this literary current. First part of the thesis describes literary-political conditions, 

discursive changes and literary-theoretical discussions between 1978 and 1989 related to the 

rapid development of Chinese literature of that period and relevant for the following analysis. 

Second part then analyzes works of selected authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature and 

using Western literary theory in combination with the theoretical background described in the 

first part of the thesis it identifies the most important characteristics of the given literary current. 

The thesis then reaches the conclusion that the works of the Chinese avant-garde literature of 

the second half of the 1980s show a critical amount of common features, such as subversion, 

metafictional elements or questioning of the values of memory and subjectivity, that not only 

confirm the status of the Chinese avant-garde literature as a very unique literary phenomenon, 

but also establish it as a specific product, particular reflection as well as important constituent 

of its era.  

 



 

 

Klíčová slova:  

 

čínská literatura, avantgardní literatura, 80. léta 20. století, analýza  

 

 

Key words:  

 

Chinese literature, avant-garde literature, 1980s, analysis 

  



 

 

Table of Contents 

1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Remarks on methodology .................................................................................. 6 

2 Refurbished Strategies, Bold Voices, Wishful Thinking: Contemporary Background 

of Chinese Avant-Garde Literature .............................................................................. 10 

2.1 The Backbone of Literary Policy: Brief Overview of Mao Zedong’s Talks at 

the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art ................................................. 11 

2.2 Careful Steps Toward Discursive Changes: Literary-Political Development, 

1978-1985 ........................................................................................................ 18 

2.3 From Modernist Techniques to Postmodern Elements via Subjectivity and the 

Disintegration of “Mao-Style”: Literary Discussions of the 1980s ................. 31 

2.3.1 The Passive-Aggressive Master of History: Liu Zaifu and His Notion 

of Subjectivity in Literature ................................................................. 46 

2.3.2 Change in the Coding Method: Li Tuo’s Idea of “Mao-style” and Other 

Views on Transforming Chinese Literature ......................................... 57 

2.3.3 Postmodern Elements or Elementary Postmodernism: The 

Complementing Thoughts of Wang Ning and Chen Xiaoming........... 68 

3 Seven Unique Branches on a Unifying Trunk: Analysis of Selected Works of the 

Chinese Avant-garde Literature ................................................................................... 85 

3.1 Metafiction, Metanarration, Subversion: Ma Yuan’s Narcissism and the 

Semantic Torment of Sun Ganlu ...................................................................... 87 

3.2 Fragments of Fading Memories, Isolation, Violence: Ge Fei’s Unreliable 

Narrators and the Extreme Subjectivity of Yu Hua ....................................... 125 



 

 

3.3 Magical Brutalism and Rootlessness: Mo Yan’s Violence on Poetic 

Background and the Subjective Dreams of Su Tong ..................................... 163 

3.4 Politics and / or Psyche: The Ambivalent Search for the Universal Values of 

Human Soul and the Latent Contradictions of Can Xue................................ 190 

4 Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 215 

5 Works cited ................................................................................................................ 222 



 

 

1 

 

1 Introduction 

 

Chinese avant-garde literature (xianfeng wenxue 先锋文学) of the second half of the 

1980s has already been established as one of the most important literary trends and in a certain 

sense a culmination of literary development of the so called “New era” (Xin shiqi 新时期), a 

period in Chinese history between the death of Mao Zedong 毛泽东 (1893 – 1976) and the 

violent results of Tian’an men 天安门 square protests in 1989. It can be hardly considered a 

literary school in the strict sense of the word, as the authors came from different backgrounds 

and there was never any common manifesto published. The avant-garde also certainly was not 

an isolated phenomenon, because it coexisted and shared some features with other literary 

trends of that period, such as “root-seeking literature” (xungen wenxue 寻根文学) or “new 

realism” (xin xianshizhuyi 新现实主义). Still, there are many indications that from the point 

of view of history of Chinese literature, it is something essential and unique. 

Describing Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s, noted 

Chinese writer and critic Wu Liang 吴亮 wrote in the year 2000: “Today we cannot even 

remember any mainstream works published after the mid-1980s” (“Remembering” 134). And 

later in his text he added: “[…] the avant-garde literature of the 1980s has entered our literary 

history as the most lively genre of the time” (136). The first quote points to the importance and 

status of the avant-garde – it was something that, from its very nature, not only stood against, 

but even overshadowed other literary production of the time. The second quote then highlights 

the quality of the works and presents us with the fact that the avant-garde already entered the 

history as – and that is the most important part here – something that can be labeled a genre. 

What it suggests, basically, is that there are some common formal, structural and thematic 

criteria (Nünning 164) granting the works of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second 

half of the 1980s a place in literary histories (and even textbooks) as something to a certain 

degree unified, well-defined and clearly characterized.  

For the framework of this dissertation, the elementary definition of the Chinese avant-

garde literature of the second half of the 1980s, partially derived from Yang Xiaobin’s 

formulation (The Chinese 247), is as follows: It is an aesthetically experimental literature – 

fiction that appeared after 1985 and as a specific product of its era basically ceased to exist 

after 1989. This is where my approach to the Chinese avant-garde starts from. As it is shown 
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on the example above as well as in this basic definition, we are dealing with a literary 

phenomenon with a firm place in literary history, defined by its overall “technique” (the 

experiment), background (the New Era and whatever social or literary context it brought) and 

quality (as the lively genre overshadowing the mainstream). Also, a more or less stable corpus 

of authors, for example Can Xue 残雪 (b. 1953), Ma Yuan 马原 (b. 1953), Yu Hua 余华 (b. 

1966), Ge Fei 格非 (b. 1964), Su Tong 苏童 (b. 1963), Sun Ganlu 孙甘露 (b. 1959), Mo Yan

莫言 (b. 1955), Bei Cun 北村 (b. 1965), Xu Xiaohe 徐晓鹤 (b. 1956), Wang Anyi 王安忆 (b. 

1954) and others. In 1990s, some of these authors turned to a more mainstream, commercial 

mode of writing (Yu Hua) or ceased writing at all (Ma Yuan, until 2015). Only Can Xue 

continued her literary experiments without any significant change. In this regard, it is important 

to emphasize that the status of these authors as the representatives of the Chinese avant-garde 

literature is only valid within the framework of the second half of the 1980s.  

Although there is no representative anthology in Chinese defining the “canon” of the 

Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s published in its domestic 

environment, we are able to establish a relatively clear overview of authors and works on the 

basis of secondary sources (Chinese and Western1 alike, as there is no essential difference 

between them) and also with regard to the early anthologies of translations (Zhao, Lost Boat; 

Wang J., China's avant-garde).2  This is not a definite corpus and there are nuances and 

variations in the secondary sources as well as the anthologies, but the specific delimitations of 

this canon is not among the goals of this dissertation as they will be described later. In the 

following subchapter Remarks on Methodology, the selection of the authors chosen for 

analysis will be further narrowed and justified. 

China in the 1980s was going through a period of so called “Cultural fever” (wenhua 

re 文化热), “a boisterous avalanche of intellectual and cultural debate that unfolded in Chinese 

urban centers” (Zhang 3). This avalanche covered not only the realm of literature, it surged 

with the same intensity on the field of fine arts and film, and also in theory of literature and art. 

The end of the 1970s and 1980s is also a period of so called “Four modernizations” (sige 

xiandaihua 四个现代化), i.e. reforms in industry, agriculture, science and technology, and 

                                                 

1 i.e. Euro-American. In this sense I will use the terms West or Western throughout this dissertation. This 

usage is also connected to the Chinese word “xifang” 西方 commonly used in this sense in Chinese literary theory.  
2 With respect to my alma mater and the country this dissertation is being created in, I would also like to 

mention the one and only anthology of Chinese avant-garde literature translated into Czech language called 7x 

čínská avatgarda published in 2006 (Jü et al.). 
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national defense. Literature was, too, a part of those modernizations (it fell under the category 

of science) and the discursive changes of this period were reflected in the discussions about the 

ways of modernization of literary creation, in reevaluation of the social and political function 

of literature, and also in the literary creation itself. It was an unprecedently liberal period. The 

legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (Zhongguo gongchandang 中国共产党) was 

shaken during the Cultural Revolution (Wenhua dageming 文化大革命) and the Party was 

forced to deal with its own delicate situation in connection to the newly established course of 

the development of society that would, on the one hand, to some extent revise the Maoist 

politics of last decades and, on the other hand, hold to the basic and unchangeable framework 

of the leading role of the Party and gradually shaped Chinese version of socialism. In order to 

achieve this moderate approach, led by the necessity of economic reforms and technological 

development, China had no choice but to open itself to the world. And not only for the sake of 

finding its way to the newest knowledge on the field of science and technology. This openness 

naturally brought cultural influences as well. 

In Chinese theory of literature, the reevaluation of the theoretical framework of political 

utilitarianism of literature based on Mao Zedong’s thought was combined with exploring, 

interpretation and more often than not critically unreflected implementation of Western literary 

theories. The literary scene itself was going through many changes during the period of the 

“Cultural fever” – as much as literary critics were influenced by Euro-American (not only 

literary) theories provided by new translations and by lectures of visiting professors,3 both 

writers and readers could be “inspired” by a long and diverse list of translations of literary 

works from Europe, United States of America and Latin America. Generally speaking, a 

hundred years of Western literary development was imported to China in less than one decade.4 

There was another comparatively unprecedented consequence of China opening itself 

to the world when Chinese literature came into focus of Western literary-theoretical circles. Of 

course, Western cultural hegemony was unquestionable at that time (and at least on the field 

of literature it still is), so we can hardly talk about some equal dialogue or mutual enrichment, 

but it doesn’t change the fact that China’s fresh openness created new opportunities (and 

                                                 

3 Literary theoretician Ihab Hassan held lectures at Shandong University and Nanjing University already 

in 1982, philosopher, political and literary theorist Fredric Jameson visited Beijing University and Shenzhen 

university in 1985, and sinologist and literary theoretician Douwe Fokkema came to two universities in Nanjing 

in 1987 (Wang N., “Constructing” 54n9). It is worthwhile to mention already at this stage that all three were much 

involved in the debates of postmodernism in culture and it was exactly this aspect of their work that had the 

biggest appeal and influence among the Chinese audience.  
4 For an overview of published translations, see Cha 79-141. 
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motivations) for Western scholars to research and reflect (the changes within) Chinese 

literature and ponder its position against not only Western tradition, but also in comparison to 

other literatures of the world. 5  First translations and reflections of Chinese avant-garde 

literature appeared already in the late 1980s and early 1990s – for example, the first collection 

of short stories Dialogues in Paradise by the woman writer Can Xue was published in the 

United States already in 1989, only four years after this highly idiosyncratic author loudly 

entered Chinese literary scene. And even before the avant-garde as such came into existence, 

Chinese literature attracted a lot of attention in the West – for example, three significant 

collections of various genres ranging from short-stories and poems to essays and drama plays 

were published in 1983 only (Link, Stubborn; Siu and Stern; Lee). These collections were not 

only valuable because they brought the first exemplars of fresh Chinese literary production to 

the Western reader, but also because the high erudition of their editors reflected in the 

introductions to the collections provided deep insight in the sociopolitical context within which 

these works where created. But as I have already indicated above, the reflection of Chinese 

literature in the West, in the framework of the general trend of theory departing from literature 

as a specific art form and the introduction of broader approaches of “cultural studies,” brought 

questions that sought answers in the realms of theories of culture and society more than in the 

reflection of aesthetic values. I am in particular referring to the theories of postmodernism and 

postcolonialism which were frequently applied especially in the case of the Chinese avant-

garde. If we were to stay in the strict realm of an analysis of literary features, or literariness, 

and aesthetic values, we would have to turn to articles (not yet monographies) about the 

respective authors. Similarly in China, except for articles and discussions that reflected the 

avant-garde immediately after it emerged – and as Li Tuo 李陀, whose theories and opinions 

(and also frustrations) I will introduce in detail later, mentioned, there was not enough of them 

anyway (Li, Zhang, Wang 75) – we can only find reflections of the avant-garde among broader 

analyses of contemporary literature and culture or as critiques of specific authors and works. 

With the exception of Chen Xiaoming’s 陈晓明 very narrowly focused Boundless Challenge: 

The Postmodern Character of Chinese Avant-garde Literature (Wubian de tiaozhan: 

Zhongguo xianfeng wenxue houxiandaixing 无边的挑战: 中国先锋文学的后现代性),6 I 

                                                 

5 Fredric Jameson, for example, in his 1986 article compares certain aspects of Chinese literature and 

African literature (“Third” 68-75). 
6 The book was first published in 1993 and then underwent several revisions. The final edition came out 

in 2015. 
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have not only been unable to identify a single book length study in China dealing with the 

Chinese avant-garde of the 1980s in general, but there are not even any representative Chinese 

collections of theoretical works available that would analyze the avant-garde as an independent 

literary phenomenon.  

Historical, political and social background and the development of literary production 

that brought the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s into existence, 

as well as contemporary discussions and partially the question of avant-garde as an expression 

of Chinese postmodern will be described in detail in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. Now let’s 

go back for a little while to Wu Liang’s chapter cited above. Its whole name is  

“Remembering the Cultural Revolution: Chinese Avant-garde Literature of the 1980s.” Wu is 

approaching the avant-garde as something closely connected to various kinds of remembrance 

of the tragic decade between 1966 and 1976. Although he mentions other characteristics of the 

avant-garde throughout his article, this topic is logically the ground stone of his argumentation. 

Similar case is the above-mentioned Chen Xiaoming’s study as well as Yang Xiaobin’s The 

Chinese Postmodern: Trauma and Irony in Chinese avant-garde fiction, the two closest things 

to an overall analysis the research of Chinese avant-garde produced so far in Chinese and in 

English, respectively. In Yang’s book, we have the remembrance again (the trauma), we have 

a stylistic device (the irony) and we have a big concept of postmodernism framing it all. Yang’s 

work is great and essential, but similarly to the case of Wu’s article, its focus becomes very 

narrow in the sense of discussing the avant-garde from a very concrete point of view. Wu 

identifies those aspects in the works of Chinese avant-garde fiction that have something in 

common with remembrance of traumatic past, but to a large extent leaves the other aspects 

untouched. And Yang sees the trauma and irony in Chinese avant-garde fiction as a reflection 

of a bigger process of development from (discursive) modernity to postmodernity.  

I have chosen these two texts as examples of a general trend that goes throughout both 

Western and Chinese literature that touches upon the subject of the Chinese avant-garde of the 

second half of the 1980s. There is always some kind of prism in the approach to that 

phenomenon – be it cultural, political, social or historical (or a combination of these). What is 

missing, however, is an approach to the avant-garde as a literary phenomenon, a focus on the 

works themselves and the respective elements that constitute them. 

This dissertation will not discuss the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half 

of the 1980 as something (the postmodern, the wicked memory of Cultural revolution) but as 

such. This does not mean that I am refusing to consider the context of its development, its role 

in the specific context of the era (which in fact enabled its existence in the first place) or some 
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unique features that could, for example, lead some theoreticians to the idea of considering the 

avant-garde the first sign of postmodern literature in China. At the same time, I have no 

intention of arguing against the historical significance of the avant-garde or even defying its 

very existence. I am not going to ask if there is such a thing as Chinese avant-garde, although 

ultimately this question could come around after my analysis is done. What I intend to ask is 

how come there is something like the Chinese avant-garde and what exactly are the literary 

features (stylistic, syntactic, semantic) these works have in common that we can reflect upon 

on the background of the era of its production and literary theory in general. I believe that this 

is new about my approach and different from what has been written about the Chinese avant-

garde so far.  

 

1.1 Remarks on methodology 

 

There are a few topics concerning the choice of the authors and works of the Chinese 

avant-garde literature as well as the theories I use as a tool for my analysis that I would like to 

clarify here.  

Concerning the choice of the authors, I have decided to analyze the works of the 

following seven writers: Ma Yuan, Sun Ganlu, Ge Fei, Yu Hua, Mo Yan, Su Tong and Can 

Xue. There are several reasons for this choice. On the basis of my extensive study of secondary 

sources, I believe these writers are the most important, or typical representatives of this literary 

current, often mentioned by other researchers. At the same time, they show a significant degree 

of diversity on the level of style, techniques and topics, and thus cover the broadest spectrum 

of features identifiable in the Chinese avant-garde literature. And finally, I am trying to cover 

the widest possible scope of writers and works from the point of view of chronology. Mo Yan 

and Ma Yuan are the ones who started publishing the earliest, already at the beginning of the 

decade, in 1981 and 1982 respectively, although while the former immediately caught the 

attention of critics, the latter only became prominent around mid-1980s. Because of the specific 

features of his works, Mo Yan is, moreover, sometimes considered standing between the avant-

garde and the “root-seeking” literature, which makes him a slight exception among the other 

writers. I have decided to include him because I believe, as I will show in detail later, that there 

are certain characteristics in his writing that firmly connect him to the other writers of the 

Chinese avant-garde and prove the fact that he can be considered a representative of this literary 

phenomenon. Su Tong’s first short story was published in 1983 and the three male writers were 

then followed by the only woman in my selection – reasons for that being purely statistical, as 
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there was simply a majority of men among the authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature – 

Can Xue in 1985. Sun Ganlu and Ge Fei published their first works in 1986 and Yu Hua in 

1987. All the seven authors continued to write until the end of the 1980s. 

Chinese literary critics such as Chen Xiaoming sometimes tend to split the avant-garde 

into two basic groups according to the time the writers started publishing (putting especially 

Ma Yuan, Mo Yan and Can Xue on a privileged position of a vanguard of the avant-garde). 

Even though there is certain logic in their argumentation, and I will get back to this specific 

notion of Chen Xiaoming in Chapter 2.3.3, I am not convinced this division is as functional as 

to point out to some really distinctive features in general. And moreover, I think it is sometimes 

slightly unjustified and unfair, for example when Chen Xiaoming talks about clear traces of 

Ma Yuan’s style in the early works of Su Tong when, in fact, there is a year and a few months 

and just a handful of stories published in not the most prominent literary magazines that 

separates the former from the latter. 

Regarding the analyzed works, I am only working with short stories (duanpian xiaoshuo 

短篇小说) and novellas (zhongpian xiaoshuo 中篇小说)7 in this dissertation. The reason for 

that is not the practical suitability of shorter prose for literary analysis but my belief that those 

were the dominant genres of the Chinese avant-garde literature and of the 1980s in general. It 

can be even proven statistically – from the selected authors, Sun Ganlu, Yu Hua, Ge Fei and 

Su Tong did not publish any novels (changpian xiaoshuo 长篇小说), while Ma Yuan and Can 

Xue each published one in the given period. The only exception is Mo Yan, who managed to 

publish three novels between 1987 and 1989 only. In his case, I was then analyzing short-

stories for the simple reason of keeping the same rules for everyone. Why was the shorter prose 

being so dominant in this period is not a question this dissertation asks or tries to answer. It 

could be researched historically or literary-sociologically or otherwise; and I generally believe 

the immediacy of writing, publishing and getting feedback, in other words being an active part 

of the creative and creating circles in an era of rapid literary development, played an important 

role as well. 

                                                 

7 I am following the Chinese model of diving works of fiction into three categories according to their 

relative length: “duanpian xiaoshuo” means “short-length prose,” “zhongpian xiaoshuo” means “medium-length 

prose” and “changpian xiaoshuo” means “long prose.” In my analysis, I choose the titles “short story,” “novella” 

or “novel” for a given piece of fiction according to how it was labeled in the Chinese collection of author’s works 

I am using. For more information about the theory of short story, including the difference between short story and 

novella in Western literature, see Martin Pilař’s Pokus o žánrové vymezení povídky or Susan Lohafer’s Coming 

to Terms with the Short Story. 
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In the analysis of the Chinese avant-garde works I am using established terminology 

and relevant ideas from Western literary theories. As I mentioned above, my goal is not to look 

at the Chinese avant-garde literature from the angle of any prism or specific theory. That is 

why I always choose those theories and ideas that are in my opinion the most appropriate, 

useful and functionally applicable for the given parts of my analysis. I am explaining in detail 

the choice of the theories within each part of the analysis, especially if I happen to limit their 

original scope of applicability or if I am pragmatically using only certain ideas suitable for 

description of concrete features of the works while intentionally leaving others aside. The most 

important authors and theories that served as a tool for my analysis in Chapter 3 are, including 

but not limited to, the following: Linda Hutcheon and Patricia Waugh for theories of 

metafiction; Mieke Bal, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan and Tomáš Kubíček for theories of narrative 

and especially for analysis of narrative levels and voices; Fredric Jameson, Jean-Francois 

Lyotard and Matei Calinescu for theories of postmodernism.  

In chapter 2.2 I am describing the contemporary literary discussions that provided 

background for the emergence and existence of the Chinese avant-garde literature. Within that 

chapter, I am discussing in detail the thoughts of four Chinese literary theoreticians: Liu Zaifu 

刘再复 (b. 1941), Li Tuo (b. 1939), Wang Ning 王宁 (b. 1955) and Chen Xiaoming (b. 1959). 

I have chosen these four critics intentionally. Their theories are especially well contextually 

applicable to the Chinese avant-garde literature and as such I am often coming back to them in 

the analytic part of the dissertation. Not only do I consider the ideas of these authors very 

progressive within the given era, but also very helpful in discovering certain aspects of the 

Chinese avant-garde that might otherwise stay hidden from our sight.  

Last but not least, I would like to briefly mention the term “avant-garde literature” 

(xianfeng wenxue 先锋文学) as such. The goal of this dissertation is not the historiography of 

this term, nor is a general theory of what is “avant-garde” in the broadest sense of the word. I 

work with this label as something terminologically well established in Chinese as well as 

Western literary history and theory. I will, nevertheless, marginally touch upon a few topics 

connected to the early usage of the term in the context of contemporary literary discussions in 

the 1980s that can be helpful for discovering features of the avant-garde that are not implied in 

the nature of the label but in the nature of the literature itself.  

All translations from Chinese or other languages to English, be it from theoretical works 

or from fiction, are mine, if not stated otherwise in the in-text citation or in footnote. Chinese 

characters (and transcription, if a specific term is translated) for names of people and 



 

 

9 

terminology are only used at first occurrence of the given name or term, if contextual necessity 

does not command otherwise.  
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2 Refurbished Strategies, Bold Voices, Wishful Thinking: Contemporary Background 

of Chinese Avant-Garde Literature 

 

As I stated above, one of the basic questions I am asking in this dissertation is as follows: 

What exactly are the literary features the works of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the 

second half of the 1980s have in common that we can reflect upon on the background of the 

era of its emergence and literary theory in general? This chapter will be dealing with the middle 

part of the question – the background of the era. I strongly believe that the Chinese avant-garde 

is, on the one hand, a result of the variably intense literary-political, discursive changes that 

symbolize the period between the years 1978 and 1989, and, on the other hand, a constituent 

of the atmosphere of the era, its integral part as well as its, in a sense deformed and detached, 

reflection. It is important to realize, and I will try to show it in the following pages, that the 

1980s were an era of heated debates when some unprecedented opinions and ideas were voiced 

in the literary-political field as well as in the literary-theoretical circles (with these two 

organically merging and reacting with each other), and the contemporary development of 

literature that peaked with the emergence of the avant-garde was a natural part, product, passive 

as well as active reflection, and definitely also a building stone of the era.  

For the purpose of clarity, I am splitting my view in two basic parts – the discussions, 

changes and reevaluations on the more political, official, or, let’s say, institutional level, and 

the new ideas on field of literary theory. The former part will be described more briefly with 

the emphasis on the most important persons and events that played a part in shifting the literary-

political discourse toward an openness that might be partially questionable, but nevertheless 

perceivable. The latter part will then more in detail analyze some of the most important ideas 

within the discussions about literature in the 1980s that are most suitably applicable to the 

Chinese avant-garde literature or that directly comment on it and discover important aspects of 

this literary current. 

This chapter should serve as an overview, not an exhaustive analysis. But it should also 

provide enough information to carefully and sophisticatedly outline the main features of this 

period in Chinese literary-political history that in my option constitute an integral, albeit in a 

certain sense minor, part of the characteristic of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second 

half of the 1980s. 
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2.1 The Backbone of Literary Policy: Brief Overview of Mao Zedong’s Talks at the 

Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art 

 

Before we can start discussing the discursive changes of the New era it is necessary to 

mention at least briefly the basic document that served as the theoretical basis for literary 

thought in China for some 40-odd years – Mao Zedong’s Talks at the Yan’an Conference on 

Literature and Art (Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua 在延安文艺座谈会上的

讲话). I do not intend to provide a thorough and exhausting analysis here, but I would like to 

give an overview of the essential aspects of the Talks that were relevant for the literary debates 

of the New era and as such complement the contemporary background of the avant-garde 

literature. I focus especially on those elements that deal with literary form and I pay less 

attention to the political or historical implications of the Talks. In this regard I am following 

Bonnie S. McDougall who noticed in her essential analysis that the purely literary-theoretical 

angle of the Talks has been often overlooked or underestimated (Mao 3). Although I will be 

coming back to her study in the following pages, I have nevertheless decided not to use 

McDougall’s translation, simply because she used the pre-1953 version of the Talks that in 

some places differs from the later versions. Although the differences are not really substantial 

for my overview, I prefer to use the bi-lingual version published by the Commercial Press 

(Shangwu yinshuguan 商务印书馆) in Beijing in 1972. This one is based on the English 

version of the Talks from 1965 that McDougall herself labels as the “‘official’ translation” 

(Mao 110), and moreover even the Chinese text is the one that was available in the New era 

period. Using the bi-lingual text also allows for more clarity in my citations. If not noted 

otherwise, all the translations come from this version. 

The Talks are the result of two Mao Zedong’s talks at a conference held in May 1942 

in Yan’an 延安  that has been organized in order to “exchange ideas and examine the 

relationship between work in the literary and artistic fields and revolutionary work in general” 

‘和大家交换意见，研究文艺工作和一般革命工作的关系’ (Mao 3; 2). It is obvious that 

more than pure exchange of ideas the purpose of the conference was to rectify some inclinations 

of certain writers that were not in accordance with the official stance of the CCP leadership 

and that were regarded as dangerous (McDougall and Kam 193). It was a reaction to the 

contemporary criticism of the general conditions in Yan’an that included the relationship 
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between the Party and the artists and intellectuals in general.8 Formally, the Talks are divided 

into two sections, Introduction (Yinyan 引言) and Conclusion (Jielun 结论) – I am only 

mentioning this here for the sakes of completeness and clarity as the analysis of the structure 

of the text itself is not my primary goal. 

Let me start this overview with the most essential and famous aspect of the thoughts 

presented in the Talks, that is the relationship between literature and politics. Mao clearly states 

that “all literature and art […] are geared to definite political lines” ‘一切文化或文学艺术都

是 […] 属于一定的政治路线的’ (59; 58). However, he also does admit that this road goes 

both ways, because “literature and art are subordinate to politics, but in their turn exert a great 

influence on it” ‘文艺是从属于政治的，但又反转来给予伟大的影响于政治’ (61; 60). The 

political lines here do not refer, of course, to any kind of politics, but only to the correct class 

politics and the politics of the masses, and thus whatever influence the art can have on politics 

must still be contained within these boundaries that do not change. Not to mention the fact that 

“the revolutionary struggle on the […] artistic fronts must be subordinate to the political 

struggle” ‘[…] 艺术斗争必须服, 从于政治的斗争’ (61; 60), which further limits the scope 

of mutual influence on the side of the literature, marginalizing its power to a theoretical positive 

zero. But it is not only literature itself that is subordinated to politics, but, as logic would 

naturally have it, literary criticism as well. Or, more accurately, for the critical evaluation of 

the works of literature, the political criterion is always more important than the aesthetical. It 

could be surprising that McDougall in her analysis tends to agree with Mao on this point (from 

the purely literary-theoretical position she decided to take on the Talks). She argues that “we 

may be initially attracted to a work of art for its beauty of form or skillfulness of technique, but 

unless the basic values it represents are consonant with our own, it will not stick with us and 

become part of our lives, no matter how skillfully presented” (Mao 27).9 McDougall, however, 

also admits the tendency of Mao to “stray from description to prescription” (Mao 20). The 

political prescription of a certain preferred critical approach to literature then influences and 

                                                 

8 For more information about the topic of the relationship between writers and the Party in Yan’an, see 

the chapter “Literary Opposition During the Yenan Period” from the classic Merle Goldman’s book Literary 

Dissent in Communist China (18-50). 
9 I consider this argument theoretically valid in the sense in which we can see, although inverted, a very 

similar approach in the Western response to the Chinese literature at the beginning of the New era – even though 

the quality of the works varied and the editors were fully aware of it (e.g., Link, Stubborn 24), the attention given 

the literature was indeed motivated by political reasons in the sense of the possibly subversive, rebel position of 

the literary works within the changing discourse. As I mentioned in the Introduction of this dissertation, the 

Chinese avant-garde literature had a similar fate of attracting attention for many other reasons than the aesthetical 

or literary. 



 

 

13 

limits the possible scope of not only critical but also artistic expression. The unity of “political 

content and the highest possible perfection of artistic form” ‘政治内容和尽可能完美的艺术

形式的统一’ (71; 70) Mao proclaimed further in his discussion is very hard to achieve with 

only one part of this unity being the leading principle not only for the creative process, but also 

for the evaluation of it. Especially if the principal approach to literary work and its criticism is 

as rigid and strict as in “it is absolutely necessary to subject [the works of art] to correct 

criticism according to the criteria of the science of aesthetics,10 so that […] art which does not 

meet the demands of the struggle of the broad masses can be transformed into art that does” 

‘是按照艺术科学的标准给以正确的批判 […]，使不适合广大群众斗争要求的艺术改变

到适合广大群众斗争要求的艺术，也是完全必要的’ (69, 71; 68, 70). In other words, there 

is only one way and that one is always primarily political; all the other aspects must be adjusted 

to support it. It does not mean that a writer cannot struggle for aesthetical beauty of his works, 

but that beauty must be politically functional otherwise it will be criticized as redundant (read 

bourgeois). Although Mao’s thoughts might seem more complicated than that, as he certainly 

is trying to deeply argue his position, the relationship between literature and politics as 

introduced in the Talks is in the end very simple – or at least Mao’s arguments led to simple 

interpretations that were used throughout the decades following the Yan’an conference. 

With regard to the above-mentioned, I also believe that one of the main and general 

thoughts of the Talks can be characterized as pragmatism. “Mao is interested in literature only 

as in instrument of inspiration and education,” writes McDougall and later adds that this 

pragmatism, on the one hand, could allow certain flexibility in the view on literature, but, on 

the other hand, at the same time led to the creation of rigid rules that Mao himself not only did 

not discourage, but in a way supported (Mao 12). One of the first paragraphs of the Talks 

clearly demonstrates Mao’s pragmatic, utilitarian approach to literature. He states that the 

purpose of the conference is “to ensure that literature and art fit well into the whole 

revolutionary machine as a component part, that they operate as a powerful weapons for uniting 

and educating the people and for attacking and destroying the enemy, and help the people fight 

the enemy with one heart and one mind” ‘使文艺很好地成为个革命机器的一个组成部分，

                                                 

10 In the Chinese version, the word “aesthetics” (meixue 美学) is actually not used. “Yishu kexue 艺术

科学” literally means “science of art.” McDougall translates this as “scientific artistic standards,” (Mao 78) which 

is definitely more accurate. It might seem like a marginal nuance, but in a theory as politically inclined as this, 

the “science of art” doesn’t necessarily have to be “aesthetics” (and it might be much more exact than that). It also 

means that there is only one correct form of art based on “science” in the sense of the official Marxist ideology as 

the only correct scientific interpretation of society.  
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作为团结人民、教育人民、打击敌人、消灭敌人的有力的武器，帮助人民同心同德地

和敌人作斗争’ (5, 7; 4, 6). As much as this proclamation was conditioned by the state of (civil) 

war it was set in, the validity of it is highly general. There is always an enemy in the 

authoritarian regime and there is always some fight or struggle. Moreover, the Leninist notion 

of machinery to which Mao comes back several times in the Talks is very significant and it in 

a certain sense strengthens the instrumental nature of literature as something non-living and 

tool-like. In other words, literature is subordinated to the purposes that are nothing but 

revolutionary and as such it can only mechanically reflect the thing called revolution but hardly 

anything else. Mao says: “Proletarian literature and art are a part of the whole proletarian 

revolutionary cause; they are, as Lenin said, cogs and wheels in the whole revolutionary 

machine.” ‘无产阶级的文学艺术是无产阶级整个革命事业的一部分，如同列宁所说，

是整个革命机器中的  “齿轮和螺丝钉 ”’ (59; 58). This mechanical pragmatism and 

utilitarianism are nevertheless not regarded as universal, but only applicable within the set of 

values of the right social class, the proletariat. “There is no ‘ism’ in the world that transcends 

utilitarian considerations; in class society there can be only the utilitarianism of this or that 

class. We are proletarian revolutionary utilitarians […]” ‘世界上没有什么超功利主义，在

阶级社会里，不是这一阶级的功利主义，就是那一阶级的功利主义。我们是无产阶级

的革命的功利主义者  […]’ (55; 54).11  Artists and writers are thus, as Mao repeatedly 

mentions throughout the Talks, considered workers for the pragmatic cause of revolution. This 

role then dramatically limits the space for their creativity. In other words, their work is 

supposed to be mechanical and guided by principles that are in their essence not artistic at all. 

One of the very important aspects of the ideology of the Talks is the role and position 

of the audience of literary work. Because the “question of ‘for whom?’ is fundamental; it is a 

question of principle” ‘为什么人的问题，是一个根本的问题，原则的问题’ (35; 34). 

Although in the Introduction Mao still describes the audience as a generally passive element 

and pays less attention to it, later in the Conclusion, as the quote above demonstrates, it 

                                                 

11 The translation of the phrase “chao gonglizhuyi 超功利主义” as “‘ism’ that transcends utilitarian 

considerations” (so, to be strict, in pinyin this should be written as “chao gongli zhuyi”) is very interesting here. 

It differs significantly from McDougall, who translates it as “super-utilitarianism” in the sense of “universal 

utilitarianism” that goes beyond the class division. But if we were to understand the original in the light of its 

“official” translation, it would mean that according to Mao either there is no theory (no -ism) more important than 

utilitarianism, or all such theories should be motivated by their usefulness and practical applicability. In the 

context of the following part of the sentence, I am more inclined to McDougall’s version, although her translation 

of the rest of the sentence (“in a class society, utilitarianism is a property of class”) is not as good, because it 

neglects the “if it’s not us, it’s them” character of this passage (Mao 73). 
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becomes the topic, the first and foremost question, from which all the other questions are 

derived (McDougall, Mao 14-16). The writer serves the people and must always keep that in 

mind – while the Talks will help him to find the right way of the service. 

The important point of knowing and understanding the audience is generally put 

forward in the Talks, because only that way can the writer properly serve the masses – “only 

by being their pupil can he be their teacher” ‘只有做群众的学生能做群的先生’ (55; 54). 

Deficiencies in knowing the audience have different levels and one of them is the lack of 

understanding: “What does lacking in understanding mean? Not understanding the language, 

that is, not being familiar with the rich, lively language of the masses” ‘什么是不懂?语言不

懂，就是说，对于人民群众的丰富的生动的语言，缺乏充分的知识’ (13, 15 ;12, 14). In 

any case, the writer must never put himself in a patronizing position toward the masses, in the 

end it is he who studies, and it is him who is being led, not the other way around. “If he regards 

himself as their master […] then, no matter how talented he might be, he will not be needed by 

the masses and his work will have no future.” ‘如果把自己看作群众的主人 […] 不管他们

有多大的才能乡也是群众所不需要的，他们的工作是没有前途的’ (55; 54). Moreover, 

the Party is the speaker and (a little paradoxically) the leader of the masses, and thus serving 

the people implicitly means serving the Party as well. 

Strongly related to the understanding of the audience and its needs and to serving the 

people is also the questions of “how to serve” ‘如何去服务’ or “should we devote ourselves 

to raising standards, or should we devote ourselves to popularization?” ‘努力于提呢，还是

努力于普及呢?’ (39; 38). Mao’s position here reaches a “genuine theoretical synthesis” 

(McDougall, Mao 68): “With us […] the raising of standards is based on popularization, while 

popularization is guided by the raising of standards” ‘我们的提高，是在普及基础上的提高; 

我们的普及，是在提高指导下的普及’ (49;48). It is a fact that only a few paragraphs earlier 

Mao puts stronger stress on reaching wider audience, but in that case his proclamation was 

definitely under the influence of the specific historical condition of the 1942 and the needs of 

the masses at the moment, whereas his latter formulation has a general value. The question still 

remains what exactly is the guiding principle for raising standards. In other words: How much 

space does a writer have within his role of the servant and the part of the revolutionary machine 

to actually work on raising standards of his own works and, in extension, the masses? 

Not much, obviously, as the possible devices for raising the standards are always 

ideologically limited and subordinated to the pragmatic utilization of the work. Moreover, 
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“literature and art, are the products of the reflection of the life of the people in the brains of 

revolutionary writers and artists” ‘文艺，则是人民生活在革命作家头脑中的反映的产物’ 

(41; 40). Although this notion proved to a certain extent less limiting during the following years 

of discussions about different variants of realism (I will come back to this topic in detail later), 

the request itself for some kind of reflection of reality clearly limits the possible scope of artistic 

expression. Mao continues with the appraisal of the popular forms of literature and also asks 

the question if classical and foreign literature can also be considered a source for raising the 

standards of literature. The answer is they “are not the source, but the stream” ‘不是源而是流’ 

(43; 42). They are something to critically learn from, as the knowledge of those makes one 

more civilized, but they are not to be taken as a substitute for the author’s creativity within the 

rules of revolutionary literature, because that kind of plagiarism would be a mistake, “the most 

sterile and harmful dogmatism in literature and art” ‘最没有出息的最害人的文学教条主义

和艺术教条主义’ (43, 42).  

There are other topics in the Talks that are worth mentioning here. First, it is the idea 

of “human nature” (renxinglun 人性论).12 Mao refuses the existence of universal human nature 

outside the system of social classes and accuses the bourgeois class of mistakenly considering 

their human nature to be the universal one and thus making proletarian human nature 

incompatible with human nature in general. Approach to literature that takes human nature as 

a theoretical basis for literary and artistic creation is then “wholly wrong” (wanquan cuowu de 

完全错误的 [75; 74]). This again strengthens the subordinate position of literature to the 

specific needs of a specific class driven by the revolution. 

Another thing connected to human nature is love, “love of humanity” (renlei zhi ai 人

类之爱 [75; 74]) as a starting point of literary creation. Although Mao admits that love can be 

one of the sources of art, he again refuses the universal, historically unconditioned kind of love. 

True love of mankind cannot exist in class society. “Love as an idea is a product of objective 

practice. Fundamentally, we do not start form ideas but from objective practice.” ‘爱是观念的

西，是客观实践的产物。我们根本上不是从观念出发，而是从客观实践出发’ (75; 74). 

In other words, we cannot treat love as something that can transcend from personal or social to 

the universal, because the historical conditions always determine how love is being 

                                                 

12  McDougall translates this phrase also as “humanism” (Mao 79), which can be, in my opinion, 

misleading in this context. 
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implemented. The refusal of universality for both human nature and love then further limits the 

space of artistic expression; revolution and teleological progress are the only “safe” topics. 

Literature is taken from the hands of a human into another machine-like realm of a certain kind 

of scientific approach. 

Mao also discusses the topics of the proportional representation of “the bright and the 

dark” (guangming he hei’an 光明和黑暗 [75; 74]) in literature and “the literature of exposure” 

(80) (baolu wenxue 暴露文学 [77; 76]). Brightness is definitely being preferred, although 

descriptions of dark bourgeois elements are also allowed, but only for the sake of exposing the 

oppression of the masses and spreading revolutionary optimism. “All the dark forces harming 

the masses must be exposed and all the revolutionary struggles of the masses of the people 

must be extolled: this is the fundamental task of revolutionary writers and artists” ‘一切危害

人民群众的黑暗势力必须暴露之，一切人民群众的革命斗争必须歌颂之，这就是革命

文艺家的基本任务’ (77; 76).  

It might seem that by exposing “all the dark forces harming the masses” one can also 

turn his attention inwards and look for the dark forces within the masses and the revolutionary 

struggle itself. Similar reasoning was actually what led to the Yan’an conference in the first 

place and what eventually costed the writer Wang Shiwei 王实味 (1906 – 1947) his life for the 

criticism in the essay “Wild Lilies” (Ye baihe hua野百合花 [McDougall and Kam, 193-6]). 

But in the paragraph dedicated to “exposure” as the task of literature and art, Mao leaves no 

space for doubt that exposing negative elements is only allowed in the case of the contra-

revolutionary forces and “this should not be regarded as any sort of ‘exposure of the people’” 

‘这不应该说是什么“暴露人民”’(77; 76). To expose dark elements among the masses – and 

there is no reason not to include the Party and its cadres under this category, I have already 

noted that serving politics to serve masses basically means serving the Party – is, simply put, 

contra-revolutionary. 

Before I conclude this brief overview of the (for our purposes) most important aspects 

of the Talks, I would like to quote Mao one last time. There is this very categorical and 

revealing sentence that we can a little paradoxically find in the middle of text and not at its end. 

It shows the true prescriptive nature of the Talks and it also predicts how the text will be used 

in the following decades. “It is wrong to depart from this policy and anything at variance with 

it must be dully corrected” ‘离开这个方针就是错误的；和这个方针有些不相符合的，就

须加以适当的修正’ (59; 58). 
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The Talks laid out principles that shaped and influenced the official and as such the 

only accepted attitude toward literature for the next decades including the late 1970s and the 

1980s. Although, as McDougall notes, the influence of the text itself, measured by the number 

of direct quotes, varied during specific periods of Chinese history (Mao 38-40), its overall 

ideological impact cannot be underestimated. The discursive changes and discussions 

described in the following chapters show quite clearly the prevailing validity of many ideas 

expressed in the Talks.  

 

2.2 Careful Steps Toward Discursive Changes: Literary-Political Development, 1978-

1985 

 

As Perry Link observed in his “Introduction” to the collection Stubborn Weeds, the 

basic rules for literary creation and evaluation, as expressed in Mao’s Talks, did not change at 

the end of 1970s and the beginning of 1980s – literature was still meant to serve politics and 

the political criteria of its evaluation were put above the artistic ones (1). What was undergoing 

some kind of change, however, was the configuration of the system, the interpretation of how 

rigidly those rules should be applied and what role should the Chinese Communist Party play 

in this system. As mentioned above, although Mao said that “literature and art are subordinate 

to politics, but in their turn exert a great influence on it,” the relationship was in the end still 

more or less one sided, with only the first part of the sentence being translated into practice. 

The influence of literature on politics was definitely presumed, hence the necessity for control, 

but the practical side was basically non-existent – which was exactly the result of that control 

and a proof of its effectivity. In the era after Mao’s death, the discursive change partially 

revolved around the question of how much can the writers afford to finally consider this 

relationship double-sided, and partially, and maybe even more importantly, about the necessity 

to keep such a relationship with all its presumed implications and the limitations stemming 

from them at all. The road was definitely opened, but as Link also mentions, the boundaries of 

this so-called system were never clear enough for anybody to feel completely safe within them. 

Throughout the history since 1942 the settings of the system oscillated irregularly between 

various extremes – the infamous example being the brutal and insidious turn of the “Hundred 

Flowers” campaign (Baihuaqifang 百花齐放) in 1956 into the “Anti-Rightist” campaign (Fan 

you yundong 反右运动) in 1957 (Stubborn 2). Then again, even though the New era did not 

really bring complete artistic freedom, it definitely brought more or less healthy pushing and 
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pulling between the interested parties, when – in the sense of the above-mentioned quote from 

Mao’s Talks – “the writers attested to use art to influence Party policies, while the Maoists 

employed power politics to control art and reduce it to propaganda” (Duke, Blooming 1). In 

most cases, the attempts to gain power in this relationship, and to redefine it, were careful on 

both sides. As I mentioned before, the legitimacy position of the Party was shaken after the 

Cultural Revolution (as well as other campaigns and socio-political experiments preceding it), 

so the Party was wary not to tighten the grip around the art circles too much in order to avoid 

any unnecessary, discrediting backlash. However, the writers and artists could still never be 

sure how far the Party would go in both opening and closing its policies. It was an era 

characterized by careful watching of every move on the literary-political scene, of bold sorties 

and not always timely fallbacks. Perry Link talks about two basic terms that best describe the 

polarity of literary-political thought not only of the era mapped in this text. The terms, which 

Link deliberately does not translate, are shou 守 and fang 放,13 the former meaning more 

restrictions and the latter more tolerance (Stubborn 9). These words represent both the practical 

implications of Party policies and the general positions of different groups within the literary-

political discussions. Of course, there was not a clear line between the two camps and most of 

the people involved in the scene stood somewhere in the middle. But the varied opinions about 

what (and if) changes were needed oscillated between these two poles.  

The discursive changes on the field of literature were something considered of utmost 

importance on the highest levels of political representation. It is necessary to keep in mind that 

those things were discussed and implemented on the broad background of socio-political 

reforms of the New Era and were an integral part of those reforms. Intellectuals, including 

writers and artists, played necessarily an important role in these reforms – the Party needed 

their support in order to reestablish the trust in its ability to lead the nation to a brighter future. 

The fact that between the years 1978 and 1982 there were at least two changes in the 

constitution of the PRC explicitly granting the citizens the right for literary creation can be 

considered as a symbol of the importance the Party gave literature at that time. It was not 

unconditioned, the former version subjected all culture to ideological leadership of Marxism-

Leninism and Mao Zedong thought, and the latter moreover expressed the slightly changed 

version of Mao’s relationship between literature and politics, only by replacing the politics by 

people and socialism (Duke, Blooming 5, 26). These steps can, however, be considered 

                                                 

13 Link only offers the words in pinyin, for the sake of completion I am adding the Chinese characters. 
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important moves within the principle of shou and fang. In other words: In the atmosphere of 

economic modernization as well as awareness that something went wrong in the previous 

decades that cannot be forever blamed on the Gang of Four (si ren bang 四人帮) 14 or some 

remaining ultra-leftist tendencies, the ties of Maoist literary discourse were loosened, but they 

could not be abandoned altogether for the simple reason of the Communist Party and its 

officials maintaining control over the writing intellectuals – because the rules and the ties, as 

the ideological basis, could be and certainly were needed once the intellectuals became too 

daring and started questioning leading role of the Party. Generally, it can be said that during 

the 1980s the shou actions were always a little bit weaker than the fang ones which allowed for 

the slow discursive change that ultimately opened the space for the existence of Chinese avant-

garde literature in the second half of the 1980s. The name of Sylvia Chan’s article most 

perfectly illustrates the atmosphere of that era: “Two Steps Forward, One Step Back” (81). 

In the first chapter of his book Blooming and Contending: Chinese Literature in the 

Post-Mao Era, Michael S. Duke presents the historical development of the official approach 

to literature and arts in the first part of the New Era period between 1977 and 1984. Except for 

the above-mentioned first new version of the PRC constitution, Duke points out two other 

important moments of 1977-78. The first was a report of the newly appointed Chairman of the 

CCP Central Committee (Zhongguo gongchandang zhongyang weiyuanhui zhuxi 中国共产党

中央委员会主席) Hua Guofeng 华国锋 (1921 – 2008) from August 1977, where he not only 

announced the official end of the Cultural Revolution, but more importantly (from our point of 

view) talked about the return to the Hundred flowers policy in the sense of opening the space 

for writers and playwrights to freely express their ideas and not to be afraid of persecution. Hua 

also mentioned that the influence of the past and the West must be accepted and promoted as 

something of good service for Chinese literature. Although all this was obviously confined to 

the framework of the leading role of the Party and the dictatorship of proletariat, and although 

Hua also stressed the need of educating the intellectuals to be, euphemistically put, helpful in 

the cause of building socialism, it was still a substantial shift in the conception of the principles 

of the Talks (Duke, Blooming 4).  

The second important moment was the Third Plenum of the 11th Central Committee of 

the Chinese Communist Party (Zhongguo Gongchandang di shiyi jie zhongyang weiyuanhui 

                                                 

14 Mao Zedong’s wife Jiang Qing 江青 (1914 – 1991), Zhang Chunqiao 张春桥 (1917 – 2005), Yao 

Wenyuan 姚文元 (1931 – 2005) and Wang Hongwen 王洪文(1935 – 1992) were blamed for misusing the idea 

of Cultural Revolution for fractional struggle and seizing the power in the country (Bakešová 96-112). 
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di san ci quanti huiyi 中国共产党第十一届中央委员会第三次全体会议) held December 

12th – 19th, 1978. Three slogans or principles that eventually proved very important for 

literature were put forward on this occasion: “emancipation of the mind” (jiefang sixiang 解放

思想), “seeking truth from facts” (shishi qiushi 实事求是) and “practice is the sole criterion 

for testing truth” (shijian shi jianyan zhenli de weiyi biaozhun 实践是检验真理的唯一标准 

[Duke, Blooming 6]). As Link notes, the purpose of these principles was the general 

modernization effort, but the atmosphere on the Plenum also gave out the idea for intellectuals 

to “break into previously forbidden zones and not to fear a return of repressive policies” 

(Stubborn 20). It led to the most fang period since a long time ago and the events of the 

following year seemed essential for the slowly approaching discursive changes, no matter that 

at least two shou moments were still to be expected in the 1980s. 

There was a lot of different occasions, meetings and events during the year 1979, some 

of them political in the general sense of the word, some of them more closely tied to literature, 

but it is not necessary to go into such detail here. The most important event of this year was 

the Fourth National Congress of Writers and Artists (Zhongguo wenxue yishu gongzuozhe di 

si ci daibiao dahui 中国文学艺术工作者第四次代表大会)15 held between October 30th and 

November 16th. Many prominent persons of Chinese literary circles made their addresses at the 

congress 16  and came up with ideas that seemed very fresh and new in China and were 

promising an unprecedented freedom for the “workers of literature” to choose their topics and 

methods and to finally execute their influence on politics. Among the most influential speakers 

there were Deng Xiaoping 邓小平 (1904 – 1997), Vice-Chairman of the CCP at that time, Mao 

Dun 矛盾 (1896 – 1981), Zhou Yang 周扬 (1908 – 1989) and Ba Jin 巴金(1904 - 2005) who 

were appointed Honorary Chairman, Chairman and Vice-Chairman, respectively, of the China 

Federation of Literary and Art Circles (Zhongguo wenxue yishu jie lianhehui 中国文学艺术

界联合会 ) during the Congress (“Zhongguo wenxue”). Their speeches can be found in 

                                                 

15 I am using Duke’s English translation of the name of the congress. The English names differ slightly 

in the secondary sources. For example, Perry Link is translating it as Fourth Congress of the All-China Federation 

of Literature and Art Workers (Uses 20). Sylvia Chan talks about Third National Congress of Writers (Zhongguo 

zuojia xiehui di san ci daibiao dahui 中国作家协会第三次会员代表大会 [81]), which is, in fact, a mistake, 

because even though this event was also held at the same time and as a part of the “bigger” congress Duke and 

Link are referring to, some of the speeches Chan attributes to the writers’ part were actually presented at the 

general meeting.  
16 Thanks to the efforts of Howard Goldblatt and his team, English translations of the most important 

speeches were already available in 1982 in the collection Chinese Literature for the 1980s. 
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Goldblatt’s collection and especially those of Deng and Zhang are thoroughly analyzed by 

Duke.  

Let me now just point out and summarize some of the most important thoughts voiced 

during the Congress. First and foremost, it can be said that especially in the speech of Deng 

Xiaoping, the authority of the Talks was basically supported, albeit with some slight, quite 

vaguely formulated, but definitely hope providing changes mainly in the notions of using 

Western models and choosing creative methods and topics. One of the most applauded points 

was the statement that the Party should not “executively” interfere in the literary creation. Link 

describes the so-called “three noes” (san bu 三不) derived from the abuses of the Cultural 

Revolution that appeared later as a result of Deng’s speech:17 “no ‘cudgeling’ ([buda gunzi 不

打棍子] Cultural Revolution slang for harsh ad hominem attacks), no ‘capping’ ([bukou maozi 

不扣帽子] affixing unchangeable negative labels), and no ‘grabbing of pigtails’ ([buzhua 

bianzi 不抓辫子] seizing upon a small mistake to discredit everything about a person [Uses 

21]).” Even though there were more campaigns to be expected in the following years when the 

Party would target intellectuals for their literary or other expressions, and thus Deng’s promise 

was strictly speaking not really kept, the principle of the “three noes” was basically followed 

at least for some time. Then again, Deng might have expressed the cease of interference from 

the side of the Party, but he also listed specific things that writers and artists should follow in 

their creation. As Chan noticed, maybe more important for the future policy-making was not 

what he said but what he did not say: “Characteristically, [Deng] side-stepped the question of 

what the Party leadership was to do should the writer’s preferred form and content be seen to 

conflict with the socio-political goals the Party set for literature” (84). Ultimately, the goals of the 

Party were the Four Modernizations and that was what artistic and literary production should 

support. In other words, although not explicitly, there was just the “of modernization” added to the 

“politics” in the famous “literature serves politics” slogan of the past almost forty years.  

Zhou Yang’s speech was also firmly rooted in the Talks, although he even more than 

Deng elaborated on the idea of supporting the creative spirit of the writers and their free will 

in choosing the topic of their works. Those topics, according to Zhou, could include exposing 

the dark elements of the society, if only such descriptions would lead to correcting these 

elements and not to nihilism and apathy. All those steps forward in Zhou’s opinions always 

had the other step back – the freedom of the writer is still supposed to be aligned with the needs 

                                                 

17 Chinese character added by me, pinyin according to the note 24 on the same page of Link’s text. 
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of the society or masses, i.e. modernization and healing the wounds from the previous periods. 

Needs of society and masses, however – and that was a very essential, although basically 

renewed thought of Zhou Yang, as he was proclaiming something very similar already in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s (McDougall, Mao 39) – do not necessarily mean the needs the Party 

at all times. The “emancipation of mind” of the writer is, nevertheless, still practically no less 

limited than in Mao’s own view. But what Chan and others consider quite new and fresh in 

Zhou’s speech (and what has strong relation to his notion of depicting the dark sides of society) 

is his treatment of realism from the Marxist dialectic point of view that should not make the 

distinction between good and evil in the sense Mao outlined it in the Talks. I wouldn’t go as 

far as Chan to say that it was an “entirely new interpretation Zhou Yang gave to the literary 

creed ‘revolutionary realism’” (82), because he willingly limited himself by pleading 

allegiance to the Talks, on the one hand, and expressing the need for literature to serve the 

modernization, on the other hand. But it is not exaggerating to say that within his reflection of 

contemporary literary production, Zhou was advocating a return to the socialist-realist tradition 

of pre-Cultural Revolution period and that, to quote Chan again, “his speech constituted a strong 

defence of critical realism under socialism” (83).  

I have just mentioned a few terms that allow me no option but to take a little detour 

here and to briefly explain the development and changes of the views on realism (xianshizhuyi 

现实主义) and its different variants, especially socialist realism (shehuizhuyi xianshizhuyi 社

会主义现实主义) and revolutionary realism (geming xianshizhuyi 革命现实主义), in China. 

Nowadays, when describing a text (or other form of art) as realistic, we tend to point toward 

what Rolland Barthes calls the “reality effect”, i.e. the closeness to reality (Nünning 660) and 

also toward the mimetic ability of the text to portray the world as it is. Although I will use the 

word “realism,” especially in its adjective form “realistic,” exactly in this sense at some points 

of my following analysis of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s, 

I still think this kind of usage can be at times contextually misleading, oversimplifying or even 

complicating things. Another important point is, as Larson put it several times in her article, 

that realism in China became not only a technique, but an ideology, or, more precisely, “the 

alliance of ideology and technique” (40). This was, according to Larson, especially true for the 

New era after 1976 when realism, moreover, slowly started being considered something 

conservative and outdated and gradually defended more as the only acceptable literary ideology 

rather than technique (43).  
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Mao Zedong only uses the term realism twice in the Talks. First, in Chapter 3 of the 

Conclusion, he expresses the preferred kind of technique by saying that “we are for socialist 

realism“ ‘我们是主张社会主义的现实主义的’ (Mao 65; 64). The problem is that the term 

“socialist realism” only appears in the post-1953 version of the Talks, originally Mao used 

another term, one that was used in the Soviet Union before the 1930s – “proletarian realism” 

(wuchanjieji de xianshizhuyi 无产阶级的现实主义). McDougall explains this as Mao not 

being “well versed in Soviet literary theory criticism, or at least not up-to-date in its current 

usages” (Mao 19), whereas Hilary Chung thinks that Mao wanted to mark the difference 

between his thoughts and the Soviet ideas of 1930s (e.g. the importance of the author) by not 

using the term “socialist realism” that was considered purely Soviet model up until 1953 (xi). 

I would tend to agree more with Chung for two reasons: First, she mentions Zhou Yang’s 

analysis from 1933 in which he treats socialist realism as something superior and not yet 

reachable in China (xi). Given the fact the Zhou Yang was with Mao in Yan’an, it would be 

strange if Mao did not know about this term. And second, as she states in the chapter co-

authored with Tommy McLean, Mao was very well informed about Soviet literature (1). More 

probably, the reason for using different term was the urge, as on many other occasions, to 

follow his own China-specific path. The differences between Soviet and Chinese theory of 

realism and the way this literary ideology was treated in China in the following years prove as 

much. 

The second time Mao uses the term “realism” in the Talks is when he talks about the 

role of Marxism-Leninism in literary creation. He says that Marxism-Leninism is a theory that 

cannot replace realism in literary and artistic creation (84). Here Mao treats realism as practice, 

a technique for the successful reflection of the life of the masses. I have already mentioned in 

the previous chapter that this mirroring was hardly neutral and that is where we can already see 

realism becoming the ideology – it’s a technique, a most suitable form for the purposes of 

mirroring the lives of the masses, that is to be filled with the right content to become the perfect 

unity for ideological goals. And that is also why realism, be it the proletarian one or the socialist 

one, stopped being enough at certain point when the ideological goals shifted. 

Before that happened, the term socialist realism managed to reach its peak in usage in 

China between 1953 and 1956. It started slowly in 1952 at the CCP Propaganda Department 

(Zhongguo Gongchandang Zhongyang weiyuanhui xuanchuan bu 中国共产党中央委员会宣

传部), when Hu Qiaomu 胡乔木 (1912 – 1992), deputy director of the Department at that time, 

started using it basically as a term alternative to “proletarian realism,” bearing the same 
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meaning. It was then promoted by Zhou Yang who was generally a big supporter of it (waiting 

for when the right time comes to China to fully implement it), and from 1953 it was widely 

used as the “highest principle for all work of literature and arts” (Bichler 36). This golden 

period of the term in Chinese literary discourse ended for various reasons sooner than its 

propagators had probably expected. One of the reasons were the political changes in the USSR 

that led to the term being discredited as a dogma. This was something the literary ideologists 

of China could not let happen, especially in the times during and right after the “Anti-Rightist” 

campaign when people taking a stance against socialist realism were criticized (Bichler 38). 

There were domestic reasons as well. As Yang Lan points out, realism as such was long 

overdue in China as it had been dominant in Chinese literature and literary critique for simply 

too long. Another reason was that the party was promoting the Great Leap Forward (Da yuejin 

大跃进) and such a massive campaign needed a little bit more idealism to achieve the right 

degree of fanaticism (92).  

And thus the idea of revolutionary realism plus revolutionary romanticism (geming 

xianshizhuyi he geming langmanzhuyi 革命现实主义和革命浪漫主义) – further referred to, 

in accordance with Chung’s book, as 2RR18 – was introduced by Mao in 1958 and became the 

sole literary trend from 1960, when socialist realism was mentioned as a current trend (and not 

from historical perspective) for the last time (Yang L. 91). The new thing about this concept 

was, however, mainly the combination. Revolutionary romanticism as such was mentioned 

already in 1933 by Zhou Yang, and Mao was in favor of romanticism at least since 1939 (Yang 

L. 88; 91). If I used the slightly simplistic definition of realist writing as description of the 

world as it is, then 2RR is promotes picturing the world how it should be. High levels of both 

idealism and idealization are very much typical for this literary ideology. The romantic part of 

2RR was nevertheless not supposed to inject the idealism into (socialist) realism, but only to 

strengthen it. It is quite clear from the Talks that certain idealization, be it only in the form of 

turning the blind eye to the shortcomings of the oppressed masses, was supported by Mao from 

the very beginning. Progressive ideals and tendentiousness were, according to Zhou Yang, 

something realism was supposed to include and if it did not, then it was not realism but 

naturalism (ziranzhuyi 自然主义 [Yang L. 96]). It is remarkable that this thought from 1960 

                                                 

18 In Chinese, this abbreviation exists as “lia jiehe” 俩结合, i.e. “the combination of two,” but this 

Chinese term is not explicitly mentioned in any of the chapters of Chung’s book. 
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was repeated by Zhou Yang nineteen years later during the Fourth Congress (Duke, Blooming 

10).  

Another important characteristic of 2RR, strongly connected to the idealism described 

above, is the promotion of heroic character and the complete refusal of middle characters, i.e. 

those manifesting both good and bad attributes. This notion has its grounds in the theory of 

class struggle that sees society from the perspective of opposite forces and the individual only 

as a representative of his or her class. This eventually led to absolute dehumanization of the 

literary works during the Cultural Revolution.  

It is important to underline that 2RR still included the realistic element in the sense of 

mirroring reality, albeit idealized. The reality under 2RR, although it might seem to us like that 

now, was not “unreal.” It was not yet achieved, it was the future China was heading to, but it 

was still basically tangible as something the audience was waiting for and living for. Realism 

in this sense, with 2RR being its peak, worked even more like an ideological device and not 

just an artistic technique. And if I was now to come back to where I left the development of 

the literary discourse at the end of the 1970s, I would have to repeat the notion that Zhou 

Yang’s views expressed during the Congress were strictly speaking not new in much more than 

the suggestion of acceptable middle characters and the advocacy of the possibility of voicing 

progressive ideals through a highly constructive (as anything else equals naturalism equals 

wrong attitude) critique. That is where Sylvia Chan’s opinion, which I tend to agree with, 

comes from. But I would still warn against making a direct line between the kind of critical 

realism Zhou seemed to advocate and the European tradition and a literary genre of the same 

name.  

I will definitely revisit the question of Chinese literary realism again in the following 

chapter, but now let me go back to the development of literary policies in the New Era. It is a 

fact that the period immediately following the Fourth Congress was one of the most fang ones, 

but on the other hand, the question how essential the changes in the discourse actually were 

still remains. Or, even more pessimistically put, were there any? “If we recall the nature of 

Marxist literary theory in general, Zhou Yang’s speech at the last such Congress in July 1960,19 

and CCP literary policy since 1942; the answer must be no” (Duke, Blooming 12; my footnote). 

Chan, on the contrary, explicitly disagrees with Duke when she says that the ambiguous 

character of what was said at the Congress “permitted arbitrary interpretation and gave cadres in 

                                                 

19 That is where Zhou Yang, among other things, talked about realism becoming naturalism if not infused 

with progressive ideals. 



 

 

27 

charge of literary matters a great deal of discretionary power in the course of implementing the 

policy, resulting in many abrupt changes in the direction of the Party's literary policy in this period” 

(84). I believe Duke is right that the changes in the rhetoric themselves were not such a big 

deal, because we can clearly see how careful and slight all the reinterpretations of the Maoist 

line were. At the same time, the ambiguity Chan talks about definitely provided certain 

motivation and opened some space for the artists to explore new ideas and, boldly enough, test 

the trustfulness of the Party in the notion that there will be no interference (which could and 

certainly was read as no punishments).  

This new space gave writers the hope that they will finally be allowed to officially say 

what is actually happening in society, that the role of the “progressive” idealization in literature 

could be weakened for the sake of the expression of historical as well as personal truth. The 

word officially is essential here for two reasons. The first one, as Link suggests, is that the role 

of underground in China should not be overestimated, because Chinese writers always 

preferred the more prestigious and more far-reaching official way (Stubborn 6). And second, 

the same year the speeches at the Fourth Congress were promising slow but steady changes in 

the official discourse, the so-called Democracy Wall (Xidan minzhu qiang 西单民主墙), a 

place on an intersection in Beijing with posters calling for democracy to be introduced as the 

fifth modernization, was closed down. And soon after, in 1980, the unofficial magazine Today 

(Jintian 今天 ), an important outlet closely associated with the progressive Misty poetry 

(menglong shi 朦胧诗) and co-edited by poets Bei Dao 北岛 (b. 1949) and Mang Ke 芒克 (b. 

1950), was forced to cease its publication (McDougall and Kam 334). This suggests that the 

literary-political changes were definitely intended to be happening on the official level where 

the Party could have absolute control over the production of literature, and thus watch more 

closely the social effects of the writers’ attempts to orient themselves in the new vague 

boundaries of what is allowed and what is not.  

The effects on society were something the next shou period started with. What it proves, 

basically, is more or less Duke’s notion about keeping to Mao’s line. In the Talks, we can find 

several mentions of the relationship between the effects of literary creation and the social 

practice. For example, in Chapter 4 of the Conclusion, Mao says: “The criterion for judging 

subjective intention or motive is social practice and its effect” ‘社会实践及其效果是检验主

观愿望或动机的标准’ (69; 68). This is very similar to Hu Yaobang 胡耀邦 (1915 – 1989), 

the chief of Propaganda Department at that time and soon to be replacing Hua Guofeng in the 

chairmanship of the Central Committee of CCP, and Zhou Yang, who were in the early 1980s 
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calling upon authors to be careful in portraying the evil sides of the society and to think about 

the social effects of their works (Chan 85-7). Their critique was quite moderate and it did not 

lead to any overly repressive consequences, but it was definitely sending out a message that 

the “chill wind,” to use Link’s metaphor (Stubborn 21), can start blowing anytime if the writers 

will be as daring as for example Sha Yexin 沙叶新 (1939 – 2018) and his colleagues, authors 

of the famous satirical play “What If I Really Were?” (Jiaru wo shi zhende 假如我是真的).  

There were moments, however, when other steps toward at least partial revising, or let’s 

say loosening the rules set in the Talks were taken. For example, in 1981 Hu Qiaomu, now as 

the Director of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan 中国社会

科学院) and a member of the Secretariat of CCP (Zhongguo Gongchandang zhongyang 

shujichu 中国共产党中央书记处), suggested a revision of the leading role of politics in 

literary creation and criticism and also of the notion of non-existence of universal human nature. 

It was this moment when “the long awaited replacement for the slogan ‘Literature in Service 

of Politics’ was unveiled” as a “carefully wrought compromise: ‘Literature in Service of the 

People and in Service of Socialism’,” which was supposed to provide “more elbow room” for 

writers, but it still meant that “works that exposed social problems too boldly would be out of 

bounds” (Link, Stubborn 22-3). The in a sense clever, safe, but always reversible nature of the 

discursive changes shows itself here very clearly, and as Chan observes, even for Hu this “new 

line was an extension of Mao’s line rather than its rejection, for to serve socialism was in essence 

serving politics and to serve the people would of course include serving workers, peasants and 

soldiers” (90). 

Never mind this temporary warming up, the wind continued blowing rather cold 

throughout the next few years, peaking in 1983 when the “Anti-Spiritual Pollution” (qingchu 

jingshen wuran 清除精神污染) campaign arrived. The writers’ testing the patience of the Party 

was only one of the reasons and this time one could even say a minor one. There were other 

things, stemming partially from the modernization efforts, that worried the Party even more 

because these, to a large extent, threatened its very legitimacy as well as the basic principles 

the Party’s ideology was based upon (in case of literature and arts those were unquestionable 

principles of the Talks or their current, slightly shifted interpretations). And the people who 

voiced those opinions were dangerously close. Namely, we are talking about the topics of 

socialist alienation (shehuizhuyi yihua 社会主义异化), humanism (rendaozhuyi 人道主义) 

and, which was the most literary thing, modernism (xiandaizhuyi 现代主义). I am not going 
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into much philosophical details regarding the problem of alienation, as it is not really relevant 

for the topic of this dissertation,20 but it is still worth mentioning that this theory, mainly 

promoted by Marxist scholar Wang Ruoshui 王若水 (1926 – 2002), was very much supported 

by Zhou Yang. It was symbolic that someone who before, albeit carefully but still quite clearly, 

advocated for the possibility of writers to push the rules of the literary creation and penetrate 

previously forbidden zones, and to even get partially rid of politics as the leading principle of 

literature, was now voicing arguments about the Party being alienated from the people on an 

ideological level. Except for alienation, Zhou Yang was also involved in the discussion about 

human nature and humanism, the questions that apparently “Mao's Yan'an Talks either had failed 

to answer or had answered incorrectly” (Chan 92). In this regard, Zhou was again under the 

influence of Wang Ruoshui, whose thoughts about humanism being one of the main anti-bourgeois 

forces in the West, and about China failing in combining humanism with Marxism during the 

Cultural Revolution and thus creating antihumanism, made him one of the main targets of the 

campaign (Wang, High 26). Zhou Yang, basically in line with Hu Qiaomu, also defended the 

possibility of universal human nature that could be revealed and strengthened by fighting alienation 

with humanism. For these opinions, Zhou and Wang were forced to self-criticism, but otherwise 

they were not openly persecuted (Chan 93).  

The last target of the campaign – modernistic tendencies in literature – was mainly 

oriented toward poetry, as real modernist fiction was only now starting to show and did not 

have such far-reaching influence. Besides that, the Misty poetry school already established 

itself as a kind of political enemy (while at the same time it was reaching its zenith and slowly 

being replaced by new poetry schools), although given the relatively free literary-political 

climate of the beginning of the 1980s, many of the authors formerly associated with the 

magazine Today were still allowed to publish in official outlets (McDougall and Kam 334). 

Then again, Western modernist works – i.e. not realist; I will return to this question in detail in 

the next chapters – were intensively translated and read, and this was perceived as a threat to 

the basic principles expressed in the Talks. Exactly in this sense Hu Yaobang in 1983 criticized 

uncritical accepting of Western modernist tendencies and even threatened by persecution 

(Pollard 649). This attack was still not specifically targeted, and in an atmosphere when nobody 

really wanted to start a full-fledged campaign so soon after the end of the Cultural Revolution 

maybe a little too harsh in suggesting the possibilities of lawful prosecution. But in the end, it 

                                                 

20 For deeper analysis of this topic see the chapter “Alienation” of Wang Jing’s High Culture Fever (12-

18). 
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only took a few months before the “victims” were found. It was especially the young poet and 

literary citric Xu Jingya 徐敬亚(b. 1949) for his defense of Misty poetry and modernism in 

general not as uncritical import, but as something that will necessarily emerge in China through 

the import due to the actual historical conditions. Moreover, Xu also advocated subjectivism 

in poetry. It must be said that Xu was blamed even though he was mainly apolitical and purely 

aesthetic in his expressions which meant the patience of the Party was definitely being depleted 

(Pollard 650-51). Other authors targeted by this campaign were Bei Dao, woman writer Dai 

Houying 戴厚英 (1938 – 1996) and writer and poet Jia Pingwa 贾平凹 (b. 1952 [ McDougall 

and Kam 337]).  

The campaign was in the end relatively short-lived and moderate and it was ended 

silently by Deng himself in 1984 because the spreading atmosphere of fear did not play well 

with his modernization plans. Deng Yingchao 邓颖超 (1904 – 1992), widow of Zhou Enlai 

and at that time Chairwoman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xieshang huiyi 中国人民政治协商会议) even apologized to the 

writers for the excessive style of the campaign and reassured everybody that they do not have 

to be afraid (Pollard 653).  

It’s the end of the year 1984 and the situation is getting warmer again. The 4th Congress 

of China Writer’s Association (Zhongguo zuojia xiehui 中国作家协会) is being held in 

December and Hu Qili 胡启立  (b. 1929), director of the General Office of the Central 

Committee of the CCP (Zhonggong zhongyang bangongting 中共中央办公厅 ) assures 

everybody that they have even more freedom than it was promised five years ago, not only “a 

freedom to develop different forms and styles and to discuss different literary theories,” but 

more importantly also “to express their sincere thoughts and feelings” (Chan 104). And eight 

months later, Zhu Houze 朱厚泽  (1931 – 2010) becomes the head of the Propaganda 

Department and basically promises to leave the writers alone, so that they can show their real 

talents. The fact is that the warmer political weather unfortunately only lasted until 1987 when 

another campaign “Anti-Bourgeois Liberalization” (fan zichanjieji ziyouhua 反资产阶级自由

化 ) revolved in China as a reaction to more and more regular student demonstrations 

demanding the freedom of press and free elections. This campaign, technically not really 

against writers but still against intellectuals in general, then basically directly led to the violent 

incident in Beijing in June 1989. 
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But right now, we are still in 1985. In January, Can Xue publishes her first short story 

“Soap Bubbles in the Dirty Water” (Wu shui shang de feizao pao 污水上的肥皂泡).21 In 

February, Ma Yuan publishes his breakthrough short story “The Spell of the Gangdise 

Mountains (Gangdise de youhuo 刚底色的诱惑).22 And Mo Yan publishes more than ten short 

stories and novellas that year. The gate for the entry of the avant-garde is opened, but where 

are we actually standing in regard to the literary-political discourse? What is so special about 

this moment when the avant-garde, among others, is slowly about to take the stage? In this 

chapter, I have tried to give a very quick overview of the discursive changes on the political 

level. Because of the close connection between literature and politics as represented by the 

Talks, I focused mainly on the approach of the politicians, whereas in the next chapter I will 

attempt to provide an overview about the relevant points of the debates among the authors and 

critics. Now, what we could clearly see were the attempts to shift the basic and quite rigid rules 

of the Talks to a position that would allow more space for individualistic and aesthetically 

focused literature. Never mind the uncertainty about the next steps of the Party, the paradigm 

moved slightly, but essentially from “here are the rules, do not even try to cross them” to “here 

might be some rules, try and see, you might not cross them after all.” There was no way the 

creation-hungry writers drooling over the piles of imported literature of various styles and 

forms would not try. 

 

2.3 From Modernist Techniques to Postmodern Elements via Subjectivity and the 

Disintegration of “Mao-Style”: Literary Discussions of the 1980s 

 

In the previous chapter I was focused mainly on the discussions on the political level. I 

wanted to outline the literary-political background and discursive changes in the first half of 

the 1980s that preceded the emergence of the avant-garde. In this chapter, I would like to 

approach similar topic from a slightly different point of view. What has been described so far 

constitutes some kind of practical aspect in the Maoist sense of the presumed social effect of 

literature – the intended one for the implied reader as well as the one of consequence for the 

writer. The following pages should then pay more attention to theory and academic discussions 

about literature as a different aspect of the atmosphere of the era against which I will later 

analyze the works of the Chinese avant-garde authors. However, I do not believe these two 

                                                 

21 First published in New Works (Xin chuangzuo 新创作), no. 1, 1985. 
22 First published in Shanghai Literature (Shanghai wenxue 上海文学), no. 2, 1985. 
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aspects were in fact separated and without influence on each other, on the contrary, especially 

in the sphere of literature where control was still considered more necessary than in other 

“sciences,” I cannot entirely agree with Zhang Xudong that the Cultural fever era was the “first 

time in the history of the PRC, [when] the political-intellectual discussion was allowed 

discursive room outside the state apparatus of state ideology” (4). If we recall the occasion in 

1981 when Hu Qiaomu was revising some of the thoughts from the Talks, it was at the same 

time when he was also forced to defend the much stronger attention paid to “mistakes” on the 

literary field in comparison to other spheres involved in the modernization of China. His 

argument was that simple economic development is not enough for the right ideology to settle 

in people’s minds and that literature as a part of this ideological “education” is therefore 

necessarily more closely watched, because any mistakes in this sphere could cause much bigger 

damage (Chan 89). This proves not only how important literature still was for the Party in the 

frame of its ideological control over the masses, but more importantly how connected the state 

apparatus intentionally remained to the intellectual discourse. And if we look at this connection 

from the other side, in the frame of the new spirit of “emancipation of mind” the intellectuals 

felt the opportunity to have their voice heard in the process of modernization not only as a tool 

of Party policy, but as a fully acknowledged constituting element of modernity. It was a kind 

of paradoxical situation, as Wang Jing notices, because “although the epoch of the 1980s prided 

itself for discoursing against Maoism, its spokespeople continued to practice Mao Zedong’s 

faith in changing China from the top, believing that the power of ideas determines and shapes 

socioeconomic reality” (High 41). Zhang might have wanted to express that intellectuals were 

trying to take their discussions outside of the realm of politics, but that is still only half true, 

because as Wedell-Wedellsborg observes – on the example of literary critics, which I am taking 

the liberty to generalize here to be valid on the level of any intellectual activity and especially 

including the creative one – there was this “dilemma of on the one hand keeping literature out 

of bound for politics (Party interference), and on the other hand trying to maintain literature as 

an activity of crucial and central importance in the process of modernization” (“The 

Ambivalent“ 148). The case of Xu Jingya is a clear example of how difficult the attempts to 

depoliticize the approach to literature was, as his basically purely aesthetic analysis was in the 

end anyway under political scrutiny.  

The general intellectual discussions of the 1980s is a topic too complex and complicated 

to be explored in depth within this short chapter. It was a phenomenon on the level of the whole 
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intellectual society and its different aspects have already been very well researched.23 I am 

talking about different aspects because what we now understand as the Cultural fever that 

started around the mid-1980s were actually interconnected waves of different fevers focused 

on different parts of the modernization process of Chinese society. As the sources of the 

Cultural fever, or what he calls “Great Cultural Discussion,” Zhang mentions the following 

elements, some of which could be, in my opinion, also taken as its results: Deng’s notions of 

“emancipation of mind” and “practice is the sole criterion for testing truth,” discussions about 

humanism, socialist alienation and modernism mentioned in the previous chapter, new literary 

trends from the end of the 1970s and first half of the 1980s such as “scar literature” (shanghen 

wenxue 伤痕文学), “reform literature” (gaige wenxue 改革文学), Misty poetry and eventually 

also “root-seeking literature”, and last but not least the co-called 5th generation (di wu dai 第

五代) in film (392n1). I will talk more about the specific new literary trends in the following 

chapters. Here I would like to focus especially on some main points regarding the discussions 

about modernism and, eventually, also postmodernism in Chinese literature, the former within 

its relationship to the literary-ideological notion of realism, as I have already suggested. At 

least on the academic level, the discussions about the relationship between modernism as a 

device of modernization of Chinese literature and realism as the traditional “ideo-technique” 

were still ongoing up until the end of the 1980s. I do not aim to provide an exhaustive 

description of this problem, but to point out some themes within the discussions relevant for 

my following analysis of the Chinese avant-garde literature.  

I would like to start this section from the 2000 Nobel prize laureate Gao Xingjian’s 高

行健 (b. 1940) short but famous book A Preliminary Discussion on the Art of Modern Fiction 

(Xiandai xiaoshuo jiqiao chutan 现代小说技巧初探)24 published in 1981, because it was 

basically the first “practical” inquiry in the techniques of modernist writing (as Gao understood 

them at that time) in the PRC and its influence was maybe even more far reaching than it is 

being admitted in contemporary research. This book was noticed at the time of its publishing 

                                                 

23 Zhang Xudong’s Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, Wang Jing’s High Culture Fever or 

Edward Gu’s long article “Cultural Intellectuals and the Politics of the Cultural Public Space in Communist China 

(1979-1989): A Case Study of Three Intellectual Groups” are just a few examples of studies about the cultural 

discussions in the 1980s. 
24 This book has never been published in English. I took the title from the Introduction to the first English 

translation of Gao Xingjian’s novel Soul Mountain (Ling shan 灵山) by Mabel Lee. Moreover, this translation of 

the title was also used in the biographical article about Gao Xingjian on the Nobel Prize website. It is not 

completely inaccurate, but in the framework for this dissertation I consider necessary to mention that the word 

“art” in this translation should be more precisely translated as “technique.”  



 

 

34 

not just by professionals of literary critique, who were absolutely excited about it, but also by 

the establishment. It opened the topic of formal experiment and the exhaustion of realism in 

Chinese literature and because of that it was criticized by some conservative literary-political 

circles in what became known as the “five little kites incident” (wu xiao fengzheng shijian 五

小风筝事件), i.e. critique of the book itself and the letters between four writers Feng Jicai 冯

骥才(b. 1942), Wang Meng 王蒙 (b. 1934), Li Tuo and Liu Xinwu 刘心武 (b. 1942),25 three 

of which were published in the magazine Shanghai Literature in August 1982 and one26 in 

Fiction World (Xiaoshuo jie 小说界) the same year, praising the book and its excitement about 

modern literary techniques (He H. 518).  

The stir this book of not even 120 pages caused, can be beautifully illustrated on the 

following opening passage of the letter, named “Chinese Literature Needs ‘Modernism’!” 

(Zhongguo wenxue xuyao ‘xiandaipai’! 中国文学需要‘现代派’! )27 from Feng Jicai to Li Tuo: 

 

I want to tell you so eagerly that I feel like I drank a glass of delicious Tonghua brand 

wine because I just read Gao Xingjian’s short volume A Preliminary Discussion on the 

Art of Modern Fiction. If you have not read it yet, go and immediately ask Xingjian for 

one. I heard it’s a bestseller. In the recent situation when only a few people set foot in 

the territory of ‘modern fiction,’ it’s like a beautiful kite suddenly appeared in the vast 

empty sky, so exciting! 

 

                                                 

25 As a complement to drawing the atmosphere of the 80s, it is quite suitable to mention that these authors 

were already very much established and respected at that time and they continued being so. Liu Xinwu was the 

author of the short story “The Class Teacher” (Banzhuren 班主任) that next to Lu Xihua’s 卢新华 (b. 1954) short 

story “The Scar“ (Shanghen 伤痕) marked the emergence of “scar literature” in 1977 and 1978, the first literary 

trend that dealt with the wrongdoings of the past, especially the Cultural Revolution, and focused on personal 

histories of the characters. Liu also held the position of the editor-in-chief of the magazine People’s Literature 

(Renmin wenxue 人民文学). Wang Meng was one of the earliest literary experimenters who already started using 

the technique of stream of consciousness in his works at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s and 

later in 1986 became a member of the Central Committee of the CCP and the Minister of Culture (Wenhua bu 

buzhang 文化部部长 ). Wang was also the Secretary (shuji 书记  ) and Vice-chairman of China Writer’s 

Association. 
26 This is a letter form Wang Meng to Gao Xingjian. I have been unable to locate it in the magazine itself, 

but the existence of the letter is mentioned in Liu Xinwu’s correspondence to Feng Jicai (Liu X. 94) 
27 To be strict, “xiandai pai” 现代派, means “modernist school,” while “modernism” would be translated 

as “xiandaizhuyi” 现代主义 . But in the discussions, these two words were often used synonymously and 

interchangeably. The difference could be also described as one between practice and theory, with the former 

marking a group of authors and works practising the -ism of the latter, but even this distinction was not clearly 

kept. I am then treating those two words according to their context, keeping mainly with the general “modernism.” 

It is interesting to notice that later when the debates about postmodernism entered China, the word with the suffix 

-ism was used almost exclusively and this vague distinction practically disappeared. 
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我急急渴渴地要告诉你, 我象喝了一大杯味醇的通化葡萄酒那样, 刚刚读过高行

健的小册子《现代小说技巧初探》。如果你还没见到, 就请赶紧去找行健要一本

看。我听说这是一本畅销书。在目前“ 现代小说” 这块园地还很少有人涉足的情

况下, 好象在空旷寂寞的天空, 忽然放上去一只漂漂亮亮的风筝, 多么叫人高兴! 

(88) 

 

 Preliminary Discussion consists of twenty short chapters, each focuses on a different 

technical aspect of modern fiction. It carefully but surely draws a comparison to the 

contemporary literary practice. One gets the feeling from the pages of Gao’s book that it is less 

about the (Western) techniques as such and more a stance against the (socialist) realist, or even 

the 2RR tradition of Chinese literature. As Li Tuo puts it, “Preliminary Discussion is not at all 

about ‘preliminary discussion’ of Western literary modernism, but it’s a ‘preliminary 

discussion’ of ‘modern fiction’” ‘《初探》这本小册子并不是在对西方现代派文学进行 

“初探,” 而是对 “现代小说” 进行 “初探”’ (“Xiandai xiaoshuo” 92). In other words, and Gao 

Xingjian is repeating it quite explicitly throughout his volume, the techniques themselves do 

not necessarily need to bear some ideologically charged meaning, but they could still be used 

as means to change the literary discourse, to change how literature is conceived in China and 

to change the literature itself. 

In the first chapter called “Transformation of fiction” (Xiaoshuo de yanbian 小说的演

变) Gao talks about the variety of fiction, about the different techniques at hand and the high 

demands for the uniqueness of a writer. It is symbolic that Gao starts with something quite 

extreme not only for the literary-political conservatives, but also for the more moderate ones. 

He basically talks about freeing fiction from all the formal shackles it had been locked in so 

far: “Fiction doesn’t necessarily have to tell a story […]. Doesn’t necessarily have a plot. 

Doesn’t necessarily have to use model characters. It can avoid common descriptions of 

characters and environment […] and it will still be fiction” ‘小说不一定要讲个故事 […]. 小

说不一定要有情节. 小说不一定非去塑造人吻的性格不可. 小说中还可以免除惯常对人

物和环境的描写 […]. 小说依然是小说’ (6).  

In the following chapter he continues to point out the shortcomings of realistic 

techniques by stressing the importance of language that represents the opinions of the author 

in order to boost individuality and to avoid model characteristics of the characters. For this, the 

use of the first-person narration technique is optimal. The subjectivity of narrative language 
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must be kept at all times, but the narrator must also create a sense of distance from the 

characters (to this notion Gao comes back in a standalone chapter toward the end of the book) 

and strengthen the subjective point of view of the narration. 

Subjectivity and individuality is something repeatedly stressed throughout the book, be 

it on the level of first- or third-person narration, language, or the relationship between fiction 

and truth. It is not, in fact, just a plain call for shifting the point of view from the society to the 

individual. Although Gao mentions some techniques to be more (or less) suitable for the 

descriptions of the inner world of the narrator or the characters, he to a large extend follows 

the Maoist notion of reflecting the life of the people, and literature, be it its primary goal or not, 

serving the people. “Literature serves human life, it serves society no matter if the writer 

approves or not” ‘文学服务于人生，服务于社会，不管文学家自己是否认可’ (70). But 

then again, conceived purely technically, the best way is always to be as close to the people as 

possible and to boost their feeling of the self: “Use modern vernacular language for writing. 

Use living language of living people. Use your own language. Use the language that can arouse 

the feeling of the self” ‘用现代口语写作。用活人的活的语言写作。用自己的语言写作.用

能唤起自我感受的语言写作’ (95). This is the best way to obtain the truth from literature 

because “literature in the end always reflects life and it is used to satisfy people’s aesthetic 

needs and, moreover, it helps people to understand life” ‘文学作品终究是现实生活的反映，

用于满足人们的审美需要，并且帮助人认识生活 ’ (92). In other words, works 

implementing modernist techniques are in the end still realist in the sense that they mirror 

people’s life. 

The subjectivity is, however, definitely not something subjected to class or political 

views. When describing stream of consciousness as one of the preferred techniques for the 

expression of individuality, Gao clearly states that “literary language exceeds socio-political 

system and the interest of class” ‘文学语言是超越社会政治制度和阶级利益之上的’ (28). 

When he further talks about traditional plot structure not being too suitable for the descriptions 

of inner world and the need of finding new methods for such descriptions, Gao says: “These 

methods, then, are not capitalist, not bourgeois, but at the same time they are not proletarian, 

they are just one kind of artistic methods and that is all” ‘这些艺术手段既不属于资产阶级

的，也不属于中产阶级的，同样也不属于无产阶级，只是一种艺术手段罢了’ (76). Gao 

clearly refuses the mixing of literary methods and techniques with ideology, because different 

works, no matter what techniques they use, can in the end express different political views and 
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this does not have anything to do with what style they use: “Although the authors of the same 

[artistic] school have the same aesthetical tastes, their world views and political standpoints, 

however, often totally differ.” ‘同一流派的作家们尽管美学趣味相投，世界观和政治观点

却往往并不一致’ (105). 

In the same sense he then treats the questions of Westernization and national spirit in 

literature. Firstly, the national character of literature is, according to Gao, solely constituted by 

the language in which the works are created, plus the focus on the life of the people of the given 

nation. National character and national spirit do not have anything in common with style, and 

literary techniques and methods are supra-national. In that sense, the technique borrowing from 

the West should not be evaluated ideologically, especially because it is actually always hard to 

judge and tell what is and what is not borrowed. According to Gao, the father of modern 

Chinese literature Lu Xun 鲁迅 (1881 – 1936) himself came up with the “seemingly extreme” 

(kanlai jiduan 看来极端) slogan of the so called “take-ism” (nalaizhuyi 拿来主义), and he not 

only borrowed the technique of Western critical realism, but also many other methods like 

romanticism or impressionism for his free use (113). Lu Xun was, basically, raising the national 

spirit using stolen goods. Then, on the other hand, Gao Xingjian considers Cao Xueqin 曹雪

芹 (1715 – 1763), the author of China’s most famous classic novel Dream of the Red Chamber 

(Honglou meng 红楼梦), the forerunner of symbolism in Chinese literature, and if symbolism 

as a literary technique is rarely seen in contemporary literature, then that is because it is 

mistakenly conceived to be Western import. However, he use of “symbolist technique serves 

ideas and this technique itself does not have any independent meaning” ‘象征的手法是为观

念服务的，这手法本身并没有独立的意义’ (48). The two notions above represent Gao’s 

conviction that it is not so easy to determine what is and what is not Western import and even 

the ideologically preferred realistic style is very much “taken” from outside, and it is also 

basically nonsensical to draw a line between the usage of literary techniques, no matter where 

they come from, and ideology as such. Innovation is a technical thing and it should be rid of 

ideology for the sake of its convenience and usefulness. It might seem as a hotheaded attack 

on the establishment when Gao says that “socialism cannot be as foolish as to consider these 

technical innovations a capitalist patent, lock them away and not utilize them” ‘社会主义也绝

不会愚蠢到把这些技术上的革新作为资本主义的专利封存起来不加以利用’ (18), but it is 

in fact quite sober, one is tempted to say purely formalist, reasoning. Li Tuo comes to similar 

opinion about the main message of the Preliminary Discussion, which he totally agrees with 
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and even takes it a little bit further: “After all we cannot lie down under the feet of the foreigners, 

we cannot run behind the Western modernist literature, after all, the goal of all the learning, 

absorbing and lesson drawing is to ‘make foreign things serve China.’ In fact, Xingjian uses 

the idea of ‘modern fiction’ exactly in this sense in the Preliminary Discussions.” ‘我们毕竟

不能拜倒在洋人脚下, 毕竟我们不能跟在西方现代派文学后面跑, 毕竟一切学习、吸收、

借鉴的目的都是为了 “洋为中用”。实际上,行健在《初探》这本小册子中, 正是在这个

意义上使用“ 现代小说, 这个概念的 (“Xiandai xiaoshuo” 93).  

From the “five kites,” Li Tuo’s letter seems to be in a sense the most extreme in its push 

for change and a certain hopelessness toward the state of contemporary Chinese literature and 

its research, but also theoretically most in line with Gao Xingjian in the formalistic approach. 

“How can one imagine that in this era there will be no great change in the form of literature?” 

Li Tuo writes to Liu Xinwu. “Can you imagine that? Anyway, I cannot.” ‘怎么能设想文学形

式在这一时期会不发生重大变革呢? 你能想象吗?反正我不能’ (“Xiandai xiaoshuo” 94). 

Li also considers the change mainly technical and he is quite upset about the general refusal to 

accept that the aesthetic, formal part of literary creation is the essential aspect of innovation. 

Another complaint of his lies in the fact that there is simply not enough theory for both the 

initiation of the formal change in Chinese literature and its reflection where it is already 

happening, for example in the case of Wang Meng and his experiments with stream-of-

consciousness. Li talks about personally attending more and more conferences on literature 

and trying in vain to encourage their organizers to make at least one in ten of those purely about 

the artistic and especially methodological aspects of literature, only to be accused by the 

followers of the old Maoist line of putting too much stress on the aesthetic side of literature. 

There is another dimension in Li’s complaints about the lack of theory to back up the 

development of modern Chinese literature and that is the apparently willingly concealed 

critique of Gao’s insufficient knowledge. The name of the article, probably given by the editors 

but still significant, reads “‘Modern fiction’ does not equal ‘modernism’” (‘Xiandai xiaoshuo’ 

bu dengyu ‘xiandaipai’ ‘现代小说’不等于’现代派’). I explained above where Li Tuo was 

heading with this notion, but I also believe that this, moreover, points to the fact that there is 

no real modernism in Chinese literature – not from the European literary socio-political point 

of view and not as the pure understanding of all the techniques (including the question of which 

ones could actually be described as modernist). There is a need and a wish and passion for 

modernization of literature and there is some kind of general idea of how to achieve it, but 
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there is also still a lot of theory missing and, in this sense, complete Westernization is not only 

not possible at the moment but also not even desirable. The best proof of this is Gao’s last 

chapter called “The Future of Fiction” (Xiaoshuo de weilai 小说的未来 ) where he is 

suggesting some methods of modernizing fiction without saying explicitly that he is talking 

about China or making any connection to or presenting any examples from Western literature. 

Those suggestions show heavy lack of knowledge of many quite essential trends in Western 

literature. It is understandable that when suggesting how great and innovative it would be to 

mix reportage literature (baogao wenxue 报告文学) and the techniques of fiction, Gao could 

hardly know Tom Wolfe or Hunter S. Thompson, as their works were certainly not among the 

first waves of translations that made it to China. And I am not being as naïve as to believe that 

Li Tuo had more knowledge in this field. However, I think Li’s view was as sober as the view 

of Liu Xinwu described below ought to be, and if we could feel a tiny little bit of bitterness in 

his writing, it is just the realization of his own insufficiency vis-à-vis Gao Xingjian’s eulogies 

of the modern (whatever that is). 

Feng Jicai’s letter to Li Tuo sounds much more excited. It follows the same idea about 

China using foreign things to its own benefit, and thus creating something unique and different. 

Feng goes as far as to talk about not just a “reform” (gaige 改革) in Chinese literature, but a 

“revolution” (geming 革命), and he is disappointed that even though such substantial changes 

are coming (and needed!), “people are still discussing what can be gained and what lost” ‘人

们现在还在讨论他们的得失’ (88). The need for modernism is the need of society and era, 

but this “so called ‘modernism’ points to genuine Chinese modernism, not completely 

Westernized modernism that absolutely lacks [our] own original ideas” ‘所谓 “现代派,” 是指

地道的中国的现代派, 而不是全盘西化、毫无自己创见的现代派’ (88). This is the basic 

idea of Feng’s letter – the West certainly have things that China does not even need, but then 

again, there are things both sides of the world have in common and China simply cannot close 

itself against those influences. And generally, Feng seems quite sure about it, “the scope and 

implications of [Chinese] modernism will not be very similar to Western modernism” ‘[中国

的]现代派的范围与含义, 便与西方现代派的内容和标准不大一样‘ (90). 

Liu Xinwu in his reaction to both Li Tuo’s and Feng’s letter that Li forwarded to him 

takes much more moderate position. Although he neither is reluctant to show his excitement 

(and it was apparently his letter inspiring the name of the “five kites incident” as he is 

repeatedly playing with this idea), there are some aspects in which we can much more overly 
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see the influence of official ideology and the, in a certain sense, naïve (or high and mighty?) 

assumption about the position of Chinese writer toward the readership. It is the audience, 

according to Liu, that a writer needs to consider before he resorts to modernist techniques. He 

does not leave the Maoist notion of literature for the people if not solely consisting of, then at 

least definitely including workers and peasants, along with the idea of popularization being 

ahead of heightening the standards, the old topic mentioned already by Mao in the Talks. The 

standards are definitely not as high yet as to allow using modernist techniques when writing 

for people from rural areas. It seems as if Liu is not for a second considering the idea that some 

kind of literate could only have smaller, more specific audience and that the writer must be 

aware of it – something Liu Zaifu will be saying openly a few years later even to an elitist 

extent. Liu Xinwu, on the one hand, agrees that Chinese literature needs modernism for the 

more educated city population, but, on the other hand, doubts the idea that after the level of the 

rest of the population is raised enough, they will be inclined to read modernist literature; he 

thinks they will be more in favor of traditional literature, although he does not really say what 

brings him to such a view. 

Liu Xinwu is very careful and the name his letter got in the magazine describes this 

attitude in full: “Sober reflection needed” (Xuyao lengjing de sikao 需要冷静地思考). More 

than sober, we could rather say compromising. Maybe it is symbolic that the author of one of 

the first works of the “scar literature” that brought new, to a broad spectrum of readers 

appealing topics to Chinese literature at the end of the 1970s (but not really aesthetic quality, 

not to mention experiment) is warning against going too far. Even when he agrees with the 

other correspondents on the ideological independence of artistic techniques, there is this 

aftertaste of holding back as well as ideologically deformed rhetoric in his words:  

 

The techniques of modern fiction (not the whole form itself) should be viewed as not 

having class character, and so the writer of any political beliefs and aesthetical taste 

from any country or nation can enrich and develop his magic power to conquer the 

readers, because as his knowledge of modern techniques gets richer, he has the 

convenient choice of the newest excellent weapons from the most well-stocked armory.  

 

现代小说技巧(不是整个形式本身) 也应当看作是没有阶级性的, 因而对于任何一

个国家、民族的任何政治信仰和美学趣味的作家来说, 他都无妨懂得更多的现代
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技巧, 从而在储藏最丰的武器库中从容选择最新的优良武器, 去丰富和发展他征

服读者的魅力。 

 

I am using the analysis of this early discussion among friends and colleagues that got 

out and caused a little bit of stir on the Chinese literary-political scene synecdochally here, 

because it basically represents all the issues in the general discussion about the modernization 

of Chinese literature and the import of Western modernist techniques to China. We can find 

here all the themes and controversies – the pure methodological approach that refuses any kind 

of firm link between a literary technique and a specific ideology, practical usage of literature, 

relationship to reality and truth, influence on society, degree of Westernization, or questions 

about what China needs and what it has. 

Wang Jing argues that “in China, as everywhere else in the world, so-called modernism 

is not an aesthetic complement of social modernity, but rather a vehicle of intervention in the 

‘progress’ syndrome of modernization (High 42).” Similarly Pollard notes that the general 

option within the discussion was that “Modernism in itself was incompatible with Marxism, 

and did not necessarily have to come in with modernization,” but then again, “the majority 

view was that Realism (some said Socialist Realism) had to enrich itself by drawing on outside 

influences, including Modernism” (648). This comparison of the two notions points to the 

general difference between Western modernism and the way it was (to be) perceived in China. 

Whereas there can be some kind of ideology perceived from within Western modernism itself 

and it basically came into existence like that – starting, very simply put, for example with 

Baudelaire and his overturn of the idea of a naturally good man (Calinescu 57) – in China 

(Marx-Leninist-Maoist) ideology was mounted on modernism when it was first being pondered 

as possibly useful technological import from the West. Of course, there was the immanent fear 

that it already comes with an inherent ideology not suitable or even harmful to the Chinese 

society, but as the analysis of Gao’s book above shows, it was not necessarily conceived like 

that by everybody. Similar ideological background lies in the thoughts about simply enriching 

realism. As I suggested before, realism was more an ideology than a technique and enriching 

it would keep it ideologically safe, or so the proposers of this idea hoped.  

The main arguments against modernism as nothing but Western import had different 

reasons. One of the simplest ones was the notion of modernism being just another form of 

Western imperialism (Larson 43), whereas realism was already conceived as domestic. 

Another reason for refusing modernism was the historical situation that brought it into 
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existence in Europe. As it was understood in China, modernism was a reaction to various 

elements basically marking the end of the world as Europe knew it (Pollard 643). Although 

China was trying to modernize its society, there was still the Maoist teleological notion that 

this is not a break but a continuous evolution of socialism. Modernism thus could be a 

counterproductive element within the modernization, because it inherently implies an artistic 

destructive force. In Europe, it was born from a crisis of society, but there was no such crisis 

in China – or at least such was the official perception of Chinese socialist reality. The question 

was also why China even needs modernism when it is not at all applicable on its situation. That 

is also why there was quite a strong reaction to the idea of the Marxist philosopher Li Zehou 

李泽厚 (b. 1930) that modernization is nothing but complete Westernization simply because 

all the scientific innovations come from the West. Li Zehou was, however, far from some 

ideologically subversive ideas. As Wang Jing observes: “It is not the ideas of democracy and 

individualism, but the production of large modern industries that defines Li Zehou’s conception 

of what the West stands for” (High 97).28  

Except for the fear of consequences of Westernization, modernism was widely and for 

a long time discussed in its relationship to realism. As Larson observes, already at the beginning 

of the 1980s “realism was identified as a conservative literary and philosophical ideology, and 

the orthodoxy against which the proponents of modernism, or the ‘progressives,’ must struggle” 

(40). The struggle was mainly for the expression of creative individuality and subjectivity for 

which there was no space in the Chinese version of realism. As Chen notes, in socialism, 

realism mirrors socialist reality which is prescribed and thus not compatible with individual 

reality, because when reality is politically defined, there is no other way than to follow the 

prescription (“The Disappearance” 158-9). In this sense, already the first attempts to at least 

partially free realism from the rigidly applied rules and thus strengthen its critical dimension 

in the way Zhou Yang advocated it, i.e. the phenomenon Chen calls “revival of realism,” were 

“less a continuation of the socialist tradition than a rebellion against it, with its own historical 

basis and spiritual purpose” (“The Disappearance” 161). Realism was going through “a self-

subverting crisis as the gap between the personal agendas of writers and the party line grew 

                                                 

28 Li’s ideas were very complex and even though he influenced literary thinking as well and is generally 

perceived as one of the most important thinkers of the modernization period, standing somewhere between the 

conservative culturalist wing looking for the sources of modernization in domestic Confucianist tradition and the 

progressive school inclined more toward Westernization and the refusal of tradition as something obsolete (Wang, 

High 93-98), I am not going to analyze his ideas in detail here. There are many quite recent studies dealing with 

different aspects of Li Zehou’s philosophical thought. See for example Roger T. Ames, Li Zehou and Confucian 

Philosophy or Jana Rošker, Following His Own Path: Li Zehou and Contemporary Chinese Philosophy.  
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even wider” (160). That is where the excited reaction to modernist techniques represented 

above by Gao Xingjian and his friends come from – the Party provided a space in which the 

writers felt the actual possibility of a personal agenda and were eager to fully utilize it.  

Although Chen argues that by the mid-1980s socialist realism was basically an empty 

idea, that it was “completely undermined,” “existed in name only,” and as such it was 

“irrecoverably problematized,” not to mention that the “younger generation of writers lacked 

both historical memory and a position on realism” (“The Disappearance” 162-3), the debates 

about realism and its relationship to modern and experimental tendencies in Chinese literature 

were still ongoing toward the end of 1980s. As an example, I would mention a conference 

called “Realism and avant-garde literature” (Xianshizhuyi yu xianfeng wenxue 现实主义与先

锋派文学) organized jointly by the editors of the influential magazines Zhongshan (中山) and 

Literary Review (Wenxue pinglun 文学评论 ) in October 1988. The participants of this 

conference, among which we can find the best from the young generation of Chinese literary 

critics such as Chen Sihe 陈思和 (b. 1954), Wu Liang 吴亮 (b. 1955) or Wang Gan 王干 (b. 

1960), discussed realism not only in its relation to the avant-garde, but also from different 

points of view including realism as a big phenomenon of many different variants that exactly 

because of its unimaginable size becomes a kind of orthodoxy for anyone involved with it, 

relationship to politics and its reformative force that eventually leads to something that can be 

called pseudo-realism, and also the fact that realism is dead in the West and the remnants of it 

are only used in contemporary China (Li Zh. 24-25). Even the synthetic tendencies were still 

alive there – Chen Juntao 陈俊涛 (b. 1936) expressed the idea that modernism contributed to 

opening realism to new influences, and thus to its transformation which led to a return of a new, 

higher version of realism with different characteristics (27). I am mentioning this conference 

here to point out the fact that the question about realism as something ubiquitous in Chinese 

literature that absorbs external influences more than being replaced by them was very much 

alive even in the second half of the 1980s and that the concept realism was probably not as 

discredited as Chen suggests. 

Then again, there were also voices during the conference characterized by a certain 

degree of denial of validity of such discussions. At one part of her book, Wang Jing talks about 

the Chinese obsession of correct naming and then asks herself and the reader: “[…] why should 

anyone (anyone but the elite) care if Chinese social modernity is designated capitalist or 

socialist, or if Chinese art and literature are labeled modernist, pseudomodernist, or even 

postmodernist? What is truly at stake, I ask, if the ritual of naming loses its significance in an 
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age of as-yet unfulfilled possibilities?” (High 46) Some of the participants of the conference 

asked themselves very similar questions, especially in the frame of the relevance of any -isms 

for the discussion about Chinese literature. It painfully reminds us of the section of the Talks 

mentioned above where Mao states that “there is no ‘ism’ in the world that transcends utilitarian 

considerations.” Painfully, because the seemingly progressive critics reach a conclusion very 

similar to the one of the official ideology – let’s talk about practice (Li Zh. 24). And if there is 

to be any -ism, then only an authentic one: “We must explore, draw lessons, deeply discuss 

numerous small and big problems and among them find a path toward the future, find a genuine, 

our own -ism.” ‘我们需要探索, 需要借鉴,需要在对无数大大小小问题的深入探讨中找到

通向未来的路口, 找到真正属于我们自己的主义’ (Li Zh. 25). Seems like not that much 

have changed in the end.  

One of the topics within the discussions about modernism and realism was the 

relationship to reality and the question of truth. Truthful mirroring of life had always been one 

of the basic characteristics and requirements of realism in China and what was shifted and 

transformed was the notion of how wide the scope of life is and what it can include. But it can 

be said that the idea always was that life is something universal and common, that even if the 

exploration of individuality is allowed, a firm connection to society will always be kept. This 

was something that modernism threatened to destroy. As Larson puts it: “Opponents of 

modernism also imply that this ‘life,’ or reality, is basically not problematic or difficult to 

define, whereas one of the foremost concerns of modernist literature is to discredit the idea that 

anything could be called a common reality (42). And last but not least, given the potentially 

subversive nature of modernism as the conservatives saw it (and what they imposed on it 

regardless the proclamations of the formalist approaches voiced by Gao and company) was 

what Wang Jing calls the “historical burden of ‘modernist’ artists and writers,” i.e. “their 

potential exposure of what was ‘unreal’ about socialist reality” (High 143). In other words, 

modernism has the potential to subvert the teleological process of modernization because 

whereas realism, albeit critically, if allowed, reflects something controllably tangible, 

modernism in all its variants is able to reveal the intangible, underlying controversies that go 

along with the process, and thus undermine the ideological authority of socialism.  

Never mind the ongoing discussions mentioned above, the fact of literature echoing 

Western modernism was slowly accepted during the 1980s, but that does not mean the 

controversies about it disappeared completely. Because they did not. Only the paradigm shifted 

slightly. The question was not anymore if China wants or needs it, but if China has some kind 
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of genuine modernism, if the literary trends that appeared in the middle of the 1980s could be 

even conceived as something authentically modernist. That is when the idea of “pseudo-

modernism” (wei xiandaizhuyi 伪现代主义) appeared – a critique of certain literary works for 

being nothing more than “‘pseudoarticulation’ of Western modernism” (Wang J., High 165). 

The question remains, whether this controversy was something new and genuine itself or just 

an extension of the conservative line that, not being able to deny or prevent the existence of 

modernist tendencies in Chinese literature, started questioning the same thing from a different 

perspective. Or, as Wang Jing suggests, if it was a reaction to a threat of Western cultural 

hegemony, an endangering of Chinese socialist cultural subjectivity (High 172). That would, 

however, to a certain extent prove the arguments of the conservatives from the beginning of 

1980s to be right and justified. 

This discussion appeared quite late, around 1988, and it was not too intense or too long, 

because it soon started overlapping with the “pseudoproposition of ‘Chinese Postmodernism’” 

(Wang J., High 233) to which I will come back in one of the following chapters. That is also 

probably why the target of the label of pseudomodernism was not the fully blooming avant-

garde literature, but a relatively small amount of authors such as Liu Suola 刘索拉 (b. 1955) 

and Xu Xing 徐星 (b. 1959) who are sometimes perceived to represent a “third trend” of the 

mid-1980s – they were not part of the “root-seeking literature,” and although they are 

sometimes put together with the avant-gardists in the histories of Chinese literature, usually 

they are kept separately and labeled as simply “modernists” (Hong 383). 

 On the other hand, the debate about pseudomodernism had one advantage for the literary 

creation and critical discussions of the 1980s. It brought the focus back to the realm of 

formalism and thus diverted the attention from more overly ideological topics. Although I am 

certainly working with the idea that even in the second half of the 1980s the aesthetical 

experiment as such still meant an inherently political act and only the degree of its gravity 

differed (the experiment as such was not as easily to become a target of political criticism 

anymore), and although it is quite sensitive to talk about “downplay[ing] the equation of 

modernism and ideology” as Wang Jing does (High 144), it is true that as a practical argument 

for the “innocence” of modernism it always worked, no matter if there was or was not a real 

intention on the side of the advocates of modernist techniques. The debate about 

pseudomodernism had this formalistic dimension and given the fact that it did not target the 

real “bad kids” of contemporary literary production, it in the end caused more good than harm, 

at least toward the avant-garde. 
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2.3.1 The Passive-Aggressive Master of History: Liu Zaifu and His Notion of 

Subjectivity in Literature 

 

The previous chapter touched upon several general topics of the literary discussions in 

China in the 1980s. For the purpose of the following analysis, I would like to get more specific 

and discuss the thoughts of two literary theoreticians whose ideas are, in my opinion, the most 

relevant for the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s because of their 

progressivity, tendency toward individualization, and generally different discursive approach. 

I will start with Liu Zaifu and his notions about the essential role of subjectivity (zhutixing 主

体性) in literature. 

Liu Zaifu was an established person in the 1980s. He was the director of the Institute 

of Literature (Wenxue yanjiusuo 文学研究所) of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and 

the editor-in-chief of the magazine Literary Review. He was respected from both the more 

orthodox part of the critics and the new young generation, and the Party saw in him somebody 

who could mediate the communication between the official line and the more progressive, free 

thinking group of critics (Liu K., “Subjectivity” 44). However, his two-part article “On 

Subjectivity of Literature” (Lun wenxue de zhutixing 论文学的主体性) that was published in 

the last 1985 issue and the first 1986 issue of Literary Review raised much controversy. Besides 

this article, which is the most famous and the most cited one, Liu Zaifu published others around 

the same time expressing very similar views. His thoughts were, on the one hand, appraised 

for its fresh view on literature that tried to free it from the influence of politics, and, on the 

other hand, criticized for the same thing. According to Liu Zaifu himself, he was trying to keep 

his thoughts academic, but the backlash they caused prevented him from developing them more 

(Liu Z., “The Subjectivity” 56). I have no doubts that he must have been fully aware at the time 

of publishing of the articles that something like this will never stay purely academic. The 

“aestheticizing and depoliticizing tendency, which attempts to distance cultural activity from 

political reality by valorizing culture over and above other aspects of life” (Liu K., 

“Subjectivity” 25) was clearly an inherently political act and as I will show below, Liu Zaifu 

was not even trying to hide his refusal of some basic principles that constituted the relationship 

between politics and literature. In the end, “politics inevitably intervenes at the very moment 

of depoliticization” (Liu K., “Politics” 34). Thus, it is true that while “critics such as Liu Zaifu 

were unable to divorce the aesthetic from its long lopsided relationship with the sociopolitical” 

(Wang, High 159), it might be in the end exactly this tension they created, the overwhelming 
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feeling that choosing to talk about literature as a pure phenomenon actually is highly political 

stance and it might not be admitted as such just for the simple safety reasons but still voiced 

loudly and clearly enough for everybody to understand, that constitutes an important element 

in their works. I do not prefer a purely political approach to and categorical privileging of 

political thoughts in the works of authors like Liu Zaifu, and so I cannot completely agree with 

Wedell-Wedellsborg when she says that “the core of Liu’s theory is thus a negation of the 

orthodox literary canon of the PRC, as officially sanctioned by the CCP, and it is in this context 

that is should be evaluated […]” (“The Ambivalent” 144). Then again, as in the case Gao 

Xingjian, this “contra” dimension is definitely important in Liu’s works exactly because it 

creates the tension that eventually enables a dialogue. 

Subjectivity is for Liu Zaifu the starting point of literature, be it its creation or (critical) 

reception. It is a position the writer takes against ideas that are imposed from the outside. “The 

writer must fully develop his own subjective power, realize the value of subjectivity and not 

start from some ideas imposed from the outside, that is exactly the content of the idea of 

creative subjectivity” ‘作家的创作应当充分地发挥自己的主体力量，实现主体价值，而

不是从某种外加的概念出发，这就是创造主体的概念内涵’ (Liu Z., “Lun” 12). Liu was 

criticized exactly for this notion, for the refusal of the external measure of literature that in his 

opinion harmed the creativity of the writer. It was something that Liu, according to Chan, called 

“vulgar sociology,” i.e. “literary theories which concentrate on the external laws of literature and 

explain it purely in terms of its relations to society’s economic and political conditions” (113). It 

must be said that Liu was quite clear about the relationship between literature and politics and the 

damaging influence politics had on literature during all the years after 1949. Everything was 

submitted to the system of politics, and thus any creativity or individuality was suffocated. “The 

writer’s aesthetic pursuits are nolens volens dissolved in political ideas […]. The writer transforms 

originality into adaptability, which then becomes his highest morality […]. The writer then nolens 

volens follows various political atmospheres and changes his colors, nolens volens bitterly 

suppresses himself, doubts all his impulses for new discoveries, exterminates all roots of creativity. 

‘作家的某些美学追求不得不消融于政治观念之中 […]。 作家就把独创性改造为适应性, 把

适应性看成是作家的最高道德 […]。 作家就不得不随着不同的政治气候而改变自己的颜色, 

不得不进行艰苦的自我克服, 怀疑自身一切新发现的冲动, 扑灭一切创造性的萌芽’ (Liu Z., 

“Lun” 23). 

Subjectivity represents historically-epistemological relation between the subject, i.e. the 

writer but also the reader and human in general, and the object, the world, practice and truth. In his 
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theory, Liu Zaifu is not renouncing all the principles of the official political view on literature, he 

comes back regularly, for example, to the questions of practice and truth, and puts quite a weight 

on them, but in the end, they are all subordinated to the one basic principle, the subjectivity. Even 

though, as I will mention later, he might sometimes get very philosophical, his theory is still firmly 

based in reality in the sense of literary practice and its position within the system of social relations 

and the political reality of his time. His text is radical enough to be labeled a call for revolution in 

literature, but not so for a real revolution in society. Subjectivity of the reader, for example, is in 

his view the key element in building the “socialist spiritual civilization” (shehuizhuyi jingshen 

wenming 社会主义精神文明)29  (Liu Z., “Lun xu” 8). Subjectivity was, however, lost from 

literature due to one-way social determinism that denied the man an active individuality in 

influencing his environment, abstract class division of society that replaced individuality and led 

to the loss of initiative of literary characters, and last but not least, the inverted logic between 

external struggles of the world and internal struggles of the man – “really good literature should 

show a man through the external events and not show external events through a man” ‘真正优秀

的文学作品应该通过这种外部事件去表现人, 而不是通过人去表现外部事件’ (Liu Z., “Lun” 

17).  

Man has a central position in Liu Zaifu’s theory of literature: “Literature is the science 

of man” (wenxue shi renxue 文学是人学 [“Lun” 13]) .30 Even nature sciences should deal with 

it, because human subjectivity is the core of modernization – which is another point where Liu to 

a certain extent follows the official line. He does not question the need and the will for 

modernization, but he differs in the notion of what drives it: “People are demanding the realization 

of social modernization, but at the same time they are also demanding the realization of the 

modernization of the self, demanding that the power of subjectivity is to a much larger extent 

brought into practice” ‘人类在要求实现社会现代化的同时，也要求实现自身的现代化，要求

主体力量在更大程度上获得实现 .’ And thus “the enrichment and development of human 

                                                 

29  This is a concept first introduced by Hu Yaobang in 1982 within the theory of so-called “two 

civilizations” (liangge wenming 两个文明), i.e. “socialist spiritual civilization” and “socialist material civilization” 

(shehuizhuyi wuzhi wenming 社会主义物质文明 ). The building of spiritual civilization is an integral 

complement to economic development as the ground of modernization. Its goal is to “cultivate ‘socialist citizens’ 

with lofty ideals, moral integrity, a good education, and a strong sense of discipline” (He H. 243). 
30 This concept was first introduced in China in 1957 by Qian Gurong 钱谷融 (1919 – 2017) in an 

article “On ‘Literature is the Science of Man’” (Lun ‘Wenxue shi renxue’ 论‘文学是人学‘) published in May 

1957 in Literature and Art Monthly (Wenyi Yuebao 文艺月报). In the article, Qian discusses the central 

position of man in literary creation, with a special emphasis on the writer and the critical approach. The article 

did not come out in the best times with “Anti-Rightist” campaign peaking that year, and Qian was obviously 

criticized for it and did not come back to the idea until 1980s. Qian ascribes the original notion to Maxim Gorky 

(1868 – 1936), but later admits he never actually had a proof for Gorky being the author of this slogan (Li Sh.). 
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subjectivity is nothing but a mark of historical development” ‘人的主体性的丰富和发展乃是历史

发展的标志’ (Liu Z., “Lun” 13). 

Not the modernization, but the very position of man in literature and arts is where Liu 

Zaifu more or less openly attacks the Maoist theory stemming from the Talks. One would say 

that if he really wanted to stay apolitical, he should have chosen different words, not those that 

deny Mao and in extension Lenin themselves:  

 

Literary and artistic creation must put the man in the position of the practicing subject 

in the process of history, that is to view the practicing man as the core of historical 

movement, as a matter of history, and not as a thing, as cogs and wheels in the 

machinery of economics or politics, and also not just as one link of chain of social 

classes free for people to manipulate with.  

 

文艺创作要把人放到历史运动中的实践主体的地位上，即把实践的人看作历史

运动的轴心，看作历史的主人，而不是把人看作物，看作政治或经济机器中的

齿轮和螺丝钉，也不是把人看作阶级链条中的任人揉捏的一环 (Liu Z., “Lun” 12; 

my underscore). 

 

Literature is for Liu Zaifu no longer a mere part of a machine of historical progress. 

Now it represents the master of the machine, the man that stands above all, politics, economy, 

class struggle etc., and influences everything through his subjectivity. Man is thus also the core 

of class society, but to reduce literature to a mere reflection of class struggle is wrong, because 

then the “man absolutely loses subjectivity, loses what makes him a man” ‘人完全丧失主体

性, 丧失人之所以成为人的东西’ (Liu Z., “Guanyu” 147). That is also why the inner world 

of a man is so important for the full realization of literary qualities. If the object of literature is 

only the external world, it becomes flat, two-dimensional. Subjectivity “refers to the structural 

characteristic of human existence” (Liu Z., “The Subjectivity” 63).  

Liu Zaifu also talks about the historical disappearing of the respect to a man and his 

existence as a core of social development in the last two decades, and to a certain extent defends 

the traditional Maoist positions before the Cultural revolution when, according to him, 

literature was still taken as “renxue” (Liu Z., “Lun” 13). Even Mao’s Talks, Liu says elsewhere, 

were still putting man in the center, and the Yan’an era still belongs to a period he calls the 
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second “realization of man” (ren de faxian 人的发现) in Chinese literature. Although Mao 

certainly narrowed the notion of man down to workers, peasants and soldiers, Liu does not 

really see that as a problem and merely calls it “specification” (mingquehua 明确化 [“Guanyu” 

155-6]). It is a weirdly compromising opinion, especially given the fact that the rest of his 

articles goes in various aspects directly against many Maoist ideas.  

Man must also be the essence of a story. This brings us on the level of characters. 

Subjectivity is the basic nature of literary characters as well and as such it provides them with 

a certain kind of free will that must be respected by the writer. The subjectivity of characters 

is then translated into their lively nature, it establishes an inner logic of the work within which 

the characters can independently act. Writer must “consider the characters under his pen 

independent individualities, living persons with their own master consciousness and self-value, 

that is people who act and practice according to their own soul and logic and who are not just 

toys and puppets pushed around.” ‘把笔下的人物当成独立的个性, 当作具有自主意识和自

身价值的活生生的人, 即按照自己的灵魂和逻辑行动着、实践着的人, 而不是任人摆布

的玩物与偶象 (Liu Z., “Lun” 15). Even negative characters must not be just tools for realizing 

external tasks, for serving as an opposition to the heroic ones. People must be people, not things, 

not supernatural beings. “[The writer] should not reduce people to things, to tools and puppets, 

because this thing-centrism would cause the characters to wither away. [He] should also not make 

them into gods, because that would, in fact, make them become the embodiment of ideas […]. ‘不

应当把人降低为物, 降低为工具和傀儡, 这种物本主义只会造成人物的枯死。也不应当把人

变成神, 这实际上又把人变成理念的化身’ (Liu Z., “Guanyu” 147). 

It is the writer who serves his characters and not the other way around. Liu Zaifu stresses 

this notion from various angles many times. For him, the only good writer is the one who does not 

control his characters and his creative activity is translated into passivity toward them. The free 

will of the characters is the true freedom of the writer. And if he interferes in his characters’ 

decisions, the nature of the interference will clearly show his quality as a writer – only if he is good, 

the interference will bring good results. Toward his characters, the writer must not play god, 

because once the actions of the characters are all some kind of “a priori” nature, there is no creation 

or creativity, but just plain manufacturing on the basis of external ideas. I will come back to this 

notion later in my analysis in the next part of this dissertation, but here I would like to point out the 

fact that I believe that this was mainly targeted against the manipulativeness of Mao’s Talks where 

the nature of reflection of the lives of people was very much prescribed, and with the clearly defined 

way of how to reflect and why reflect, the whole work was driven by external agenda. Thus, the 
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man was not the essence of the work anymore, and the author played god because his agenda was 

not the strengthening of subjectivity (of anyone included on the axis writer – character – reader), 

but a simple applying of a formula. The writer was manufacturing situations, not characters.  

From Liu’s approach toward characters, we can clearly see how important the writer is in 

his theory. As Mu observes, “in Liu Zaifu’s paradigm of writer, reader, and critic in 1985, the 

hero was still largely the writer who was the creator of literary works, the educator of readers, 

and the text provider for critics” (416). If the subjectivity of man as the master of history is the 

essence of literary creation, it is the writer who actively operates within the relationship 

between the work and reality and thus becomes the moving force of history: “When writers 

control the relationship between art and reality, respect but at the same time transcend reality, 

they possess a bold vision of someone in command of history, no matter in what kind of social 

environment, the writers can take on a positive attitude and fill historical development with 

foresight” ‘作家在掌握艺术与现实的关系时, 既要尊重现实, 又要超越现实, 具有站在历

史制高点的气魄, 不管在何种社会生活环境中, 他们都能采取一种积极的态度,对历史发

展充满着预见性’ (Liu Z., “Lun” 23). The writer is thus not only a reflector of reality, but also its 

creator or at least its discoverer. He must filter reality through himself, through his own subjectivity, 

he must absorb all experience, all feelings of the people, he must live through all the sorrows and 

happiness of his characters, and thus aesthetically recreate the objective reality. The writer must 

have a historical commitment and a social responsibility that stems from the process of his own 

self-realization. In other words, his role comes naturally as someone who is not only the “bugle 

horn of the spirit of the era” (shidai jingshen de haojiao 时代精神的号角), but also someone who 

is discovering the spirit as something that other people have not discovered yet (Liu Z., “Lun” 23). 

Then again, it must all be permeated with respect – self-respect is the first step of self-realization 

that leads to the love of humankind and vice versa. “Only by loving other people, by being full of 

sympathy toward them, one can reach the highest self-respect, get the highest feeling of self-value.” 

‘只有爱他人, 对他人充满着同情心, 才是最高的自尊感, 也才能获得最高的自我价值感’ (Liu 

Z., “Lun” 22). Moreover, the writer must also bear all the worries, crimes and evils of the people, 

and even in the times of happiness see he must the hidden dangers and remind the people of them 

– in this regard, the writer is the savior, the messiah of the people as the “engineer of human soul” 

(renlei linghun gongchengshi 人类灵魂工程师 [Liu Z., “Lun” 26]). 

This position of the writer is only achieved through his own subjectivity that then translates 

into the subjectivity of the characters and then, as I will describe in the following paragraphs, in 

the subjectivity of the reader. But the process of this translation is not as easy as a simple realization 
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of one’s own individuality and its projection on the others. There is a certain process of 

transcendence that only allows the writer to become one with the subject as well as the object of 

his writing: “Generally, it is needed to go through a process from realizing of the self to forgetting 

it, and thus, from the psychological point of view, the creative process of the writer can be said to 

proceed on the line ego – superego – no ego.” ‘一般都要经过发现自我到忘记自我的过程，因

此，从心理角度来看，作家的创造过程，可以说是一个自我——超我——无我的过程’ 

(Liu Z., “Lun” 24). This idea is similar to the notion about being passive toward the characters – 

the writer’s subjectivity is the thing that enables the whole process, but in the end, he must 

overcome it in order to be able to feel the required sympathy to his characters and to truly take his 

historical position. Here, Liu Zaifu here enters a sphere of “irrationality and mysticism” (Chan 114) 

that could have made his otherwise academic and sober theory interesting for young generation of 

critics and readers but also quite suspicious for the representatives of the official line. On the other 

hand, as Wang Jing observes, Liu wasn’t irrational enough to be really appealing, and because he 

in a sense “remains deeply imprisoned within the epistemological framework provided by 

Marxian dialectics,” his thoughts soon were not enough, as the “quest for aesthetic irrationality 

quickened its pace from late 1986 onward” (High 158-9).  

In the second part of his article published in 1986 Liu Zaifu continues with description of 

the position of the audience – the reader and the critic. The reader has been historically ignored, 

according to Liu, because he was treated as a pure mirrored phenomenon. This, in the end, 

simplified the art stemming from such mirroring itself. Let me take a short detour here: Liu is 

generally quite opposed to the application of Lenin’s reflection theory in literature as something 

limiting the scope of subjectivity, deforming the relationship between subjectivity and objectivity, 

degrading it to a simple cause-consequence logic. “The relationship between aesthetic subject and 

aesthetic object is the relationship between mirroring and mirrored, between spirit and matter, 

between consciousness and existence. And from such a determinism can it be deduced that life 

determines art and art is subordinated to political and economic matters of society.” ‘审美主体与

审美客体的关系是反映与被反映的关系, 精神与物质的关系, 意识与存在的关系. 从这种决

定论推导下去, 就是生活决定艺术, 艺术从属于社会的政治经济关系 (Liu Z., “Jinnian” 24). 

Liu Zaifu names four basic lacks of reflection theory applied to literature: The ignorance of various 

techniques and creative mechanisms of reflection; the lack of possibilities of reflection outside the 

simple difference between the correct, objective reflection and the wrong reflection that leads to 

obstructing the recognition of objective reality; the ignorance of the relationship between man and 

the values he is projecting into the world and the objective world itself; and last but not least, the 

generally one sided approach to man, when objective and subjective are always separated and never 
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combined – subjective objectivity and objective subjectivity of man is something the mechanical 

reflection theory keeps aside (Liu Z., “Lun xu” 18-19). Liu Zaifu clearly defends the right to an 

individual, subjective view on reality against the flat, mechanical rules of reflection theory that 

only limits the scope of possible subjective expression. 

Let us go back to the reader. Within Liu Zaifu’s theory, the reader should be considered an 

important element not only by the writer, but also by the critic who is supposed to take the work – 

reader approach, and thus make himself and the reader (as they are basically the same) an active 

element in the re-creation of the work (Liu, “Yanjiu” 4-5). Then again, it still seems like the reader 

(and especially the non-critical reader) is basically subordinated to the will of the writer. We have 

already seen what the responsibilities of the writer are and what should his attitude be, so it is quite 

clear why Liu Zaifu does not feel any contradiction in his theory. The fact is that no matter what 

good the art does to people through the activity of the artist, they are still subjected to something 

they cannot wholly grasp and influence themselves, staying rather passive receivers of the art. 

Liu says that a theory of literature should pay attention to two things in regard to the reader: 

How he is able to realize his self through literature and how it makes him aesthetically creative. 

These are the ultimate goals of literature; to strengthen the subjective position of the reader and 

help him to achieve limitless emotional freedom. “The process of enjoying the art is, in fact, the 

process of discovering of the self.” ‘艺术欣赏的过程，实际上又是一个自我发现的过程’ (Liu Z, 

“Lun xu” 7). Art is actually something more than life, exactly because it can bring the self back to 

the people. In life, there are natural and social constraints that will not allow for absolute fulfilling 

of the self. There is this repeating idea of back-giving in Liu’s article which implies that he thinks 

something was stolen from people before and it is necessary to give it back. “For quite a long time 

in China, the aesthetical subjectivity of the recipients of art was lost, because the psychological-

aesthetical structure of subjectivity itself was destroyed, deformed, simplified and roughened.” ‘我

国在一个相当长的时期内，艺术接受者的审美主体性所以失落，这是因为主体本身的审美

心理结构受到严重的破坏，变得畸形化、简单化和粗糙化’ (Liu Z, “Lun xu” 7-8). Liu does 

not specify when exactly and how this happened, but it is quite clear from his description of the 

below mentioned three aspects of the return of subjectivity to the reader that the literary-political 

rules applied in the previous decades led to limiting the aesthetic freedom (or freedom of choice?) 

of the reader. In the Talks, the life of the (right) audience is the leading principle for literary creation, 

and literature serves people for the sake of revolution. But that is where their freedom ends – where 

revolution leads and what is good for people is again imposed from above. Liu Zaifu, on the 

contrary, insists that people must be able to achieve something more universal through art.  
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Generally, the realization of recipient’s subjectivity is the realization that makes people 

acquire their selves, that makes their non-selves return to the selves and give back to 

people the overall emotions they should have. If we were to specify it more, then there 

are three basic aspects of this general implication: 

1) To make unfree people free again. […] 

2) To make not wholesome people wholesome again. […] 

3) To make people who lack self-awareness self-aware again. […] 

 

从总体上说, 接受主体性的实现, 是使人获得自我实现, 使人的非自身复归为自身, 

把人应有的全面情感归还给人占有。如果再具体化一些, 这一总体内涵又可包括

三个基本的方面: 

(一)把不自由的人还原为自由的人。[…] 

(二)把不全面的人还原为全面的人。[…] 

(三)把不自觉的人变为自觉的人 […] (Liu Z., “Lun xu” 6-7). 

 

Those are some very high goals that, moreover, assume that something had been wrong 

not only with literature in China, but with the whole society. As if this is not enough to outrage 

the orthodox line of literary critics, Liu goes even further by saying that these universal goals 

with very universal meaning for people do not actually have universal audience. The audience 

is not, however, narrowed by class, as the Maoist line would have it, but by a simple inner 

ability to appreciate art, something like a musical ear or artistic eye (Liu Z, “Lun xu” 7). There 

goes the notion of popularization first, heightened standards later. And if this is not a bourgeois 

attitude according to the party cadres, then what is. 

Critic is a special kind of reader for Liu Zaifu. In many aspects, he is completely the 

same, as he also strives for realization of the self, but he has different tasks as well. The writer 

has the historical and social responsibility toward the people. Through his art, he is giving back 

to the people what they lost (or never had), and his task is also to discover something people 

have not yet discovered but what is definitely inherent in the spirit of the era. The critic, then, 

has the same responsibilities to the writer. His task is to give all the above-mentioned back to 

the writer. If Liu Zaifu was not stressing so much the line between the work and the reader, it 

would easily seem that the role of the critic is even more important than the one of the writer, 

that the critic as the “arbiter elegantiarum” is the true moving force of history. In any case, the 
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critic has an enormous influence on the writer. He is the reason balancing writer’s emotion, he 

discovers in writer’s work the elements of individuality that the writer can use again in his next 

creation, he makes the necessary abstraction and theorizing of anything the writer has absorbed 

into his work.  

However, there are rules for the critic how to approach the writer. The first, as described 

above, is the rule of creativity that tells the critic to abstract and recreate the elements of the 

author’s work. Then there is the rule of understating and helping the writer. What the critic 

must avoid in any case is dogmatism: “Dogmatic criticism can bring the writer to a loss, cause 

him big suffering and confusion, and then he will not be capable even of a regular writing.” 

‘教条式的批评, 也会使作家手足无措, 造成作家巨大的痛苦和混乱状态, 连正常的写作

都无法进行’ (Liu Z, “Lun xu” 9). Here Liu Zaifu clearly protests against too harsh critiques 

that could lead to personal attacks on writers and to fear. In the light of the quite recent, albeit 

moderate “Anti-Spiritual Pollution” campaign, this seems like a step that is to the same extent 

bold and natural. Also, as Liu writes elsewhere, critics should not take politics as the basic 

measure of their work, because if “they only use political standards to examine literary 

phenomena” ‘他们用单一的政治标准审视文学现象 ,’ then the “works with ‘political 

problems’ are being taken out of literary history, or if they are forcefully examined, then just 

simply as ‘bad examples,’” ‘有 “政治问题” 的作家作品排除在文学史之外, 或者勉强列入

审视对象, 也只是简单地作为 “反面教员”,’ and this leads to “a kind of one-sided literary 

history, and not to comprehensive literary history” ‘实际上是一种片面的文学’ (Liu Z, 

“Yanjiu” 4). Within the principle of “seeking truth from facts,” the critic should research every 

work, no matter its political orientation. 

Another rule Liu emphasizes is the general understanding of writer’s condition (living 

style, material selection, expression) and his inspiration. Liu says that Chinese critics in the 

past were extreme formalist and they were forgetting about the inspiration. But “if the 

inspirational thinking can lead to scientific discoveries, then we can totally say that 

inspirational thinking in artistic discoveries has much bigger usage.” ‘如果说, 灵感思维可以

导致科学的 发现, 那么, 我们完全可以说, 灵感思维将在艺术发现中起着更加巨大的作

用’ (Liu Z, “Lun xu” 10). This is again something that deserves comparison to the Talks where 

Mao basically refused to take into account any motivation of the authors and their works were 

mainly to be judged by their social effect.  
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Wedell-Wedellsborg writes that the key words of Liu’s thought “are humanism, 

complexity, ambiguity, pluralism, artistic freedom, openness, search and experiment” (“The 

Ambivalent” 144). Most of the notions we could clearly see above, the only exception being 

the experiment. Nowhere in his texts is Liu openly promoting aesthetic experiment, although 

when he talks about the four lacks of the reflection theory, he is certainly defending the right 

to choose any technique according to the subjective preference writer that will shift the 

mirroring of reality from the mechanical level to a more natural one. In another article Liu talks 

about three special elements the New era brought into literature, one of them being “new search 

for the literary form” (dui wenxue xingshi de xin de tanqiu 是对文学形式的新的探求 

[“Guanyu” 157]). This can be taken as an acknowledgment of and support for the formal 

experiment in literature. 

What is missing, however, from Wedell-Wedellsborg’s list is the notion of the extreme 

elitism Liu Zaifu is openly advocating when talking about the writer. The atmosphere of the 

New era and the ongoing discursive changes definitely suggested the possibility for the writer 

and the critic (or the intellectual in general) to strengthen his position in the society, to become, 

once again, a leading entity of social progress. But at the time Liu was so vehemently 

promoting this idea, it was not really anything new anymore, because the more daring the 

intellectuals were within the broadening space the Party provided them with, the more self-

confident they became. And by the mid-1980s, as Wang Jing observes, “Chinese elite were 

already well prepared to reassert their own subject-position by launching one project after 

another that echoed the elitist agenda of linking modernity with the empowerment of 

knowledge and knowledgeable elements. The hegemonic position of ancient scholar-officials 

seemed once more within reach for the modern elite” (High 113).  

What this self-confident notion also points to is a kind of historical optimism, for in 

Liu’s view, things were definitely changing for the better in the realm of literature and literary 

theory. Liu Zaifu many times asserts the reader of his articles that significant changes had 

already happened by the mid-1980s. During a speech he gave in 1986 on the occasion of the 

“10 Years of the New Era Literature Academic Forum” (Zhongguo Xin shiqi wenxue shi nian 

xueshu taolunhui 中国新时期文学十年学术讨论), Liu Zaifu listed five ways how literature 

freed itself during the last decade:  

 

1) Literature was freed from the chains of “instrumental theory” and realized its own 

special destiny. 2) Literature was freed from the norms of singular essentiality of the 
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“reflection theory” and realized its own broad road. 3) Literature was freed from the 

norms of general absolutizing ideas and started an era of art aware of its individuality. 

4) An important transformation on the level of linguistic signs is maturing at the 

moment. 5) The field of literary criticism is, too, showing self-consciousness.  

 

第一, 文学从“工具论”的束缚中解放出来, 认识到自己的特殊使命。第二, 文学从

“反映论”的单一本质规范中解放出来, 认识到自身广阔的道路。第三, 文学从绝

对化的共性观念的规范中解放出来, 开始了艺术个性自觉的时代。第四, 语言符

号正在酝酿一场重要的变革。第五, 文学批评领域也表现出批评的自觉 (Liu Z., 

“Lun xin” 14). 

 

Liu seemed very confident that literature found the way “from political reflection to 

cultural reflection” ‘从政治性的反思到文化性的反思’ (Liu Z., “Lun xin” 14) and that the 

literary criticism as well “finished the shift from external to internal, that is from the awareness 

of the external relationship between literature, politics and economics toward the attention of 

the internal processes of literature itself” ‘完成了从外到内的转移, 即从对文学与政治经济

的外部关系的觉悟转向对文学自身的内部规律的关注’ (Liu Z., “Jinnian” 24). In this 

regard, his theory was not just something of an idealistic character describing the literature 

field how it should be, but also a direct reaction to the current state of affairs, a reaction to the 

ongoing discursive changes and the opening of creative space for artists and critics as well. No 

matter how radical breakthrough his ideas represented on the field of literary theory, in an era 

of such rapid changes and development, Liu’s thoughts could seem nevertheless old and 

overcome at the same instant they were published, especially from the point of view of literary 

practice. Some young authors already went much further and deeper in their writing than he 

would be able to imagine – and such was exactly the case of the avant-garde literature that 

basically emerged simultaneously with Liu Zaifu’s articles.  

 

2.3.2 Change in the Coding Method: Li Tuo’s Idea of “Mao-style” and Other Views on 

Transforming Chinese Literature 

 

Li Tuo is a contemporary to Liu Zaifu and he as well played an important part of the 

modernization discussions of the 1980s. I have already talked about his involvement in the 
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“five little kites” incident and shown that his opinions were somewhat more uncompromising 

and harsher than those of his contemporaries. What was also clear from the discussion about 

his letter to Liu Xinwu is the degree of practicality in Li Tuo’s theoretical thinking. If we 

compare him to Liu Zaifu we can (and we will in the paragraphs below) clearly see that Li Tuo 

much more openly reflected what was actually happening in Chinese literature in the 1980s, 

and where Liu Zaifu stayed on the philosophical level, Li Tuo was not afraid to draw very 

concrete conclusions. In that regard he was in a sense much more successful in capturing the 

spirit of the era, although even he was proven wrong in some aspects after 1989. In case of Li 

Tuo we do not have one text that can be considered as essential as Liu’s “On Subjectivity in 

Literature” and we need go through more articles to get a wholesome picture of the most 

important topics of his thought. I have selected a handful of such articles, some of them written 

in the 1980s, some of them a litter later, but all of them describing the special conditions 

Chinese literature, according to Li Tuo, went through approximately from the 1940s until the 

(second half of the) 1980s. None of the texts, though, preceded Liu Zaifu’s essential article, 

which is also important to take into account. 

The main idea Li Tuo is usually being mentioned for is his concept of the so called 

“Mao-style” (Mao wenti 毛文体), a specific, mainly discursive phenomenon that was being 

gradually subverted during the 1980s. This concept will be the main topic of the following 

pages, but I will also touch upon some other ideas that are more or less connected to this main 

theme, such as subjectivity or modernization of Chinese literature through Westernization.  

What exactly is the thing Li Tuo calls “Mao-style”? Is it of a more discursive or rhetoric 

nature? This question was asked many times before, as Li Tuo himself notes in his article about 

the writer Wang Zengqi 汪曾祺 (1920 – 2007), 31 mainly because the word “style” (wenti 文

体; literally it can be translated as literary style or form or even genre) he used in his theory 

instead of some other terms that might have seemed more suitable: “In my past articles I treated 

Mao-style mainly as a kind of discourse, which caused a lot of misunderstanding of this term. 

Many people asked, why didn’t I straightforwardly call it Mao-discourse?” ‘我过去的文章主

要是把毛文体当作一种话语，当作一种 discourse 来讨论的， 因此毛文体这一命名带来

很多误解。许多人问我， 为什么不干脆直接叫作毛话语?’ (“Wang” 166). The answer to 

this question is not as complicated as it might seem. It stems from the fact that Li usually starts 

discussing this topic from the level of language, of its expression not only in literary texts, or, 

                                                 

31 First published in Today, no. 4, 1997. 
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most simply and most clearly put, of its practice. The rhetoric element is thus prevalent in Li’s 

theory as a kind of cause, whereas the no less important and for some of his ideas apparently 

essential discourse itself comes as a consequence, as something created on the basis and with 

the help of the style. However, at a certain point those aspects merge and in the end “Mao-

style” and “Mao-discourse” mean the same, only the former keeping its name. “Mao-style can 

be, in fact, called Mao-discourse, but such a name would limit it too much in the sense of 

Foucauldian theory of discourse, which would create a disadvantage for the description of the 

complexity of discursive practice under the revolutionary system.” ‘毛文体其实也可称作毛

话语，但这样命名会过多受到福柯的话语理论的限制， 对描述革命体制下话语实践的

复杂性有不利之处 (Li T., “Wang” 166). The practical element here is apparently the most 

important thing, it is the reason, the cause I have mentioned before, and it is actually the 

structural quality that justifies the use of the word style for the description of this phenomenon. 

Li Tuo seems to suggest that the development of the “Mao-style” was something that came 

into existence only half naturally and that within the historical development of Maoist 

discourse a special linguistic form (was) developed for the sake of giving the discourse an 

absolute authority. “Mao Zedong and the revolution he led created a mechanism that through 

‘Mao-style’ found an efficient way for implementing this connection [between language and 

discourse] and created a special form that enabled a total control of Maoist discourse over 

society.” ‘毛泽东和他领导的革命所创造的机制，却通过“毛文体”找到了实行这种联结

的有效方法， 形成了一种相当特殊的毛话语对社会实行全面支配的形式’ (Li T., “Wang” 

183). “Mao-style” and all the writing produced within it then became a “metaphor” (yinyu 隐

喻) of revolution and Maoist discourse (184). We could see in the Talks how the external rules 

for such discourse were established, and even the rhetoric of it gives us an idea about the inner 

structural elements that later invaded the language and formed the “Mao-style” Li is talking 

about. Moreover, the stress Mao puts on popular forms within the popularization of culture 

(and the ethos of revolutionary struggle) was something that tremendously helped to achieve 

the goal of legitimizing the discourse and providing it with the above-mentioned absolute 

authority. According to Li, this started in Yan’an in 1942 with the Reformed Rice-sprout Song 

Movement (Xin yangge yundong 新秧歌运动 ) when the traditional popular theater 

performance of combination of dance and spoken form was successfully reformed into a tool 

of popularization of revolutionary ideas (i.e. Maoist discourse) as a direct implementation of 

the policy of literature for workers, peasants and soldiers. Everything that followed, Li writes 



 

 

60 

in his famous article called “1985,” 32 was taking very similar route (94). As McDougall and 

Kam write, the popular forms were very suitable for such purpose, mainly due to the “typical 

characters” (dianxing renwu 典型人物) that Mao requested in literature. Mao borrowed the 

concept from Soviet socialist realism, however he found it similar to conventional types in 

traditional Chinese theatre, which the audience was very much used to. In this sense, the 

success of Maoist discourse (and style) firmly establishing itself as an absolute discursive 

authority lies in the “blurring of lines between traditional and modern [theatre], between elite, 

commercial and folk audience, and between art and propaganda […]” (McDougall and Kam 

291). There are two things I would like to point out in this context. The first is the paradoxical 

fact that although Mao criticized intellectuals in the Talks of not understanding the language 

of the masses, in the end he practically infused it with his own style and clichés in order to 

create a tool of his own propaganda. And the second thing is that we could notice similar kind 

of suggestion in Gao Xingjian and for similar purposes. Gao’s ultimate goal, albeit 

formalistically disguised, was a certain change of discourse and one technique how to achieve 

that was using the living language of the people. This is something that repeats over and over 

again in Chinese socio-literary history. 

Li Tuo also emphasizes the fact that using the power of language to establish a firm 

social and political discourse is by far not Mao Zedong’s inventions and that Mao was only 

developing and transforming something that appeared much earlier. Most of Li Tuo’s 

explanations of “Mao-style” start with the development of various language movements in the 

pre-War era. I am not going into much detail here, but generally, Li Tuo mentions especially 

the 1930s and the “Popular Language Movement” (Dazhongyu yundong 大众语运动) and the 

controversies within the disputes between schools promoting different language reforms, some 

of them as extreme as Qu Qiubai’s 瞿秋白 (1899 – 1935) proposition of total Europeanization 

and Romanization of Chinese language. “The dream of popular language of the radical 

intellectuals of the 1930s did not become reality, but it also did not disappear. Its utopian spirit 

was revived not long after in a deep and widespread language practice that not only transformed 

the whole Chinese society, but also contributed to the development of Chinese language – that 

is the Mao-style.” ‘三十年代激进知识分子们梦想的大众语没有成为现实，但它并不是过

眼烟云。它的乌托邦精神不久后即在另一种不但对整个中国的社会变革， 而且对现代

汉语的发展产生深刻而广泛的语言实践中复活一一那就是毛文体’ (Li T., “Wang” 166). 

                                                 

32 First published in Today, no. 3-4, 1991. 
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In other words, Mao just finished something that had strong foundations in the intellectual 

development of the previous decades. But there was another element in establishing the Maoist 

discourse on the foundation of the style of language and that was the language reform in the 

1950s and the promotion of “Standard Chinese” (Putonghua 普通话). According to Li, this 

movement definitely had its influence within the standardization of a certain type of language, 

but it was only the “Mao-style” that “provided this standardization with a complete set of 

rhetoric norms and a lexical system, and also controlled and managed the special style of those 

things – and it is exactly them that supplied the shape and spirit of today’s Standard Chinese” 

‘为这一规范化提供了一整套修辞法则和词语系统，以及统摄着这些东西的一种特殊的

文风——正是它们为今天的普通话提供了形和’ (“Wang” 168). 

What role did intellectuals actually have in this process? Li Tuo ironically points out 

that Western research always sees Chinese intellectuals as victims of Maoist regime, as 

somebody oppressed and forced to collaborate on something that was imposed on them from 

the outside, i.e. from the ideological leadership of the CCP directed by Mao himself. The fact 

is, however, that because of the intellectual history that led to the authoritative establishment 

of the Maoist discourse and because of the revolutionary spirit in which it came into existence, 

the intellectuals basically willingly participated in the process. The principle was quite easy. 

The older generations were the ones who promoted some kind of language reform even before 

the “Mao-style” appeared, and the younger ones were still eager to do revolution, which 

included the discourse or linguistic revolution as well. It was basically either / or principle and 

given the above-mentioned, the choice was not really that hard: “As the Mao-style grew ripe 

and as it established its absolute authority, the question of writing in Mao-style became another 

metaphor – for the intellectuals, the choice between Mao-style and other possible writing was 

in fact the question if they want the revolution or not.” ‘随着毛文体自身的成熟，随着它的

绝对权威的建立，要不要进入毛文体写作就更成了一种隐喻一一对知识分子来说， 在

毛文体和其他可能的写作之间做选择， 实际上是一个要不要革命的问题 (Li T, “Wang” 

184).  

Related to the position of the intellectuals or writers and their complicity in spreading 

the Maoist discourse is the question of subjectivity. Li definitely does not elaborate it as much 

in depth as Liu Zaifu and this notion apparently does not constitute such an important part in 

his theory. Then again, he reaches some very interesting conclusions that in a certain sense if 

not contradict, then at least transform Liu’s opinion about the suppressed subjectivity in the 
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previous decades and its return in the New era. The term “subjectivity” in the contexts of Li’s 

discussion also implies notions of “identity” or “individuality” in the sense of self-

consciousness within a highly unified and individual character opposed to the discursive 

system. Li Tuo talks about the relationship between “Mao-style” and the intellectual as 

something of key meaning for the psychology of the writer, something the writer basically 

craves in order to find his place in society and within the revolutionary struggle. Literally, Li 

Tuo says: “Under the appeal and restrictions of Mao-style, the writing of an intellectual is no 

more a simple writing of novels, poems […], it gets another meaning; it establishes, through 

language (style) training and acquiring, a subjectivity of the writer within the revolution.” ‘在

毛文体的号召和制约下， 知识分子的写作已经不再是简单地写小说诗歌， 写新闻报道， 

写历史著作， 或是写学术文章， 它获得了另外一种意义， 即经过一个语言的（文体

的）训练和习得过程， 来建立写作人在革命中的主体性’ (“Wang” 186). But the process 

goes both ways and not only is the writer acquiring his subjectivity thanks to “Mao-style,” but 

he and his writing then in return serve the discourse by transforming it into social practice. 

Apparently, this is not the kind of subjectivity Liu Zaifu had in mind, but principally it works 

very similarly, because the writer’s subjectivity serves here, too, as a filter through which 

(revolutionary) reality is winnowed and then somehow enriched given back. The difference is 

that the writer gives back to the discourse of which the audience is just a passive, manipulated 

part. Also, the difference lies in the character of the work itself. Because the discursive input 

and output are basically the same – which certainly brings up the question to what extent the 

subjectivity itself is not just an illusion, fake individuality planted as a trap into the writer’s 

consciousness in order to give him a false feeling of originality that serves to rationalize the 

meaning of his futile, mechanical effort – the work becomes a special kind of writing, “retelling, 

copying and collective production of Mao-style” ‘而是毛文体的转述、复制和集体生产’ (Li 

T., “Wang” 186). 

During the late 1970s and then 1980s and especially in its second half, a discursive 

rupture came into Chinese literature that Li interestingly calls “a total change in the coding 

method” ‘编码方式完全改变了’ (Li, Zhang, Wang 80). The first literary trends that showed 

in their language a departure from the “Mao-style” code was the originally underground “Misty 

poetry,” followed a few years later in prose by the “root-seeking literature” and then by the 

“experimental literature” (shiyan xiaoshuo 实验小说) how Li Tuo prefers to call what we 

know as the avant-garde literature. Li describes how very symptomatically it was actually 
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noticed in case of the “Misty poetry” that the code was broken and something that would 

require a different kind of critical attention was probably happening. “The official critics and 

many old poets criticized fiercely [the Misty poetry], but the focal point was not mainly in the 

political nature of the content of the poetry, but because those were ‘weird poems,’ because 

[the critics] ‘did not understand’” ‘官方批评家和许多老诗人都对之进行了激烈的批评，

但是批评的重点主要不是诗的内容的政治性， 而是因为它是 ‘古怪诗’，因为 ‘看不懂’ 

(“Wang” 184). In prose, the process was much slower and gradual, as the first trends of 

literature at the end of 1970s never left the general framework of “Mao-style,” and although 

they came up with new content, the discursive values they represented were basically the same. 

According to Li, Wang Zengqi was the forerunner of the change, which was mainly because 

he was old enough to remember the old, prewar literary language, the so-called “baihuawen” 

白话文. Zhang sees this idea as a simplification of the May 4th discussion about language 

modernization to a mere difference between the approaches of Mao Dun who advocated 

complete modernization and Europeanization of Chinese language, and Lu Xun who stood for 

keeping some of the high literary language of the past (115). Even though Zhang is probably 

right in this regard, I believe that the important part of Li’s argumentation about Wang Zengqi’s 

break from the Maoist literary discourse lies exactly in the fact that he was trying to bring back 

the “wen,” i.e. the literary quality, into Chinese literature that was for decades reduced to the 

above-mentioned retelling and copying of the “Mao-style.” Similarly, but with a different 

approach, in an article called “Modern Chinese Language and Contemporary Literature” 

(Xiandai hanyu yu dangdai wenxue 现代汉语与当代文学),33 Li mentions Wang Meng, one 

of the first Chinese writers who started experimenting with various literary techniques, who 

combined “poetry, essay, political commentaries, comic dialogues, folk proverbs, colloquial 

vernacular language, news language, slang and dialects – basically any possible textual forms 

of modern Chinese” ‘诗、散文、杂文、政论、相声、民谚、日常口语、新闻语言，外来

语和方言─几乎包括所有现代汉语中可能有的文类’ (121) in his texts exactly for the sake 

of breaking out from the boundaries of “Mao-style.” Generally, what the writers of prose, 

especially with the coming of the experimentalists after 1985, tried to do in their writing, was 

a destruction of something Li Tuo with a vague reference to some unspecified aesthetic theories 

calls “pre-structure” (xian jiegou 先结构): “If we know something, some object, ‘pre-structure’ 

                                                 

33 First published in New earth (Xin di 新地), vol. 1, no. 6, 1991. 
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determines how we know it.” ‘当我们在认识一个东西、一件事物时, “先结构” 决定着我

们怎么认识” (Li, Zhang, Wang 77). Maoist discourse is what constitutes this pre-structure and 

if literature wants to renew its language there is no other way than to break away from that 

discourse, to subvert it somehow. That was actually where the revolt of the young writers lay 

in. Theirs was the attitude of refusal of the dogma that language as a medium can actually 

reflect truth or reality, that it is anything more than a set of codes providing some king of order 

to things external. That also meant a need to find a new meaning in language and in literature, 

for themselves as the creative elements, but also for the readers. That was “the most important 

mission of literature” (wenxue de shouyao shiming 文学的首要使命) and also an attitude that 

“possesses a big subversive nature” (juyou henda de dianfuxing 具有很大的颠覆性 [Li, 

“Xiandai hanyu” 126]). This was, on the one hand, achieved by the stress on subjectivity and 

individual experience in literature (in this sense Li on the simplest level overlaps with Liu), but, 

on the other hand, especially in the case of the avant-garde literature, there were other, one 

could say more radical methods how to insert the new meaning in literature. It was basically to 

deprive literature of any meaning at all or to just reduce everything to the level of pure story-

telling, with the telling as the only meaning there is. In the end, the avant-garde was a literary 

phenomenon that liked mocking very much – “they told stories and at the same time mocked 

the telling itself, mocked themselves for their mere language games, and even mocked the 

honest readers who believed in some realness and truthfulness in ‘stories’” ‘他们一边讲故事

一边嘲弄讲故事这件事本身，嘲弄他们自己不过是在玩弄语言， 甚至嘲弄那些老老实

实地相信 “故事 ”的现实性或真实性的读者 ’ (Li T., “Xiandai hanyu” 127). If the 

modernization of literature was something that drove the activity of previous literary trends 

and their critical response, it was gradually revealed as a part of the same old discourse that the 

writers after 1985 wanted to break from. Li Tuo sees a lot of doubts about the project of 

modernization itself in the literature of the second half of the 1980s, something that was rarely 

noticed in the literary criticism at that time, because it was overshadowed by the discussion of 

Westernization to which, if fact, the literature of 1987 and 1988 also slowly started showing 

distrust and doubt (Li T., “1985” 103). This is a very interesting point in Li Tuo’s theory, and 

it is a real pity that in the end he does not further elaborate this idea. What he does talk about, 

however, and I believe it has a strong connection to a certain kind of distrust or disillusionment 

with modernization as a conscious activity, is the fact that in the first half of the 1980s this 

strange, hypocritical dichotomy between, on the one hand, the refusal of collectivism as 
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something old and outdated that needs to be replaced by individuality and subjectivity, and, on 

the other hand, the actual practice of exactly the same thing in the form of various small groups 

of writers that all proclaimed to be fulfilling some kind of task or “cause of literature” (wenxue 

shiye 文学事业). It was a time of understandable enthusiasm, but it also slowly led to a gradual 

disappearance of self, to a “spiritual suicide” (jingshen zisha 精神自杀) of individuality (Li T., 

“1985” 89-90). I think what Li is partially describing here is the rise of elitism we can find so 

openly expressed in Liu’s theory. Whereas Liu considered it a good thing within the 

modernization of Chinese literature, Li Tuo is much more skeptical, although even according 

to him this “spiritual suicide” was in the end positively reflected in the changes the literature 

after 1985 brought. However, the principle is different here and it points to a certain kind of 

secluded elitism that I will come back to later after my analysis of the works of the Chinese 

avant-garde. 

As we saw earlier, from the beginning of such discussions in China, Li Tuo paid a lot 

of attention to the idea of Westernization. His thoughts on this topic were always a little 

contradictory or let’s say a little too confusingly complex. More importantly, he rarely takes 

up this topic in the relation with the modernization of language and the “Mao-style,” except 

for the historical detours when he describes the discussions about Chinese language 

modernization between 1930s and 1950s. The only thing he mentions in this regard in the 

article about literature and contemporary Chinese is the fact that the traces of modernization 

are still perceivable in Chinese language today and that the “feeling of ‘break’” (“duanlie” gan 

“断裂”感) still worries many Chinese people involved in writing and creative thinking (Li, 

“Xiandai hanyu” 117). The direct link between this idea and “Mao-style” is not established 

here, but I still consider Li Tuo’s thoughts about Westernization of literature worth a quick 

analysis.  

Li generally promotes the idea that without Westernization there is no modernization, 

no change. However, he also criticizes the blind borrowing that was quite usual before 1985 

and that was based on misunderstanding and bad research, on “so-so study” (mamahuhu de 

xuexi 马马虎虎的学习) of Western literature and theory (Li, “1985” 101). The borrowing, 

according to Li, narrows the options for creativity. Then again, the fight against Westernization 

in the New era was always led on completely wrong fronts. People who did not entirely 

understand Western modernism were trying to warn against its bad influence on Chinese 

culture and at the same time they completely ignored the fact that some kind of modernism 

already entered the Chinese cultural sphere and there is nothing they can do about it. And then 
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again, why should they? Is this not just a nominal thing that creates problems where there are 

none and a completely unnecessary batrachomyomachia? Li Tuo quite loudly voiced the idea 

that what was being ignored in the discussion about (pseudo)modernism is the problem of 

sinicization that was historically and naturally happening to all theories coming to China. Any 

theories or -isms, including realism, came to China as foreign import, but then they transformed 

themselves over the years into something that is no longer even similar to the original European 

version of it. In the article “Another Discussion of ‘Pseudomodernism’ and It’s Critique” (Ye 

tan ‘wei xiandaipai’ ji qi piping 也谈 ‘伪现代派’及其批评),34 Li Tuo writes: “After they 

underwent this transformation, can they still be faithful to their names? And under this state of 

inconsistency between reality and naming, do we still have the need to insist on old titles?” ‘经

历这些变化之后它们是否还能名实相符? 我们是否还有必要在名实不符的清况下仍坚

待旧的称谓 ?’ (75) Those are obviously rhetoric questions and the implied answer is 

apparently no. Li Tuo, nevertheless, seems to slightly contradict himself here. He continues to 

criticize the Chinese for not understating modernism as a social current and conceiving it as a 

plain set of techniques (which is something he to a certain extent promoted himself in 1982) 

and generally for this being something very usual in China, the filtering out things from foreign 

concepts that do not suit the prescribed world-view or the immediate needs, and then using 

what is left in practice. This insisting on the fact that modernism is not just a technique might 

seem as Li Tuo himself wanted to rectify the naming. In the end, his arguments lead to another 

direction, and that is to a complete refusal of the relevance of the question of real or fake 

modernism in Chinese literature. He claims that the whole problem stems from the naturally 

unifying nature of Chinese culture, the need for the “unity of heaven and man” (tianrenheyi 天

人合一), something that translates as a lack of oppositional thinking, of “lack of deeper 

opposition between matter and spirit, object and subject in the cognitive structure” ‘知结构中

缺少物质和精神、客体和主体的深刻对立’ (“Ye tan” 81). In other words, Li Tuo claims 

that there is a pragmatic element in Chinese thinking that often causes, on the one hand, 

overseeing the underlying theory behind a certain type of practice, and, on the other hand, 

mixing theory and practice together on an ideological level and trying to always find some kind 

of unifying right way for literary endeavor. Thus, Li Tuo asks sarcastically, “why the heck do 

we now want modernism to be some ‘mainstream’ for unifying everything under heavens?” 

                                                 

34 First published in Beijing Literature (Beijing Wenxue 北京文学), no.4, 1988. 
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‘干嘛又想用现代主义当什么“ 主流” 来一统天下呢?’ (“Ye tan” 82). His idea is that the more 

we try to define what is modern or modernist, the further from the actual thing we get, because 

the more misunderstandings we create by trying to absurdly stick to irrelevant labels. In the 

end, Li expresses the futileness of such activity by ironically paraphrasing Laozi 老子 : 

“Because ‘modern that can be showed is not the enduring and unchanging modern,’ the ‘real 

modernism’ is an uncertain thing.” ‘因为 “现可现, 非常现” “真现代派” 是个没准儿的东西’ 

(“Ye tan”, 83). 

Then again, for just a tiny little bit more of contradiction, Li Tuo still says that it might 

be hard, but it is possible under certain conditions to peel the form from the content and use it 

as technique itself, which recalls his earlier, utilitarian views of 1982. It somehow fits into the 

system of his thought in the sense of promoting modernization in the Chinese way by not 

wasting time with labels but looking at the structural position of language as something 

constructing the general discourse, the “Mao-style” which must be one way or another 

overcome in order to manage any kind of change in Chinese literature.  

How political, actually, was Li Tuo within his “Mao-style” theory? I do not think the 

assumption of the political nature can be based purely on the mentioning of the name of the 

Great Helmsman, because generally it seems that Li stays much more in the realm of the theory 

of language and literature that hardly overflows into the sphere of society or politics. Of course, 

as always, the revolt against a certain discourse is an inherently political act in the Chinese 

system, but Li’s rhetoric is mostly much more objective than in case of Liu Zaifu. When I 

compare Zhang Xudong’s notions about Li being explicitly political in describing the 

“dissident subjectivity” in dismantling the Maoist discourse (114) with the actual analysis of 

Li’s texts, it seems to me that Li was at least very clever in his indirectness. It can be said that 

in his own texts he tried to break out from the shackles of “Mao-style,” and thus he chose 

expressions and phrases that in most cases, in contrary to Liu Zaifu, cannot be traced directly 

to the “holy” texts of Maoism. But in the end, Li Tuo was political – not only his involvement 

in the Tian’an men protests of 1989 and his exile prove as much, but there were instances in 

his 1980s texts as well where he allowed himself the boldness of talking about an overall 

change coming to China. Let’s close this chapter with something Li Tuo said in the trialogue 

he had with Wang Bin 王斌 and Zhang Ling 张陵 in early 1989: 

 

As I see it, the attack on “Mao-style” only started in [19]85. […] If the period of “May 

4th” was the liberation from classical Chinese and this liberation was a good thing, then 
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it was again replaced and interrupted by “Mao-style” in [19]49. But “Mao-style” itself 

is a product of the May 4th revolution, a product of baihuawen. Thus, the liberation of 

style plays a principal role in Chinese literature. And moreover, this liberation of style, 

or the second liberation of language will very quickly influence the thinking of Chinese 

people. Because when language changes, the thinking follows. But I am not confident 

enough to fully expound this topic. 

 

在我看来, 直到 85 年的小说才开始了对 “毛文体” 的冲击 […]. 如果说“五四”时期

是从文言文里解放出来, 这个解放本来是很好的, 结果到了 49 年, 又被“毛文体” 

代替了, 打断了。但“毛文体”本身又是五四革命的一个产物, 白话文的产物。所

以, 就文体的解放而言, 中国的文学也是功不可抹的。而且很快, 这种文体的解放

或者说语言的第二次解放就会影响到中国人的思维。因为语言一变, 思维也就要

随之改变。不过, 我还没有把握来把这个问题说透。(Li, Zhang, Wang 79) 

 

2.3.3 Postmodern Elements or Elementary Postmodernism: The Complementing 

Thoughts of Wang Ning and Chen Xiaoming 

 

The last thing I would like to touch upon in the first part of this dissertation are the 

discussions about the question of postmodernism in Chinese literature. Strictly chronologically 

speaking, these discussions do not really constitute a background for avant-garde literature, 

because they only started appearing at the end of the 1980s and the core of them lies in the 

1990s, a period of a different social-political atmosphere that does not fall into the framework 

of this dissertation. It is the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s that 

represents the alleged first wave of postmodernist literature in China for many domestic and 

foreign literary theoreticians. As we will see in the following chapters, certain postmodern 

characteristics are definitely quite easily identifiable in the works of the avant-gardists, albeit 

with varied degree of distinctiveness. What I am interested in here are the approaches of the 

earliest discussants and advocates of postmodernism in Chinese literature to this topic and the 

literary features they pointed to. 

The question of Chinese postmodernism is a complicated one and although there are 

very convincing studies such as Yang Xiaobin’s Chinese Postmodern or Chen Xiaoming’s 

Boundless Challenge that bring very elaborate argumentation for establishing the Chinese 
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avantgarde of the second half of the 1980s as the origin of (nothing but) Chinese literary 

postmodernism based not only on literary theories but also on the social, political and economic 

development of China, I prefer to take a more reserved standpoint to this question and consider 

it unresolved if not directly unresolvable. Moreover, I have always been doubtful about the 

very relevance of this question especially for such a short-lived phenomenon as the Chinese 

avant-garde that, regardless of its importance from the literary and aesthetical point of view, 

hardly had any continuation after 1989. Simply put, the main reason for my skepticism toward 

the relevance of this question lies in the notion that even if we would insist on the Chinese 

avant-garde being the first postmodern trend in Chinese literature, what does it mean (does it 

mean anything?) for the context of Chinese literary history when this “kind” of postmodernism 

was never actually further developed and was basically replaced with something very different 

in the 1990? 

Skepticism aside, I still believe this topic deserves some attention, not only for the 

simple reason of finishing the picture of theoretical background, but also for other reasons I 

will explain and demonstrate later. If we were to think about historical, economic and political 

development in China of the 1980s, we would hardly find a clear answer to the question of 

existence of Chinese postmodernity. We could take the prismatic approach of Fredric Jameson 

about postmodernism being equal to the social condition (or cultural logic) of late capitalism. 

Or we could try to use Lyotard’s framework of the delegitimized Grand story within the 

paradoxes of the information society as described in The Postmodern Condition. But then the 

answer would be probably no – capitalism in the sense of some hints of market economy was 

too young in China to get any close to its Western late phase, any parallels between Lyotard’s 

thought and Chinese conditions could be mainly attributed to the precipitous modernization 

that sped up but at the same time deformed the natural development of society, and generally 

we could agree with those who say the process of modernity, i.e. the reflection of 

modernization on the overall condition of society, “a local, national project of cultural 

construction, the process of social and self-constitution” (Zhang 23), had not been finished in 

China in the 1980s; but not from the philosophical point of view of Jürgen Habermas, because 

his ideas are generally too culturally Western-rooted to be applied on Chinese situation, but 

simply due to lack of time. The ten years after the end of the Cultural Revolution, during which 

the social development de facto stopped or even perversely turned back,35 were just not enough 

                                                 

35 Although even the Cultural Revolution can be from the point of view of political motivation perceived 

as a process of modernization. Yang Xiaobin approaches this phenomenon exactly this way when he talks about 
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time for the process of modernization on all fields to get settled and to be followed by 

something else, some kind of post- period.  

It is also a fact, as Wang Jing points out, that “China is only obsessed with itself” and 

a kind of power struggle with the world (High 169), which in the 1980s manifested as the need 

to catch up with the West, to prove that China is culturally equal and that it is possible to see it 

(that it is possible for China to see itself) in the context of the World. And at the same time that 

it can keep its identity, its “Chinese characteristics.” Zhang describes this as “Chinese paranoia” 

– “is that person still a Third World intellectual who sounds, reads, and thinks like Jacques 

Derrida or Fredric Jameson?” (96). He also notes, in line with what we have already seen in 

the discussions about modernism and in some views of Li Tuo, that in China, Western 

discourse has always been used mainly as a technology, as something that needs to be utilized 

and sinicized (83-84). On a similar note, Wang also mentions something we have already come 

across in Gao Xingjian’s descriptions of Lu Xun’s approach – the “take-ism” (High 146, 168). 

Then again, it is not about refusing to admit the origin of the theories, but more about their 

adjustment to a different agenda (Mu 421). This pragmatic approach may be insufficient on the 

level of the whole society and it can look suspicious in the field of theory, but in the case of 

literature as a creative process it can in the end lead to some very interesting results that do not 

necessarily stem from pure plagiarism, from the narrow-minded need to be “like them.” Which, 

as we will see shortly, is to some extent exactly where the uniqueness of the Chinese avant-

garde literature of the second half of the 1980s lies. The postmodern characteristics, the 

individual features are in this regard much more important than the question of authenticity. 

Exactly as Dirlik and Zhang say, authenticity is, in the end, something undermined by the 

postmodernism itself (9). 

I have taken this short theoretical detour to point out the fact that neither in my 

following analysis of the Chinese avant-garde literature in the second half of this dissertation, 

nor in the paragraphs below I am trying to answer or even directly research the question about 

the existence or non-existence of Chinese literary postmodernism. I consider the discussions 

important because they revealed some characteristics of the era (in terms of theoretical 

background) and of the Chinese avant-garde itself that might have stayed hidden otherwise. 

For the following description I chose two authors, Chen Xiaoming and Wang Ning, whose 

voices have been, in my opinion, the most important within the discussions about Chinese 

                                                 

the Chinese avant-garde literature as a literary mode that “corresponds to experience that is historically wounded 

by the atrocious and disastrous modern, in both political and cultural senses” (“Whence” 391). 
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postmodernism. They were among the first ones to raise this topic in China in general. I will 

analyze their articles from the end of the 1980s and also from the 1990s and beyond to see what 

they identified during their quest for finding Chinese postmodernism and how their opinions 

evolved.  

I will start with Wang Ning, because we can see in his opinions the development from 

educated restraint to equally educated certainty based on very similar arguments. In 1989, he 

published an article called “Modernism, Postmodernism and Contemporary Chinese Literature” 

(Xiandaizhuyi, houxiandaizhuyi yu Zhongguo dangdai wenxue 现代主义，后现代主义与中

国现当代文学) where he tries to open the question of postmodernism in Chinese literature 

based on theoretical understanding of the two terms mentioned in the title from the Western as 

well as Chinese point of view. 

In the first section of the article, Wang provides a quite dense but sufficiently 

exhaustive theoretical delimitation of Western modernism. The most important idea he presents 

in this introductory part is the limited understanding of modernism in China. Even though 

modernism can, in a certain simplified sense, be very broadly conceived as a challenge to 

traditional rationality and realism and as a set of new methods for exploring individuality, on 

the one hand, and revealing a new, objective truth about the essence of human existence, on 

the other hand, this is exactly how it was only understood in China. This simplifying and at the 

same time unifying way then leads to ignoring the differences between various Western 

modernist authors and genres and to mistakenly perceiving modernism as the mainstream of 

Western literature of the beginning of the 20th century. Moreover, and this is something Wang 

mentions as one of the first theoreticians in China ever and I believe it is because, in contrary 

to his predecessors, he had enough time to research the different currents of Western literature 

in depth, “this easily leads to a confusion that makes people consider modernism and avant-

garde as equal” ‘它很容易导致混乱, 使人误将现代主义与先锋派 (Avant-garde ) 相等同’ 

(“Xiandaizhuyi” 73). It is significant that Wang considers it important to mention the English 

word for avant-garde, because it points to the fact that while the Chinese term for avant-garde 

as a Chinese literary trend of the second half of the 1980s, “xianfeng wenxue,” was already 

ordinarily used, it was apparently, at least for Wang Ning, not theoretically related to the 

Western literary avant-gardes of the 1920s and 1930s. Unfortunately, Wang does not elaborate 

this idea, not in this part of his text, nor further. Instead, he mentions another topic ignored in 

Chinese perception of Western modernism and that is the historicity of this phenomenon, 

something that describes the history of Western literary movements, a chronological 
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development that historically led not only to the end of modernism, to its depleting and 

transformation into something classic (i.e. not modern anymore), but also to the emergence of 

postmodernism.  

The second part of the article provides a similarly conceived explanation of Western 

theory of postmodernism. Wang opens this part with a notion about another mistake of Chinese 

literary-theoretical circles who tend to understand postmodernism as late modernism, as a kind 

of resurrection of modernism after World War II. This is, according to Wang, especially not 

true philosophically – see Brian McHale and his theory of the opposition between 

epistemologically oriented modernism and ontologically oriented postmodernism. Wang then 

continues describing the main cultural aspects of postmodernism. He talks about decentralizing 

tendencies in literature, free usage of language (in contrary to modernism and its pursuit of 

elegance), breaking rules and making new, own ones etc. In the end, he attributes the 

phenomenon of postmodernism almost solely to the West. He says that Asian countries such 

as Japan or Hong Kong might have the “soil and environment for developing postmodern 

culture” ‘滋生后现代文化的土壤和环 ,’ but they still lack the possibility to overcome 

modernism, and thus they “can only have some latent cultural factors of postmodernism or 

show some aspects of such culture” ‘只能隐伏著某些后现代主义的文化因子或出现某些后

现代主义的文化因素’ (“Xiandaizhuyi” 77). It is interesting that he does not mention this (yet) 

in relation to China itself. Because there is a question to ask first. 

That question opens the third section of the article: Was there ever any modernism in 

China and is it possible that it already transformed into the postmodern stage? Wang answer is 

quite categorical no.  

 

In recent years, because of the appearance and dynamics of “post-new wave fiction”, 

avant-garde poetry, the attack of reportage literature, documentary literature and 

consumer literature on Chinese “pure literature” etc., people developed the feeling that 

Chinese literature already entered postmodern era, but this feeling is illusory, inaccurate, 

because China has not yet entered the stage of postindustrial society that allows for the 

postmodern literature to appear, and moreover Chinese literature itself never formed 

modernist movement. 

 

近儿年来, 由于 “后新潮小说,” 先锋派诗歌的出现和活跃, 报告文学、纪实文学、

商品文化对中国“ 纯文学” 的冲击等使人们产生这样的感觉, 即中国文学已经进入
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后现代主义时代, 这种感觉是虚幻的, 不确切的, 因为中国社会还没进入到能产生

后现代主义文学的后工业社会阶段, 加之中国文学本身也从未形成过现代主义运

动. (Wang N., “Xiandaizhuyi” 77) 

 

Wang then goes to identify two waves of modernism penetrating Chinese literature, the 

first being the beginning of the 20th century when modernism entered China together with 

realism, romanticisms and other literary trends. I am not going to report in depth on this passage, 

it is sufficient to say that according to Wang modernism never really rooted in China simply 

because of its concepts, such as aestheticism or l’art pour l’art movement, were not suitable for 

the contemporary development of society and the idea that art should first and foremost tell the 

truth.  

The second wave then naturally came after 1976, or more precisely between 1978 and 

1985. The difference between the two waves is that while the critical and translational practice 

overlapped with the actual creation of literature (i.e. it was mostly done at the same time by the 

same people) in the former, in the latter they were very often two different things and theory 

and translations usually preceded literary practice. The chronological succession is something 

we could polemize with here, because as we have seen in the case Liu Zaifu, literary practice 

could be far ahead of theory, but Wang’s point is mainly that in the New era, writers were not 

the ones who actually created the discourse of literary criticism. Moreover, according to Wang, 

another important role was played by the lack of time synchronization – the influence of 

Western modernism, as something already dead and overcome in the West, was even more 

confusing in the New era. Partly because the place of modernism in the West was already taken 

by postmodernism, but people in China could not see the difference and tended to mix up the 

two things. 

The influence of postmodernism on Chinese literature manifested itself mainly in two 

aspects – the radicalization of “pure literature” (chun wenxue 纯文学), which Wang identifies 

mainly with the Chinese avant-garde, and the commercialization of “popular literature” 

(dazhong wenxue 大众文学). He admits the influence had to be subconscious because purely 

theoretical knowledge was very much limited at that time in China. He then identifies three 

main elements in the Chinese avant-garde that show the influence of Western postmodernism.  

First, the postmodern influence “showed in anti-culturality and the destruction and 

subversion of inherent laws of contemporary language” ‘表现在反文化和对现存语言内在规



 

 

74 

律的破坏和颠覆’ (Wang N., “Xiandaizhuyi” 81). This aspect manifested itself on the level of 

new techniques of narration and narrative stance and the departure of the attention from the 

meaning of the story itself. Wang mentions Mo Yan, Sun Ganlu, Ge Fei and Wang Shuo 王朔 

(b. 1958) as examples here. Second, the postmodern influence “showed in the pursuit of, in 

comparison to realism, even more real ‘verismo,’ that is the return to the primitive” ‘表现在

对比现实主义更加真实的“真实主义”的追求上, 亦即返回原始 (Wang N., “Xiandaizhuyi” 

81). Here Wang mentions Mo Yan again and also Su Tong and their tendencies to return to the 

origins, to the basic concepts of history and life as ever repeating cycle. And third, the influence 

“showed in cold and detached attitude toward real life” ‘表现在对现实生活态度的冷漠和超

然上’ (“Xiandaizhuyi” 81). The cold and dark humor that is typical for this manifestation can 

be found in works of Yu Hua or Ge Fei. After describing these elements in “pure literature,” 

Wang repeats again that those are just partial influences and with postmodernism not rooted in 

China it is hardly imaginable that some real and authentic form of it could develop, at least 

concerning this kind of literature. He sees much apparent influence in commercial literature, 

documentary literature, romances and television, trends that are directly opposed to pure 

literature. Those trends are fiercely attacking the pure literature and maybe that might in fact 

be the sign of the actual postmodern turn in Chinese society. Wang does not elaborate this idea 

or analyze those kinds of literature more closely. He ends his article quite pessimistically when 

he says that it is hard to predict the future of Chinese avant-garde literature and criticism within 

the evolving “postmodern” atmosphere, but that one thing is sure: “The fate of postmodernism 

in China will perhaps be the same as that of modernism 60 years ago, it will not produce any 

sensational effect and similarly it will not become the mainstream of Chinese literature.” ‘后

现代主义在当今中国的命运, 也许正象现代主义在 60 年前的中国的命运一样, 产生不了

轰动效应, 同样也不会成为中国文学的主流’ (“Xiandaizhuyi” 82). 

At the beginning of the 1990s, Wang Ning published several articles in English where 

he came back to the topic of postmodernism of Chinese literature. In these articles, he shows a 

similar dichotomy between being reserved toward the idea of full-fledged postmodernism in 

China and listing features of mainly avant-garde literature that prove its postmodern nature. In 

“Confronting Western Influence: Rethinking Chinese Literature of the New Period” he 

describes the influence of Freudianism and irrationalism in Chinese literature of the 1980s and 

also touches upon the theme of the reception and misinterpretation of modernism and 

postmodernism. He notes that “since 1985, there has appeared a group of young writers who 
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are thought of as ‘postmodern’ writers because they are ostensibly different from ‘modernists’ 

both in literary ideas as well as in narrative style,” and then very interestingly suggests the 

following: “In order to differentiate these writers from the Western postmodernists, I would 

call them ‘avant-gardists’ (Xianfengpai), for this term is now a mobile concept frequently used 

to describe those Oriental writers who work against literary conventions” (“Confronting” 919). 

Wang thus, on the one hand, refuses to admit the existence of Chinese postmodernism as 

something at least similar to its Western version, hence the different name, but at the same time 

suggests that this is mainly for staying clear, not for denying the existence of Chinese version 

of literary postmodernism. This is also proven by the fact that he continues with listing 

postmodern features of the New era literature and especially of the avant-garde, which is 

basically an elaborated list of the previous three features with parody, irony, violence, feelings 

of loss and isolation, merging high and low and deconstruction of meaning added to the chart. 

He then also lists other postmodernist “tendencies” in Chinese literature apart from the avant-

garde, such as “new realism,” nonfiction writing etc. We can see a shift in his ideas here, 

because the mere “features” basically became “tendencies,” and the possibility for avant-garde 

to represent true Chinese postmodernism is maybe not confirmed, but at least not directly 

denied. In another article from 1993 he takes this idea a little bit further when he openly talks 

about “four version of postmodernism in present-day Chinese literature,” among which, 

besides commercialization, new realism, and deconstructive orientation of criticism, he lists 

avant-garde literature on the first place (“Constructing” 54-57). In the last chapter of this article, 

Wang brings up again the question of postmodernism being a typical Western (and Western 

only) phenomenon. He reaches the ambivalent conclusion that based on the various factors and 

differences between the West and the East, “postmodernism could, a priori, not emerge in 

Oriental and Third World,” but because postmodernism in the West already surpassed and 

transcended its original versions and created new ones in the East, “it is appropriate to look 

upon Oriental and Third-World avant-garde literatures as a ‘postmodernist mutation’” 

(“Constructing” 59-60). He also sticks to his original skepticism and talks about 

postmodernism being a secondary and a temporary phenomenon in China that will never 

become mainstream. 

Another twenty years later and Wang Ning was absolutely sure that Chinese avant-

garde actually is postmodern. Even the name of his 2013 article suggests so: “A Reflection on 

Postmodernist Fiction in China: Avant-Garde Narrative Experimentation.” There he states 

quite clearly: “Since postmodernist literature in China involves both Western influence and the 

logic of domestic development, it finds particular embodiment in narrative experiments by 
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avant-garde novelists” (“A Reflection” 299). He then calls the emergence of Chinese 

postmodernist fiction “a historical event” that has “contributed a great deal to the rewriting of 

international postmodernist literature and theory” by which he basically puts China firmly on 

the world-wide map of postmodernism (“A Reflection” 300). And then, when he tries very 

briefly to “define” the Chinese avant-garde, he does that by listing various postmodern 

elements in its works, suggesting again that for him, Chinese avant-garde is a postmodern 

literary phenomenon.  

Let us go back to 1989 now and build a bridge between Wang Ning and Chen Xiaoming 

using a discussion between the two that was published in People’s Literature under the title 

“Postmodernism and Contemporary Chinese Avant-garde Literature” (Houxiandaizhuyi yu 

Zhongguo dangdai xianfeng wenxue 后现代主义和中国当代先锋文学). The unfortunate 

thing about this article is that the discussants are only marked by a triangle and a square with 

no legend to identify which symbol belongs to which person. There are some clues, like the 

explanation of McHale’s theory mentioned above (Wang) or the inclination to the existence of 

real postmodernism in Chinese literature (Chen) that could suggest whose thoughts are whose. 

In general, the importance of their discussion lies more in the topics they touch upon, the 

questions they ask and the partial answers they provide than in some kind of confrontation, 

because they tend to agree on most of the things they talk about. 

At the beginning, the discussion revolves about the definitions of Western modernism 

and postmodernism and the misconceptions that followed their assimilation into Chinese 

literary theory and practice. This theoretical background, admittedly limited because “[things] 

concerning postmodernism cannot be explained in a few sentences” ‘关于后现代主义不是几

句话就能说清的,’ serves to open the more pressing topic of “what influence already had and 

henceforth will postmodernism have on Chinese avant-garde literature” ‘后现代主义对中国

当代先峰文学已经产生和今后可能会产生的影响’ (Wang, Chen 110). They come to the 

conclusion that the existence of the influence is irrefutable, but its conception is totally wrong 

due to the chaotic and unfiltered import of Western thinking into China that led to the “extreme 

notion of ‘boundless modernism’” (“wubian de xiandaizhuyi” de jiduan “无边的现代主义” 

的极端) that ignored the historical limitation of the modernist concept. Although both authors 

basically agree on this, shortly after one of the few moments of their disagreement arrives. One 

of them, very probably Wang, talks about the postmodernist features in the works of Xu Xing 

and Liu Suola, the authors, as we saw earlier, who were often labeled as modernists (and 
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criticized as such). However, those are only some individual techniques and motives and they 

do not designate those works as fully postmodern. He then repeats what he said in his own 

article from the same year: Due to sociological and economic development limits, 

postmodernism cannot exist in China, only some cultural factors of it can appear in Chinese 

avant-garde literature. Here Chen does not agree, because it would suggest that postmodernism 

is a definite set of characteristics, which is not even true for Europe, North America and Latin 

America where postmodernism manifests itself very differently and has individual, local 

characteristics. But then again, Chen agrees with the existence of the postmodernist features in 

the works of the above authors and says that it was actually the limited knowledge of these 

features that brought the label “pseudomodernism” on them. This is a very interesting idea, 

because the debate about “pseudomodernism” actually never reached this point, its main idea 

was the non-existence of the historical and social situation in China that would allow for the 

existence of modernism as something more than a set of poorly borrowed and misunderstood 

techniques. Now Chen argues that even on the level of techniques there was a misconception 

that further confused the situation. Wang does not approve the concept of “pseudomodernism” 

as such, but by mentioning Sartre’s existentialism and his works after World War II mistakenly 

understood in China as modernist, he basically comes to the same conclusion (Wang, Chen 

110-11). 

The rest of the discussion reaches a compromising point – even though Chen believes 

in the existence of some kind of “quasi-post-industrialist society” (zhun hougongye shehui 准

后工业补会) in China that is based on the very chaotic social situation after 1986, even he 

agrees that identifying postmodern features of specific works is more important at that 

particular moment. In the end “it doesn’t matter how we call the authors and works, if we want 

to get to know them, Western postmodernist works and theories are obviously an useful object 

of reference” ‘不论把这批作家作品称作什么, 要认识它们. 西方后现代主义的作品和理

论, 都显然足一个有用的参照物’ (Wang, Chen 112). 

Although Chen Xiaoming only became the main advocate of the avant-garde being the 

first wave of postmodernism in Chinese literature in the early 1990s, it is evident that he was 

very much inclined to this opinion from the very beginning. In his 1989 article “Experimental 

Catalysis of Modernist Consciousness – The Change of Literary ‘Consciousness’ in the ‘Post-

New Wave’ Literature” (Xiandaizhuyi yishi de shiyanxing cuihua – “hou xinchao” wenxue de 

“yishi” bianqian 现代主义意识的实验性催化——“后新潮” 文学的 “意识” 变迁) he tried 

to identify a certain kind of change that happened in Chinese literature of the second half of 
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the 1980s and that corresponds to and at same time is caused by the transformation of the 

depleted Western modernism into postmodernism. Before I will start analyzing Chen’s ideas, 

I would like to make a short stop and pay some attention to two terms Chen uses. 

The first is the attribute “post-new wave” (hou xinchao 后新潮 ) Chen uses for 

describing the literature of the second half of the 1980s and mainly the avant-garde. Although 

we have already seen it in the first article of Wang Ning, it is not a very common term, not in 

this context. Usually, the term “new wave literature” (xinchao wenxue 新潮文学) is used for 

the entire New era, or particularly for the more experimental literature of its last part before 

1989. Hong Zicheng, for example, mentions “new tide fiction” (the same word “chao” 潮 in 

Chinese for tide and wave) as one of the interchangeable labels for all experimentalist trends 

in the second half of the 1980s (382-83). Chen Xiaoming, nevertheless, feels the need to divide 

the New era in two and thus stress the fact that he believes a significant change happened in 

Chinese literature after 1985 that puts it in contrast with the previous trends of 1978 – 1985. 

He also tends to blur the lines between the “post-new wave” literature and the Chinese avant-

garde. In the discussion mentioned above, he (very probably) says: “No matter if we use ‘avant-

garde’ or ‘post-new wave,’ it doesn’t obstruct the fact that [the works] possess ‘postmodernist’ 

characteristics.” ‘我觉得, 不管用 “先锋派” 或是 “后新潮” , 都不妨碍它们自身具有的 “后

现代主义” 特质’ (Wang, Chen 111). 

The second term is the “modernist consciousness” (xiandaizhuyi yishi 现代主义意识). 

It is unclear from Chen’s article if this is only another variant of “modern consciousness” 

(xiandai yishi 现代主义意识) or if there is some added value in the suffix -ism. “Modern 

consciousness” is a neologism that already came into Chinese cultural discussions at the end 

of 1970s and, as Wang Jing observes, “in contrast to the derogatory term xiandai pai (xiandai 

means ‘modern,’ and pai, ‘school’), which contains the negative reference to Western 

modernism, the catchy phrase xiandai yishi was endowed when it first surfaced in post-Mao 

China with the positive connotation of a keen epochal consciousness that highlighted two 

keynote concepts of modernity, change and progress.” Whereas the former term in Wang’s 

quote mostly lost its pejorative connotations, at least in some circles, around the mid-1980s a 

lot of controversies were created around the latter term. The Party wanted to keep its 

progressive meaning strongly related to modernization (there were even seminars organized 

with the goal to officially delimit the term), while in the critical and artistic circles it started 

absorbing negative connotations similar to the disillusionment feeling that led to the creation 
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of European modernism (with the difference that whereas the frustration in Europe stemmed 

partially from the too fast development of the society, in China it was more about the 

modernization being too slow or at least led toward a wrong direction). Those tendencies were 

criticized for being a mere Western import, something decadent and, basically, contra-

revolutionary. Moreover, there were not only controversies between the official line joined by 

the advocates of realism and the modernists, but also among the latter group itself, because 

there were varied opinions on what aesthetic modernity should actually consist of. And thus, 

last but not least, “the controversy over the definition of ‘modern consciousness’ anticipated 

the terms of the later debate – the authentic versus the pseudo – that were to underlie the 

controversy over pseudomodernism in 1988” (Wang J., High 138-141).  

Chen apparently operates with this term (with or without the -ism) similarly to its mid-

1980s meaning. In the introductory paragraphs of his article, he basically defines it from the 

Western point of view as an ideology that “regards spiritual suffering as an intrinsic meaning 

of existence; regards the absurd as an essential way of existence; through resistance to reality 

endows a lonely individuality with the essential self and extends the ultimate value of life into 

mystical existence” ‘把精神苦难看成生存的内在意义; 把荒诞看成是生存的根本方式; 孤

独的个人通过反抗现实而获取自我本质, 生存的终极价值在神秘的存在里向永恒伸越.’ 

He then immediately mixes this with the Chinese situation when he says that the modernist 

ways of searching and resistance are gone and replaced by “incompleteness” (bu wanzhengxing 

不完整性) of postmodernism and that this change is also happening in Chinese literature not 

only due to external influences, but also because of cultural changes within. In the end, the 

transformation that the “post-new wave” literature causes within the modernist consciousness 

is the outcome of the experimental catalysis (Chen, “Xiandaizhuyi” 13). In other words, Chen 

postulates here quite a clear hypothesis about the parallels between Chinese literature and 

Western modernism including the essential change in the value system that brought 

postmodernism into existence.  

Chen then continues to describe some essential features he identified in the “post-new 

wave” literature that prove his arguments about the change. Among the most important ones 

he names the change of narrative techniques that detached the narration from the actual 

situation of life, the general estrangement that could be perceived as a resistance toward modern 

civilization (this one is manly connected to the “root-seeking literature”), brutality as a 

byproduct of different techniques used by different authors, and others. He closes this section 

of the article by stipulating that “concerning the Chinese contemporary experimentalist, before 
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them, there is the already collapsed civilization, behind them, there is the already withered 

‘humankind’ and they are no ‘creative subjects’ – the idea of ‘subject’ already died in the past 

together with belief and value, and they are just solitary writers” ‘对于中国当代的实验者来

说,在他们的面前文明巳经崩溃, 在他们的背后“人类” 也已萎缩, 他们不是”创作主体” — 

“主体” 这一观念已经随同往日的信念和价值一道死去 , 他们只是孤零零的写作者’ 

(“Xiandaizhuyi” 17). 

Loneliness and the lack of subjectivity are for Chen Xiaoming the two most important 

concepts that characterize the “post-new wave” literature. It is not the previous kind of 

loneliness that was manifested in the literature of the first part of the New era – that was a result 

of “dreamy pursuit of modernist ideas” (dui xiandaizhuyi guannian de menglong zhuixun 对

现代主义观念的朦胧追循 [Chen, “Xiandaizhuyi” 19]) and the weight the requirements of the 

New era put on an individual person. What Chen Xiaoming means with the “dreamy pursuit” 

is expressed earlier in the article in a way that could seem to contradict the general logic of his 

text, but that will make sense during the following analysis of Chen’s later work. Even though 

he drew a line between certain aspects of China and Western modernism that allowed for the 

transformation described in this article, he actually never really believed that something like 

modernism is even possible in China, not in the strict sense of the word. He says: “To a large 

extent, modernism is a mere theoretical dream for contemporary China, because as a 

civilizational or cultural result of historical formation, it cannot be transplanted into another 

region by the way of technological transfer” ‘现代主义对于当代中国在很大程度上仅只是

理论的梦想, 现代主义作为历史地形成的文明的或文化的成果, 它不可能以技术转让的

方式在另一个地域生长 ’ (“Xiandaizhuyi” 18). This is actually where the frustration 

eventually resulting in disillusionment and the feeling of loneliness comes from. In the second 

half of the 1980s, the situation changed and the feeling of loneliness became an “entertaining 

fragment of life” (yulexing de shenghuo suipian 娱乐性的生活碎片). This attitude is actually 

very close to postmodernism, be it in the way it conceives life, or art (“Xiandaizhuyi” 19).  

Similarly, the concept of subjectivity is very different in the “post-new wave” literature. 

Or, to be more precise, non-existent. In this regard, the literature of the second half of the 1980s 

is directly destructive, mainly on the level of narrative techniques. It “destroyed the modern 

myth of the early stage of new wave literature that ‘man is subject’ and that a man has a definite 

nature and value” ‘摧毁了前期新潮文学的关于“人是主体” 以及人具有确定的本质和价值

的现代神话’ (Chen, “Xiandaizhuyi” 19). 
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The last (but not least) characteristic of the “post-new wave” literature listed in this 

article is its mocking nature – toward reality, people, but also itself, toward the conflict between 

man and the outer world. This mockery in the end works as a part of something else, probably 

more important – the subversion. Which is, in my opinion, what this whole article articulates 

between the lines – the turn the “post-new wave” literature, or the Chinese avant-garde, brought 

to the Chinese literary field is the subversion of any imaginable values of literature (and man) 

so far. 

In 1993, Chen Xiaoming published a long article called “The Historical Transformation 

and the Rise of Postmodernism” (Lishi zhuanxing yu houxiandaizhuyi de xingqi 历史转型与

后现代主义的兴起) 36 where he fully developed all the ideas suggested above and based them 

on a profound historical study of the development (of the theories) of Western postmodernism 

as well as the historical situation in China in the 1980s. He argues that there already was 

postmodernism in Chinese literature in the second half of the 1980s, but the critics were not 

able to tell the difference yet, because they were still too immersed in the discussions about 

modernism and they tended to mix modernism and postmodernism. For Chen, “the various 

signs of postmodernism that appeared in contemporary China are really not just simple 

imitations or defraudation of contemporary Western culture” ‘当代中国出现后现代主义的

种种征兆并非是对西方当代文化的简单模仿和挪用’ (“Lishi” 22). Chen is generally very 

optimistic toward China in the sense of putting it on a global cultural map – what faith he must 

have had when talking about China in the 1980s as a part of the “global village” (diqiu cun 地

球材) of the modern world! (“Lishi” 30) – but he is also fully aware of the specificity of 

Chinese postmodernism and the social and cultural elements that contributed to its emergence. 

That is why he is able to keep the internal logic of his argumentation when, on the one hand, 

providing a big bunch of statistical information as a proof of Chinese economic development 

and modernization being the reason for postmodern condition based on the existence of 

postindustrial atmosphere and consumerism in the big cities, and, on the other hand, arguing 

that the avant-garde as the representative trend of Chinese literary postmodernism was in fact 

quite detached from the modernization movement and the developing consumer society. “The 

stage of economic development and cultural atmosphere in present-day China shows minimum 

historical conditions for producing postmodernism. But in the final analysis, contemporary 

                                                 

36 First published in Flower City, no. 2, 1993. I am using a later edition published in 2004 in a collection 

of essays on postmodernism. 
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Chinese postmodernism is the multivariate result of political situation / economy / culture – it 

is an indicator of civilizational or cultural circumstances.” 当今中国的经济发展状况和文化

氛围, 给后现代主义的产生提示了最低限度的历史条件. 但是, 当今中国的后现代主义说

到底还是政情/经济/文化多元作用的结果 ––它是种文明情境或 文化境遇的表征 (Chen, 

“Lishi” 35-36). 

For modernism, however, the story was slightly different, because “China in fact lacks 

the cultural basis and mental conditions for developing modernism” ‘中国实在缺乏现代主义

生长的文化根基和精神状态 ’ (Chen, “Lishi” 32). The reason for this is the absolute 

incompatibility of the modernist ideas with Chinese national characteristics as well as the fact 

that the young generation of Chinese literary critics sooner or later realized that modernism in 

the West is already dead and cannot bring anything useful into Chinese culture. “Only the 

rootless culture of postmodernism could emerge in the rootless reality of contemporary China.” 

‘只有后现代主义这种无根的文化才能在当今中国无根的现实中应运而生’ (“Lishi” 32). 

This rootlessness is quite an important notion in the general theory of Chen Xiaoming as well 

as in his discussions about the avant-garde literature itself. Generally, it stems from the 

dichotomy between social reality and political system that causes various paradoxes and crises 

and creates on the level of culture absurdity, lack of revolutionary integrity and clear-cut 

political opinions. This then shapes the postmodern conditions in China and enables the 

existence of postmodernist culture.  

On the level of the Chinese avant-garde literature itself, the rootlessness manifests itself 

as a lack of “cultural memory” (wenhua jiyi 文化记忆), because the only thing the young 

intellectuals of the New era had, was the “Cultural Revolution memory” (wenge jiyi 文革记

忆). Besides, there was another problem of similar importance, the disappearance of the 

realistic character of literature, something that used to be the basis of any creative production. 

Of course, the problem was not the replacement of the technique, that was actually something 

wanted and promoted, but the absence of a story to tell – it seemed that there was suddenly 

nothing to tell. And thus with the coming of the earliest authors of the avant-garde, such as Can 

Xue and Ma Yuan, “literature changed into an individualized writing experience, into a 

methodological game and a pure process of imagination” ‘文学创作变成个人化的写作经验，

变成方法论的游戏和纯粹的幻想经历’ (Chen, “Lishi” 40-41). For the other authors of the 

avant-garde who appeared on the scene a little bit later, such as Yu Hua or Ge Fei, there is 

another label related to the idea of rootlessness. Chen calls them the “late born generation” 
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(wan sheng dai 晚生代), which is a label suitable not only for the avant-garde, but for the “new 

realism” authors or others as well. There are three reasons they are called like this. One is the 

“historical feeling of being born too late” (lishi de wan sheng gan 历史的晚生感), because in 

comparison to their elder contemporaries from the ranks of the so-called “educated youth” 

(zhishi qingnian 知识青年) they did not even have proper Cultural Revolution memories that 

would give them a relevant position in the Grand history of China. Then there was the “artistic 

feeling of being too late” (yishu shang de chidao gan 艺术上的迟到感), the overwhelming 

frustration from the futile effort to catch up not only with the masters of Western literature, but 

also with their domestic predecessors, who only started writing a year or two earlier but already 

managed to come up with so many new and original ideas that it seemed like there is no space 

left. And the third thing was the “cultural feeling of decline” (wenhua shang de tuibai gan 文

化上的颓败感) which basically originated from the overall condition of the absence of history, 

reality, cultural memories, tradition etc. They did not really want to revive tradition or continue 

some kind of traditional culture, but they also did not like the necessity to put up with the 

rapidly developing commercial sphere. This only strengthened the feeling of rootlessness and 

loss (Chen, “Lishi” 41-43). 

There is one last thing to be mentioned in Chen Xiaoming’s theory, a little contradictory 

to the general definition of postmodernism. Already at the beginning of the article he mentions 

that the avant-garde is generally perceived as a part of the high culture, which might be very 

well because the controversy about the term postmodern itself provided the avant-garde with a 

place in history. Toward the end of the article Chen admits that the avant-garde actually is a 

“leftover of elite culture” (jingying wenhua de canyuwu 精英文化的残余物) and as such it is 

“suspended in an illusory space of civilization” ‘被悬搁于文明的虚幻空间’ and it is “far from 

the political center as well as from the masses” ‘远离政捕中枢，也远离大众’ (“Lishi” 46). 

This impetus toward elitism is something that could suggest that the Chinese avant-garde is 

still far from being postmodern, but for Chen Xiaoming it is just another mark of rootlessness 

that he sees as another feature confirming the status of the avant-garde as the first true 

representative of Chinese postmodernism. 

I have tried to demonstrate in the examples of these two authors, Wang Ning and Chen 

Xiaoming, the basic nature of the debates about postmodernism in Chinese literature. I wanted 

to stay quite domestic at this stage and mainly present the thoughts of contemporary Chinese 

literary theoreticians. Of course, as I have suggested in the introduction of this dissertation, the 
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West has paid quite a strong attention to this question. But here I wanted to present this issue 

as a part of the background of the New era. Generally speaking, the discussions apparently 

oscillated between similar points as those about modernism – do we have it, do we need it, if 

we have it, is it real? However, there still is a difference. We can see a deeper degree of 

erudition in the approach to the topic and it definitely provides us with another angle from 

which we could observe the contemporary perception of the Chinese avant-garde literature. 

Chen Xiaoming’s theory about the transformation between the two parts of the New era then 

also points to something that was not very clear from the discussions about modernism or 

pseudomodernism (but to be fair, it was very much obvious from Li Tuo’s theory) – that 

something unique formed on the field of Chinese literature in the second half of the 1980s, a 

trend specific enough to leave an important mark on history.  
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3 Seven Unique Branches on a Unifying Trunk: Analysis of Selected Works of the 

Chinese Avant-garde Literature 

 

In this chapter, I will analyze works of the most prominent authors of the Chinese avant-

garde literature of the second half of the 1980s. I will especially focus on those features that 

connect the works together, some of them more firmly and some of them rather loosely but still 

significantly and distinctively enough, and that represent the main characteristics of this literary 

phenomenon in general.  

Literature of the New period was naturally developing alongside the discursive changes 

and theoretical discussions described in Chapter 2. The shift in the literary-political discourse 

at first opened the possibility of new topics in literature. Consequently, with the intensifying 

discussions about the modernization of literature and especially about the implementation of 

modernist techniques, formal experiment also found its way into the works of Chinese fiction. 

I do not intend to go into detail about the specific literary trends of this period, because their 

analysis or their comparison to the Chinese avant-garde is not among the goals of this 

dissertation. However, given the fact that at the beginning I have described the avant-garde as 

a peak of the literature of the New era, I feel obliged in these introductory paragraphs to the 

analytic part of my thesis to provide at least a very brief overview of the literary development 

of this period.  

A renewed interest in fiction was quite significant for the end of the 1970s. As Jing 

Kaixuan notices, writing of prose genres “has flourished both in quality and quantity, compared 

with other periods since 1949” (76). At first, young authors started publishing works dealing 

with the wrongdoings, suffering and traumas of the Cultural Revolution. For this kind of fiction, 

the term “scar literature” (sometimes also “literature of the wounded” in English), based on the 

name of the short story “Scar”37 by Lu Xinhua, is now generally used in both Chinese and 

Western literary histories. At the same time, older authors such as Ding Ling 丁玲 (1904 – 

1986), Wang Meng (b. 1934) or Liu Binyan 刘宾雁 (1925 – 2005), condemned during the 

“Anti-Rightist” campaign in the 1950s and now rehabilitated, also start publishing again. Some 

critics such as Henry Zhao include these older authors under the label “scar literature” (“The 

River” 194), others point out the fact that, in comparison to their younger contemporaries, they 

went further back in time to the campaigns preceding the Cultural Revolution in their works 

                                                 

37 First published in Wenhuibao 文汇报, August 11th, 1978. 
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and also had stronger tendency to somehow idealize the past. Such is for example the opinion 

of Jing (81) or Yang (Chinese 20) – they call this kind of literature “introspective” 38  or 

“retrospective” (fansi wenxue 反思文学). Yang then also adds another category, the so called 

“reform literature” that described – and generally supported, although sometimes it also 

pointed out their shortcomings – the contemporary economic reforms of the New era. Typical 

example of this kind of literature is Jiang Zilong 蒋子龙 (b. 1941) and his stories such as 

“Manager Qiao Assumes Office” (Qiao changzhang shangren shuji 乔厂长上任书记)39 or 

“Foundation” (Jichu 基础).40  

Critics generally agree that the literary quality of the above-mentioned trends was not 

very high, although there are some bright exceptions such as Wang Meng and his early 

experiments with the stream of consciousness technique as demonstrated for example in his 

introspective short story “Butterfly” (Hudie 蝴蝶).41 Moreover, the early literary currents of 

the New era did not mark any significant shift on the discursive level. Li Tuo openly says that 

– including non-fiction categories such as “reportage literature” – this was all just a 

continuation of the literature of workers, peasants and soldiers (“1985” 96; “Resistance” 140). 

In this context, it is interesting to notice that whereas in the first half of the 1980s the excited 

voices of literary critics demanded something that literature was not yet able to provide, the 

situation changed quite quickly in the middle of the decade and as I have already suggested in 

the closing sentences of the chapter about Liu Zaifu’s thoughts, literature not only started to 

fulfil the wishes (as least of the progressive group) of critics, but even went much further 

beyond their imagination. 

I mentioned already in the Introduction of this dissertation that in the second half of the 

1980s the Chinese avant-garde literature partially coexisted with other literary trends. The most 

important among them, especially in connection to the avant-garde, is “root-seeking” literature. 

This literary trend represented (and formulated) by writers such as Han Shaogong, A Cheng 阿

城 (b. 1949) or Li Hangyu 李杭育 (b. 1957) is typical for its interest in tradition, in looking 

for Chinese cultural and literary identity or “roots” in order to revive Chinese literature. One 

of the main arguments for such interest was the alleged “failure in the dependence of modern 

                                                 

38 This is Jing’s term – he does not provide the Chinese version, but from his text it is quite clear he 

describes the same trend as Yang. 
39 First published in People’s Literature, no. 7, 1979 
40 First published in Shanghai Literature, no. 9, 1979 
41 First published in October (Shi yue 十月), no. 4, 1980. 
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Chinese literature on models imported from the West, i.e. from alien culture” (Lomová 217). 

However, the authors and promoters of this literary trend were not interested in Chinse culture 

as a whole but paid special attention to cultures outside the dominant Han 汉 nationality, for 

example of the ancient southern state of Chu 楚. This “search for roots” was, on the on the one 

hand, full of enthusiasm and sincere belief that this is the right way for Chinese literature to 

rise from the ashes and to be put on the global map next to Western literature, but on the other 

hand, it was also based on wishful thinking and not really erudite approach to the field of their 

interest (Gálik 159).42 

Li Tuo considers the “root-seeking” school a milestone of Chinese literature with which 

it “entered a completely different realm” ‘进入一个全新的境界’ and broke from the Maoist 

literary tradition (“1985” 92). It might have been a very short-lived literary phenomenon, 

gradually disappearing after 1987, but its importance lies exactly in the fact that it marked the 

change in Chinese literature that subsequently culminated with the avant-garde (97). According 

to Li Tuo, the works of “root-seeking” literature, although they were not concerned with 

techniques of realism and did not stress their relationship to specific social phenomena, still 

kept clear reference to reality. That is what differentiates it from the Chinese avant-garde for 

which creation was all about overt or covert language games, telling stories for the sake of 

telling itself, writing them for the sake of writing itself etc. And if “root-seeking literature” 

started the dismantling of “Mao-style,” in the works of the experimentalists it disappeared 

completely (“Xiandai” 126-7). Those elements, but not only them, is what makes the Chinese 

avant-garde literature of the second half of 1980s so unique and different. Let us now dig a 

little deeper in the works of seven of its authors and see in detail what else is left to be 

discovered about this literary current. 

 

3.1 Metafiction, Metanarration, Subversion: Ma Yuan’s Narcissism and the Semantic 

Torment of Sun Ganlu 

 

Birgit Neumann and Ansgar Nünning define metafiction as “the quality of disclosing 

the fictionality of a narrative,” whereas “metanarration captures those forms of self-reflexive 

                                                 

42 For more information about “root-seeking” literature and especially its main representative, see Mark 

Leenhout’s study Leaving the world to enter the world: Han Shaogong and Chinese root-seeking literature. For 

more historical perspectives see selected chapters of Howard Choy’s Remapping the Past-Fictions of History in 

Deng’s China, 1979–1997. 
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narration in which aspects of narration are addressed in the narratorial discourse, i.e. narrative 

utterances about narrative rather than fiction about fiction” (par. 1). Neumann and Nünning 

criticize mixing up these two terms as it used to be the general practice especially in the early 

stages of exploring the narratological phenomenon of metafiction when the first typologies of 

meta- elements in literature were created. For the sake of this chapter, I will keep in mind this 

basic difference, but I would also like to point out that in many cases in the works analyzed 

below the difference is blurred and, moreover, it does not really possess any distinctive 

meaning. On the contrary, some of the early theories of metafiction occasionally provide much 

better tools for my analysis, because by ignoring the above-mentioned difference, they are able 

to touch upon other, deeper characteristics of such kind of fiction. In her breakthrough book 

Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox, published in 1980, Linda Hutcheon talks 

about “diegetic narcissism,” i.e. self-reflectivity and self-consciousness within the narration 

itself, and about “linguistic narcissism,” meaning self-reflectivity, but not necessarily self-

consciousness on the level of language (23). Both types can have an overt or a covert form and, 

of course, they can blend on some occasions. Hutcheon writes: “In diegetic narcissism, the text 

displays itself as narrative, as the gradual building of a fictive universe complete with character 

and action. In the linguistic mode, however, the text would actually show its building blocks – 

the very language whose referents serve to construct that imaginative world” (28-29). As we 

can see, Hutcheon describes something very similar to the difference between metafiction and 

metanarration, but she chooses a slightly different point of view, taking the concept of 

narcissism as the common denominator. Similarly, Patricia Waugh in 1984 came to the 

conclusion that the writings of metafiction “not only examine the fundamental structures of 

narrative fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the literary 

fictional text” (2), which again points to the same distinction between paying special attention 

to the fictionality (of the text, or the reality as a discursive construct itself) or to the narrative 

structure, the language. Nünning puts emphasis on and arguments for distinguishing 

metanarration from metafiction, as he presents it in his “On Metanarrative: Towards a 

Definition, a Typology and an Outline of the Functions of Metanarrative Commentary.” 

However, Nünning’s classification does not always prove useful during a specific analysis, 

especially not of the works I am dealing with below, because his at times too formal 

methodology tends to limit the contextual setting. That, together with the notion of 

distinctiveness mentioned above, is why I chose to prefer the earlier theory of Linda Hutcheon. 

Metafictional or metanarrative elements are also generally considered to be 

characteristic for postmodern literature. For example, Calinescu describes such elements in his 
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overview of postmodern literary devices on many levels; he talks about “the parodic 

thematization of the author,” literally mentions “self-referentiality and ‘metafiction’ as means 

to dramatize inescapable circularity,” and then points to the “extreme versions of the 

‘unreliable narrator’” (302-3). Paradoxically, one of the theories of metafiction best applicable 

to the works of Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s is the one of 

Linda Hutcheon as she presents it in another essential study A Poetics of Postmodernism. I say 

paradoxically, because the author herself does not believe in the international character of 

postmodernism and considers it mainly Euro-American phenomenon (Poetics 4). But as I 

suggested in the previous chapter, the question of the authenticity of Chinese postmodernism 

is not the main focus of this dissertation as a whole, nor of its individual chapters. Furthermore, 

the pure fact that a theory of postmodernism describes literary devices suitably applicable to a 

certain literary work of a different environment does not point to anything more than to the 

indefinability of such features in the work, while the context of their functional analysis can 

significantly differ. In other words, the presence of such features does not necessarily establish 

the given work as postmodern, although it can establish it as a work of postmodern 

characteristics, or, to use Hutcheon’s terminology, as having the poetic quality of a postmodern 

work. This attitude can be somewhat complicated by the fact that for Hutcheon metafiction, or 

to be more accurate, historiographic metafiction, is basically a synonym of postmodern 

literature (Poetics ix) – the overall implication of this term in her theory is thus wider then my 

own approach to it and I am fully aware of the limitations I am putting on it.  

Let me summarize the main characteristics of Hutcheon’s historical metafiction that I 

will later analyze in the works of Ma Yuan, Sun Ganlu and partially also others. It is especially 

the crossing of boundaries between fiction and non-fiction as a reflection of historical reality, 

that is the border “between art and life” (Poetics 10), the revealing of reality and history as 

discourses, while fiction is “is offered as another of the discourses by which we construct our 

versions of reality, and both the construction and the need for it are what is foregrounded” (40). 

Historiographic metafiction then “refutes the natural or common-sense methods of 

distinguishing between historical fact and fiction” and it is “asserting that both history and 

fiction are discourses, human constructs, signifying systems, and both derive their major claim 

to truth from that identity” (93). And last but not least, metafiction is “showing how narratorial 

(and authorial) freedom is, in terms of characters (and readers), really another name for power” 

(207). 

There is another useful theory of metafiction, which completely focuses on Chinese 

literature. In his article “The Rise of Metafiction in China,” Henry Zhao identifies metafictional 
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elements in the works of several Chinese authors of the second half of the 1980s and expresses 

the idea that it is one of the common and most important characteristics of this current of fiction. 

His theory is vaguely based on some very early notions of metafiction in the works of Roman 

Jakobson and Robert Scholes and the definition by Imhof Rudiger, while completely ignoring 

both Linda Hutcheon and Patricia Waugh, although all three books mentioned above were 

already published by the time Zhao’s article came out. Nevertheless, Zhao provides a simple 

theory that is very unique and complex and that is apparently conceived the other way around 

– it stems from the analysis of the works of Chinese literature, not pre-exists them. And 

although Zhao’s theory is very broad, which makes it, on the one hand, universally applicable 

to a wide range of works with different characteristics, it is, on the other hand, limiting at the 

same time, due to the simple reason of being too little specific, exactly because of its broadness. 

Zhao describes three types of metafiction. The first type corresponds to the definition 

of the self-reflective narration that was offered above. In the avant-garde it is represented by 

Ma Yuan whom we will have a closer look at shortly. Its main goal is to question the 

authenticity of the narrated events and explore the relationship to truth, and so the “narrational 

mediation is foregrounded as an almost masochistic self-exposure, and the fabrication is shown 

to possess more power to induce the sense of reality than the verisimilitude of conventional 

fiction” (“The Rise” 93). 

 The second type Zhao calls “pre-textual metafiction” and it includes texts that 

somehow allude to other (groups of) texts. Such work then “intentionally exploits the reader’s 

memory of some previous text or texts and uses it or parodies it to achieve a meaning that 

otherwise cannot be deciphered at all” (“The Rise” 93). This notion is to a certain extent similar 

to Jameson’s theory of pastiche that he presents as one of the main features of postmodernism 

and differentiates if from a similar literary technique of parody (“Postmodernism” 17). For 

Zhao, Yu Hua with his (anti-)allusions to popular genres such a martial arts literature (wuxia 

wenxue 武侠文学) is an example of this second type of metafiction.  

With the third type, the author goes even further. Calling it “para-fictional metafiction,” 

he claims that “all meaning systems […] – consciousness, imagination, experience, knowledge, 

human relationships, history, culture, ideology, etc., can all be regarded as texts in the broadest 

sense […]. In metafiction, however, these are regarded as man-made fictional systems 

composed more or less in the same way as the narrative text, and human beings are basically 

‘fiction-makers’ in their relations to the world” (“The Rise” 94). With this very extensive 

approach that originates from the notion that all texts are to some extent metafictional, only in 
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contemporary metafiction this feature is brought to the foreground, Zhao arrives to some – 

interconnected, as must be stressed– conclusions that are worth briefly mentioning and 

elaborating here. 

The first is his notion of parody that permeates both the second and third type of 

metafiction in his typology. Then there is what Zhao calls “meta-sensibility,” i.e. the awareness 

of the inability to reflect the real world and the abandonment of any search for the values of 

truth. And last but not least, there is the shift from the depiction of experience in the narrative 

text to the narrative text itself being the experience, which, according to Zhao, makes the avant-

garde “the first genuinely formalist schools in the history of modern Chinese literature” (“The 

Rise” 98). Parody is definitely one of the prominent features of metafiction. But as Linda 

Hutcheon observes: “Parody is […] an exploration of difference and similarity; in metafiction 

it invites a more literary reading, a recognition of literary codes. But it is wrong to see the end 

of this process as mockery, ridicule, or mere destruction” (Narcissistic 75). The same can be 

then related to the second and third of Zhao’s conclusions. The inability to reflect the real world 

is not destructive and it does not necessarily lead to the abandonment of the search for the 

values of truth or to pure formalism devoid of all content. The search actually continues, but it 

explores new ways of reaching new kinds of truth – formalistic experiment being one of the 

means, not goals of this search, although the text undoubtedly becomes the experience, which 

is something we could see in Chen Xiaoming’s theory as well. 

Zhao says that the concept of metafiction was unknown to authors and critics in the 

second half of the 1980s and they did not pay much attention to those elements. That is only 

partially true, because as I will show shortly on the case of Ma Yuan, although the theoretical 

background might have been limited, the self-referential characteristics certainly brought some 

interest. More importantly, Zhao expresses the idea that “the meta-sensibility in recent 

Mainland China fiction seems to be something of which even the Chinese metafictional writers 

themselves are not aware” and that is why it cannot be considered a “‘bogus metafiction’ or an 

imported fashion,” but it is something that came with the “development of Chinese culture 

itself” (“The Rise” 95). I would argue that it is exactly this notion, with which I completely 

agree, that allows us now to examine the metafictional features of Chinese avant-garde fiction 

of the second half of the 1980s on the background of Western theories such as the one of Linda 

Hutcheon, without necessarily coming to the same conclusions those theories where created to 

prove. 
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Ma Yuan comes from Liaoning 辽宁  province in northeastern China and he is a 

member of the major Chinese ethnic group Han 汉. Most of his works were, however, written 

in Tibet, where he spent several years in the 1980s. Alongside other important authors of the 

so-called “new fiction from Tibet” (Xizang xin xiaoshuo 西藏新小说), he became a prominent 

member of a group of Chinese writers, painters and other artist that Kamila Hladíková calls the 

“Lhasa Salon” (The Exotic 39). I will come back to Tibet in Ma Yuan’s works in one of the 

following chapters, because I believe it is hardly connected to the metafictional or 

metanarrative qualities of his texts and as such it plays only a secondary role. But we still might 

find it important from a certain point of view that is more significant for other authors of the 

Chinese avant-garde fiction. In my opinion, the environment of Tibet represents a mere 

background in Ma Yuan’s stories – however suitable in its “orientalist” romanticism, in the 

mystery of the unknown, it is still not even a construction material, but just a secret, obscure 

and in a way confusing ingredient. From the thematic point of view, the author’s attention is 

focused into another direction – from the environment it shifts to the story itself that in many 

ways goes beyond the simple effect of its location, but then it does not even stay there and 

continues further to the process of constructing the story, to the language as a construction 

material and the general principles of ontology of the fictional world. The focus is continuously 

changing from one point to another and back, it moves freely within the narration, causing 

sudden breaks in the narration, lack of closure and obscurity of meaning. 

The above-mentioned focus shift can be clearly illustrated by the following excerpt of 

the beginning of the novella “Fabrication” 43 (Xugou 虚构): 44  

 

Some people say I went to Tibet for the sake of writing. This is not the place to discuss 

the truth or falsity of such an assertion. That I have been to Tibet is a fact. And it’s also 

                                                 

43 There are several translations of Ma Yuan’s short stories and novellas available in English. I have tried 

to use them as much as possible in this dissertation (according to their availability), but I have taken the liberty to 

adjust them for the sake of accuracy and sufficient degree of literality (even if sometimes at the expense of artistry) 

and also because the translators sometimes took their own liberty and omitted some parts of the original texts that 

I consider important. If citation is not marked, the translation is mine. The same goes for all the other quotes from 

the analyzed works of fiction in this dissertation. 

In the particular case of the name of this novella, I have used the title created by J Q Sun in the translation 

that appeared in the collection of Chinese avant-garde stories The Lost Boat, Avant-Garde Fiction From China. I 

favor this translation over Herbert Batt’s “A Fiction,” because “xugou” 虚构, originally a verb in Chinese, means 

“to make up” something, “to fabricate” (e.g. a story) and thus the title “Fabrication” points better to the process 

of making up, whereas “fiction” is a static word that moreover does not really capture the meaning of the whole 

story implied in the title.  
44 First published in Harvest (Shouhuo 收获), no. 5, 1986. 



 

 

93 

a fact that I have written tens of thousands of characters about Tibet, all in the language 

of the Han people, in other words, Chinese. It is true that I was in Tibet for a long time, 

without learning a single word of their language. What I have been talking about is the 

people there, the environment, and the stories that might be in that setting. A careful 

reader will notice that I have used the word “might.” I think such readers might not 

notice that I did not use the word “occur.” Where others use “take place,” “occur,” I 

use the verb “be.”  

This is not a linguistics course, so let’s drop the subject. (Ma, “Fabrication” 101-102; 

trans. edited) 

 

有人说我是为了写小说到西臧去的。我现在不想在这里讨论这种说法是否确切。

我到西臧是个事实。另外一些事实是我写了十几万字有关西臧的小说。 用汉字

汉语。我到西臧好像有许多时间了。我不会讲一句那里的话; 我讲的只是那里的

人，讲那里的环境，讲那个环境里可能有的故事。细心的读者不会不发现我用

了一个摸棱两可的汉语词汇，可能。我想这一部分读者也许不会发现我为什么

没用另外一个汉语动词，发生。我在别人用发生的位置上，用了一个单音汉语

词，有。 

我不讲语言学教程，这个话题到此为止 (Ma, Xugou 2). 

 

This example illustrates well not only the shift of attention from the environment to the 

narration, but generally the metafictional, or in this case more appropriately metanarrative 

character of Ma Yuan’s work. The excerpt also points out quite clearly the narcissism Linda 

Hutcheon talks about. The novella opens with the famous sentence that from the beginning 

draws attention to the authorial figure of the narrator: “I am Ma Yuan, that Chinese45 writer” 

                                                 

45 The narrator uses the Chinese word “Hanren” 汉人, meaning literally “a person of the major Chinese 

ethnic group Han,” to describe himself. This word can be simply translated as “Chinese,” exactly as Herbert Batt 

does. J Q Sun is more literal when translating this part as “I am the person known as Ma Yuan, a Han Chinese” 

(Ma, “Fabrication” 101). I have, nevertheless, chosen Batt’s translation here for another reason. Although I believe 

it actually was the author’s intention to point to the fact that he or the narrator representing him in the story is not 

Tibetan or any other ethnic minority, what seems more important at this point of the analysis is the fact that Batt 

keeps the demonstrative pronoun “that” (nage 那个) in his English version. I would argue that this further 

strengthens the narcissistic and generally metafictional tone of the sentence, because it seems like the author 

would presume that he is already known by the reader, that he is not a Chinese writer, but the Chinese writer. 

Moreover, in Chinese there is also the adverb “jiu” 就 used before the pronoun, which could be further translated 

as “exactly” or “precisely.” We could then also translate the whole sentence as follows: “This is me, I am that 

Chinese writer called Ma Yuan.” 
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(Ma, Ballad 134) ‘我就是那个叫马原的汉人, 我写小说’ (Ma, Xugou 1). When applying 

Hutcheon’s scheme to Ma Yuan, we can easily reach the conclusion that most of his work 

clearly demonstrate the overly diegetic type of narcissism, with some ironic digressions toward 

linguistic narcissism as in the case of the “linguistics course” comment above. It is important 

to say that Hutcheon stresses that in her theory the word “narcissism” does not bear a pejorative 

meaning. Nor does it in the case of Ma Yuan. In his work, narcissism reveals itself in the 

frequent thematization of the author and the self-reflectivity and self-confident self-

consciousness of the text. But this kind of narcissism does not limit the ways of communication 

between the work and the reader, nor does it lock the work in meaningless graphomaniac self-

adoration. On the contrary, it brings the reader – generally, but especially the Chinese reader 

of the 1980s – a unique experience of widening the possibilities of participation in the creative 

process usually reserved for the author and/or the narrator. It is very interesting to notice that 

– without any clues suggesting that Hutcheon’s text had been known to the author – this feature 

was actually already described in 1987 by Wu Liang who mentions the “narcissistic character” 

(zilian tezheng 自恋特征) of Ma Yuan’s narration in his article “Ma Yuan’s Narrative Trap” 

(Ma Yuan de xushu quantao 马原的叙述圈套 [47]). Wu is also the reason why I did not 

completely agree with Zhao that in the second half of the 1980s, Chinese critics did not pay 

attention to the self-referential, metafictional features of contemporary fiction.  

Before I proceed to further analysis of the above-mentioned novella, there is one 

approach to the characteristics of Ma Yuan’s work I feel obliged to mention here for the sake 

of completeness and also because it points to some very useful observances. In the chapter 

“Narratorial Parabasis and Mise-en-Abyme: Ma Yuan as a Model” of his study about Chinese 

postmodernism, Yang Xiaobin refuses to use the term metafiction, because according to him 

the fictionality in the author’s works is not intensified, but it is, on the contrary, challenged. 

Instead, Yang uses the term “permanent parabasis” of German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel 

(1772 – 1829). “Parabasis in Ma Yuan, as the author’s self-revelation, serves to unmask the 

narrator as manipulator and to disclose the conflicts within the narrative voice(s)” (Yang X., 

The Chinese 160). But if we consider the narrator a manipulator, which is certainly quite 

suitable in the case of Ma Yuan, then we do not talk either about intensifying or weakening of 

fictionality, but about blurring the differences between the (alleged) truth and fiction. This then 

relates to another general characteristic of metafiction that I have demonstrated above with the 

refence to Patricia Waugh – it does not only deal with its own fictionality, but it also transcends 

into the ontological essence of both narrative reality and empiric reality. Besides that, 
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metafiction also naturally explores the relationship between the two realities mentioned. 

Yang’s opinion is thus quite problematic, although the term “permanent parabasis” is definitely 

useful, especially when Yang treats it – in the frame of Schlegel’s definition – as the essence 

of irony, which he further elaborates in the specific case of Ma Yuan to be structural irony or 

“a narrative madness” (The Chinese 166). As the title of Yang’s book suggests, irony (as a 

feature that stems from something we could to the same effect call permanent parabasis or 

metafiction) is for him one of the basic characteristics of Chinese avant-garde fiction in general. 

As I will show later, Ma Yuan’s works are full of ironic, if not sarcastic utterances that usually 

manifest themselves when the narcissistic, metanarrative tendencies of the texts are at their 

strongest. 

The first chapter of the novella “Fabrication” describes the history and creative methods 

of Ma Yuan as the author and at the same time assures the reader about the authenticity of the 

subsequent story about his stay in a community of lepers in Maqu village (Maqu cun 玛曲村). 

To affirm his truth-telling position, Ma Yuan writes: “I’m not like Hemingway, venting his 

spleen with an ‘Isn’t it nice to think so.’ When I thought of it, I had to do it, and I did it” (Ma, 

Ballad 135). ‘我不是个满足于 “想一想不是也很好吗” 的海明威式的可以自己宽解愁肠

的男入。我想了就一定得干，我干了’ (Xugou 3-4). This is the best and clearest example of 

overt diegetic narcissism. And however serious it might seem from the opening sentences, the 

inherent irony eventually fully reveals itself. 

The metafictional framework of this novella consists not only of the first chapter, but 

also of the ending of the narration of the actual story itself. At the beginning, Ma Yuan as the 

author talks about spending seven days in Maqu village. Approximately in the middle of the 

novella, the narrator and at the same time main character is unable to remember how long he 

has already been in the village, but he determines his arrival at May 3rd and estimates the length 

of stay to be four days (which corresponds to the described overnights in the house of one of 

the female inhabitants of the village). At the end of the story, however, a time paradox appears 

– when leaving Maqu, the narrator / main character learns that it is only May 4th, as if he only 

spent one single day in the village. The trustworthiness of the whole story is thus challenged 

and the relatively realistically described events of the stay in the village suddenly seem unreal 

and in a certain degree mysterious. At the same time, the structural irony described by Yang 

fully shows – and the reader realizes that the whole opening chapter is overflowing with it. Not 

to mention the irony in the relationship between the name of the novella, the opening chapter 

and the rest of the story. 
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But to be precise, the real beginning of “Fabrication” is actually not the famous, 

narcissistic sentence. This novella, in fact, begins with a quotation of (naturally fictional, at 

least the contemporary language tells us as much) apocryphal Buddhist sutra that says: “Gods 

are all alike: blindly self-confident… whence their egocentric faith in themselves. Each god 

believes himself extraordinary, unique. In reality they’re all alike. In creation myths, for 

instance, their different methods are as similar as peas in a pod. The method is perpetual 

refabrication” (Ma, Ballad 134). ‘各种神祇都同祥地盲目自信，它们惟我独尊的意识就是

这么建立起来的。它们以为惟有自己不同凡响，其实它们彼此极其相似; 比如创世传说, 

它们各自的方法论如出一辙，这个方法就是重复虚构 (Ma, Xugou 1) Here Ma Yuan’s 

ironic winking surpasses the framework of one novella and touches the concept of (literary) 

creation in general.  

This apocryphal sutra also appears in the short story “A Wall Covered with Strange 

Patterns” (Tuman guguai tu’an de qiangbi 涂满古怪图案的墙壁)46 as a manuscript found in 

the inheritance of one of Ma Yuan’s frequently used characters Yao Liang 姚亮 after the 

character’s mysterious death. The discovered manuscript plays an important part of an oracle 

text that predicts and comments on the events that are still to happen to the characters of the 

story. Paradoxically, directly in the opening part, the manuscript also mentions the short story 

itself:  

 

Because of their selfish mentality, some people like using enigmatic language 

seemingly permeated with symbols. They write stories that can be read from any place 

in the middle or at the end, and then they give the stories some unfathomable name such 

as “A Wall Covered with Strange Patterns.” They say it’s because of the search for 

understanding; but it’s hard to understand those words anyway.  

 

有些人出于自尊意识，喜欢用似乎充满象征的神兮兮的语言，写可以从后面从

中间任何地方起读的小说，再为小说命名一个诸如–––涂浩古怪图案的墙壁–––

这样莫测高深的标题。他们说为了寻求理解; 这话同样令人难于理解。(Ma, 

Aiwu 109) 

                                                 

46 First published in the short story collection No Sailboat on Western Sea (Xi hai wu fanchuan 西海无

帆船), Xizang renmin chubanshe, 1987.  
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This short story revolves around Lu Gao 陆高, another character we can often find in 

Ma Yuan’s stories, and his search for Yao Liang’s alleged mistress. Although to be honest and 

precise, it is unclear who this story actually is about, or even better, who is actually who in this 

story, as it opens with these confusing sentences: “I have decided not to appear in this story. 

Perhaps I am just a certain character the reader would feel pitiful about. That character is 

definitely lovely a little bit as well. That character cannot be me. His name is Yao Liang, but 

Lu Gao will work as well. Seems like this story is about both Lu Gao and Yao Liang. And 

maybe not.” ‘我下决心在这个故事里不出现我。也许我只是其中的某个令读者可怜的角

色，但那个角色必定也有几分可爱。那个角色不会是我。他叫姚亮，叫陆高也行。看

来这又是陆高和姚亮两个人的故事了。也不一定’ (Ma, Aiwu 109). 

In any case, it is a typical example of Ma Yuan’s “narrative trap” as described by Wu 

Liang (“Ma Yuan” 45) as well as Chen Xiaoming (“Lishi” 45). The subject of this story are 

not the events described in it, but the process of constructing the narration, the crystallization 

and at the same time deconstruction of narrative reality on various levels. If this is something 

the reader does not realize or refuses to accept, if he relies too much on the story itself and tries 

to rationalize it, he will never be able to escape the sophisticatedly planted narrative trap. As 

in Ma Yuan’s other works, there are more questions than answers and the mighty “might” from 

the opening of “Fabrication” reaches monstrous proportions here. Lu Gao might have found 

Yao’s mistress, but it also might have been just a dream. The manuscript might exist, but it 

might as well not and there is only a very unclear possibility one might escape its predictions. 

In one part of the story, Yao Liang directly talks about Ma Yuan the author through the 

character of his (might be) mistress. He berates Ma Yuan for the exploitation of his life and 

criticizes him for his ignorance of the real essence of the characters in his other works, such as 

the short story “Three Ways of Folding a Paper Kite” (Die zhi he de sanzhong fangfa 叠纸鹤

的三种方法).47 This makes the noose of the narrative trap even tighter and it also marks an 

even cleverer shift of the metafictional character of Ma Yuan’s work into the intertextual sphere. 

One of Ma Yuan’s earliest and definitely most cited works, basically the one that made 

him famous among literary critics in China, is called “The Spell of Gangdise Mountains.” 

Besides other characters, we can also find Yao Liang and Lu Gao here. This novella consists 

of three only very vaguely connected stories – an expedition to find the mythical Yeti, an 

                                                 

47 First published in Tibetan Literature (Xizang wenxue 西藏文学), no. 4, 1986. 
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attempt to participate in the Sky burial and the fates of two Tibetan shepherds. The way Ma 

Yuan treats his characters is very well illustrated in the opening section of the second story: 

“Now I’ll tell another story, one about Lu Gao and Yao Liang. I have to clarify that there is not 

necessarily such a person as Yao Liang, because it’s not sure that Yao Liang was always 

following Lu Gao that year. But it’s also not sure that Yao Liang didn’t come to Tibet for work. 

Alright, let’s say Yao Liang came to Tibet as well […] OK, settled.” ‘现在要讲另一个故事，

关于陆高和姚亮的另一个故事。应该明确一下， 姚亮并不一定确有其人，因为姚亮不

一定在若干年内一直跟着陆高。但姚亮也不一定不可以来西藏工作啊。[…] 就这样说

定了 (Ma, Xugou 63). At the end of the novella the author appears to be trying to answer the 

questions about the discontinuity and incompleteness of the respective stories and about the 

“empty spaces” in the narrative – a narrative device Ma Yuan often and gladly uses, which is 

not really an ellipsis in the temporal, duration sense of the word as for example Rimmon-Kenan 

describes it (51-56), but more another form of manipulation, a further shift from the story (as 

narrated events) to the narrator, the master of the story. With his typical irony he only partially 

answers those questions, and even further teases the reader by saying: “What, you want another 

‘And then’ Dear Reader?” (Ma, Ballad 255) ‘然后––– 还用然后吗，我亲爱的读者? (Ma, 

Xugou 105) 

But of course, there is another “And then.” Then comes the realization that Yao Liang’s 

death in “A Wall Covered with Strange Patterns,” which “wasn’t a suicide, wasn’t a murder, 

wasn’t a sudden death after a short illness” ‘不是自杀。不是他杀。不是暴病突然亡故’ (Ma, 

Aiwu 111), was in fact just an insidious will of the author, a tool for the construction of his 

narrative trap. And if we go back to the quotation of the “fake” sutra from the beginning of 

“Fabrication,” the basic characteristics of Ma Yuan’s creative method reveals in front of us: 

With a high degree of irony and self-irony, but also with a lightness gained by realization of 

the simplicity, but at the same time effectivity and above all the natural character of such a 

process, Ma Yuan simply plays his own, sufficiently self-confident, but definitely not blind, 

almighty god. We could say that Ma Yuan is doing exactly what Liu Zaifu warned about when 

he said that the interference of the author in the “life” of his characters must be limited and that 

he is not supposed to play god, because that would do no good to the required strengthening of 

subjectivity. But as I have already suggested, I argue that Liu’s notion was directed against the 

discourse and not really the author. Moreover, Liu talked about some external rules being 

applied to the characters. But Ma Yuan is blurring the boundary between the internal and 
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external space of the story and the reality, respectively, and what is more important, there are 

no rules here. The only thing that could be ordering the world within the story is the author’s 

will, but as disordered as it is itself, quite intentionally, I would say, it does not really contain 

any kind of rules. The principle here reminds much more of Lyotard’s description of 

postmodern literature and the position of the writer, where “the text he writes, the work he 

produces are not in principle governed by preestablished rules, and they cannot be judged 

according to a determining judgement, by applying familiar categories to the text or to the work. 

Those rules and categories are what the work of art itself is looking for. The artist and the writer, 

then, are working without rules in order to formulate the rules of what will have been done” 

(Lyotard, The Postmodern 81). So, in the end, what Ma Yuan does is not that much against Liu 

Zaifu’s notion of plain manufacturing. On the contrary, it supports his idea about the writer 

who is in control of the relationship between art and reality, who is the moving force of history. 

The only difference, or maybe a question, lies in the positive attitude Liu requests from the 

writer in order to fulfill his bold visions, that is in the case of Ma Yuan doubtful at least. But 

the essence is that although Ma Yuan certainly does not serve his characters and is not passive 

toward them within his active creativity, he does not do it from the same motives Liu is 

denouncing, but is, on the other hand, motivated by something Liu himself is supporting. As 

such, he is choosing a middle way Liu Zaifu could not presume in his theory. 

For the advocates of the orthodox line of Mao’s Talks, Ma Yuan would be an easy 

target. There is the obvious inherent political statement hidden in any formal experiment, of 

course. Then there is for example the fact that the characters in Ma Yuan’s works are very often 

writers or other artists, which puts Ma Yuan in the realm of what Mao critically describes as 

“many comrades concern themselves with studying the petty-bourgeois intellectuals and 

analyzing their psychology, and they concentrate on portraying these intellectuals and excusing 

or defending their shortcomings” ‘有许多同志比较地注重研究小资产阶级知识分子，分

析他们的心理，着重地去表现他们，原谅并辩护他们的缺点’ (29, 31; 30). The same then 

applies for the all-too-clear inspiration by foreign modernist writers, the “harmful dogmatism 

in literature and art,” I talked about in the analysis of the Talks. As Chen Xiaoming says, “Ma 

Yuan did not at all get rid of the influence of certain masters, for example Borges” ‘马原并没

有摆脱某些大师的阴影，例如博加赫’ (“Lishi” 42). It is necessary, however, to look deeper 

than these easily identifiable, in a way superficial elements that actually did not really 

constitute a reason for political attack anymore, not in the times of vivid discussions about 

modernist techniques and the general atmosphere of shifting literary discourse. It is the 
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metafictional element of Ma Yuan’s works that represents much more complex and essential, 

if not insidious, subversion. 

For Yang Xiaobin, Chinese avant-garde literature as a whole undermines the dialectical 

and teleological order of history in the frame of Maoist discourse, the linear progress from 

struggle to victory (The Chinese 153). Ma Yuan’s approach is nevertheless unique in many 

aspects. He does not only point out how our reception of the present could be distorted by 

damaged memory or simple subjectivity (as we will see later on the examples of Ge Fei and 

Yu Hua), nor does he try to replace the representation of the empiric reality with the universal 

reality of human soul (as I will demonstrate in some works of Can Xue). Ma Yuan’s subversion 

consists of the distortion of ontological order between the reality of the world and the reality 

of the work of art and at the same time of challenging the mimetic function of literature of 

realism.48 This could bring us all the way back to Lenin’s theory of reflection that has been 

refused by Liu Zaifu as ineffective and lacking in accuracy. Ma Yuan certainly keeps his right 

to a subjective view on reality Liu is defending against the mechanical reflection theory, but 

he goes again beyond Liu’s imagination when not only projecting the subjective values into 

the objective world but questioning the objective as such. His “creative mechanism of 

reflection” is acknowledging the pairs of subjective objectivity and objective subjectivity of a 

man, but then goes a step further and – quite in line with Liu, but still slightly more extremely 

than expected – subordinates the questionable objective to the sheer force of ontological 

creativity of the subject. 

And thus, we can also clearly see how the metafictional and metanarrative elements in 

Ma Yuan’s stories can, as Hutcheon puts it, “disrupt the codes that now have to be 

acknowledged” (Narcissistic 39). And if “realist dogma postulates a common real referent that 

all readers share, despite individual ideolects” (Narcissistic 95), then Ma Yuan opposes this 

postulation by pointing out the fact that reality can be in a certain way constructed by literature 

and thus what literature represents is actually not reality but another stage of fiction. Ma Yuan 

openly reveals possible manipulability of reality, especially if the above-mentioned ontological 

potential of literature is concealed. And as he continues “playing god,” Ma Yuan demonstrates 

that if (and because) our perception of reality is always dependent on language, it, on the one 

hand, limits our knowledge, but, on the other hand, gives us a certain kind of omnipotent 

                                                 

48 Here I am using the term “realism” in the Barthesian sense, or, even more precisely and suitable for 

this occasion, as what Hutcheon describes as “formal realism [that] seemed to refuse to give independent power 

to (or even pay any attention to) its medium, language. Character, action, morality, representation of reality – not 

words – were its conscious concerns” (Narcissistic 11). 
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creative tool. This concept goes beyond the frame of narrative fiction and touches upon any 

existing texts. Patricia Waugh in her study about the character of metafiction mentions that 

“metafiction suggests not only that writing history is a fictional act, ranging events 

conceptually through language to form a world-model, but that history itself is invested, like 

fiction, with interrelating plots which appear to interact independently of human design” (49). 

Ma Yuan, however, seems to be denying these independent plots the right to exist, replacing 

them with ubiquitous doubt. But by doing this he only underlines the manipulative essence of 

fiction and creates the structural irony Yang talks about. 

This process then brings us to the questions of reference, something very essential for 

any metafictional or metanarrative writing. I have already mentioned Zhao’s statements about 

the “meta-sensibility” and pure formalism in Chinese avant-garde literature. Zhao’s attitude is 

rather neutral, and he does not elaborate further on those ideas. But it can remind us about the 

clearly negatively conceived notion of Fredric Jameson about postmodern literature. Jameson 

talks about “the degradation of the signified into its material signifier or, if you prefer, the 

eclipse of the illusion of transparency, the unexpected transformation of a meaning into an 

object, or, better still, its deconcealment as something already reified, something already 

opaque in advance, whether that opacity be revealed as the sound and complexion of words or 

as their printed reproduction and the meaningless spatiality of individual letters” 

(Postmodernism 140-41). But as we can see from the analysis of Linda Hutcheon, it is not 

possible or even desirable to just reduce the question of reference into a textual, formalistic 

game. When Barthes says that from the referential point of view (meaning the point of view of 

reality) there is nothing happening in narrative, that it is all just a phenomenon of language as 

such, its adventure, its unceasing celebration, Hutcheon refuses it as an exaggeration. On the 

contrary, she states that such a formalistic approach is much more typical for modernism then 

for postmodernism (Poetics 144). But this is indeed a dichotomy that does not interest us here. 

More importantly, she further states that “what historiographic metafiction does is reinstate the 

signified through its metafictional self-reflexivity about the function and process of meaning-

generation while at the same time not letting the referent disappear. Such postmodernist fiction, 

however, also refuses to allow the referent to take on any original, founding, controlling 

function” (Poetics 149). In other words, metafiction intentionally manipulates facts and 

meanings, in order to teach the reader “to see all referents as fictive, as imagined” (Poetics 

153). But this does not mean that Hutcheon completely refuses the fact that the texts itself 

cannot be what the work of fiction refers to. But it is no degradation in the Jameson’s sense, 

but one of the varieties of equal ways of reference. According to Hutcheon, there are at least 
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five basic ways or directions of reference: Intra-textual reference (fiction is fiction; this is 

something postmodern literature tends to question), self-reference (metafictionality on the level 

of the language; i.e. something Nünning would prefer to be called metanarration), intertextual 

reference (toward other texts, either on the level of words, or structure; i.e. “pre-textual 

metafiction” in Zhao or pastiche in Jameson), textualized extra-textual reference (similar to 

intertextual reference, but with the emphasis on “historiography as presentation of fact, as the 

textualized tracing of event”), and “hermeneutic” reference (the necessary involvement of the 

reader whose participation is directly required by the metafictional works [Poetics 154-56]).  

Let us go back to the overly narcissistic beginning of the novella “Fabrication” and the 

“linguistic course” Ma Yuan is (not) teaching there. This shift from what is told to how it is 

told is not a self-serving exhibition, a joke, a reduction, or a degradation of the texts to its own 

material. According to the above-mentioned classification, this is an obvious self-reference, 

but we can also trace some elements of intertextual reference, contested intra-textual reference 

and of course hermeneutic reference. The intertextuality manifests itself here by ironizing the 

historical, and still practically standing literary discourse bound by a set of external rules. The 

intertextual reference is expressed by emphasizing the verb “be” – if the stories Ma Yuan talks 

about, are in the given environment, then they just are, as completed entities, as undeniable 

“alternative” realities. They only might exist, but if they do, they no not “take place” in the 

sense of gradual revealing or uncovering, they will already be completed somewhere the reader 

cannot see (yet), but also cannot question. It evokes McHale’s theory of the ontological 

character of postmodern literature Wang Ning was referring to. Although Calinescu refuses 

this theory based on questions such as “What is a world? What kinds of world are there, how 

are they constituted, and how do they differ? What is the mode of existence of a text, and what 

is the mode of existence of the world (or worlds) it projects?” and considers it too simplifying 

(305-308), it seems to me quite suitable, at least functionally, for the metafictional and 

metanarrative methods of Ma Yuan’s works. 

The hermeneutic reference is essential and ubiquitous in metafiction, and so it is also 

important to consider the position of the audience here – both as a general object of applied 

Maoist literary theory and as a specific consumer of Ma Yuan’s texts that is being put in the 

ambiguous role of the player and somebody who is being played with at the same time. I have 

talked about the emphasis Mao put on the readership at the expense of the writer (in the sense 

of the latter serving the former, or, in other words, the former being used as a tool to define the 

responsibilities of the latter), but also, in comparison to Liu Zaifu’s approach, about the quite 

limited role the audience was given in the end by the Maoist discourse. Ma Yuan, with his 
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continuous re-shifting of attention to himself as the author and master of his stories, is 

undoubtedly redefining this relationship. He is not only subverting the official discourse as 

such, but on a more specific level, he is also subverting the position of the reader in the 

discourse. If the realist dogma Hutcheon talks about postulates a set of codes that are naturally 

shared by the reader, it is exactly the key to decoding the text Ma Yuan is hiding from the 

reader. But that does not mean he is breaking the key in the lock, keeping the door of 

interpretation closed forever. Ma Yuan might be ironic in his writing, but he is never overly 

destructive. Although he seems to be continuously destructing the narrative, it is in fact exactly 

his (structurally) ironic narcissism, self-parody and clever game of formalism that leads to a 

very creative and open re-definition of the construction of meaning within the narrative text. 

And if one of the means to achieve that is to constantly turn the attention of the text to the 

author himself, it might put Ma Yuan in the role of the greatest narcissist of them all, but as we 

already agreed with Linda Hutcheon, that is not necessarily a bad thing. Moreover, he always 

offers an alternative. If he is subverting the position of the reader in the given discourse of 

literary thought, it is still more the discourse that is under attack than the reader. And with a 

certain kind of cleverness and flexibility that the author requires from the reader, to those who 

can see through this irony, who can realize, as Hutcheon suggests, that the parodic force can 

be actually creative, Ma Yuan offers the chance to be part of the construction and at the same 

time interpretation of the fictional world. Patricia Waugh mentions that “the ‘dear reader’ is no 

longer quite so passive and becomes in effect an acknowledged fully active player in a new 

conception of literature as a collective creation rather than a monologic and authoritative 

version of history” (43). For Mao Zedong, the reader is an element whose interests must be 

taken into account and served, but who in the end always stays a passive consumer of a tailor-

made art (as an object of ideological manipulation). Ma Yuan offers his reader much more 

interpretational freedom and active involvement, which he moreover stimulates with the 

seemingly limiting despotism of his self-ironic “godly method” that is in the end nothing else 

than a call for the reader himself to take on the role of the creator. This is actually perfectly in 

line with Liu Zaifu’s ideas about the position of the reader, because Ma Yuan’s works definitely 

strengthen both the subjectivity and the creativity of the reader. In addition, the notion of 

“giving” back is even stronger in Ma Yuan’s works, because he is not only giving back 

something taken away by the discourse, but in a certain way he gives back something he 

himself took first. Among the three basic aspects of realization of the recipient’s subjectivity, 

there might be some questions about Ma Yuan “making not wholesome people wholesome 

again,” but his works certainly have the “freeing” quality, and without a doubt the power to 
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make those “who lack self-awareness self-aware again.” That is if they are able to make this 

transformation in the first place, of course, which is something Liu would agree on as well.  

Ma Yuan pretends that his texts are a mere game, just an obsession with form and the 

creative method. It is only fair to say that he pretends very successfully. In the opening of his 

article, Wu Liang writes: “I have the feeling Ma Yuan the author seems to be always untiringly 

looking for his ways of narration, or for his ways of telling a story. He is indeed a master of 

the game with the narrative trap, a fanatical methodologist of fiction” ‘在我的印象里, 写小说

的马原似乎一直在乐此不疲地寻找他的叙述方式, 或者说一直在乐此不疲地寻找他的讲

故事方式。他实在是一个玩弄叙述圈套的老手, 一个小说中偏执的方法论者’ (“Ma” 45). 

Ma Yuan, however, uses his “fanatical methodology” to divert attention from the fact that his 

game with the form is becoming a new, subversive content. If an author puts himself in the role 

of the absolute master of his literary works, the creator who has control and power over each 

and every component of the text structure and is not afraid to openly claim this (because, of 

course, any author is in a certain degree an absolute master of his works and it is exactly the 

open acknowledgement of the fact, if not even flaunting it, what makes such a position unique 

– and what makes the Chinese literature of the second half of the 1980s unique, as Zhao would 

put it), then it also implies the refusal of any external control, an ironic grin in the face of such 

control. And then it is again a mockery, very much open, although quite late and maybe hence 

therefore so bold, of all attempts to control or evaluate literature on the basis of social, political 

or ideological function, when in his short story “The Master” (Dashi 大师)49 Ma Yuan says: “I 

can’t go on writing in such detail, or someone will accuse me of naturalism” (Ballad 113; trans. 

modified)50 ‘我不能再写得详细了, 避免自然主义的嫌疑’ (Lasa 166)  

Chen Xiaoming considers Ma Yuan one of the pioneers of Chinese avant-garde 

literature and also one of the reasons for the late-coming feeling of the younger authors – when 

they entered the literary scene, “the mountain ranges of Mo Yan and Ma Yuan spanned across 

fiction” ‘在小说方面横亘着莫言和马原两道山峰’ (“Lishi” 42). In my opinion, Ma Yuan’s 

uniqueness as well as subversion lie in the achievement of an in a way absolute authorial 

                                                 

49 First published in Writer Magazine (Zuojia 作家), no. 3, 1987. 
50 Batt translates the word “naturalism” (ziranzhuyi自然主义) as “realism” which might not be much 

different for the Western reader, but it bears a very distinctive tone for the Chinese reader. If we remember Zhou 

Yang’s thoughts from 1960 and 1979, we can see clearly Ma Yuan’s pun here. Moreover, this is also a good 

example of Zhao’s second type of metafiction, the pre-textual one. 
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freedom “only” on the basis of a creative method and at the same time of transplanting this 

freedom from the sphere of the author into the sphere of the reader as well. This makes his 

subversion much more sophisticated and complex than the other, more superficial elements in 

his fiction could suggest. By cleverly dismantling the discourse of straightforwardly utilitarian 

literature with a clear task and responsibility, Ma Yuan offers his reader a passageway into 

other discourses that might be only very vaguely defined, but they are not externally imposed 

on the reader and allow him to be a part of their construction. And at the same time, from the 

political persecution point of view, Ma Yuan stays relatively safe – although at the beginning 

of the 1990s he was refused a passport and was criticized for his sympathetic portrayal of Tibet 

(Batt and Ma 170) – his critics apparently failed to follow the cleverness and flexibility 

requirements of Ma Yuan’s works and thus could not see behind the environmental curtain. In 

his texts, Ma Yuan stresses the process, the possibilities of creating a story, more than the story 

itself and the “reality” it reflects. This possibility is power. It is power in the defining sense of 

metafiction as Hutcheon puts it, the creative freedom of both the reader and the writer. And it 

is the power Zhao talks about, the power “to induce the sense of reality,” not as something 

reflected, but as something created. Ma Yuan cares about the audience more than a simple 

narcissist would, more than the hermeneutic reference of metafiction dictates, exactly because, 

on the discursive background of the era, he takes the power to create the fictional world as one 

wishes, and covertly and ingeniously hands it over to the reader. 

 

If Yang talked about “narrative madness” in Ma Yuan’s works, Sun Ganlu represents 

sheer insanity. He might be the only one from the younger, late-coming avant-garde authors 

(Sun started publishing in 1986) who actually sets out to conquer the mountain range called 

Ma Yuan, especially his metafictional and metanarrative peaks. And if Ma Yuan opened new 

spaces for the reader, Sun Ganlu definitely does not seem that goodhearted, although he still 

seems equally subversive on the level of exploring the boundaries of reality and the ways of its 

construction through literature. But while Ma Yuan works could be perceived as actual stories 

in the sense of having a plot, however challenged, unfinished and continuously intermitted by 

the self-conscious comments of the narrator, and there is this vaguely definable, but intensely 

perceivable element of fun, of entertaining irony, those things are very hard to find in Sun 

Ganlu and can be only replaced by pure fascination. I dare to say that from the point of view 

of formal experimentation, of the textual experience mentioned above, Sun is definitely the 

most extreme and radical representative of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half 

of the 1980s.  
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In his article “On the Linguistic Structure of Contemporary Chinese New-wave Fiction” 

(Lun Zhongguo dangdai xinchao xiaoshuo de yuyan jiegou 论中国当代新潮说的语言结构), 

a bold and for China of the 1980s very innovative attempt to analyze contemporary literature 

on the basis of the correlation between the structure of a single sentence and the whole narration 

of a story, Li Jie 李劼 (b. 1955) describes Sun Ganlu’s method of meaning construction as 

follows: “The language of Sun Ganlu’s fiction presents its meaning through a semantic self-

correlation.” ‘孙甘露的小说语言 [...] 是通过语义本身的自我相关来呈现语义的 (113). 

This “semantic self-correlation” or something that could be more freely translated as “semantic 

self” or “semantic ego” he then puts in contrast with Ma Yuan’s method of “grammatic self-

correlation” or “grammatic self” (115). The difference is that while Ma Yuan constructs the 

meaning of his stories, and in extension the metafictional and metanarrative elements in them, 

by playing with grammatic nuances such as the adverb “jiu” 就 in the emphatic meaning of 

“exactly” in the narcissistic opening sentence of “Fabrication” (as I described above), Sun 

Ganlu explores the semantics, the question of the generation of the meaning itself. That is what 

most of his stories revolve around. Sun Ganlu thematizes different ways of meaning 

construction from different points of view: the writer, the reader, the text. Language itself, not 

the narrator that uses it, and not the “real,” experiential referents, takes on the ontological role 

of constructing its own world. “The experiential language world is disintegrated here and 

replaced by another language world, in which language constitutes the most essential form, the 

most basic ‘performer.’ Language is controlling the characters, language is telling the story, 

language is playing the role of language.” ‘经验的语言世界在这里被瓦解了, 代之而起的是

另外一个语言世界, 在那个语言世界里, 语言本身成了最为根本的形象, 最为基本的 “演

员”。语言操纵着人物, 语言讲说着故事, 语言扮演着语言 (Li J., “Lun” 114). 

In the way Li Jie describes Sun’s method, the topic of reference clearly moves to the 

foreground. Within Hutcheon’s categorization of the directions of reference, we are talking 

mainly about the second type, the self-reference or simply metanarration. Hutcheon says 

elsewhere, that “language has the power to constitute (and not only to describe) that which it 

represents,” but what she mainly means here is that “there can be no value-neutral discourses” 

(Poetics 192). For Sun Ganlu it seems that language only constitutes itself (as a discourse) and 

that any value it has lies simply in this constitution.  
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I will open the analysis of Sun Ganlu’s work with the short story “I Am a Young 

Drunkard” (Wo shi shaonian jiutanzi 我是少年酒坛子)51 that, in my opinion, is a good entry 

point into the experimental, problematically decipherable world of Sun’s fiction and his never-

ending games with the referential and ontological powers of language. The short story is 

divided in five parts – very brief Prologue (Yinyan 引言) and Epilogue (Weisheng 尾声) and 

three parts The Setting (Changjing 场景), The Characters (Renwu 人物) and The Story (Gushi 

故事) in between. The Prologue is a citation from a novel called Rice Wine Country (Mijiu zhi 

xiang 米酒之乡)52 that says: “Do you know who is sizing you up behind your back?” (“I Am” 

235) ‘你知道是谁在背后打量你?’ (Fangwen 104). This sentence does not have any particular 

function in the narrative, except for inducing a feeling of confusion and paranoia that might 

come handy in the next, very much confusing paragraphs. But I am mentioning it here for 

another reason and that is its intertextual referential direction – the Rice Wine Country novel 

appears across Sun’s stories, and in some it plays quite an important part, but it does not 

actually exist outside of them as an independent piece of work.  

The Setting, a highly poetic and extremely impenetrable section, talks about a group of 

people climbing an unspecified mountain. It is 1959. The mountain is given a name and then 

withered fallen leaves are given two names. The people play music to stones and share the 

memory of the first stone they came across, they think about other people, etc. This section 

seems to be not at all related to the rest of the story, it seems to purely represent the narrator’s 

imagination, his ability to paint pictures by language. Moreover, for no apparent reason, be it 

structural, textual or poetic, each paragraph here is always numbered by a Roman number at 

the end. The last sentence of the section (paragraph number V) says: “This is the offering of 

1959” (“I am” 236) ‘这是一九五九年的馈赠’ (Fangwen 105). This the offering or the gift of 

the power of language, or, and one is terribly inclined to agree with Jameson here, the real 

degradation of the signified, to the extent of, as the numbers suggest, “the meaningless 

spatiality of individual letters.”  

                                                 

51 First published in People’s Literature, vol. 1-2, 1987. 
52 The word “country“ (xiang 乡), as translated by Kristina M. Torgeson, refers to countryside or county 

or even village, but not to a state. It is not that important in the general meaning, that is why I did not change the 

translation, but for a reader not familiar with Chinese language and the details of the history of Chinese literature 

it could associate Mo Yan’s novel Republic of Wine. But there is no relation here and no pun intended, as the 

latter novel was only published in 1992. 
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Section The Characters is where the narration, the plot, if you want, is really starting to 

reveal, including the metafictional elements in the form of highly symptomatic comments 

about looking for identity within a text, within language: 

 

Why have I wandered about aimlessly? This is the story I wish to tell you. I am 

brimming over with poetry tonight; it is not good. I know this. But there’s nothing I can 

do: I am brimming over with poetry. This is just the way I am, tonight. I pretend to be 

drunk. Actually, I haven’t had anything to drink. I open a book. Yours. Mine. His. I 

search for a likeness of myself, but of course I can’t find one. In this state, this drunken 

state, of course I can find no likeness. 

My world is nothing more than a well and several lengths of railing. A bottle of cloudy 

wine and a few muddled sentences (“I Am” 236). 

 

我为何至今依然漂泊无定，我要告诉你的就是这段往事。今夜我诗情洋溢，这

不好。这我知道。毫无办法，诗情洋溢。今夜我，就是这个样子。装作醉了的

样子。其实我没喝酒。打开书本。你的。我的。他的。找找有没有我这个祥子

的，当然找不到。我这个样子，醉成这个样子，当然找不到什么可以做祥子。

我的世界，也就是一眼水井，几处栏杆。一壶浊酒，儿句昏话 (Fangwen 105). 

 

Another character introduced in this section is a poet, a visitor from the north whom 

the narrator is expecting. Section The Story then describes a quite disparate, divergent 

conversation between the narrator and the poet while they are drinking in a wine shop with not 

so friendly guests and atmosphere. There is no need to go into detail and describe the topics of 

the conversation, as they do not seem to be anything more than a pastime – on the diegetic 

level of the events narrated as well as in the general framework of the story. At one point of 

the dialogue the poet says: “We move freely in and out of our own lives and the books of others” 

(“I am” 238). ‘我们在我们的个人生活与他人的书籍之间自由出入 ’ (Fangwen 107). 

Although the narrator expresses before how pleasant and weirdly calming the tone of the poet 

is, to this proclamation he takes a quite skeptical stance: “I’m not sure what person he is 

recalling, but figure he’s just trying to demonstrate his poetic disposition” (238). ‘我不明白他

回忆的是什么人物，我只是认为他想表现他的 诗人气质’ (107). Both characters then 

leave the wine shop to a yard that is located on a steep slope. They throw a coin down the hill 
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and the poet starts chasing it and disappears. The narrator then walks alone, pondering: “I think 

that I am the only person walking in the moonlight this night. If I were willing, I could face yet 

another miracle: changing in an empty vessel – for which a fabricated story lacking in tension 

is the precise symbol” (245). ‘我想，我是这月光下唯一的夜行者了。倘若我愿意，我还

可以面对另一个奇迹: 成为一只空洞的容器–––一个杜撰而缺乏张力的故事刚好是它的

标志’ (114). 

In this short story, Sun Ganlu refers exactly to the process of the construction of 

meaning and at the same time refuses to accept that a real and unchanging meaning is reachable. 

When the narrator looks for and cannot find his likeness, the one that is and at the same time 

is not drunk, it does not mean the likeness is impossible to find in some general sense, but that 

for an individual subject, if something like that even exists, it is difficult to acquire because it 

is ambiguous and it depends very much on interpretation. Similarly, when the poet talks about 

the lives and books of other people, it is as if he is expressing the discursive character of life. 

But then again, it can be just his poetic nature, i.e. meaningless utterance for the sake of the 

utterance itself, a shifted point of reference. In other words, the referential possibilities of 

language are endless. Therefore, this story can seem like a cluster of unrelated utterances with 

no plot, no (intended) punch line, no purpose, but it is the emptiness that, in the end, constitutes 

the meaning of the story. The narrator obviously implies the Daoist tradition when mentioning 

the empty vessel, as the power of emptiness is totally in line with this tradition, and what it 

refers to is the miracle of language that can be full and empty at the same time and still not lose 

its referential function. Here we can also see the functioning of the “semantic ego” of which 

the “fabricated story lacking in tension” is a symbol as well. The authorial voice is attracting 

attention to itself at the highly metafictional end of The Story and it puts itself not in the role 

of the master of the narration, as Ma Yuan would do, but in the role of an empty fabricator that 

seemingly lets the meaning generate itself through him. It is also interesting to compare the 

title of this short story with the opening of Ma Yuan’s “Fabrication”. While there is something 

assuring in the claim of Ma Yuan that he is that writer, something that gives the narration a 

certain kind of legitimacy and authority, starting a short story with basically saying that 

someone is young and a drunkard, takes the authority away from the beginning. We do expect 

to read about somebody probably unreliable, somebody with issues. Moreover, there could be 

another interpretation of the name of the short story. The word “jiutanzi” 酒坛子  only 

figuratively means “drunkard,” as Torgerson translates it, because literally it means “wine jar,” 

usually quite big, ceramic or stoneware vessel for keeping liquor. The translation choice is 
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understandable because of the attribute “young” (shaonian 少年), but then the overall meaning 

of the framework of the story is slightly weakened, because the name of the story apparently 

refers to the vessel at the end. The fact that this vessel is something to hold wine is, on the one 

hand, related to the alleged drunkenness of the narrator and, on the other hand, it could also 

“intertextually” refer to the Rice Wine Country novel. In any case, the proclamation that “I am 

a wine vessel” differs substantially from “I am that writer” in the sense of passivity and activity 

– I contain something (be it even emptiness) versus I do something. Or, I am a thing versus I 

am a man. And in the context of the story, I am a thing can also mean I am a vessel called 

language and I can be empty and still be brimming with poetry. 

Moreover, this emptiness also recalls Li Tuo and his notion about the destruction of the 

pre-structure. Exactly as Li Tuo said, in order to escape from the shackles of the discourse, the 

writer is depriving literature (as the materialized code of language) of meaning by turning the 

attention to the process of telling, of generating the meaning itself. Sun Ganlu brings this 

process to extreme measures. It can be said that he is not only trying to get rid of the established 

discourse of Mao-style, but of a discourse itself as a general idea, only to reaffirm its 

indestructible, ubiquitous existence as an ontological force. The moment of creation is the 

moment of contextualization, it is a moment of entering a discourse even if it is being created 

at the same time. This is something I will come back to in the further analysis of other works 

of Sun Ganlu. 

“We move freely in and out of our own lives and the books of others,” says the poet in 

the wine shop. This sentence describes a very common topic in Sun’s stories. The three novellas 

analyzed below each deal with this notion from a different perspective, or, let’s say thematize 

a different aspect of the relationship between life and text. “As if” (Fangfu 仿佛)53 is a story 

of a reader, maybe even the narrator from “Young Drunkard,” somebody who looks for his 

likeness in books, who looks for a place to stay. “Asking Women to Solve Riddles” (Qing 

nüren caimi 请女人猜谜)54 is a story of a writer, somebody who creates books the same way 

he creates his life and lets others to enter it and leave it, more or less freely. And “Messenger’s 

Letter” (Xinshi zhi xin 信使之函)55 is a story of a letter, of a text and texts and of language 

that shapes the reality of its deliverance.  

                                                 

53 First published in Chinese and Foreign Literature (Zhong-wai wenxue中外文学), no. 1, 1988. 
54 First published in Harvest, no. 6, 1988. 
55 First published in Harvest, no. 5, 1987. 
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“As if” is the story of a man called Mangmang 芒芒 or Amang 阿芒 and how he deals 

with his personal past, a surreal search for freedom from the binds of family and history. It 

opens with the death of his grandfather and a journey to a big city to look for the rest of the 

family. Soon the story starts twisting and turning in metafictional curls, dreamy rings of 

narrational smoke, repeating autumns and blending realities. There are a few important 

elements and moments in the narration that manage to keep at least a vague semblance of a 

plot structure and at the same time constitute the main motifs on which the overall meaning of 

the story is build. The first is the character of the grandfather – his upbringing and legacy, and 

a few things that were left after every other property of the grandfather was sold after his death, 

is something Amang comes back to regularly in his memories throughout the story, something 

that, to a considerable extent, constitutes Amang’s psychological identity and at the same time 

creates a basic temporal and spatial reality of the story to which the narrator repeatedly returns 

and which serves as an orientation point for the increasingly confused reader.  

The second is a woman that who appears in the second section of the story (the sections 

are merely divided by an empty row), where Amang suddenly moves to a different time and 

place (than the one of his journey to the big city) and where he lives in an attic in his relatives’ 

house. The woman leads Amang into the attic permeated by her scent that has an intense 

influence on young Amang. A strange conversation occurs between them:  

 

“Don’t rush going downstairs,” Amang grabbed her by the window. “Besides opening 

curtains for me, what do you usually do?” 

“I am always waiting for you to come here,” she lightly pushed Amang’s inexperienced 

hand away. 

“Can you tell me who you are?” Amang followed her to the door. 

“You.” 

She closed the door lightly.  

 

“你不忙急着下楼,” 阿芒在促窗前拉住她, “你除了替我拉开 

窗帘，平时还做什么呢？” 

“我一直在等你来。” 她轻轻一下就推开了阿芒毫无经验的 

手臂。 

“你能告诉我，你是谁吗？“阿芒径直跟到门边。 
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“你。” 

门被她轻轻带上了。(Fangwen 142) 

 

The third important element in the story, perhaps the most important one, is the novel 

Rice Wine Country. Since Amang starts reading it, he gets totally absorbed in it. Although he 

is aware of the existence of other books, this one constantly draws his attention, this one is 

special. Soon the only thing he wants to do is to literally dive in the book and become a part of 

it, to escape the inevitable flow of time and to enter the book that becomes less of a book and 

more of a real place. “This is my last autumn, Amang thought. I don’t plan to weather this 

autumn anymore. I want to try entering the Rice Wine Country, I don’t plan to let the changing 

of seasons bother me anymore. I am going to learn drinking wine and revel in the state of 

drunkenness.” ‘这是我的最后一秋。阿芒想。我不打算再捱过这个秋天。我要试着进入

米酒之乡。我不打算让四季的交替再来烦我。我将学会喝酒和陶醉’ (Fangwen 144). He 

actually manages to enter the book and live there for some time, while You is looking for him 

and waiting for him. When she finds out where he is, she only wants to go and join him there. 

At this stage, she reveals that her name is Mangmang too. The connection between the two 

characters is tightening and, in the end, (it’s autumn, because every important thing in Amang’s 

life happens in autumn) they meet each other again. They hug. “At first, he had a feeling of 

floating, like a purple butterfly in the wind. Right after, Amang couldn’t find where his body 

is. It disappeared, Amang said to himself.” ‘他的身体先是有一种飘浮感，犹如一只临风的

紫蝶。紧接着，阿芒找不到自己躯体的位置了。没有了。阿芒对自己说’ (Fangwen 

164).  

The motif of the Rice Wine Country novel could be read as a metaphor of escapism, or 

of isolation, detachment from the society or from the ego, transformation of subjectivity. But 

it can also be read, basically for the same reasons, as a metaphor of destruction and creation of 

meaning, of the never-ending cycle of linguistic reworking of a discourse. The story gives us 

various clues for all the above-mentioned interpretations – interconnected, anyway. First of all, 

the text itself is special, it has the power to bridge the gap between two realities, the reality of 

itself and the reality of its reader. “Rice Wine Country is not a very thick book, even if you dive 

into it as thoroughly as Amang, you can very quickly reach the end. The problem is that this 

novel lets people read it from inside as well as from outside, that is its fate.” ‘《米酒之乡》

并不是一本很厚的小说，即使如阿芒般彻底潜 入它的内部，也是很快就会走到尽头的。
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问题是这是一部可以让人从里外同时阅读的小说，它命该如此’ (Fangwen 149). It is 

interesting to compare this notion with the way the apocryphal sutra from Ma Yuan’s short 

story “A Wall Covered with Strange Patterns” ironically describes the creative method of 

writing texts that can be read from any place in the middle or at the end. This comparison brings 

us back to Li Jie and his distinction between the “semantic self-correlation” of Sun Ganlu and 

“grammatic self-correlation” in Ma Yuan. Both of them are attracting attention to the 

independence of a written work. While for Ma Yuan this is a question of grammar of the work, 

of how it is constructed by an entity that might be himself as the author, the master of his texts, 

for Sun the question lies in the very nature of the being of the text as an independent entity that 

constructs its meaning by itself and then provides it to its reader. We will see further that Sun 

works with the idea of texts being to a certain extent pre-existing, even for their creator himself. 

It is less about the destruction of a discourse, but more about moving, shifting between them, 

while one can contradict the other, but then again, they can also complement each other, or, 

more precisely, condition each other. 

That is also the case of Rice Wine Country in “As if.” At first, it serves as something 

that is supposed to take Amang away from his ordinary reality, to take away his individuality, 

his self. “Using a book, he created a protective screen for himself, in the near transformative 

reading he exceeded the hoping process of reality and in the end, he became a part of the screen 

which caused the outside world and himself at the same time to turn into nothingness.” ‘他用

一本书为自己筑起一道屏障，在近于变态的阅读中超越现实的企望过程化，最终化作

屏障的一部分，使外界和自己同时归于乌有 (Fangwen 152-153). But soon this process of 

disappearance is reversed. Amang slowly moves through the book, where he “looks for 

something that resembles his entire memory, it doesn’t have a specific content, it’s just a mere 

feeling of attempting to remember something” ‘寻找相似于他的整个记忆的什么东西，它

没有具体内容，仅仅是一种试图回忆什么的感觉’ (155). Through this feeling he is 

gradually discovering a new, refreshed and, to a certain extent, revolting self. It slowly brings 

himself back to reality, back to You. In the meantime, she has been waiting for him and more 

or less unsuccessfully looking for him, not being able to cross the boundary into the Rice Wine 

Country. You is a more passive element in the story. While Amang is making a conscious effort 

to deal with his transformation, to discover his new self through reevaluating, or better yet, 

through forgetting the past and remembering it again, she is trapped in a reality that seems to 

be manipulating her and setting obstacles for any effort she might have put into the 
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development of her own individuality. You is, in fact, the passive alter-ego of Amang, the 

reflection of his self-doubt that he has always been under the influence of external forces and 

no decisions were really his own. In other words, she is the embodiment of Li Tuo’s discursive 

pre-structure, while his actions and the novel are a revolt against it. His life, as reflected in 

You’s passivity, is a thesis in the dialectical logic of life, while the Rice Wine Country is the 

antithesis and the final merging of the two realities is the synthesis. The merging is beautifully 

illustrated in a moment when Amang finally leaves the book: “In a sound of unceasing 

reprimands, Amang finally came to himself. He accidentally tore the paper of one page, on 

which a glass full of wine was written, he thought the glass must have shattered loudly …” ‘阿

芒终于在不断的训诫声中苏醒过来。他不小心撕破了一页纸，那上面正写着一只盛满

酒的杯子，他想，它应该在一片喧响中碎裂开来……’ (Fangwen 160). From that moment 

on, up until he disappears hugging You, Amang never returns to Rice Wine Country. His 

liberation from the cycles of autumns lies in the fact that he came to terms with his identity 

being conditioned by various discourses of society and reached a certain kind of freedom 

provided by the realization that one structure can be diffused by another, but there will always 

be some.  

Another perspective, more active, but similarly structured, is offered in “Asking 

Women to Solve Riddles.” This is a first-person narration and as such it much more resembles 

Ma Yuan’s approach, including the metafictional elements of questioning the relationship 

between reality of the author and the reality of the work. At least it seems so at the beginning, 

but the next chapters of the novella reveal that neither here we will be confronted with 

something as easy as Ma Yuan’s ironic winks and authorial interruptions. “Asking Women” is 

a story with so many diegetic levels that getting lost is something the reader can consider its 

purpose.  

The narrator is a writer, hence the different perspective from “As if” – the narrator 

creates the texts of his world, he moves freely amongst them and he lets others to do the same. 

There even is a sarcastic element here, an evil, insidious attitude of the narrator / writer who 

intentionally catches the characters into his narrative traps. But then again, he seems helpless 

toward his texts as well and his atrocity toward other people seems to stem from a pure 

frustration that there is a story he will never be able to tell in full. 

The story of this novella is too complicated to briefly retell, and its parts are too 

divergent to constitute a cohesive plot. There are some recurring characters – a woman named 

After (Hou 后) a man named Scholar (Shi 士) – and motifs such as writing novels, reading 
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novels and dreaming. The novella is divided into seventeen chapters, each presenting a certain 

moment in the lives of the characters or the narrator, but they are only vaguely interconnected. 

The one motive that connects almost everything is artistic creation, questions about its 

techniques, but also about its power to directly influence reality.  

In the opening chapter called “Cherishing Their Memory” (Huainian Tamen 怀念她

们),56 the narrator states two important facts concerning the following story. First, all the 

(female) characters are real people, all of them still alive, all their names unchanged. Second: 

“This time I am partially giving up the method of Rice Wine Country, through the writing of a 

piece of fiction I want to make myself into a prodigal son who went astray but repented, return 

to the warm embrace of the reader, share the beautiful time of the last ten years of the twentieth 

century with other people.” ‘这一次，我部分放弃了曾经在《米洒之乡》中使用的方式，

我想通过一篇小说的写作使自已成为迷途知返的浪子，重新回到读者的温暖的怀抱中

去，与其他人分享二十世纪最后十年的美妙时光 (Fangwen 72-73). All of this is truly 

ironic because the narrator / writer is creating his characters in the story as he writes and even 

though we cannot know what the method of Rice Wine Country exactly is, there is definitely 

no returning to the embrace of the reader happening here. On the contrary, the reader is being 

ignored, if not directly attacked. In the subsequent chapter the narrator describes a conversation 

with a woman who comes to visit him to talk about his books. He asks her if she has read a 

book called Watching the Time Disappear (Tiaowang shijian xiaoshi 眺望时间消逝), but 

never tells her that he has never published it. As he mentions several times in the following 

chapters, this book is a long-lost thing, a memory of lost meanings, but also something that, to 

a large extent, constitutes the reality of the narrator / writer as it is being (re)created over and 

over again.  

 

Watching the Time Disappear is a manuscript I wrote many years ago and then I 

unfortunately carelessly lost it, another possibility is that I threw it into the stove of my 

daydreaming, but it is simply lost and now I am remembering it.  

 

                                                 

56 Please notice that “them” in Chinese is the female version of the word.  
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《跳望时间消逝》是我数年前写成的一部手稿，不幸的是它被我不小心遗失了，

还有一种可能是它被我投入了遐想中的火炉，总之它消失不见了，我现在是在

回忆这部小说 (Fangwen 76-77) 

 

I had the premonition that a lot of people live in this compound, and moreover, they do 

not lead an ordinary life, it seems like an act of a drama. The play I tentatively call 

Watching the Time Disappear starts like this. 

 

我预感到这院子里住着很多人，并且过的不是一种日常生活，而仿佛在上演一

出戏剧的片断。这出我权且将它称作《跳望时间消逝》的戏剧是这样开始 

(Fangwen 80) 

 

The whole summer I was a patient of After […], I sweated out a book possibly called 

Watching the Time Disappear and I wrote After into my novel. 

 

整个夏天我从头至尾都是后的病人 […], 挥汗抒写一部可能叫做《眺望时间消逝》

的书，我把后写进我的小说 […] (Fangwen 84). 

 

The dark clouds in the distance already flew over above my head, my novel and I myself 

are going to be cleansed, I don’t believe anymore that I have really written a novel 

called Watching the Time Disappear. 

 

远方的乌云巳经朝我的头顶飞来，我写的小说和我自己都将经受一次洗涤，我

不再坚信我确实写过《眺望时间消逝》这样一部小说 (Fangwen 90). 

 

Those are just a few examples of the narrator’s constant return to the novel, to the 

writing itself, to the fact that it creates his mental identity as well as the people around him and 

that without it none of them would exist. I have only chosen the examples where the novel is 

mentioned explicitly, but there are other occasions, many of them actually, where the narrator 

is thinking about the methods of creation and its role in the life of a person. Self-doubt takes 

turns with self-confidence in those thoughts, at one place the narrator claims himself to possess 

a prediction ability, because whatever he says will eventually come true. Elsewhere he says 
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that the mist of the world is obstructing his vision of his own characters. In the end, he agrees 

that “of course, with regard to the structure of the work, every novel is a trap, and this story 

about a gloomy wanderer is no exception” ‘当然，就作品的结构来说，任何小说都设有一

个圈套，这篇有关一个忧郁的浪游者的故事也不例外 ’ (Fangwen 93). The constant 

thematization of the creative process technically works a little differently here than in Ma 

Yuan’s stories. Except for the opening chapter that assures the reader about the realness of the 

characters, we are rarely crossing the boundary, the ontological gap between the reality of the 

novella and the external reality. There are not really any more authorial intrusions, everything 

is happening within the story and within the stories in the story. But in the end, we are achieving 

the same results. One is the extreme narcissism of the creator of the story (and I am 

intentionally not saying the author this time) that is here, moreover, doubled with the creator 

of the story we read being the creator of the story of Watching the Time Disappear that basically 

brings the characters of “our” story to life. And the second is the questioning of objective reality 

and any truth it could contain. In her description of the thoughts of the Italian avant-garde 

writer Giorgio Manganelli (1922 – 1990) about postmodern literature and metafiction, Linda 

Hutcheon says that “meaning is infinite and literature is artifice and artifact. Truth is a 

meaningless criterion, for art is not verifiable.” But what if the writer must deal with writing 

within a discourse for which “practice is the sole criterion for testing truth?” How infinite can 

the meaning be then and what does it say about the truth that must be tested? I believe this is 

another subversive dimension of the metafictional elements in the Chinese avant-garde 

literature of the second half of the 1980s, strongly represented here by Sun Ganlu. The 

dimension that Chen Xiaoming in 1989 described as the mocking nature of the “new-post wave 

literature.” What is being mocked here is the very relation between the practice and the truth. 

Writing is the practice for a writer – in “Asking Women” it is the narrator – and if his practice 

can be used to test the truth, it can be very well used to create truth as well. It is not manipulation 

anymore, although it looks like one, it is pure ontology of a discourse. The author sees through 

the internal, paradoxical logic of this discursive approach – writing is creating a discourse and 

the reliability of it is tested by the writing itself. Truth is no longer a meaningless criterion in 

this sense, exactly because of its infinite character. That is the structural trap the narrator is 

pointing to. But as I mentioned before, even the mastery of the creator is, in Sun Ganlu’s view, 

limited and trapped in the cycle. Since the texts seem to be pre-existing their actual creation, 

they are shaping the truth for the creator before he has the chance to operate it. Watching the 

Time Disappear is a text that was never created, but still to a great deal influences the actions 
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of the characters in a different story and the actions of its creator and the narrator, i.e. potential 

master, of the story the novel should be a part of. In his list of the features of postmodern 

literature, Barry Lewis does not mention the term metafiction, but talks about “vicious circles” 

when “both text and world are permeable, to the extent that we cannot separate one from the 

other” (131). This is exactly what happens in “Asking Women” in a very vicious way, 

especially in the context of the 1980s in China.  

The emphasis on the text itself is very visible in the third novella, which deals with a 

topic similar to the two previously analyzed stories – “The Messenger’s Letter” (Xinshi zhi 

han 信使之函). Even the name of the novella suggests that the letter is the most important 

thing here. The Messenger’s journey to the Whispering City (Eryu cheng 耳语城 ) and 

everything he goes through on his journey (meeting with his guide and an old monk, people 

with six fingers, the long, crazy funeral etc.) just seem like a background, white noise around 

the main questions – what is the letter, what does it say, who is the addressee? The letter is the 

basic, mysterious text, a text in general. Its creation and its relationship with the world and the 

lives of people is a recurrent topic here – the old monk, at one point mistakenly considered the 

receiver of the letter, is writing a novel, other monks are writing funeral inscriptions on the 

walls, people of the Whispering city are writing their childhood into verses and their adulthood 

into songs and parallel prose, even the Messenger says at one point that he is writing a novel…  

But there is still the letter. Every few rows, every paragraph or two the letter is defined 

by a new sentence claiming something about its nature. Those sentences are like lost verses 

that are randomly distributed in the text. According to them the letter is anything and everything. 

 

The letter was a magic wand waved by hypocrites (The Messenger’s 23) 

 

信是隐语者的游戏棒。(Fangwen 6) 

 

The letter was a slowly ensuing cruelty on the field of faith (46) 

 

信是信念旷野中一次慢慢展开的残忍。(15) 

 

The letter is an endlessly repeated empty slogan (67) 

 

信是能够重复张贴的无旬读的标语。(22) 
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The Messenger considered the contents of the letter: perhaps they were expressed in a 

melody (in music) […], in writing, in sending, in delivering, in receiving, and in reading 

(in the Messenger’s letter). 

The letter was a state of affairs. 

Its readers were everywhere. (17-18) 

 

信使罗列了一下可能：在旋律中（在音乐中）[…] 在书写之中，在寄发之中，

在传递之中，在收讫之中，在拆阅之中（在信使之函-,.中)。 

信是一种状态。 

而阅读是无所不在的。(3-4) 

 

Next to the letter, the second most intriguing thing about this novella is the double 

character of the Messenger. There is an idiosyncratic combination of first-person and third-

person narration used in the story. At the beginning it is not very clear, but gradually the reader 

discovers that the narrating “I” is in fact the Messenger and vice versa. But there is a certain 

gap, still, between these two. It is as if the “I” is only admitting to himself the identity of the 

Messenger in connection to the letter. The Messenger would not exist without the letter, but 

then again, would the “I” still exist? Even the Messenger, even the “I” starts doubting that 

when surprised by a simple question about who he is: “I quickly recalled my whole life. To my 

surprise I found that, in this dreamlike interrogation, the Messenger, who tended towards 

worshipping himself, was at the same time not himself. I was actually any other person but 

myself. (The Messenger’s 70) ‘我迅速地回顾了一下我的身世，诧异地发现，在如此梦呓

般地催问下，一个有自恋倾向的信使，同时不是他自己。我是我之外的任何人’ (24). 

The Messenger rather diverts the topic of the conversation than to be forced to think about it 

more. The crisis of identity remains as a bitter aftertaste. 

This novella, I would argue, is a clear example of discursive, structural parody. In The 

Chinese Postmodern Yang looks at this relationship through the prism of the dichotomy 

between modern and postmodern and says that “if we understand Maoist discourse as a typical 

discourse of the modern” then it is the ironic or parodic character of Chinese avant-garde fiction 

that in the “(re)reading” of the discourse provides it with a postmodern quality. But the question 

of postmodernism aside, “parody, by way of appropriating and transfiguring what already 
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preexists, bears the same self-reflexive, self-digressive impulse as irony” and it is “as 

inadequate imitation, an imitation that ironically exposes the incapacity to imitate” (108-9). In 

“The Messenger’s Letter” what is (re)read is not the discourse in the “Mao-style” form as Li 

Tuo describes it, the form that (was) created (for) expression of the discourse, but the very 

process of meaning construction within the infinite truth I described above. The letter can be 

anything and it is the letter, i.e. the discourse that shapes the identity, the subjectivity of the 

Messenger. Without it, there will be no subjectivity. That is how Li Tuo described the 

constitution of revolutionary subjectivity within the Maoist discourse and that is, besides the 

fact that the discourse is an open system that can be filled with an unlimited amount of meaning, 

what is parodied here. Moreover, everybody is the receiver of the letter, there is no specific 

addressee. Under the impact of the text as a discourse (we actually do not have to know the 

exact content of the text to know what it implies) individuality is destructed – here we can see 

the quality Chen Xiaoming saw in “post-new wave” literature, that is the destruction of the 

myth of subjectivity and value of man. But in the line of Hutcheon’s theory, I would argue that 

similarly to Ma Yuan, Sun Ganlu is also not directly destructive, because that is not what 

parody does. There is not a complete hopelessness here. There is a hope for recreation, although 

viewed with some healthy skepticism and a kind of melancholic detachment Wang and Chen 

were generally ascribing to Chinese avant-garde literature. “I have no way to escape the 

Messenger’s ending. On a road which leads to the remote past, under the blood red setting sun, 

I will write another beginning: ‘The letter came from an unexpected piece of writing’” 

(Messenger’s 94-95). ‘我无法逃避信使的结局，便在通往遥远古代的驿道旁，就着如血

的残阳挑选了一个企图逃避结局的开端: “信起源于一次意外的书写”’ (Fangwen 32). 

There are two more short stories I would like to mention here. The first is “The Island” 

(Daoyu 岛屿 ), 57  a story that on dense ten pages basically provides a metafictional and 

metanarrative metaphor of the flow of time and the power of creation. “A man is an island, a 

novel is an island, writing is also an island. And so on.” ‘一个人是一座岛屿，一篇小说是一

座岛屿，一次写作也是一座岛屿。如此等等’ (Fangwen 115). It revolves around the writer 

Huo De 霍德 who lives on an island and “The Island” is at the same a short story he writes. 

He is the island. Everything is happening at the same time within Huo’s inner world and outside, 

and he is only partially able to control the events. Li Jie describes this process in relation to 

“The Messenger’s Letter,” but it can be easily applied here as well: “All the fraud here is the 

                                                 

57 First published in Beijing Literature, no. 6, 1989. 
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fraud of language, all the self-deception is the self-deception of language, and all the truth is 

the truth of language.” ‘这里的全部骗局在于语言的骗局, 这里的全部自欺在于语言的自

欺, 而这里的全部真实又在于语言的真实’ (“Lun” 114). Moreover, the above-mentioned 

notion of Lyotard about no pre-existing rules is thematized here when the narrator explicitly 

describes the rules that are set within the story and that directly influence the actions of the 

characters. For example, Huo De’s car is old and broken and generally unfit for driving on the 

road on the island, but because Huo De never wrote any kind of police into the short story 

(intentionally and was criticized for it later by the literary critics), he does not have to care 

about it. The breaks of the car being broken and leading to a traffic accident are again a proof 

of how the author is and is not controlling the story at the same time. The other characters are 

also conscious about the limitations of their fictive nature, they even doubt their own existence. 

There is one character, a driver called Shi Mo 石默 that was conceived in Huo’s inner world. 

“‘The Island’ is introspective, but not speculative. Huo De gained his inner world by being 

absorbed in introspection, it is not an a priori one. At the same time, the truck driver is also not 

an a priori character, Shi Mo is the result of Huo De’s introspection […].” ‘《岛屿》是内省

式的，但不是思辨的。霍德通过专注的内省获得他的思考着的内心世界，而它并不是

先天存在的。同样，卡车司机也不是先天存在的，石默也是霍德内省的结果.’ But then 

again “the only thing that worries [Shi Mo] is that in the history of the island there was a man 

called Shi Mo, but that point was not written down by Huo De in ‘The Island’” ‘在岛屿的历

史上曾经有过一位名叫石默的人，这一点在霍德的《岛屿》中没有记载 (Fangwen 121). 

Patricia Waugh says that in fiction, obviously, characters are only literary signs on the 

page “before they are anything else” (57), but that actually constitutes the basic problem of 

referentiality, because “a fictional character both exists and does not exist; he or she is a non-

entity who is a somebody” (91). And characters being aware of this condition of theirs is just 

another strategy of metafiction to bring attention to the “creation/description paradox” (120). 

Whatever is described in fiction is at the same time created and as such its relation to the real 

world is problematized. “Metafictional texts show that literary fiction can never imitate or 

‘represent’ the world but always imitates or ‘represents’ the discourses which in turn construct 

that world” (100). That is actually what Sun Ganlu brings to the foreground in “The Island” 

when he thematizes how everything, the place, the characters, even the time is generated by 

the discourse of language and how nothing can exist outside of it.  
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Sun Ganlu strengthens this approach in “The Island” by using a lot of different 

“scientific” points of view that shape what is actually happening on the island. It is another 

form of mocking the discourse, this time the discourse of modernization and the construction 

of truth through practice. For example, when Huo De hits a girl with his truck the narrator says: 

“Stemming from humanistic and structural consideration, Huo De will drive the girl named 

Hua to the hospital on the island.” ‘出于人道主义和结构的考虑，霍德驾车将少女桦送往

岛上的医院 ’ (Fangwen 116). Elsewhere he describes the writer’s pondering of “either 

existentialist choice, or a traditional Christian confession” ‘存在主义的选择还是基督教传统

的忏悔’ (116), or a lunatic asylum that is “surrealistic” (chaoxianshizhuyi de 超现实主义的 

[119]) and so it doesn’t accept ordinary madmen. There is always some kind of attribute 

through which the reality of the world (of fiction) can be viewed and determined. And as such 

it is never pure. 

Another mockery we could trace in this short story stems from the background of the 

literary discussions of the era and especially from Liu Zaifu’s theory of writer’s approach to 

his characters. At one point the narrator in “The Island” says that “the content of the short story 

reminded Huo De that following the unfolding of the plot and the development of the 

temperament of the characters, the writer is already out of control of the characters under his 

pen” ‘短篇小说的容量提醒霍德，随着情节的展开和人物性格的发展，作家已经无法控

制他笔下的人物’ (Fangwen 116). It could seem that Sun was trying to thematize the passivity 

of the writer that leads to the liveliest characters and a certain kind of independence of the 

characters within his work, just as Liu Zaifu imagined the subjectivity of the author would be 

translated into his characters and by extension into the readers. But I believe that what this 

points to, again, is the infinite pre-existence of the discursive context. The characters are out 

of control not because of some intentional, willful, conscious activity of the writer, but because 

the text pre-exists both the characters and the writer and, in the end, nobody controls anything. 

This is a notion of the extreme free will that reveals itself as purely fictional and turns itself 

into the complete opposite, an inherent control of the discourse over everything. But that does 

not mean a writer should leave it like this, on the contrary, he should try to intrude as much as 

possible not in order to overthrow the pre-existing system, but to lay it bare and ironically point 

to the helplessness of all actions that does not seem as fatalistic as it would if not revealed. Sun 

Ganlu’s approach can thus be read as a mockery of Liu Zaifu’s theory and its belief in man and 

in the master position of the writer. 
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“If one attempts to analyze a set of linguistic relationships using those same 

relationships as the instruments of analysis,” Patricia Waugh writes, “language soon becomes 

a ‘prisonhouse’ from which the possibility of escape is remote. Metafiction sets out to explore 

this dilemma” (4). It definitely is a “prisonhouse” of language Sun Ganlu is exploring in his 

works and given the discursive background of the era, this dilemma seems even more pressing 

and Sun’s approach to it highly subversive. But then again, while Ma Yuan is a narcissistic 

joker playing his metafictional games and by opening new discursive space for him, he is also 

entertaining the reader, Sun Ganlu tends to be much more terrifying in his experiments, because 

his narrative traps are much more insidious and harder to escape. Reading his stories is no joy, 

it is torment. One way to avoid the torment is to read the stories as the radical pure literature 

Wang Ning talked about, or the literature devoid of any meaning Li Tuo mentioned. Pure 

aesthetic language is all. But this approach, although it definitely works, is depriving the stories 

of one quite important dimension. In “As if” but also elsewhere the characters are also readers 

of their own stories and the process of reading helps them to deal with their complicated 

identities and egos and to come to terms with a certain lack of discursive freedom inherent in 

the world that is purely constructed by language. The world of the characters is, in the end, a 

mirror of the world of the “real” reader not in the sense of direct representation, but in the sense 

of the semiotic process – the meaning is always constructed by language, no matter which 

diegetic level one finds oneself on. If “writing of the text [is] the most fundamentally 

problematic aspect of that text” (Waugh 10) in metafiction, then reading it works very much 

the same. It can be frustrating, but in the end, it is liberating as much as Amang in “As If” got 

liberated when he finally exited Rice Wine Country and united with his alter ego. The more 

frustrated the reader gets, the more the insidious nature of the discourse is revealed to him – if 

he has the “musical ear” Liu Zaifu talks about, of course.  

 

Any text that draws the reader’s attention to its process of construction by frustrating 

his or her conventional expectations of meaning and closure problematizes more or less 

explicitly the ways in which narrative codes – whether ‘literary’ or ‘social’ – artificially 

construct apparently ‘real’ and imaginary worlds in the terms of particular ideologies 

while presenting these as transparently ‘natural’ and ‘eternal’ (Waugh 110). 

 

This is what Sun Ganlu does and where his anti-ideological subversion lies in.  

Before I move to other authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half 

of the 1980s, I would like to mention one more short story that in a certain sense builds a bridge 
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between Sun Ganlu’s narrative insanity and the slightly more rational approach of some of the 

other writers. 

“Language of the Evening” (Yewan de yuyan 夜晚的语言)58 is a story of a repeated 

journey of the blind prime minister Hui 惠 to Yong’an 永安 to have his eyesight cured. It can 

be read as a historical account, although we are dealing with a fictional history – but the 

characters of the prime minister, the emperor, the capital city etc. induce the atmosphere of a 

historical narration. Every time the prime minister’s journey fails more or less because of some 

historical conditions – the death of the doctor, or the emperor, the overturn of a dynasty etc. 

The narration is permeated by the intrusions of the narrator who seems to be homodiegetic and 

heterodiegetic at the same time, i.e. he is and is not a part of the primary narration – he has to 

be “there” to record everything Hui as a blind man cannot see, but he is never really “there” in 

the sense of interacting with other characters of the story, he seems to be more of an amorphous 

entity than a character as such. Another narratological characteristic of the narrator is then the 

zero focalization in the sense of not only being omniscient, but also omnipotent, manipulating 

the story as he wants.59 Besides the “deus ex text” of the narrator, the story is also influenced 

by the dreams of the prime minister – he is constantly trying to “see” the world as it is supposed 

to be in his dreams and over and over again he is being let down. In the end, when his (alleged) 

blindness is cured, he is “most afraid that when he opens his eyes, he will not be able to see the 

world as he knew it before” ‘最令他恐惧的是，当他睁开双眼时，再也看不见从前他所熟

悉的世界了.’ This attitude is resolutely refused by narrator who says that “about a person who 

dreams about himself dreaming, I am not able to write anything else” 对一个梦见自己做梦

的人，我无力再写下别的什么了’ (Fangwen 240). 

What I would like to emphasize here is not only the metafictional character of this story, 

but also the fact that here we are dealing with history, or more specifically, with historiography. 

The “historical” character of the story induced by the motifs I mentioned above then only 

strengthens this aspect of the short story. One of the basic characteristics of metafiction 

according to Hutcheon is revealing history as fiction. And this is actually how this short story 

is supposed to be read. Moreover, it also deals, in line with the semantic self-correlation typical 

for Sun Ganlu’s works, with the position of text in the history – how history is constructed by 

                                                 

58 First published in Shanghai Literature, no. 5, 1989. 
59 For more details about the typology of the narrator, see Rimmon-Kennan 86-106, Kubíček 74-84, Bal 

142-160. I am going into such terminological detail here to point out how problematic these categories are when 

describing a manipulative, fluctuating narrator in metafiction.  



 

 

125 

the text and how the changes of history also change the meaning of the text. The prime minister 

has a decree from the Emperor that should grant him a free treatment in Yong’an, but the decree 

becomes invalid when the historical condition change and the dynasty is overthrown. It 

becomes worthless. At another place in the story, when the narrative spiral turns again and this 

time the minister is not completely blind yet, the minister’s decree is confronted with another 

decree presented by the owner of the clinic saying that the emperor is afraid of usurpation and 

that if the minister comes with a decree, the owner should rid him of his eyesight forever.  

The question this short story asks is about the nature of history as a textual construct 

and as a result of the point of view. The constant dreaming of the prime minister and its critique 

by the narrator could be very well read as the refusal of the character of 2RR – the idealism in 

the approach to reality (and history) as it should be, more than as it actually is, represents 

something unacceptable for the narrator, because it naturally leads to wishful thinking that in 

the end it deforms history. Even if a text has a form as strict and factual as an imperial decree, 

its validity is always determined by the discourse of the era. There seems to be no escape from 

the discursive spiral. History is something manipulatable, because it is created by language that 

has an inherently manipulative nature stemming from its very semiotics. “I am tired by the 

writing, I have to omit a few chapters, which will result in the prime minister not looking 

exceedingly exhausted under my pen” ‘我写累了，我不得不省略了若干篇章，使我的丞

相不至于在我的笔下过分地心力交瘁’ (Fangwen 238). Is this how history creates a cult of 

personality? 

 

3.2 Fragments of Fading Memories, Isolation, Violence: Ge Fei’s Unreliable Narrators 

and the Extreme Subjectivity of Yu Hua 

 

As I have suggested above, (re)telling history from a different, parodic point of view is 

something that has already been noticed in Chinese avant-garde literature by authors such as 

Yang Xiaobin. But in the works of the two authors in this chapter, I am less interested in 

subverting the historical and more inclined to see the personal, the subjective. Yang devotes 

several chapters of his book to show how the authors of the avant-garde, including Ge Fei and 

Yu Hua, work with the notion of “individual experiences [that] have been traumatized by 

historical violence” (The Chinese 47) and the general relationship between an individual and 

the machinery of the teleological process of history as prescribed by the official discourse. 

Starting from the point of Chen Xiaoming’s description of the avant-garde generation as writers 
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with a lack of cultural memory and the cycling questions about subjectivity that I see 

reappearing in the works of the avant-gardists, I would like to point out the thematization of 

something Wang Jing calls “the marginal moment between the past and the present” and 

actually ascribes to Ge Fei (High 242). This does not mean that I am taking a stance against 

Yang. I am just shifting the point of view from the “Grand historical” to the subjective, and 

even though the background of my analysis is the discursive transformation of the era, I believe 

that in case of these two authors, the personal, the subjective in the sense of (very much 

challenged) Liu Zaifu’s theory, is more important.  

On a similar note, I would like to at least partially move away from the metafictional 

approach of the previous chapter, although this process will only be gradual. On the one hand, 

overt metafictional or metanarrative elements are not as frequent in the works of Ge Fei and 

Yu Hua as in the works of Ma Yuan and Sun Ganlu, and if they are present, they do not 

necessarily play a dominant role. But on the other hand, especially in Ge Fei’s works, we can 

very easily identify both overt and covert metafictional elements that suitably fit into 

Hutcheon’s definition of historiographic metafiction as the core “genre” of postmodern 

literature. Those are especially the notions about “questioning of the ontological and 

epistemological status of historical ‘fact’ or the distrust of seeming neutrality and objectivity 

of recounting” (Poetics 88), the exploration of meaning-making systems that transform events 

into facts (89), or the “textualized accessibility” of the reality of the past (114). That is also 

why I have mentioned Sun Ganlu’s short story “The Language of the Evening” at the end of 

the previous chapter. In that short story, we could witness a real struggle with history and its 

textual accessibility. As we have seen, Sun Ganlu tends to put weight on the text itself as 

something externally shaping the (discourse of) reality. But he usually deals with the semiotic 

nature of “personal” histories and in that regard his story “The Language of the Evening” could 

seem and in fact was an exception. This exception very naturally leads us to Ge Fei and his 

take on the problem of history and memory. We could actually follow Yang and see in Ge Fei’s 

stories plenty of questions about the construction of “objective” and “official” history of the 

world, about the systems making events into facts. That is also why I am going to start my 

analysis with two texts where this element is more easily perceivable than in others, because 

they contain an investigation into the history of events happening in them that exceeds personal 

experience. As I will show below, the fragmentation of the narration and the constant shifting 

of the focus from the generally historical to the personal, individual or subjective is, in my 

opinion, more important than the attitude toward the historical itself. In other words, I consider 
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the fragmentation and the movement in the focus shifting themselves crucial elements in Ge 

Fei’s stories, more essential than their relationship to the history as an abstract idea. 

“Remembering Mr. Wu You” (Zhuiyi Wu You xiansheng 追忆乌攸先生)60 is one of 

the earliest and most famous Ge Fei’s short stories. In a fragmentary, episodic way it tells a 

story of a village doctor Mr. Wu, his complicated relationship with other villagers such as the 

headman (touling 头领) of the village and a young girl called Apricot (Xingzi 杏子), and his 

eventual conviction and execution for the murder of Apricot. This all is vaguely framed in an 

investigation of three policeman who are coming to the village to find out what actually 

happened and what led to the execution. The story is narrated by a young boy from the village, 

but besides being basically the only one of the villagers who is willing to talk to the policemen, 

his role as a character in the actual story of Mr. Wu is limited to that of an uninvolved witness. 

But as a narrator, for both his extradiegetic (the reader) and intradiegetic (policemen) audience, 

his role is much more important – he is the vehicle of all digressions, shifted fact prioritizing 

and unreliability, of the fragmentation of the story and the general feeling of the story that we 

are not really remembering Mr. Wu You, but a lot of other, unrelated things. 

The fact is that, as a character in the framing story of the visit of the policemen, the 

young boy is one of the few proper witnesses the police can get, willing to actively remember. 

“And since their recollection were triggered by the introduction into their lives of the three 

outsiders, village elders were quick to tell youngsters eager to revisit the painful past, “Time 

erases all memories” (Ge, “Remembering” 15) ‘既然人们的记忆通过这一个外乡人的介入

而被唤醒，这个村子里的长辈会对打何一个企图再一次感受痛苦往事趣味的年轻人不

断地重复说: 时间叫人芯比一切 (Ge, Ge 1). But the narrator is “on the other hand, eager to 

work with the outsiders” (15) ‘倒是愿意和这帮外乡人结交 (1). He starts his recollections 

with the day Mr. Wu was shot, but his narration, or the important topics of it, is always 

digressing somewhere else – his brother killing a chicken seems to be more important than the 

actual execution which nobody in the village cared about until they saw a woman run through 

the village. But then again, even that event is, especially for the youngsters, not related to the 

execution of Mr. Wu, but to the fact that they never saw a woman run like that in their lives 

and they were absolutely consternated by her moving breasts.  

The narrator is not the only witness talking to the policemen, but the others (whose 

accounts are, naturally, retold by the narrator of the first level narrative) also seem to be more 

                                                 

60 First published in China (Zhongguo 中国), no. 2, 1986. 
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concerned by other things than the relevance of their memories to the case of Mr. Wu You. 

The “old man who guarded the woods” (shou lin laoren 守林老人) seems to put more emphasis 

on his wife being angry with his blood stained shirt from him dragging Mr. Wu home after a 

fight with the village headman than on the account of the fight a such. Similarly, the character 

Kangkang 康康 is more concerned with the state of his shotgun than the fact that he, apparently 

not a professional executioner, is supposed to shoot Mr. Wu.  

On a different level of the narration that, paradoxically, does not involve the policemen, 

when the woman who apparently was the only one knowing who really killed Apricot (it was 

the village headsman after he raped her) decided to tell the truth, it is never said that she did it 

because of Mr. Wu. It seems like the reason was the unbearable torment of the suppressed 

memory more than some kind of sense of justice. “For more than a month following Apricot’s 

death, she was in the grips of dementia, her eyes vacant and clouded, until she knew she must 

do something to keep from going stark raving mad” (“Remembering” 21). ‘杏子死后的一个

多月中，她神情痴唉，茫然若失，她觉得再这样下去非发疯不可’ (Ge 7-8). In the end, 

she is not able to tell the truth in time, although she runs to the execution ground as fast as she 

can (see above). But even the account of the execution itself is told in a “by the way” manner, 

and the focus never stays there for too long. At the beginning, it is framed in the sarcastic 

account of the narrator’s brother (unsuccessfully) killing a chicken: “‘Killing a chicken is the 

same as killing a man,’ I said. ‘They’re the same thing,’ Old K replied. [...] On the ways home 

he muttered the only thing he would say for three whole days: ‘Killing a man is a lot easier 

than killing a chicken’” (15-16). ‘我说: “杀鸡和杀人是一样的.” 老 K 说: “是一样的。” […] 

等到在回来的路上，老 K 才小心翼翼地说了以后三天中惟一的一句话: 杀人要比杀鸡容

易得多’ (2). At the end of the story, when Mr. Wu is shot and lying dead on the ground, the 

focus of the narrator very elegantly shifts from the bloody corpse to a wedding party on the 

opposite bank of the river. As if nothing ever happened. 

Another interesting motif in the story is the indifference to the injustice done to 

somebody who was apparently widely respected in the village. It could be the ambivalent 

relationship the people had to Mr. Wu from the beginning – not really trusting his healing 

powers until he proved them in practice and then mistrusting them again when his books got 

burned. But maybe the indifference is something that did not exist in the village, maybe it only 

exists in the account of the events, in the way the accounts are narrated. Because even the two 

other witnesses mentioned above might have been much more shaken or otherwise emotionally 
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invested in the whole case, but in the end, it is the narrator who is retelling their accounts as 

well and it is he who chooses what to emphasize in their stories. It is a memory of a memory, 

a narration of a narration. Moreover, the extradiegetic level of the primary narrator is very 

probably quite distanced from the actual events, be it the execution or the subsequent 

investigation. This is only suggested briefly in the actual narration when the narrator says about 

his brother on the day of the execution that “Old K […] was still little then” (15) ‘老 K 还小’ 

(2). And, of course, the younger brother (didi 弟弟) is referred to as “Old” (lao 老) which is a 

colloquial attribute for somebody of an older age. The narration is thus highly subjective, 

although it might not seem so on the first sight – it is, in fact, another metafictional technique, 

and also one associated with postmodern fiction. All the digressions and the mentioning of 

other witnesses basically divert the attention from the very fact that all the levels of narration 

have the same narrator and that he is even narrating about something he narrated to the 

policemen back then. The narrator is, thus, the extremely unreliable narrator described by Matei 

Calinescu. 

And what about the official version of the history of Mr. Wu You’s case? Any results 

of the investigation are being more or less ignored in the narration and the effort of the 

policemen is apparently ironically ridiculed. Filip Lexa in his afterword to the collection of 

Czech translations of Ge Fei’s short stories notices how all the “scientific” and exact methods 

of investigation lead nowhere and how they are all used just to confirm some preexisting 

version of what happened – the policemen are extremely happy anytime they hear about 

something that fits into what they think is true (“Sex” 237-8). This could indeed be interpreted 

as mocking the official historiography that never cared much about truth but about the right 

discursive interpretation of the events. Specifically, I would say, what is parodied here is the 

notion of “seeking truth from facts.” Not only by the police investigation, but also by the 

attitude of the villagers to Mr. Wu and his abilities: “Mr. Wu tried to convince them that a 

certain wild herb could cure their children, but no one listened […] until he employed an 

argument they could understand: bulls seldom get sick because they graze on wild grasses. […] 

It worked, an overnight, his ancestral hall became the local clinic” (“Remembering” 19). ‘乌

攸先生在村里竭力宣传说吃一种草药能治这种病，但是村中无人相信 […] [他]便举了

一个例子说: 公牛很少得病就是因为它们常吃草 […]. 吃草疗法的灵验使乌攸先牛的祠

堂一夜之间成为医院 (Ge 5).  
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But the relationship to the official history aside, the unreliability and selectiveness of 

memory is what is being mainly thematized in this short story. And the first ironic clue the 

author gives us is, obviously, the name of the story, or the name of the main character – “Wu 

You” is partially homonym with “wuyou” 乌有, meaning “nothing,” or “non-existent.” 

Another story where some kind of official history plays a certain part is “Green Yellow” 

(Qing Huang青黄).61 The main framework of this story, divided into eight chapters, is the 

narrator’s / main character’s search for the origin of the term “green yellow” and its connection 

to the nine fishing families that were supposed to run prostitution on the river Suzi (Suzi he 苏

子河). At the beginning of the story, the narrator cites some official resources that provide 

accounts about the topic of his research, such as The Gazetteer of Mai Village (Mai cun 

difangzhi 麦村地方志) or the book A History of Prostitution in China (Zhongguo changji shi 

中国娼妓史) by certain professor Tan Weinian 谭维年, that are “very sketchy” (yuyanbuxiang 

语焉不详; the former), “vague, ambiguous” (molengliangke 模棱两可) and “riddled with 

errors” (lianxubuduan de chuxian cuowu 连续不断地出现错误; the latter [“Green” 23; Ge 

124]), the latter being basically a plagiarism of the former. The narrator even ridicules the 

professor who believes “Green Yellow” is a chronicle of the nine fishing families, for being 

too old and senile. Eventually, he decides to go to Mai village himself (for the second time 

actually, as he has already undertaken a similar journey nine years ago) to find the truth. Before 

he sets out, he meets professor Tan, but after telling him the plan, the professor “responded in 

an impatient way and, gesturing his hand in disagreement, said: ‘You’ll find nothing there’” 

(24) ‘对我做了一个不耐烦的手势: “你到了那里将一无所获”’ (125). 

This is indeed what the narrator finds in the village. He talks with the locals who might 

be able to remember something about the history that is actually not so long – he even manages 

to speak to Young Green 小青, daughter of a late man called Zhang张62 who was supposed to 

be the last of the nine fishing families to move ashore. And also others whose stories lead to 

nothing either but are filled with many interesting, albeit very much digressing details. 

However, the nothing he finds is only related to the term “green yellow.” Otherwise, he finds 

a lot – many stories, many memories, some of them quite scary, some more melancholic, some 

                                                 

61 First published in Harvest, no. 6, 1988. 
62 In the English translation by Eva Shan Chou the name is for some reason transcribed as Chang, which 

looks like Wade-Giles transcription, but the other names are in pinyin. I am adjusting the transcription. 
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of them the narrator’s own, such as when he talks about the old man Li Gui 李贵 he met nine 

years ago when on his first journey and eventually became friends with.  

The stories of the villagers, although they all revolve around the fate of the man called 

Zhang, who the narrator believes to be the clue to the alleged chronicle, are all very personal. 

An exception would be the character of the doctor who is, on the one hand, trying to stick to 

the topic of the questions the narrator asks him, but, on the other hand, also somehow connected 

to the personal story of the narrator and Li Gui. Also, the stories are very much filled with 

death and mystery. There is a story about the death of Zhang and his body disappearing from 

the coffin. The story of Zhang’s ghost appearing outside Green Yellow’s house years later. 

Green Yellow almost being raped by an unknown man and saved by Emerald 二翠, the second 

wife of Zhang, who is then stabbed to death by the man. There is also the story of a watchman 

in the orchards (kan lin ren 看林人) who voyeuristically witnessed the strange wedding night 

of Zhang. Except for the narrator being able to confirm that the nine families really operated 

prostitution business in the past, nothing brings him closer to the goal of his journey. But then 

again, what was the goal of his journey in the first place? Although he still continues his search, 

approximately in two thirds of the story, the narrator realizes: “I had lost interest in the term 

‘green yellow,’ which I know felt might even have been a fabrication by Professor Tan. By 

Contrast, bits of the stories that had been told to me – a thin row of-down houses, a stand of 

willows, a stretch of empty land – these mixed with my childhood memories and invaded my 

dreams” (“Green” 34). ‘对于现在看来完全可能是谭维年教授杜撰的那个词，我丧失了所

有的兴趣。而传说中那个事件的片断 ––– 一片柳树林，一块空地，却时常混杂着童年

的记忆一起侵人我的梦中 (Ge 136). And of course, he never actually finds the chronicle or 

the truth about what the term “green yellow” means. In the end, he discovers that Li Gui’s dog 

has a name like that. And then, in a dictionary from the Ming dynasty, which perfectly closes 

the framework of the “official” sources, he finds an entry describing “green yellow” as a type 

of plant. Both options seem similarly possible. 

This short story has often been read from the point of view of the refusal of official 

history, with the emphasis on its unreliability. Yang Xiaobin writes: “Ge Fei offers a narrative 

that points to obscurities, hiatuses, and internal contentions within the history produced by 

official or intellectual authorities” (The Chinese 179). He also points to the thematization of 

“the fragmentation of the hegemonic, totalizing voice of history” (182), which is somewhat – 

naturally, given the goal of Yang’s argumentation – similar to how Hutcheon describes the 
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postmodern fiction, or historiographic metafiction, when she talks about “no one single 

perspective but myriad voices” and that “the contradictory nature of postmodernism involves 

its offering of multiple, provisional alternatives to traditional, fixed unitary concepts in full 

knowledge of (and even exploiting) the continuing appeal of those very concepts” (A Poetics 

160, 60). On the same note, Lexa mentions the ambiguity of the term “green yellow” in the 

relation to history: “It seems that the unified, grand narrative of history disintegrates vis-à-vis 

the personal histories of the characters, their memories, their individual motivations.” And so, 

in the end, by reading this short story we reach the realization “that history is not a monolithic 

story guided by clear, rational rules, but many unclear, intertwined processes – as many as the 

variants of ‘green yellow’” (“Sex” 239-40).  

I would like to offer a little different reading of the story, not contradictory, just more 

focused on the subjective. I believe the “versus” between official history and the individual 

accounts is being more or less ignored in the story, the more the narrator gets fascinated by the 

stories of the characters, the more he stops caring about any official accounts. He waves them 

away as “fabricated” (duzhuan 杜撰; a different word than Ma Yuan’s “xugou” 虚构) and 

turns to something else. Although distrust to the official accounts is explicitly expressed, the 

personal stories are not really set against this as something more reliable or more important for 

constituting the history. As such, the grand history is irrelevant to the personal histories and 

vice versa. What makes the small histories important is the fact that, to the narrator, they seem 

more interesting, livelier and attractive because of their mysterious nature. We cannot say that 

the individual, the subjective wins, because there was actually never any struggle. Those 

personal histories, as identified across the works of the authors of the Chinese avant-garde 

literature of the second half of the 1980s, express the shift from the official history to the 

personal history, the subjective view of events. There might be some kind of denial of the 

official involved, but that can differ from author to author. The shift is always there – we could 

see it, maybe not as general topics, but definitely as particular features within the general 

characteristics, in the authorial intrusions of Ma Yuan as well as in the semiotic, identity-

seeking games of Sun Ganlu. And we see it now again and most clearly in Ge Fei for whom 

memory and personal history become a topic in many of his stories. We will also see it later in 

the works of Yu Hua, as a part of his emphasis on subjectivity, and other authors as well. And 

of course, the representation of various personal histories inevitably brings a certain degree of 

fragmentation that is very much perceivable in Ge Fei’s stories.  

At the beginning of the sixth chapter of “Green Yellow,” the narrator says:  
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My investigation into “green yellow” had been quite fruitless. The long river of time 

always silently drowns everything, yet memories will contrarily bring to the surface 

long-sunken fragments from the bottom of the river, like green grass shooting up from 

under the snow. During my days in Mai Village, I roamed round, searching for traces 

of the past, while one by one the nights were lost to imaginings of the distant past 

(“Green” 29) 

 

我的调查一无进展。 时间的长河总是悄无声息地淹没一切，但记忆却常常将那

些早已沉入河底的碎片浮出水面，就像青草从雪地里重新凸现出来一样。在麦

村的日子里，我在白天像游魂一般四处飘荡，追索往昔的蛛迹，却把一个又个

的黑夜消耗在对遥远过去的悬想之中 (Ge 130) 

 

This part of the text also emphasizes the creativity hidden in the personal histories that 

do not necessarily have any provable grounds and as such are free to interpretation, or to be 

subjected to pure fantasy. That is what the narrator does – what he tries to learn as the serious 

historian during the day, he commits to his imagination during the night. It almost seems like 

a confession of unreliability, because, in the end, he is the narrator of the stories narrated to 

him. One is thus inclined to ask if what the reader gets are really the accounts of the characters 

or their versions filtered through the nightly fantasies of the narrator. Does he not mention a 

few pages later something about mixing the stories with childhood memories? In this regard, 

what we see here is a similar strategy as in “Remembering.”  

However, unreliability is the nature of personal memory. Memories are as much 

fragmented as they are selective and dependent on the context. And of course, this all stems 

from the fact that they are subjective, and they inherently bear opinions in them. Ge Fei as the 

author is not really trying to hide this. When the watchman of the orchards tells his account of 

Zhang’s wedding, he says: “The people of Mai Village were not the kind to dwell on the past. 

In the few years since Zhang had moved there, people’s attitude toward this quiet newcomer 

had gradually become more friendly” (“Green” 35; trans. modified). ‘麦村的人似乎很容易

忘记以往的事，时间过了几年之后，人们对这个安分的外乡人的态度渐渐变得亲昵起

来’ (Ge 137). But when the narrator talks to Young Green about the prostitution history of her 

family, she sees the nature of the villages slightly differently: “On our boat it wasn’t a big deal, 
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but on land it was, a very big deal. I’ve been here more than forty years, but very few villagers 

are willing to talk to me, I hear that people even try to avoid passing our place” (38) ‘在我们

的船上，这种事不算什么，[…] 可岸上的人都把它看得很重。我来这里后的四十多年，

村里很少有人愿意和我说话。据说外地人经过麦城的时候，也绕着道走 (140). 

The fragmentary nature, selectiveness and unreliability of memories are the topics of 

the short story “Flock of Brown Birds” (Hese niao qun 褐色鸟群).63 The narrator of this story 

is called Ge Fei 格非, as the author, but here we do not have any Ma Yuan-esque metafictional 

element in the form of authorial intrusions, and the congruence of the names does not play any 

important role. The story consists of a multilayered narration. The first level is Ge Fei at his 

home in a place called “Riverbank” (Shuibian 水边), writing a book and thinking about his 

dead wife. “Riverbank” seems like a place where time has stopped. At least, that is how it 

seems to the narrator who sees different movements of nature, “but can’t distinguish the 

changing of seasons” ‘但是我无法分辨季节的变化’ (Ge 71). On the second narrative level, 

he tells a story about an unexpected visitor, a female named Qi 棋, who claims to know him 

while he only vaguely remembers other people she talks about but not her specifically. This 

account actually seems to be the text of the book Ge Fei talks about writing in the first level 

narration.64 Qi spends a whole night and a part of the next day with the narrator and most of 

the time Ge Fei tells her a long and complicated story about how he met a woman who was 

eventually to become his wife. This is the third level of the narration. On that level we first 

hear a story about the narrator following the woman during a night outside a city on a snowy 

road (where he apparently hits and probably kills somebody with his bike) and eventually 

losing sight of her by a broken bridge. Then, in the second part of the third level narration, the 

narrator meets the woman again a few years later in a different context and when he tries to tell 

her the story of that night (fourth level of narration), she doesn’t recall it at all and defies the 

events, although she finds some similarity between the life of her and her husband at that time 

and some motifs of the narration. Back on the third level, the narrator gets close to the woman 

                                                 

63 First published in Zhongshan, no. 2, 1988. 
64 To be precise, the difference between the first and the second level is not absolutely clear. There are 

several indications in the text that the narration is happening on a different level and as the text of the book, but 

there are also some parts of the text where those two levels merge and it seems that Qi’s visit is happening at the 

same time as the “opening remarks” of the narrator – i.e. he is describing the timelessness of his situation when 

Qi appears. In Chinese, there is no grammatical indication of the difference between the two levels. But I have 

decided to follow the solution from the Czech translation by Filip Lexa who separates these two levels by present 

and past tense narration, respectively.  
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and after the death of her husband they get together and get married. The third level of the 

narration is often interrupted by Qi’s comments who seems to already know some details or at 

least guess how the narrative will proceed. Eventually, Qi leaves the narrator and he is vainly 

waiting a long time for her return. One day she comes back, but although the narrator is 

convinced that it is her, she denies knowing him, says her name is not even Qi and she is a 

mere passerby asking for water because she is thirsty. The whole story ends here with just a 

brief return to the first level of narration with the mention of the flock of brown birds that 

always are and always will be flying over the house on the “Riverbank.” 

There is a very subtle metanarrative dimension in this story that does not show in its 

overt form too often. But sometimes it does in relation to Qi’s interruptions of the third level 

narration. Such as in the following part where Qi seems to know, except for some nuances, 

how the story of the narrator chasing his future wife continues.  

 

Anyway, I said, how do you know it was not over yet? 

Because of the pattern of love, Qi said. 

Pattern of love? 

I thought that the matter was not over yet not because of what Qi deducted to be a 

pattern of love, but because it completely relies on the rules of my narration. The reason 

why I didn’t want to tell such a story and reveal everything was because it touches a 

hidden spot deep inside my heart and when I think about this matter it makes me feel 

not happy. Below I will speak exactly about that matter. 

 

不过，我说，你是怎么知道事情还没完呢？ 

根据爱情公式，棋说。 

爱情公式? 

我想事情远未了结并不是棋所说的所谓恋爱公式的推断，它完全依赖于我的叙

述规则. 我之所以不愿意将这祥一个故事和盘托出，是因为它触及到我内心深处

极其隐秘的角落，想起这件事就让人觉得不痛快，下面我就来讲讲这件事 (Ge 

77-78). 

 

“Nowhere is it clearer than in historiographic metafiction,” Hutcheon writes, “that there 

is also a contradiction at the heart of postmodernism: the formalist and the historical live side 
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by side, but there is no dialectic. The unresolved tensions of postmodern aesthetic practice 

remain paradoxes, or perhaps more accurately, contradictions.” (A Poetics 100). I am quoting 

this here, not because I want to point out the postmodern character of this story or its hidden 

comment on history as such (there is none, in my opinion), but because it actually quite 

precisely describes the contradictions of memory Ge Fei is thematizing here. The formalist is 

the way of narration, the decision the narrator makes of how to describe the past events, while 

the historical is the innermost feeling that shapes the past event as such. And the actual moment 

of telling Ge Fei and Qi found themselves in on this level of narration consists of the 

contradictory, subtle moment between the past and the present Wang Jing noticed. Moreover, 

if we agree that this level of narration represents the book the first level narrator is writing, we 

are talking about textualized past that is always even more difficultly accessible because of its 

inevitably formal character. In the end, it all comes down to the subjectivity of not only the 

narrator, but the recipient, the reader as well. There is a formula of how the story is narrated 

and perceived, but underlying the formula there must be a feeling that shapes it. To borrow 

from Hutcheon again, “historiographic metafiction self-consciously reminds us that, while 

events did occur in the real empirical past, we name and constitute those events as historical 

facts by selection and narrative positioning” (A Poetics 97). For Ge Fei, the author as well as 

the narrator of the “Flock of Brown Birds,” the selection and narrative positioning is 

determined by memory. 

“Memory is power” ‘回忆就是力量’ (75), says the narrator at one point of the second 

level narration, describing a credo of his and Qi’s as well. But memory, as a subjective power, 

tends to fail us. That happens repeatedly on all levels of the narration – on the first level the 

narrator does not see the change of seasons, thus forgetting the flow of time. On the second 

level, the narrator does not remember Qi and then she does not remember him (or might it be 

that he forgot her in the meantime and thus mistook her for somebody else?). On the third level, 

the woman / wife does not remember the first time she had the chance to meet the narrator, 

does not even admit something like that might have happened. On the same level, the narrator 

describes a mysterious episode when he heard strange noises outside the house and when he 

opened the door, he saw a young girl standing there, crying. “My memory broke apart like 

links of a rusty chain. In the instant my memory disappeared, the time when I was six emerged 

in my head and I saw an image of my younger sister bathing in a bathtub […]. I don’t know 

the rest, my hand grabbing the door frame slid down – I fainted next to the door.” ‘我的记忆

似条锈蚀的铁链寸寸断落立. 在记忆消失的瞬间，我脑子里浮现出在我六岁时，看着我
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的妹妹在澡盆里洗澡的画面 [...]. 剩下的什么都不知道了，我扶着门框的手无力地滑落，

––我在门边晕倒了 (Ge 96). If the memory can break apart like a rusty chain, what is there to 

believe in then? I believe that Ge Fei is presenting us with an unreliable narrator again and his 

metanarrative comment quoted above is the clue he is giving the reader to realize that. The 

whole story, through all the levels, is subjected to the will of the narrator of the first level, who 

basically describes himself as unreliable not only because he cannot see the changing of the 

seasons, but also because he is apparently half dreaming, trying to focus on his writing, but 

being disturbed by the sound of birds at the same time, unable to concentrate. Everything else 

is an account of this kind of narrator – meeting Qi twice, but not recognizing her on the first 

time and apparently mistaking her on the second time; meeting his wife twice, but not really, 

because the second woman is probably someone else. There are quite dark, mysterious 

moments in the story, but they only seem like that until we realize that the only mystery is the 

way the narrator remembers and then retells the story. That includes everything from the 

weirdly omniscient behavior of Qi to the sound of the weeping girl outside the house during 

one of the first nights he spends with his future wife, a fresh widow at that time. 

There are two more motifs in this short story I would like to mention very briefly. They 

make up an interesting connection to Sun Ganlu and Ma Yuan. The first is the motif of autumn 

as the preferred season of the narrator and also as the season time seems to stop at on the first 

level of the narration, judging by the weather and the very clear air. Autumn appears several 

times in the story. When the talks to Qi, she “by the way mentioned that it is autumn. I felt a 

painful twitch deep in my memory, but no past event was awakened by this. I was glad it’s 

autumn.” ‘顺便提了一句现在是秋天了。我的记忆深处痛苦地抽搐一下，但并未就此而

唤醒往事。我为秋天而感到高兴 (Ge 72). This evokes Sun Ganlu’s short story “As If” where 

every important thing in Amang’s life happened in autumn. Why autumn? On the one hand, I 

think it is the notion of a single season as a symbol of timelessness. And for that matter, it could 

be any season. But if we are dealing with memory, autumn is generally associated with 

nostalgia and melancholia, which are again associated with pondering, and in extension 

remembering.  

The second motif is again related to Qi’s words: “The whole story of yours is a circle, 

as its plot unfolds, it at the same time implicitly repeats. If it made you happy, you could be 

telling it forever.” ‘你的故事始终是一个圆圈，它在展开情节的同时，也意味着重复。

只要你高兴，你就可以永远讲下去’ (Ge 92). The sutra in Ma Yuan’s short shorty could be 
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read from any place and the novel in Sun’s “As If” could be read from inside and from outside. 

This story here is looped and it can be read forever. I believe that this common motif in the 

works of all three authors points to the non-linearity of experience, textualized or not. For Ge 

Fei, it is the experience of a memory and that one, even more than the “traditional” textual 

form Ma and Sun are referring to, has an amorphous character as it can be retold over and over 

again, but not necessarily in an identical version. 

Talking about the amorphous character of memories, there is no better illustration of 

this notion in Ge Fei’s work than the short story called “Background” (Beijing 背景).65 One is 

inclined to describe it as fragmentary, which is a traditional label for a narrative with a non-

linear plot presenting pieces of stories, for example, from different parts of a character’s life, 

which is exactly what this story is – a first-person narration describing various moments in the 

narrator’s life, his relationship to his father, a younger brother called Ni 泥 and a girl called 

Wa 瓦, death of his mother etc. The story starts quite straightforwardly as the narrator receives 

a telegram from his brother saying their father died, but soon after that the reader is put on a 

rollercoaster of memories and interconnected, multilayered narrations and pushed down with 

no breaks. There are no formal clues in the structure of the story, except perhaps paragraphs 

that do not work very well, where one temporal level starts and where it ends, the described 

memories freely merge one into the other. This is quite an original variation on the stream of 

consciousness technique, something the early experimenters such as Wang Meng at the 

beginning of the 1980s could hardly imagine. 

That is also why I would prefer to talk about an amorphous structure more than about 

a fragmentary one, because with the latter one could imagine some sharp pieces spilled into 

the narration, while the former, better reflecting the actual character of this story, describes a 

chunk of dough, a cloud of mist, a pile of wax after the candle of the past was burned down. 

Some of those memories, especially the ones from the narrator’s childhood that deal 

with his mother’s drowning in a river, are hazy, which could be the result of a traumatic 

experience or a technique to describe the subjective view of a young boy that does not really 

understand or does not want to accept what happened. It could also be a result of the temporal 

distance. His mother’s death apparently happened when the narrator was very young, even his 

brother is not mentioned during those (repeated) episodes. An old woman with small feet 

                                                 

65 First published in Harvest, no. 6, 1989. 
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(xiaojiao laoren小脚老人), a character whose identity is never properly explained in the story, 

picks up the narrator in the kindergarten and brings him to the river:  

 

Indistinctly I knew what happened by the river. Sunshine scattered in the tree crowns, 

the sound of the cicadas at the end of summer and beginning of autumn also seemed 

weak. On the wharf for washing clothes paved with broken stones a few men just 

carried a woman toward the riverbank. […] Finally, I saw my mother. She was bended 

over the back of a just brought water buffalo, vomiting mouthfuls of water. 

 

我隐约知道河边发生的事。树冠上洒满了阳光，夏末秋初蝉的鸣叫也显得有气

无力。河边那条用碎石铺砌成的 洗衣码头上，几个男人正把一个女人朝岸上抬。

[...] 我终于看见了我的母亲。她伏在一头刚刚牵来的水牛的背脊上，大口大口

地朝地上吐着水。 (Ge 151) 

 

Another intense and repeating memory is the teenage romance of the narrator with Wa 

(and her weird, suggested relationship with the narrator’s father). The two young lovers 

apparently try to escape together, have sex and get quite brutally punished by their parents for 

both of those things, not necessarily in that order. In this short story, Ge Fei shows himself not 

only as a very skillful experimenter, but also confirms his status of a writer who likes to picture 

sexual relationships in his works. He is very eloquent in savory descriptions that show both the 

physical sensuality and psychical intensity. “I wasn’t able to speak anymore. My frozen hand 

touched her smooth, scorching skin. […] I could smell al the thick fragrances she emitted that 

mixed together with the moldy smell of the rice straws. My body leaned closely to hers. She 

was trembling, sinking deeper and deeper in the haystack.” ‘我已经说不出话。我冻僵的手

触摸到了她润滑灼热的肌肤。(...) 我嗅得出她发丛中凝固的香气，那些香气和稻草的

霉味混杂在一起。我的身体紧贴着她。她颤栗着，身体在草垛中越陷越深’ (Ge 150). 

One of the “lessons” the historiographical metafiction teaches us, according to 

Hutcheon, is that “the past once existed, but that our historical knowledge of it is semiotically 

transmitted” (A Poetics 122). The amorphous nature of this short story, I believe, is itself a sign 

of the very deceiving nature of memory, because memory is never linear, but it is in a sense 

technical. We create for ourselves points of reference in it, which could be little details, such 

as a conversation with the brother about snakes in winter or stealing eggs on a wedding day, 
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but then we move through it vertically, not horizontally. And those signs do not refer to the 

events as such, but to the cycle, the spiral of personality the memories are constructing. That 

is also why this short story does not end with closing the framework of the death of narrator’s 

father. The narrator comes back to his home village and inquires about the circumstances of 

the death (the father got allegedly too drunk, but the narrator has a suspicion that he 

intentionally poisoned himself for some reason). The carnival of memories then continues – 

how they brought the dead mother home, how he slept with Wa… And the final end, quite 

ironically, is about the paid mourners at the mother’s funeral. “How come you still don’t cry? 

The coffin is already in the village. And then I heard the sparse sound of weeping.” ‘你们怎么

还不哭，棺材已经走到村口了。接着我就听到了片稀稀拉拉的哭声  (167).’ The 

selectiveness of memory and the erasure or dulling power of time shows itself fully here. 

The last short story I would like to mention here is in style quite similar to Yu Hua’s 

works which I will analyze in the following paragraphs. “Clam Shell” (Bangke 蚌壳)66 is a 

short story divided in six chapters telling a story of different characters at different times. The 

stories, as the reader gradually realizes, are somehow interconnected. Moreover, there is also 

a kind of pseudo-detective plot involved.  

Chapter one is narrated in first-person mode and tells a story of a man who, on his way 

from a hospital, meets a woman he is supposed to know. Initially, he cannot remember, but 

then he does and in the end follows the woman from “G province” (G sheng G 省) to her home 

where they seem to be preparing to have sex (although the act is not explicitly mentioned, the 

woman takes a shower and undresses in front of the man). The narrator seems to be quite 

confused as he remembers that “a great man once said in an unofficial conversation: ‘Behind 

every door that opens for you hides a conspiracy’” ‘一位伟人在一次非正式的谈话中说道: 

“在每一扇为你打开的门的背后都潜伏着一个阴谋”’ (Ge 104). 

Chapter two is a story about a father and a son going to a river to hunt for clams. During 

the time spent by the river, the father flirts with some woman and then a heavy rain comes 

during which the father has sex with the woman on the opposite bank. The son is watching it 

all, seemingly detached, only half understanding what is happening – which is actually what 

the father apparently counts on during his shameless behavior. Although this story is a third-

person narration, the point of view here is definitely that of the boy, and a hidden judgment, or 

at least confusion can be read between the lines. When they come home, the father is pretending 

                                                 

66 First published in Beijing Literature, no. 4, 1989. 
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that nothing happened. The mother smiles at the boy. “Sun shone through a crevice in the 

window in the earthen wall on a spot on the ground next to her. The sunshine made him feel 

unwell.” ‘阳光从土墙上窗骨的缝隙中照到她身边的地上。那阳光让他难受’ (Ge 108).  

Chapter three is about a doctor examining a woman. The examination seems regular at 

first but then he takes her to a dark room, looks at her under the light of a torchlight, asks 

questions about when she had sex with her husband for the last time and if there was anything 

unusual about it (there was not) and eventually tricks her into sexual intercourse. But she seems 

glad. “The woman: My husband never made me so happy” ‘女人: 我的丈夫从来没有让我这

样快活过’ (Ge 111). There is this detached form of narration that makes this in a sense ugly 

episode of abuse seem as something regular, usual and not really shocking. The screenplay 

technique the author uses for dialogues, as shown in the quotation above, strengthens this 

element as well. In the end, the doctor tells the woman that she has a weird disease and that she 

should try eating snake’s gallbladder. “The doctor: They sell poisonous snakes on every corner 

of the city.” ‘医生：城里的每一个角落都有毒蛇出售’ (111). 

In Chapter four, a policeman is coming to a home of a widow to investigate the recent 

death of her husband. The husband died under suspicious circumstances lying on a bed with a 

weird wound on his back. The policeman is interrogating the woman, also asking about their 

sexual life (it was not harmonious, the husband used to read a magazine about movies while 

they were having sex). The widow also shares the fact that her husband had an odd disease, 

“the sight of a light reflected by the window pane on the wall made him nervous” ‘他看见光

从玻璃窗中投射到墙上就感到紧’ (Ge 114). The policeman then suggests that the death 

might have been suicide caused by the feeling of shame, because the husband had an affair 

with a woman from G province and contracted syphilis from her. And that he only made it look 

like his death was caused by somebody else in order to hide his original motives. The two most 

significant motifs in this chapter are the strange calmness of the widow and the total ignorance 

of the policeman, who apparently already has his version set and is not willing to give much 

thought into any alternatives. 

Chapter five is a third-person narration told from the point of view of a man named 

Mana 马那 who is planning to go the see a girl from the G province with whom he has been 

having an affair with for some time already. He finds some excuse to leave and decides to take 

a bath before he leaves. In the bathroom, something bites him in the back – it was a snake his 
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wife bought to eat its gallbladder. He runs naked out of the bathroom and tells his wife and 

their visiting neighbor.  

The final Chapter six is told in first-person narration again. It opens with this statement: 

“At one blazing hot dusk, I suddenly got a very strange disease. As a matter of fact, I myself 

am a little bit baffled by it: When I see sun reflected by a window on a wall, I get a panic attack.” 

‘在一个炎热的黄昏，我说不准确切是哪一天，我突然得了一种奇怪的疾病。这种病说

起来连我自己都觉得有些莫名其妙：我看见阳光从窗户中射进来，照在墙壁上，就感

到惊慌失措’ (Ge 119). The narrator then goes to see his friend, a doctor, and tells him the 

story from the end of Chapter two. Then the doctor asks the narrator about his sexual life (not 

harmonious). The story from chapter one is also retold. The doctor then says: “Stories might 

be important for you writers, but a doctor only needs some phenomena, for example a weird 

look of a stranger, a quarrel between your wife and you, even a snowy scene in a dreamland.” 

‘故事对你写小说也许很重要，可医生需要的只是一些现象，譬如说陌生人的一次奇怪

的眼神，你和妻子的一次争吵，甚至梦境中出现的下雪的场景…… ’ (Ge 122). The 

narrator then describes a dream he is having about his wife wanting to kill him. And before the 

doctor blows his nose into a handkerchief he was given by the women in Chapter three and 

suggests the narrator to wear sunglasses, he says: “You are suffering from a recently rather 

spread disease of subjectivity” ‘你患了眼下颇为流行的臆想症’ (122). 67 The doctors do not 

know much about the disease yet, but the patients very often seem to show a symptom of having 

the feeling their wife wants to kill them, each time using a different tool, like a straw of reed, 

intestines of a pig, or… a snake. 

This short story is prefaced by a quote form an author who might be the French writer 

and one of the most prominent contributors to the avant-garde literary magazine Tel Quel, Jean 

Cayrol (1911- 2005)68: “If I have ever lied to you, then it’s because I had to prove you that 

                                                 

67 The term I describe here as “disease of subjectivity” (yixiang zheng 臆想症) is not a medical term, but 

more a vulgar description of a condition of mild personality disorder that manifests itself through slight paranoia 

and delusional states, can have hypochondriac symptoms and can be accompanied by compulsive lying. “Yixiang” 

臆想 literally means “subjective idea,” that is why I chose my translation. I also believe that it was the author’s 

intention to use such a non-professional term, the doctor character, after all, shows anything but professionality. 

However, it is important to note that this “subjectivity” is a different word than “zhutixing” 主体性 in Liu Zaifu’s 

theory. 
68 I have not been able to absolutely confirm the origin of the quote, because the Chinese version of the 

writer’s name does not exactly correspond to Caylor. This very probable suggestion I got from Connie Huang in 

the Facebook group Sinologist, a very professional invitation-only group that brings together over 2,500 

researchers in the sinology field from all around the world (see bibliography for the permanent link to the post). I 

believe the content of the quote, it being as short as it is, is more important than its origin. 
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false is actually real.” ‘如果我对你说过谎，那是因为我必须向你证明假的就是真的’ (Ge 

100). This quote, together with the closing dialogue between the narrator and the doctor, 

represents the framework of this short story that expresses the subjectivity of the world view 

of each character. Everybody is telling lies or cheating, but everybody has their own 

justification for it that makes it seemingly not as bad. People have their reasons, their “diseases 

of subjectivity” that prevent them from actually distinguishing what is real and what is false, 

what is truth and what is a lie. Even the police, I would argue, does not necessarily symbolize 

some kind of state power or official, historical truth. Similarly to “Remembering Mr. Wu You” 

the police only stick to its truth, but in the end their actions do not, for good or bad, influence 

the story at all. It is just another type of truth and the policeman in the end represents just 

another bearer of the truth, as a person who wants to get rid of the burden of his futile job and 

see the world as simple as possible. If we were inclined to look for some political dimension 

in the story, or at least social criticism, it would be the character of the doctor, a dilettante 

abuser, who could be perceived as a symbol of the abusive official power whose legitimacy is 

based on fake professionality and manipulative nature. At one point of their conversation, the 

doctor says to the narrator: “I have always felt very awkward toward patients like you, 

accomplished intellectuals. Knowledge seems to become an obstacle in case of the problem of 

treating mental illnesses. You people often fabricate some preposterous reason for explaining 

the disease, some clam shell, Oedipus complex, it’s all just being smarty pants.” 我对你们这

些具有很高知识修养的病人总是感到很为难。在治疗精神疾病这个问题上，知识似乎

已经成为一种障碍。你们这些人往往会自己编造出荒诞不经的理由为疾病作出解释，

什么蚌壳，恋母情结，全是自作聪明 (Ge 121). This might be an accusation of the political 

elites of looking down on intellectuals, themselves being historically proven amateurs in their 

fields, their modernization plans failing, and still not being able to give the intellectuals the 

right role in the society. But, and that seems more likely at least for my view on Chinese avant-

garde literature, although I cannot deny a certain kind of political subversion inherent in 

statements like this, I would read this part as well as the whole story more as an accusation of 

the negative results of exaggerated subjectivity. Even the motif of sex, very prominent in this 

story and, as I have already suggested, rather typical for Ge Fei, does not play the role of 

something shocking anymore (such basically decent sexual scenes in literature could be hardly 

shocking in 1989), but represents here the highest form of uncontrolled and uncontrollable 

subjectivity. 
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Similar to memories, subjectivity can play tricks on an individual and detach him from 

society, from the outer world, instead of empowering him. It does not make one the master of 

history in Liu Zaifu’s sense, on the contrary, it can make one lose control. This is a complex, 

double-edged concept of subjectivity that I think is typical for Chinese avant-garde literature 

in general and that I will further demonstrate in the works of Yu Hua. 

 

Liu Kang describes a “realist impulse” in the works of Yu Hua that is eventually 

overcome by the imaginary to create some kind of alternative reality (“The Short-Lived” 93). 

He then also claims that Yu Hua and other writers of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the 

second half of the 1980s tried to “denaturalize the ‘objective’ narrative points of view of 

literature,” only to conclude further that in Yu Hua’s works the “narrative discourse is 

unsentimental, unobtrusive realism, even ‘clinically objective’ naturalism,” but “without 

succumbing to its ideological and epistemological presuppositions” (106-107). Those 

statements might seem contradictory, but they are not. Yu Hua definitely mostly writes in a 

realistic mode in the Barthesian sense, as long as we do not think about the mysterious motifs 

like ghosts that always somehow find a way into his stories. The “denaturalizing” in his case 

then lies in the emphasis on subjectivity by using internal focalization techniques that I will 

come back to later. The “clinical objectivity” does not refer to the socialist realist paradigm of 

mirroring life of the masses and adjusting the mirrored image so that it serves whatever political 

purpose is needed at the moment, but more to the detachment of the narrator from the narrated 

story (if we are talking about third-person, heterodiegetic narration) or from the events 

happening to the narrator as a character of the story (in case of first-person, homodiegetic 

narration). In case of the former, the internal focalisation is an important element as well, 

although it is not necessary. The “realist impulse” is, moreover, very similar to Ma Yuan’s and 

Sun Ganlu’s ontological attempts of constructing alternative realities as fictions, and in this 

regard they are also similarly subversive. Paradoxically, the techniques they use are very, if 

not radically different. Henry Zhao says that history, as well as other discursive systems of 

Chinese culture, is the primary target of Yu Hua’s subversion and that among the authors of 

the Chinese avant-garde literature, he is the one most interested in meaning-constructing 

systems (“Yu Hua” 418-419). For Zhao, Chinese culture is the keyword, as he focuses mostly 

on works that implement the technique of pastiche which I will also mention later in my 

analysis. Generally, I think it is not really history as such Yu Hua targets, but, similarly to Ge 

Fei, history as memory, as an expression of subjectivity. Then the other discursive systems are 

not only the official ones, the “culturally honoured” (Zhao, “Yu Hua” 418) ones, but also the 
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ones ascribed to new types of literature (that include the Chinese avant-garde, obviously) by 

the likes of Liu Zaifu. In this sense, the target of Yu Hua’s subversions, mocking, or parody is 

very often he himself. And thus again, using completely different technique he achieves the 

dialectic thesis-antithesis logic of Sun Ganlu. On a similar note, Liu Kang notes that in Yu 

Hua’s work “boundaries of realism, modernism, and postmodernism seem to be freely 

trespassed and ignored” (“The Short-Lived” 93), and even more significantly, Wedell-

Wedellsborg labels it as “meta-modernism, i.e. modernism that is no longer ‘innocent’ which 

doesn’t quite believe in its own capacity to represent any, whether subjective or objective, 

ontologically pre-existing ‘reality’, a modernism which comments upon itself, or even mocks 

itself” (“One” 142). Wedell-Wedellsborg is basically describing the elementary features of 

metafiction as postmodern phenomenon, but there is no need to start any polemic here, at least 

not yet. More importantly, what both her and Liu, although indirectly and probably 

unintentionally, point to is the fact that Yu Hua’s works are definitely the most “all-inclusive” 

of the Chinese avant-garde, implementing motifs, topics and techniques that can be identified 

across almost all the other authors. However, it does not mean that in terms of style his work 

is fragmented, that it is some uninspired motley crew of experiments. On the contrary, Yu Hua 

has a very distinctive, rather integrated, and moreover highly entertaining style that makes him 

one of the most readable authors of this period of Chinese literature. The unifying element of 

his works, I would argue, from which everything else starts, is the double-edged take on 

subjectivity I described above. 

I will start my analysis with a novella that in my opinion best illustrates this idea. “One 

Kind of Reality” (Xianshi yi zhong 现实一种)69 already suggests by name that it will deal with 

a narrowed subjective view on reality. It is also a first sign of subversion, because from the 

official literary-political view, there is only one reality to be reflected in literature and any 

suggestions there might be more kinds of realities is basically wrong. If sex is something quite 

typical for Ge Fei, then it is death and violence for Yu Hua. And this story is no exception. In 

seven chapters it describes tragic moments of violence and death in a family of seven people 

living together – brothers Shanfeng 山岗 and Shangang 山峰, their wives, their mother (all 

three unnamed) and their two sons, four year old boy Pipi 皮皮 and his baby cousin. Let me 

briefly describe the plot of the quite long story, chapter by chapter. 

                                                 

69 First published in Beijing Literature, no. 1, 1988. 
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1. One morning the parents leave for work and the hypochondriac grandmother goes to 

lie down in her room. Pipi “plays” with his cousin – first he hits him, then he chokes him, and, 

in the end, he takes him out of the bed and carries him in the yard. On the way out, Pipi gets 

distracted and drops his cousin head first on the concrete ground. For a time, he forgets what 

happened. And when he remembers the boy, he finds him outside, not moving, skull fractured 

with ants crawling in the boy’s head through the open wound. Pipi does not really understand 

what happened. When the grandmother gets up, she first notices the blood stain outside 

followed by the boy’s body. She rushes back to the house, frightened, in denial. 

2. The mother of the boy comes home, finds her baby, runs to get Shanfeng and then 

both of them bring the boy to the hospital. But it is already too late. Back home, Shanfeng beats 

and blames his wife. They then find out it was Pipi who killed the boy. Shangang is offering 

all his savings as a compensation to his brother, but he refuses. Instead he wants Pipi to lick 

the blood of the cousin from the ground, which Pipi does. In the end, Shanfeng kicks Pipi so 

hard he flies and falls head first on the ground and stops moving. 

3. Grandmother is in her room, thinking about her diseases. Pipi is dead. Shanfeng 

suggests a fight with cleavers between him and Shangang, but his brother refuses. Shangang’s 

wife encourages her brother-in-law to kill her, he almost does, but when his brother stops him 

and this time he suggests a fight, Shanfeng is the one who refuses it. Shanfeng’s wife is totally 

catatonic. Shangang goes out and when he returns, he starts cooking some bones he bought. 

4. Grandmother locks herself in her room and decides to stop eating. Shanfeng wakes 

up in a trance, only faintly remembering what happened. Shangang was cooking the bones the 

whole night and now they turned into jelly. He ties his brother to a tree and spreads the jelly 

on the soles of his bare feet. Then Shangang lets a dog lick Shanfeng’s feet which is so tickling, 

Shanfeng chokes himself to death from laughter. Shanfeng’s wife rushes to report her brother-

in-law for murder. In the meantime, Shangang’s wife packs his stuff and he leaves. He wanders 

the streets aimlessly, goes into a public bathroom, but is unable to urinate. He leaves the 

bathroom but forgets to put his penis back into his trousers. He enters an administrative 

building, sits down and falls asleep. Then he is awakened by the safeguards. 

5. A month later. Shangang is taken to a gymnasium to be executed. They need three 

shots to kills him – one just takes off his ear, the second still does not kill him, only the third 

one finishes the execution. 

6. Shangang comes home, but he only has half of his head. He enters his wife’s room 

and she gives him some food stamps and some money. They talk a little. Then she wakes up 

and when eating breakfast, she remembers that she has not seen her mother-in-law for some 
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time. It turns out the woman died in her room, six days after Shanfeng’s death. Shanfeng’s wife 

is going to see Shangang’s execution. For a month she has been pretending to be his wife and 

she offered to donate his body to the country.  

7. Dissection room. A bunch of doctors is each taking a part of Shangang’s body for 

further use. A dermatologist, for example, takes the skin which is later used for a patient with 

burns, but the skin does not take on and is thrown out in the end. Shangang’s kidneys are 

successfully transplanted. His testicles as well, and the transplant recipient eventually has a 

son. 

Anne Wedell-Wedellsborg analyses this novella in her article “One Kind Of Chinese 

Reality: Reading Yu Hua,” and while there are many conclusions I do not agree with (to which 

I will come back later), she notices one important thing about the structure of the narration and 

that is the internal focalization of the otherwise heterodiegetic narrator, “whose tone of voice 

is sometimes merely that of a detached recorder, sometimes brimming with low-key sarcasm” 

(132). The internal focalization, i.e. when the narrator has the same information as the 

characters, not more, not less, is a narrative technique that helps Yu Hua in this story to reach 

an overwhelming feeling of subjectivity. The narration basically moves between the minds of 

the characters and almost never rises above them more than what is needed for an objective, 

immediate description of an action (e.g. wives are cooking breakfast). Only in the last chapter 

that is in a certain sense cut off from the rest of the story, the narrator becomes truly omniscient 

and the focalization turns into the zero type.  

The characters are totally self-absorbed. It is the way of narration, but apparently also 

their nature. The grandmother is compulsively obsessed with her health. Everything is filtered 

through that. Pipi is killed at the end of the second chapter – when he falls head first on the 

ground it makes a “dull thud” sound (Yu, “One” 159) ‘沉重的声响’ (Yu, Yu 2 17). At the 

beginning of the following chapter the mother is reflecting on hearing the sounds: “When the 

old woman heard the ‘thud,’ she was quite taken aback. The sound had bored its way out from 

inside her stomach. It was as though it had burst out after having been closed up inside her for 

so long, the sound full of all that moaning. At once she made up her mind that her intestines 

were rotting and that the corruption must already be long-stablished (“One” 159). ‘那时候老

太太听到 “咕咚” 一声，这声音使她大吃一惊。声音是从腹部钻出来的。仿佛已经憋了

很久总算散发出来，声音里充满了怨气。他马上断定那是肠子在腐烂，而且这种腐烂

似乎已经由来已久’ (Yu 2 17). 
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 Shangang is the head-of-family type who thinks he has a solution for everything, but 

he does not realize that he is quickly losing his mind after Pipi’s death. Just as “rationally” as 

he came up with the idea of financial compensation for his brother, he is contemplating his 

murder: “Then he screwed up his eyes and looked out of the window, wondering whether or 

not to let Shanfeng have his breakfast first. […] He thought about it for some time and then 

decided not to let him have breakfast. ‘What’s the use of having breakfast?’ he said to himself” 

(“One” 167). ‘然后他眯起眼睛看着窗外，他在想是不是先让山峰吃了早饭。 […] 他那

么想了一阵以后决定不让山峰吃早饭了。 “早饭有什么意思。” 他在心里对自己说 (Yu 

2 27). 

Shanfeng is a brutal bully, beating his wife and blaming her for everything. But the 

violent events impact him more than he expected and show his weakness, the way he is not 

able to cope with things he cannot blame on someone else. He is traumatized and cannot 

understand what is or was happening. “Shanfeng remembered that his own son was dead, and 

that Pipi was dead too. He felt there was something peculiar about the two deaths. But he really 

couldn’t make out what it was. He was so exhausted. He knew that whatever it was, it 

connected the deaths of the two children” (“One” 168). ‘山峰这时想到自己儿子已死了，又

想到皮皮也死了。他感到这两次死中间有某种东西。这种东西是什么他实在难以弄清，

他实在太疲倦了。但是他知道这种东西联系着两个孩子的死去’ (Yu 2 27). 

Pipi is a four-year old and children at his age are always selfish, because their identity 

is only developing and they do not know any better. Maybe that is why his cruelness and 

listlessness seem so painful – the reader knows that whatever is happening, from the beating 

and choking until he drops his cousin, is not Pipi’s fault. The violent behavior is an imitation 

of his father’s treatment of his mother and the accidental dropping of the baby is just the result 

of a reverie children this age often find themselves in. Pipi might be spoiled and badly raised, 

but he is still an innocent child.  

 

The child began to feel more and more weighted down by the bundle in his arms, so he 

loosened his grip. As the bundle fell he could hear two sounds, a heavy thudding then 

a crisper, brighter sound, and then no sound at all. He felt much lighter and freer now, 

and he watched the sparrows hopping about the branches. As the branches shook the 

leaves fluttered like a fan. He’d been standing there for a while when he began to feel 

thirsty, so he turned around and went back into the house. (“One” 149) 
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然而孩子感到越来越沉重了，他感到这沉重来自手中抱着的东西，所以他就松

开了手，他听到那东西掉下去时同时发出两种声音，一种沉闷一种清脆，随后

什么声音也没有了。现在他感到轻松自在，他看到几只麻雀在树枝间跳来跳去，

因为树枝的抖动，那些树叶像扇子似地一搧一搧。他那么站了一会后感到口渴，

所以他就转身往屋里走去 (Yu 2 7) 

 

Yu Hua reveals himself as a true master of morbidity in those descriptions. When Pipi 

licks the blood of his cousin from the concrete ground, it is one of the strongest scenes of the 

whole novella. I believe that is where Wedell-Wedellsborg saw the “low-key sarcasm.” Also, 

this is the rare moment where, just briefly, the narrator steps out from the internal focalization 

zone:  

 

Pipi crawled forward, gazing at the blood glistening in the sunlight. It made him think 

of a particular kind of fresh jam. He stuck out his tongue and have a lick to test it, and 

a completely new taste filled his mouth. So he started licking with pleasure, and felt the 

cement underneath the blood very tough. In a few minutes his tongue was numb. Then 

trickles of blood began to appear on his tongue, and he found this own blood even 

tastier. Although he didn’t know it was his own. (“One” 158) 

 

皮皮趴在那里，望着这摊在阳光下亮晶晶的血，使他想起某一种鲜艳的果浆。

他伸出舌头试探地舔了一下，于是一种崭新的滋味油然而生。接下去他就放心

去舔了，他感到水泥上的血很粗糙，不一会舌头发麻了，随后舌尖上出现了几

丝流动的血，这血使他觉得更可口，但他不知道那是自己的血 (Yu 2 17) 

 

The wives are given less space in the story. Shanfeng’s wife is submissive, but after the 

tragedy she absolutely closes herself off. And when Shangang is arrested and she is given the 

chance for vengeance, her suffering turns into another, this time not passive but aggressive 

form of self-absorption. “[…] they told her what would happen today. She was satisfied, she 

told them she wished to offer Shangang’s body to the country. […] She knew the doctors would 

be delighted. As she walked along the street she began to imagine how the doctors would carve 

him up, and the corners of her mouth began to rise into a smile” (“One” 180). ‘[…] 他们才告

诉她今天这种结果。她很 满意，她告诉他们，她愿将山岗的尸体献给国家。 […] 她知
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道医生们会兴高采烈的。她在街上走着的时候，脑子里已经开始想象着医生们如何瓜 

分山岗，因此她的嘴角始终挂着微笑’ (Yu 2 41). 

Shangang’s wife, although she is the least expressive character in the story, seems to 

be the most rational character. Then again, she is also quite cold when she pushes Shangang to 

fight his brother, and although she does not have any vengeance agenda, she, too, does not 

notice the mother-in-law being gone.  

Wedell-Wedellsborg builds her analysis on the notion of this novella as an expression 

of “absence or eradication of an ‘individual self’” (“One” 131). In her reading, the characters 

are slowly losing themselves which is shown on their unnatural reactions to the events of the 

story. The final scene of Shangang’s dissection is then taken as the final step of this eradication. 

Although I definitely agree that the final scene can be regarded as an allegory, on the one hand, 

of the plot of the story itself, where the characters are eliminated one after another, and, on the 

other hand, of the narrative technique of slicing the narrative into parts, into the subjective 

views of the characters (140), I do not think the novella as a whole is an allegory of losing 

individuality. In my reading, the novella shows the consequences of extreme subjectivity, the 

ease with which individuality can turn into selfishness and only then eradicate the self, or more 

precisely, transform the self into something very much harmful. The characters, at least while 

they are still alive, never lose their individuality, their self. On the contrary, the individuality 

is being strengthened, transformed and within the internal focalization of the narrator even 

deeply explored.  

If we look at this novella from the point of view of Liu Zaifu’s theory, we can see that 

Yu Hua is in many regards fulfilling the requirements of the theory on a modern Chinese work 

of literature. But at the same time, he is resisting some aspects of it, turning and twisting those 

ideas to reveal their true implications taken to their limits. A “yes, but” approach is always 

clearly perceivable. Man definitely stands in the center of this story and the story functions as 

the “science of man” Liu Zaifu promotes, but it is all to the extent where the deepest, darkest 

sides of man are brought to light and brutally exposed. Within the narrative technique the 

characters are free, the narrator / writer is absolutely passive toward them, he truly serves them, 

as the only point of view here is their own. Given the social responsibility of the writer 

attributed to him by Liu Zaifu’s theory in order to discover the hidden aspects of the spirit of 

the era, Yu Hua is revealing something that I believe Liu Zaifu did not even try to foresee – 

the consequences the general stress on individuality might actually bring to an individual. 

There could be an inherent critique of society in this novella, but that critique starts with the 
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man, with the notion that there is something inherently wrong in him. It is less an allegory of 

society built on an image of an individual and more a direct portrayal of the pernicious nature 

of individuality itself. 

Then the question arises of where Yu Hua stands within Liu’s notion of good literature 

showing a man through the external events and not the other way around. I believe that, on the 

one hand, Yu Hua follows this notion, as the development of the characters psyche is definitely 

revealed through the “external” events they could not have influenced, at least not directly, as 

they, for example, were not physically present when Pipi dropped his cousin. But on the other 

hand, given the fact that the reader is only observing the external events through the minds of 

the characters, it actually also works the other way around. Of course, what Liu was referring 

to was the prescriptive nature of literature where man only serves to show some presumed 

regularities of the whole society and thus loses his living nature and becomes a mere tool. But 

by this Liu Zaifu also accepts the existence of this kind of objective external events – such as 

the process of modernization literature is an integral part of. Yu Hua, on the contrary, seems to 

doubt this notion as a whole. The man to be shown through the external events is, in the end, 

the sole creator of the external events through the power of his subjectivity, and thus there are 

basically no objective external events at all, just their subjective images, (dis)interpretations 

that, as Yu Hua sees it, rarely can lead to anything objectively good. However, they can lead 

to subjectively good things, such as the self-satisfied feeling of Shanfeng’s wife when she 

managed to use tricks to get her revenge. 

This is the double-edged nature of subjectivity – in Liu Zaifu’s sense it definitely frees 

the characters but immediately after binds them again in a vicious circle of the absence of 

empathy. Empathy was something required from the writer in Liu’s theory. Starting with self-

respect it moves through love to bearing all the worries, crimes and evils of the people. Yu Hua 

is again partially doing exactly that. Because of the technique of narration he, in the end, refuses 

this responsibility. Does the writer truly bear the worries of his characters when his narrator is 

a detached observer, a camera moving though the minds of his characters with no will or 

intention to participate in their suffering? This is actually the level on which the certain 

dehumanization and desubjectivization Wedell-Wedellsborg talks about happens – it is not 

within the characters or their stories as they are sufficiently human and subjective with all the 

flaws this brings about, but on the level of the narrator who basically denies the possibility of 

interaction of the subjects on a mental level. As the narrator rarely leaves the internal 

focalization zone, he basically isolates his characters in their own subjective positions. That is 

also why all their interactions fail. With a few exceptions such as Shangang’s wife sending him 
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away after he kills his brother, the characters never agree with each other on anything. There 

is this constant clash between the individualities that cannot but imply the inherent tragedy. 

And so, Yu Hua shows the dark side of the self-awareness promoted by Liu Zaifu – the more 

I feel myself the less I feel the others, to the extent that I am not even able to narrate the stories 

of the others without completely succumbing to their point of view. The final chapter, then, 

might be read as an allegory of this notion, but in a different way than Wedell-Wedellsborg 

sees it. The dissection of Shangang does not allegorize the eradication of the subject but the 

isolating character of subjectivity. Each doctor has his own agenda and they do not care much 

about the other doctors and they definitely do not care about that thing that used to be Shangang. 

There might be some hope in the motif of some of the organs being successfully transplanted 

– especially the testicles that in the end helped another human being born. With the narrator’s 

focalization position shifted here, the irony is quite clearly perceivable. The dissolution of one 

subject leads to a creation of another, but how much do they actually have in common? In the 

end, the whole fact further strengthens old atrocities: “Shanfeng’s wife would never have 

anticipated this in a thousand years, her revenge had twisted back on her, and helped to ensure 

that Shangang would have his descendants” (Yu, “One” 184). ‘这一点山峰的妻子万万没有

想到，因为是她成全了山岗，山岗后继有人了’ (Yu, Yu 2 45). There is no love, no empathy, 

just ridiculing of the attempts for the realization of subjectivity in some positive, all embracing 

manner. Subjectivity in Yu Hua’s view is a clash with the subjectivity of others and the “one 

kind of reality” the name of the novella is referring to is not any objective reality of the story, 

but the many subjective realities created by each individual. It is a highly metafictional notion 

but without the use of overt metafictional techniques. While Liu Zaifu approaches subjectivity 

from the epistemological point of view, Yu Hua clearly transcends in the ontological realm – 

it is not only about a view on something external, it is about creating it; where a reality of one 

subject ends, the reality of the other one starts. And there is only very limited space where they 

can have anything in common. “When he had worked his way up to the thigh he pinched the 

thick muscle between his fingers and said to Shangang, ‘You may be tough, but by the time 

I’ve hung you skeleton up in the lab, you won’t even have what it takes to keep the wind out’” 

(Yu, “One” 184). ‘当他的工作发展到大腿时，他捏捏山岗腿上粗鲁的肌肉对山岗说: “尽

管你很结实，但我把你的骨骼放在我们教研室时，你就会显得弱不禁风” (Yu, Yu 2 45). 

A similar notion of subjectivity that transforms into an obstacle between people, this 

time based on fading memories, is offered by Yu Hua in “Love Story” (Aiqing gushi 爱情故
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事).70 This is a short story about a boy and a girl becoming man and woman, about their love 

and unwanted pregnancy that made them stay together. It has two temporal levels, one 

happening in autumn 1977 when the two characters are on their way to some city to visit a 

hospital to find out if the girl really is pregnant, and another ten years later when the two are 

still together, but it seems that the only thing left for them are their memories. The narration of 

this story also alternates between the points of view of the male and female character, but it is 

a slightly more complicated this time. Parts of the story, of the first temporal level, is narrated 

in third-person narration. The narrator’s focalization is more the zero kind, not the internal, 

although the oscillation definitely has an important function for strengthening the subjectivity 

of the characters. Other parts of the story are narrated in first-person from the point of view of 

the male character and those are the ones happening on the second temporal level, but also 

some other retrospectives to provide background of the relationship between the two characters. 

The narrative level is a bit unclear here. Generally, even the first-person narration seems 

extradiegetic, i.e. narrated to the implied reader of the whole story. There are also clues toward 

the end of the story that the narration of the fist-person narrator, the male character, might be 

addressed to the female character as a part of their “remembering sessions,” which would then 

make the narrator an intradiegetic one. Apparently, they are used to going back to autumn 1977 

and bringing back memories of that day when they went to the hospital. Their memories, their 

common history, is repeatedly being retold and as such it constructs the identity of their 

relationship that in extension helps to define their position in the world, their individual 

subjectivity. The male character is tired by this and has the feeling that the past is the only thing 

left between him and her. He is torn between wanting to leave that circle and stay in it. She, on 

the other hand, apparently wishes to stay, because the present and past are all there is for her.  

 

“Let’s remember the past together.” 

“It is for the last time?” she asked. 

I avoided her question and continued: “Where should we start our remembering?” 

“It is for the last time?” she was still asking like this. 

“Let’s start from autumn nineteen seventy-seven. 

 

“让我们共同来回忆一下往事吧。” 

                                                 

70 First published in Writer Magazine, no. 7, 1989. 
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“是最后一次吗?” 她问。 

我回避她的问话，继续说: “我们的回忆从什么时候开始呢?” 

“是最后一次吧?” 她仍然这样问。 

“从一几七七作的秋天开始吧” (Yu, Yu 1 31).  

 

The male character is apparently the preferred one here. On the one hand, he is 

definitely given more space in the story, but, on the other hand, his role is also intensified by 

his nature – while the male is more emotional, the female character seems more rational, 

practical. And thus, the impact of the male character’s thoughts and actions on the reader is 

much stronger. 

The motif of the relationship between the past and the present (and the future) is very 

important here. While Ge Fei was revealing the manipulative nature of memory through the 

notion of an unreliable narrator, Yu Hua emphasizes the fact that present and past are two 

points in space and time between which a radical change can happen and things that seemed 

the same are not the same anymore. It is not just a simple process of forgetting and / or 

remembering again, but more of a subjective transformation of what is being remembered and 

how it is being remembered. And also, how much influence memories can have on the 

construction of our subjectivity, if we let them.  

The female character in this story, in all her rationality and practicality, represents a 

subjectivity built on the present. Especially as her younger self, she is the one solving the 

problems as they come, she is the one living in the present and trying to eradicate unnecessary 

elements of the past and future from her life. Compared to the boy, she does not seem to be 

scared of anything. But even for her, in the end, memories of the past that led to the present 

moment seem to be more important than the present moment itself. Because of the defining 

nature of the past, the present is crystal clear – there are no secrets anymore and no questions. 

The present does not have any meaning except for the one provided by the past. That is how it 

is supposed to be, at least for the female character. 

For the male character, however, everything is much more complicated. The past is a 

scary thing for him, but that is exactly why it must be revisited, because only through the past 

can the validity of the present be assured. At the same time, the past is defining the present, to 

the point that there seems to be no present and definitely no future left. What is left of you 

when you deny the past that constructs your present in order to get to the future that, 

nevertheless, cannot exist without a present to start in? The male character’s continuous doubts 
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about the relationship with the female character are actually doubts and fears about his own 

identity.  

 

“Don’t you think you know me too well?” 

But she was just looking at me the whole time with a perplexed expression in her face. 

I continued: “We know each other since we were five years old, more than twenty years 

after we are still together. How can we still count on one of us changing the other?” 

[…] 

I still talked on: “The only thing left for us to do it remembering the past. But too much 

remembering makes our past seem like a daily breakfast, always expectable.” 

 

“难道你不觉得我太熟悉了吗?” 

但她始终以一种迷茫的神色望着我。 

我继续说: “我们从五岁的时候就认识了，二十多年后我们居然还在一起。我们

谁还能指望对方来改变自己呢?” […] 

我仍然往下说: “我们唯一可做的事只剩下回忆过去。可是过多的回忆，使我们

的过去像每日的早餐那样，总在预料之中” (Yu, Yu 1 31). 

 

Yu Hua asks questions here that can be on a very subjective level perceived through 

Liu Zaifu’s theory about the writer having the ability to reveal the spirit of the era and to have 

a social foresight that puts him in the position of the master of history: Is past a constructive 

force of the present? And if so, is it then, in the form of memories, also a constructive force of 

personality, subjectivity? The male character is perceiving his present self as a direct product 

of the fearful past, but his subjective point of view on the whole process prevents him to see 

the whole picture and at the same time psychologically isolates him from his environment. 

How can a writer who constructs stories in a similar way people (or characters) construct their 

memories – in the end, similar to the male character / narrator in this short story, we are all 

intradiegetic and extradiegetic narrators at the same time, with the boundaries more often than 

not blurred – capture the spirit of the era when the most important device he has for it is the 

limited idea of subjectivity? After all, this actually is similar to Ge Fei’s unreliable narrator. 

Only this time we are narrating those stories to ourselves, not really to others, as a part of 

constructing or transforming our subjectivity.  
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The famous novella “1986” (Yi jiu ba liu nian 一九八六年)71 can be read very similarly 

as a transformation of subjectivity determined by memories. Due to its explicit reference to the 

Cultural Revolution, this novella is usually being interpreted as an allegory of coping with a 

traumatic, violent past. Such is the case of Yang Xiaobin, who labels this short story as 

“subjective struggle with traumatic experience from the past (in a narrative of the present [The 

Chinese 57]).” I consider this reading absolutely legitimate and have no intention to polemize 

with it. What I would like to offer here, in the general context of this chapter, is a view that is 

not entirely alternative, but more complementing. I believe that “1986” can be read as an 

expression of subjectivity going wrong, as a subjective narrative of memories that in the end 

again isolate an individual from society, as self-awareness that was, if not given, at least taken 

back, but during the process of taking it underwent a radical, violent transformation with tragic 

consequences.  

In six (or seven – there is an unnumbered introduction or a chapter zero) chapters, “1986” 

tells a story of a history teacher, penologist, who disappeared during the Cultural Revolution 

only to appear again in the present time of the story as a self-harming madman – on the streets, 

for all the passersby to witness, he gradually applies historical punishments such as nose cutting 

(yi 劓), cutting legs under the knees (fei 剕), castration (gong 宫) and others to himself using 

found tools such as a dull cleaver. In the end, the man is tied by a group of men and left on the 

street to die. 

Other important characters of the story are a woman and her daughter, originally the 

family of the madman, but now living a new life with a new husband and father. As soon as 

the madman appears on the streets of the city, the woman gets psychically ill, being scared, 

paranoid, afraid to leave her apartment. The daughter seems to feel some connection to the 

madman, but she is too scared and at the same time too ignorant to do something about it. Just 

as all the other people of the city – the madman might be a topic of their conversation, but 

nobody is willing to do anything about it and everybody forgets as soon as the topic changes 

into something else. There is the “low key sarcasm” Wedell-Wedellsborg noticed in “One Kind 

of Reality” present here as well, this time in the description of the “modern” life, of the 

abundance that leads to listlessness, of people having fun, youngsters reading romance novels 

by Qiong Yao 琼瑶 (b. 1938), old men chatting in teahouses and old women gathering in front 

of colored TV sets. This is a time when the past has been forgotten and only the present matters: 

                                                 

71 First published in Harvest, no. 6., 1987.  
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“The disastrous years of the Cultural Revolution have faded into the mists of time. The political 

slogans pasted again and again on the walls have all been painted over, obscured from the view 

of pedestrians strolling through the spring night, invisible to those for whom only the present 

can be seen” (Yu, “1986” 83). ‘十多年前那场浩动如今已成了过眼烟云，那些留在墙上的

标语被一次次粉刷给彻底掩盖了。他们走在街上时再也看不到过去，他们只看到现在’ 

(Yu, Yu 1 150).  

The times are new, and people are (like) new. Also, the madman is new – he is not the 

teacher he was before, the only thing left from that time is the knowledge of historical 

punishments. A new identity based on the old identity is created. His subjective perception of 

reality is delusional, but in the end, it is still his “one kind of reality” – he is the subject of his 

own (hi)story and it seems as irrelevant that this history and reality does not have anything in 

common with the reality and (erased) history of other people as he seems irrelevant to them. 

The novels of Qiong Yao or colored TV sets is what makes them happy. And he? “He seemed 

just as happy and excited as everyone else who had come to the fair. […] And at that very 

moment, a shining hacksaw materialized in his hands. It was soaring through their waists, 

headless torsos stumbles across the ground, rolling fat brush strokes of blood across the 

pavement (“1986” 101). ‘仿佛他与挤在一起的他们一 样兴高采烈 […] 与此同时一把闪闪

发亮的锯了出现了，飞快地锯进了他们的腰部。那些无头的上身便纷纷滚落在地，在

地上沉重地翻动起来。溢出的鲜血如一把刷子似的，刷出了一道道鲜红的宽阔线条 (Yu 

1 168). It is a carnival of violence he imagines, a virtual revenge maybe. The history of the 

madman and the history of the crowd intersect at the moment of happiness, at one point in 

space and time, and still cannot be further away. 

Wedell-Wedellsborg talked about the dissolution of the subject in case of the dissection 

at the end of “One Kind of Reality.” The self-harm of the madman could be interpreted very 

similarly – in “1986,” there is even something like an actual intention, a wish for eradication 

of the self-expressed through the character of the madman. But I would still argue that we are 

dealing with transformation, with showing the dark side of subjectivity (constructed by 

memory and history) that can very easily backlash, than with eradication as such. The madman 

is not trying to kill himself, exterminate himself. His is the search for lost subjectivity, for lost 

freedom of the self. Paradoxically, I would argue, he is even trying to make himself wholesome 

again in the sense of Liu Zaifu’s theory (although that part belongs to the reader and not to 

characters) by taking himself apart. Talking about Liu Zaifu – the character of the madman has 

all the free will he can get granted by the writer and the narrator whose intrusions are absolutely 
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minimal. Hence also the detailed and brutal descriptions of the violent attacks of the madman, 

be it the “real,” self-harming ones, or the imagined ones against other people. The focalization 

partially shifts between zero and internal, which multiplies the effect of no narratorial control 

over the character. 

The characters of the daughter and the (former) wife are sometimes a little neglected in 

the analyses of this story. The daughter seems to be just a commentary on the infantile, naive 

and ignorant modern world. The woman, on the other hand, is going through a cyclical 

transformation from a peaceful life to a fearful one and back. The reader can hardly know if 

the footsteps she hears around the house are real or just an illusion; but it definitely is the 

forgotten past attacking the forgetful present one way or the other. It has a similarly isolating 

effect as in the case of the madman. She gets detached from her family, from the outside world. 

The only thing that exists is her vaguely defined fear – it is not even clear what she is actually 

exactly afraid of. The guilt that she moved on after her husband disappeared more than ten 

years ago? Some actual physical harm? Or just the fact that her carefully constructed new life 

could be destroyed in an instant by some unnatural twist of time? Could she be imagining that 

the reality she lives in is actually not real? That her memories are some kind of fake substitution? 

That she is actually the mad woman? Subjectivity requires self-awareness, self-identification. 

What is described here, in case of the woman, is the struggle of keeping the status quo of self-

awareness. The madman is the proof that no losing of self can actually happen, only its 

transformation into something else, something more extreme and as such, isolating. When the 

madman dies and she hears the phantom that has been haunting her for some time going away, 

her original self is reestablished with all the bad features it had before. Here Yu Hua quite 

ironically, even sarcastically points out again that subjectivity and the struggle to keep it can 

bring along the worst in people: “As they walked, she began to tell her mother that she had 

seen the madman twice before, and that she had been so scared she had run away. Her mother 

couldn’t help chuckling as she listened to her story. The sunlight was splattering across the 

pavement, and as they walked down the street they were walking through the sunlight too” (Yu, 

“1986” 112). ‘走着的时候，她告诉母亲说这个疯子曾两次看到她如何如何，母亲听着

听着不由笑了起来。此刻阳光正洒在街上，她们在街上走着，也在阳光里走着’ (Yu, Yu 

1 178). I believe that Yu Hua is continuously suggesting that subjectivity can turn into 

ignorance. And then ironically adding that ignorance can be a twisted, violent bliss. 

At the beginning of my analysis of Yu Hua’s works I have mentioned Henry Zhao and 

his comments about the author being interested in meaning-constructing systems in Chinese 
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culture. This is what Zhao will be later referring to as the second type of metafiction, the pre-

textual one, and what can be also classified as the use of the technique of pastiche that Fredric 

Jameson sees as one of the elementary features of postmodern literature. Let us compare the 

two following citations. Jameson describes pastiche like this:  

 

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the 

wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is a neutral practice of 

such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric 

impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue 

you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still exists. Pastiche 

is thus blank parody, a statue with blind eyeballs […] (Postmodernism 17).  

 

Henry Zhao then specifically describes the method of Yu Hua as follows: “Yu Hua’s 

parodies employ understated irony, which uses the conventions in a respectful, solemn way but 

also deprives them of their motivation, especially the ethical motivation, thus exposing their 

vulnerability” (“Yu” 419). I believe those two opinions resonate, and thus what Zhao is 

referring to, be it as “understated irony” or as the “pre-textual metafiction,” is actually the 

technique of pastiche. But then again, while I agree with Zhao that by detachment from the 

metalanguage Yu Hua achieves the subversion of the values of the original genre and by 

extension he is subverting the general notion of meaning-construction within discursive 

systems, I also see the implementation of pastiche as just one in the wide scope of techniques 

Yu Hua is using to strengthen the idea of subjectivity and everything it implies in his works. It 

is exactly the deprivation of genre-contextual motivation that lays bare the complicated 

(existence of) subjectivity of the characters. Because the only things that motivate their actions 

are some vague realities of their fictional world. And thus, again, we are dealing with the 

struggle to keep their subjectivity intact, while the world in which it realizes itself does not 

make sense anymore when it is not being contextualized within a framework of a certain value 

system (the genre). In this sense, the usage of this technique, although it generally corresponds 

to Jameson’s definition above, does not show clearly the postmodern character (if we were 

after it) of Yu Hua’s stories. There is the difference in motivation. Lewis lists pastiche as an 

elementary feature of postmodern literature and says that it “arises from the frustration that 

everything has been done before.” This is certainly not the case of Yu Hua. Lewis then follows 

by saying: “The impulse behind this cross-dressing is more spasmodic than parodic. These 

genres provide ready-made forms, ideal for postmodernist miscegenation” (125-126). I believe 
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this is only partially true for Yu Hua – the miscegenation is less intentional then it could be in 

the case of the Western postmodernists Lewis is describing, exactly because there is no 

frustration preceding it. Although Chen Xiaoming talked about the frustration of the group of 

Chinese avant-garde writers Yu Hua belongs to toward their Western models as well as Chinese 

predecessors, I do not think this is the case here. I would argue that Yu Hua is merely using 

those forms as something culturally close to him in order to implement them in his – quite 

unified, as I mentioned before – universe of stories about subjectivity, memory and violence 

that stems from it. 

Two typical examples of this technique in Yu Hua are the pastiche of “talent and beauty 

literature” (caizi jiaren wenxue 才子佳人文学), novella “Classical Love” (Gudian aiqing 古

典爱情),72 and the pastiche of “martial arts literature” (wuxia wenxue 武侠文学) called 

“Blood and Plum Blossoms” (Xianxue Meihua 鲜血梅花).73 I will briefly analyze the latter 

one here. It is a story about Ruan Haikuo 阮海阔, a son of knight Ruan Jinwu 阮进武 and a 

heir of the famous Plum Blossom Sword (Meihu jian 梅花剑). Ruan Jinwu died fifteen years 

ago and his death is still a mystery, because there were only a few people in the world who 

were better knights then he was. The widow is sending her son Haikuo to find Master Blue 

Cloud (Qing Yundao zhang 青云道长) and White Rain (Bai Yuxiao 自雨潇), the only two 

people who could know what happened, and eventually revenge his father. Haikuo is no knight 

and he is reluctant to go, but in the end he sets out on the road, while the mother sets their 

thatched hut in flames, so that he does not have a place to come back to. 

Haikuo wanders the world aimlessly, meeting other knights by chance and, with 

absolutely no commitment of his own, gets close to his goal. The whole way is just a series of 

coincidences and mistakes. At one point, he comes across White Rain but does not realize it is 

him, because when asked who he is looking for, Haikuo only mentions Master Blue Rain. 

When he finds the latter, he first inquires about questions the other knights asked him to help 

them figure out (they were also looking for other men), making it too late to ask his own 

questions. Years pass by. By sheer chance, Haikuo meets the knights he met before and tells 

them what he found out. Then, again by coincidence, he once more meets White Rain who tells 

him his father was killed by the two men the other knights were looking for and that the other 

                                                 

72 First published in Beijing Literature, no. 12, 1988. 
73 First published in People’s Literature, no. 3, 1989. 
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knights already defeated the killers. Haikuo basically fulfills his quest, because no matter how 

passive he was, he helped find and eventually kill his father’s murderers.  

If I was talking about lost motivation before, here it is actually happening on two levels. 

The first is the diegetic level of the story – Haikuo is not motivated to find his father’s killers 

except for the pure fact he has nothing else to do. He is not a knight, he has no code, no skills. 

The second loss of motivation is connected to the first – it is the one expected by the reader 

from the genre. The story does not even hint that it could follow any rules given by the genre 

– there are fancy names and fighting skills and there is the general framework of the quest, but 

that is where it all ends. There is no action and no moral values or lesson in the story, no climax, 

no catharsis, no development of the characters.  

The identity of the character of Haikuo is defined by his father and the sword, but he 

does not seem not to have his own. Moreover, his subjective view of the world is extremely 

detached, as if he was watching himself from a distance. He seems to be constantly losing 

memory. The only thing he remembers is what others wanted him to do (mother) or ask (the 

other two knights), but he does not remember the places he visited or the faces of the people 

he met. He feels like everything looks the same, like everything is vaguely familiar and strange 

at the same time. “He passed through countless towns, but all of them were made of the same 

kinds of buildings, shaded by the same trees, and packed with the same sorts of people walking 

through the same kinds of streets. With each new town, Ruan Haikuo felt merely as if he had 

walked through another memory” (Yu, The Past 185). ‘他经过的吴数村庄与集镇，尽管有

着百般姿态, 然而它们以同样的颜色的树木，同样形状的房屋组成，同样的街道上走着

同样的人。因此阮海阔一旦走入某个村庄或集镇，就如同走入一种回忆’ (Yu, Yu 1 49). 

What is explored here is the question if subjectivity can be textually constructed and 

expressed and the rules for such action. Although the author / narrator is giving the character 

of Haikuo all the free will to act as a living person, there is no way to achieve it because when 

the rules of the genre are abandoned there is nothing left. If loneliness and lack of subjectivity 

are what characterize the “post-new wave” literature, or the Chinese avant-garde, for Chen 

Xiaoming, it is exactly this text, unlike other Yu Hua’s works, that proves that theory. However, 

I would argue that the lack of subjectivity here is set to prove something a little different than 

the disappearance of man and values as such, as Chen puts it. I think this short story, through 

the technique of pastiche, expresses the metafictional belief that memory and, in extension, 

man are discursive constructs and only when the discourse is removed, the subject disappears 

with it. In this sense, there is again the typical double-edged approach of Yu Hua, mocking his 
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own subversion. If you try to dismantle one discourse, you have to replace it with another, or 

you are taking away the subjectivity of an individual with it, because any subjectivity is 

discursively built. 

The last thing I would like to briefly mention in connection to Yu Hua is the returning 

motif of violence in his fiction. Chen Xiaoming is devoting a part of his 1989 article to analysis 

of “brutality” (canku 残酷) in the works of various authors of Chinese avant-garde fiction. For 

example, about Ma Yuan he says that brutality is only a byproduct of his narrative trap 

(“Xiandaizhuyi” 15). Also for other authors it is always just a byproduct of some other 

important feature of their works. But for Yu Hua, this is different:  

 

Only Yu Hua’s “brutality” reveals itself stark naked directly in his characteristic cold 

narration. Yu Hua brutally grasps the brutal facts and then calmly, coldly and 

meticulously describes them. He makes you feel that a moldy stink of death rises from 

between his narration and the facts he grasps; and that extremely objective narration of 

his makes you clearly hear him grinning on the side in a hoarse voice. 

 

只有余华的“残酷” 是直接从他那特有的冷漠叙述里赤裸裸显示出来的。余华残

酷地抓住那些残酷的事实, 然后不动声色, 冷漠而细致地叙述。他使你觉得他的

叙述与他抓住的事实之间散发着一股股发霉的死亡气息, 而他那超距的客观叙述

使你分明感觉到余华在一旁嘶哑着嗓音冷森森惨笑 (“Xiandaizhuyi” 16) 

 

I tend to agree with this notion to the extent in which I believe the violence in Yu Hua’s 

works is generally unmotivated by anything else than picturing the violence itself. But then 

again, violence is not an a priori phenomenon and on the diegetic level it is always a byproduct 

of something else. In “One Kind of Reality,” except for the death of the first child which was 

brutal but not violent in the strict sense of the word (Pipi was violent to his cousin before, but 

the death itself was a result of mere inattentiveness), all the other cases are the result of 

extremely subjective reactions of the characters to the events depicted in the story. In “1986” 

violence manifests itself as the residual subjectivity of the madman and at the same time as a 

mean of transformation of that subjectivity. Chen is, nevertheless, absolutely right that there is 

a correlation between violence and the detached way the narrator works very often in Yu Hua’s 

stories – brutality strengthens the impact of this technique and in the end that might be its only 

motivation. There is definitely no didactic impulse for the brutality in Yu Hua’s works. It might 
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be interpreted as mocking the teleological discourse of history, as Yang seems to suggest (The 

Chinese 69), because brutality often seems to be the moving force of the story. I argue, however, 

that the moving force is subjectivity, with brutality being only a device of its stronger exposure. 

As we will see later, showing brutality and ugliness is not only typical for Yu Hua, but it works 

very similarly in the stories of other authors, creating even bigger contrasts and feelings of 

coldness and the absence of motivation. 

 

3.3 Magical Brutalism and Rootlessness: Mo Yan’s Violence on Poetic Background and 

the Subjective Dreams of Su Tong 

 

I have already suggested in the Introduction of this thesis that Mo Yan is sometimes 

considered to stand somewhere between “root-seeking” literature and avant-garde literature. It 

is partially caused by the fact that he started writing already at the beginning of 1980s, which 

makes him in a certain sense a predecessor of (and thus an outsider to) the main wave of the 

avant-garde, and partially because of his habit of situating his stories to the countryside. 

However, he never really “joined the club” of “root-seeking” authors who symbolically 

claimed their literary program with Han Shaogong’s essay “The Roots of Literature” (Wenxue 

de gen 文学的根) only published in 1985 (Lomová 215n4). Moreover, as I will argue, Mo 

Yuan is never really seeking for roots. He is using remote, highly localized areas as a 

background for his stories to show a certain kind of rootlessness of his characters, their personal 

struggle with detachment from the world of others, their confusing subjectivity that makes 

them uprooted not as much geographically as psychologically or even sociologically. There, in 

the social aspect, actually might lie an element of similarity with the “root-seeking” literature 

which was in a way a reaction to the modernization (and Westernization). But as Lu Tonglin 

notices in the case of Mo Yan’s famous novel Red Sorghum (Hong gaoliang jiazu 红高粱家

族),74 “there is no return to the past, but only a negation of modern life” (“Red” 195). Another 

feature that might have connected Mo Yan to the “root-seeking” authors is the inspiration with 

Latin American magical realism. As Gálik writes, Mo Yan was openly admitting the influence 

of Gabriel García Márquez on his works (161). Gálik at first classifies Mo Yan as a “root-

seeking” author, but then he adds that “after two or three years, with the end of the ‘searching 

for roots’, the ‘magical’ side of Chinese reality, began to be less interesting for Mo Yan” (162). 

                                                 

74 First published in 1987 by Jiefangjun wenyi chubanshe 解放文艺出版社. 
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I would argue, however, that from the very beginning the author was much more interested by 

the magical side of language than the culture represented by the language. I will show in the 

examples below that Mo Yan is similarly fascinated by the poetic power of language as he is 

by violence, and that both things serve mainly as tools for strengthening the feeling of detached, 

dreamy subjectivity and rootlessness.  

I have also mentioned before that Chen Xiaoming considers Mo Yan one peak of the 

impassable mountain range that frustrated the second wave of the authors of the Chinese 

avantgarde. Chen is also the one who first voiced the idea of the rootless nature of Chinese 

literature after 1985. His approach was mainly historical when he was describing the reasons 

for and the background of this feature and, slightly paradoxically, he initially starts talking 

about it in relation to the “root-seeking” literature. Chen Xiaoming writes: 

 

[They] were trying to look for the cultural origins of Chinese nation that were under the 

pressure of modernization. The “root-seeking school,” however, only vividly proved 

that the roots of culture are already broken. “Root-seeking school” belonged to the 

group of educated youth that from the beginning didn’t have any “cultural memory” 

linked with traditional sources and their personal memory was forcefully enlarged to 

become the historical memory of the era and nation. The exotic atmosphere of remote 

areas, folk customs and mysterious legends they came across while working in the 

countryside basically represent just a background of personal recollections of the lost 

youthful year. Now the recollections have been peeled off the personal stories and 

became “national stories,” the roots of the existence of the nation. 

 

试图去寻找现代化压力之下中国民族的精神文化源流。然而"寻根派"却不过是

生动地证明了文化之根已经断型。"寻根派"作为知青群体，它们本来就没有沟

通传统渊源的"文化记忆"，他们把个人记忆勉强放大为时代的、民族的历史记

忆. 上山下乡经历过的那些偏远山乡的异域风情、人伦习俗、神怪传说，原本不

过是作为回忆个人失意的青春岁月的背景，现在从个人的故事中剥离出来，成

为"民族的故事'成为民族的生存之根. (“Lishi” 40) 

 

I believe Chen is describing two essential factors here. First, he notices the external, 

historical grounds of the rootlessness that might very well be common for both “root-seeking” 
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and avant-garde literature because the writers were after all from the same generation. Second, 

he shows how this feeling of rootlessness is translated into literature. Chen very aptly grasps 

the basic difference between the two literary currents. The authors of “root-seeking” literature 

were looking for some historically and socially valid meaning of their works and they were 

convinced that their efforts could in a certain way change the world by changing the world of 

literature, hence Li Tuo’s notion about the standing link to reality. In other words, their stories 

were meant to be (read as) national allegories. It might have been a futile and vain effort, at 

least Chen seems to suggest so, but that is a question for another study. The avant-garde, 

perhaps with the slight exception of Can Xue whose ambition to reach some meaning universal 

for the whole humanity I will describe in chapter 3.4, abandoned such efforts altogether. In line 

with what I have described for example in the case of Ge Fei, I believe that in Mo Yan’s works, 

too, the focus very often shifts from the historical to the personal, to the subjective. And 

although I am not categorically refusing all “root-seeking” elements in Mo Yan works, this 

shift and its specific manifestations is what, among other things, interests me in the following 

paragraphs and what firmly establishes Mo Yan as a representative of the Chinese avant-garde 

literature – in his case, given the time he started publishing and the development of his works 

Gálik is describing, maybe rather in than of the second half of the1980s. On a similar note, I 

have chosen three short stories for my analysis that were all published in 1985, but that is more 

of a coincidence than an attempt to make a point against Gálik’s argument that the change in 

Mo Yan’s work only happened alongside the gradual disappearance of the “root-seeking” 

literature as such.  

 “Autumn flood” (Qiushui 秋水)75 tells a story about the narrator’s grandfather and a 

short part of his eventful personal history. The narrator says that the grandfather allegedly 

“killed three people, started a fire, abducted a girl, fled from Hebei prefecture of Baoding, and 

here he as the first pioneer set up the Northeast Gaomi Township”76 ‘杀死三个人、放起一把

火，拐着一个姑娘，从河北保定府逃到这里, 成了高密东北乡最早的开拓者’ (Mo, Dao 

326). Grandfather and the girl, pregnant with the narrator’s father, settle down in a small piece 

of solid land in the middle of wetlands and swamps where they start growing corn and sorghum 

                                                 

75 First published in Benliu (奔流), no. 8., 1985 
76 This is actually the first mention of this place that will become highly emblematic in Mo Yan’s later 

works and will find its way into his most famous novels such us Red Sorghum, Republic of Wine or Big Breasts, 

Wide Hips (Fengru fei tun 丰乳肥臀). Chengzhou He describes this place as “an emblem of rural Chineseness” 

(85). In this short story, however, this place does not play a dominant role, because it basically does not exist yet 

in the intertextual world of Mo Yan’s fiction.  
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and generally try to survive in complete isolation from the outside world. One day, when the 

grandmother is already due to give birth for some time now, a flood comes, and the constantly 

rising water destroys almost everything they built. Eventually the water stops rising just a few 

meters from their house. Grandmother loses all her strength and hopes that she will be able to 

give birth to the baby, but grandfather tries to stay strong and urges her not to give up after 

everything they have been through. While the grandmother is still in pain, grandfather keeps 

checking the level of the water and also discovering many things (as well as dead bodies) the 

flood is bringing to their house. At one moment, he rescues a woman from the water, exhausted 

and hungry. He brings her to the house and feeds her, but then she suddenly takes out a gun on 

her two rescuers. Her motives are, in the end, not ulterior. She actually proclaims herself to be 

a doctor and helps the grandmother to finally give birth. During the night, a baby boy is born 

and, moreover, two other people appear – a man in black (hei yi ren 黑衣人) and a girl in white 

(bai yi guniang 白衣姑娘) who is apparently blind. The man in black also has a gun and the 

next morning he starts shooting rats and birds around the house. The woman with the gun, now 

referred to as the woman in purple (zi yi nüren 紫衣女人), asks him if he is a sharpshooter 

called Lao Qi 老七. The man in black says he is not, but he knows the sharpshooter because 

he killed him. The woman in purple then shoots the man in black in his chest and before he 

dies, she asks him why he killed her father. He only weakly points to the blind girl in white. At 

that moment, the flood starts receding.  

This short story contains a lot of motifs of violence, unexplained or inexplicable, that 

work similarly as in Yu Hua’s stories. Whereas Yu Hua used violence to intensify the 

subjectivity of his characters, Mo Yan aims more at their detachment from the world. Violence 

is a result of interpersonal ruptures as much as it is their cause, but what is missing are any 

rational grounds for the violence itself. Why is it that something bad always happens that causes 

the characters to act like they do? Why is violence and the fatalism it brings always the mean 

to move the plot forward, to another stage of violence, to loss and death? I believe Mo Yan is 

using violence as a tool to emphasize the inherent difficulty of a man to connect with his 

environment, the eternal “outsiderness,” and at the same time the brutal nature of the 

environment itself that never makes it easy for the man even if he attempts to come to terms 

with it. The inexplicability of violence as well as its tool-like nature to set the plot in the desired 

direction is manifested by the three instances of brutality that drove the grandfather to Gaomi. 

The reader never learns who the three victims were, why they were killed, or what kind of fire 

the grandfather started. And the girl was “abducted” (guai 拐) which implies another act of 
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violence against some else’s will – violence that is in the end waved away by the narrator as 

something normal: “The girl then very naturally became my grandmother.” ‘那个姑娘很自然

地就成了我的奶奶’ (Mo, Dao 286). The violence continues coming in waves. The wilderness 

is hostile toward the intruders and its hostility then culminates with the flood. Grandmother’s 

pregnancy is painful, and it causes her to lose all her hope and become fatalistic. She refuses 

to eat and begs the grandfather: “Lao San, have mercy, kill me, I don’t have the strength 

anymore, I can’t give birth to your son.” ‘老三，你行行好，杀了我吧, 我没了劲，生不下

你的孩子啦’ (292). He refuses at first, saying he would not drag her here if he wanted to kill 

her. But then he gets angry and also seems to give up any hope, bringing the murderous idea 

to another level: “Alright, if somebody should die, we all die together! You die, the baby dies, 

I die as well!” ‘好吧，要死大家一齐死！你死，孩子死，我也死!” (293). When the lady in 

purple appears and takes out the gun on them for the first time, it is, again, a completely 

nonsensical act of violence, because she basically only does it to induce the grandmother’s 

labor – with the pistol in her hand she forces the grandmother to repeatedly bend her waist until 

she starts to give birth. Only then the woman explains that she is a doctor and that she is going 

to help. The next morning, when the baby is born and two more people are saved, everything 

seems to be getting better until the man in black starts shooting and eventually is shot himself. 

The last sentence of the short story seems to give hope that everything is turning for the better, 

because “the flood started receding” '洪水开始落了’ (299) and because from the beginning of 

the story it is known that at least the main characters will survive and thrive. But the reader 

already caught in the vicious circle of violence and hostility cannot help but ponder when the 

next wave of brutality will come and how many victims it will take before the story of the 

central couple and their family is finished. 

The personal histories of all the characters in this story lead to their uprooting. The 

grandfather flees from his home and takes the grandmother with him, neither of them having 

any hope they will ever come back. Moreover, there is the heavy crime the grandfather 

committed that forever makes him a refugee. The couple is torn from their original environment 

and transplanted into the hostile place that seems not suitable for living and that is attacking 

the couple as if it were trying to uproot them again, or to prove them that there is no place for 

them anywhere in the world. Similarly, the other characters are taken by the water and brought 

to this place that temporarily saves their lives only to put it into turmoil again the next second. 

Personal histories meet and clash and dissolve again. The character of the blind girl that seems 
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to be the least significant of them all, is in the end another proof of detachment and rootlessness. 

She is blind so she cannot see all the bad things happening in the world. She seems weirdly 

innocent and absolutely unparticipating in the events taking place around her – the only thing 

she does is sing a folk song to please the others, people she cannot see and of which she does 

not know the true nature. She does not seem to belong to the story and yet she is the cause of 

two deaths, one directly and one indirectly.  

In this story, one can feel a certain kind of disturbing (and disturbed) harmony 

permeating the vicious circles of violence and brutality: The baby is born with the help of a 

fierce woman who later learns about her father being dead and becomes a murderer herself. 

The only reason the help came in the first place, is the hostile environment, because without 

the flood, the woman in purple would never make it to the secluded dwelling of the central 

couple. The killing of the man in black, himself a killer, is executed on the background of the 

white clothed blind girl innocently signing a song. After the last death is done, the flood ends 

with it. But this harmony is only perceivable on a deeper level of this story. On the motivic 

level of direct diegesis, the reader feels rather overwhelmed with negativity. Moreover, there 

is the fact that the story is narrated by a clearly extradiegetic narrator (his audience is apparently 

outside the story) but questionably intradiegetic – the narrator is an implied character of the 

story, even though his own father is only being born in the story. In the end, this is also a story 

of the narrator as a part of his family history, something that led to his own existence. As such, 

he is at the same time detached from the story and totally involved in it which substantially 

challenges his reliability. If in Yu Hua’s works we could see a double-edged subjectivity, it 

seems that Mo Yan is presenting us with a double-edged rootlessness. By narrating the process 

of uprooting of the characters and their brutal struggle with it, the narrator is basically 

describing the taking of his own roots. 

There is another feature of this story typical for Mo Yan’s works in general, and those 

are the very poetic descriptions of nature. The wilderness is described in a language that seems 

to stand in direct contrast with its hostility and that supports the notion about the disturbed 

harmony. Even the descriptions of the attacks of the nature seem to be carefully wrought to 

take the reader’s breath away.  

 

A few days before harvest, the weather suddenly became hot and sultry, the swamps 

were covered by colorful clouds that raced like a stampede of wild animals, hurriedly 

moving shadows were reflected in the water of the bogs. The rain came down in a 
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deluge, ten days straight, the whole swamp was soaked with it; day and night, the 

rustling sound of rain and the lazy white mist did not go away. 

 

临收获前几天，突然燠热起来，花花绿绿的云罩在大涝洼子上，云团像炸群的

牲口一样胡乱窜，水洼子里映出一团团匆匆移动的暗影。大雨滂沱，旬日不绝，

整个涝洼子都被雨泡胀了，罗罗索索雨声，犹犹豫豫白雾，昼夜不绝不散 (Mo, 

Dao 287) 

 

In the context of this particular story, this feature is not as strong as elsewhere, partially 

because the somewhat adventurous character of the narrated events is drawing most of the 

reader’s attention, and I will come back to it in the case of another story later. But even here it 

is important to point out how playful Mo Yan is with his language regardless the topic of the 

story, how the magical thing in his narrative is the language itself no matter what it describes 

and in what contexts. The narrative thus gets detached from the events narrated and creates 

another level of rootlessness. 

The short story “Three Horses” (San pi ma 三匹马)77 describes the evens of a hot 

summer day in the countryside. There are three interconnected lines of narrative. The main line 

revolves about a character called Liu Qi 刘起. At the beginning, he is proudly going through 

the main village with his carriage pulled by three horses. He stops by a group of his fellows 

and they start making fun of his wife leaving him and at the same time encouraging him to go 

and talk his wife into coming back. He does so but is only confronted by her rage and reproach 

because the only thing he cares about are those three horses. Liu Qi is angry, he says that 

divorce is apparently inevitable and that he does not care anymore, and leaves. 

At this moment, the story is shortly interrupted by a scene of a bunch of children going 

through a corn field. One of them, called Hei Xiaozi 黑小子, is being mocked by the others 

because he does not have a father. In the end, they all start fighting each other, rolling on the 

ground in the yellow dust. 

Back in the village, Liu is madly whipping his horses, full of anger because of his wife. 

A wheel of his carriage gets stuck in a ditch and vainly tries to free it, refusing the help of the 

other men who are suggesting that he should first take down the things from the carriage and 

put them back up only after it is safely on the road. In the end, he succeeds in freeing the wheel, 

                                                 

77 First published in Benliu (奔流), no. 6, 1985. 
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but the goods start falling down form the carriage which is the last drop for the already too 

scared horses that start to flee in panic.  

The third line of the narrative connects the other two. It talks about a soldier in a military 

base who is accused of leaving his guard post. He says he only did it because he heard a baby 

crying in the corn field. Back on the guard post the soldier sees a carriage dragged by three 

runaway horses heading rapidly toward a group of children. He tries to shoot the horses, but 

only succeeds in shooting one of them before something / someone stuns him, or perhaps even 

kills him. This closing scene is highly dreamy and chaotic, everything seems to come together 

– the soldier’s focused effort to do not what the military chain of command orders but what he 

feels is right, Liu Qi’s obsession with his horses, Hei Xaiozi’s conviction that his father is still 

alive etc. This all connects in the mind of the character of the soldier in a hallucinatory manner: 

 

“Take his weapon!” he heard the platoon leader ordering his comrades-in-arms. 

“Oh, my horses! My horses,” he heard the big and tall fellow crying out. 

“That’s my dad! Dad!” he heard the boy resembling a muddy fish flaunting to his 

bussies. 

He also heard a woman crying in the distance. It was a sweet cry that lingered and 

curled in his ear like music. He also heard people all talking at the same time […] He 

might have not heard this all, his weapon slid out from his hands without any order, his 

mouth filled with fresh blood and he fell on the ground; he absentmindedly thought he 

is lying on a neon cloud, floating lightly toward the lofty and boundless vault of 

heaven… 

The black horse neighed, lashed his tail and slowly, unhurriedly and reluctantly 

continued forward on the yellow dusty road along the dense corn forest. Yellow dust, 

green grains, black horse, all gradually melted into one, and people were watching it, 

and nobody uttered a word. 

 

“下掉他的枪！”他听到排长在对战友们下命令. 

“我的马哟！我的马……”他听到那个高大汉子哭喊着。 

”这是我爹！爹!” 他听到那个泥猴一样的小男孩对着伙伴们炫耀。 

他还听到远远地传来一个女人的哭声。这哭声十分婉转，在他耳边萦绕不绝，

袅袅如同音乐。他还听到人们七嘴八舌的 […] 声。这一切也许他都没有听到，
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他的枪没用“下”就从手里松脱了，他口吐鲜血，倒在地上, 他恍惚觉得躺在一团

霓虹灯色的云朵上，正忽悠悠地向高远无边的苍穹飘扬……  

黑马长嘶一声，抖抖尾巴，沿者玉米林夹峙着的黄土大道慢慢地极不情愿地恋

恋不舍地向前走去。黄的土，绿的禾, 黑的马、渐渐融为一体，人们都看着，谁

也不开门说话. (Mo, Dao 236-7). 

 

I have intentionally quoted such a long part of the text, because I believe it contains 

everything that is typical for Mo Yan. There is the subjectivity that causes detachment – the 

soldier is vaguely perceiving his environment, and at the same time finds himself in a dreamy 

state where it all seems just a like white noise on the background of his consciousness. The 

element of subjectivity is generally much more visible here than in the previous story and also 

more similar to the extreme subjectivity in Yu Hua’s works. It starts with Liu Qi himself – not 

only all the tragedy of this summer day, but the overwhelming tragedy of his whole life is 

apparently caused by his extreme subjectivity that borders with egocentrism. There is a lack of 

empathy quite clearly perceivable in his conversation with his wife and there is the obsession 

with horses that symbolizes this subjective detachment from the lives of all other people. This 

blind subjectivity then results in all the subsequent events. 

There is also violence in the quoted section above. The death of the only character in 

this story whose motives were not purely selfish, who actually wanted to save the others. It is 

an unnecessary death from the point of view that all the violence caused by the chain of hostile 

events was unnecessary – if the fellows did not mock Liu Qi about his wife, he would not go 

to her and then he would not get angry and the horses would not run away…  

There is the “perverse” poetics of Mo Yan as well. The story starts as a straightforward 

narration executed in a rather realistic manner. However, as the events develop, Mo Yan 

intensifies the poetic side of his language and turns the whole story into some kind of a dream, 

a nightmare, one would be tempted to say if the descriptions were not as beautiful as they are. 

The dreamy closing scene of this short story and especially the part about everything melting 

into one, is a culmination of this intensifying poetic feature, the “magical” side of Mo Yan’s 

narration.  

In his analysis of the novel Red Sorghum, Carsten Storm noticed a number of 

postmodernist techniques that could be identified in Mo Yan’s writing. Those are for example 

fragmentation, mixing of different time frames, non-linear relationship between events, 

arbitrary associations etc. (101-103). I believe we can identify very similar characteristics in 
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“Three Horses.” Carsten also talks about “the typical postmodern form of action: the collection, 

interpretation and reconstruction of information” (105). This might be partially true in the case 

of the novel Carsten is analyzing, but I would say that Mo Yan’s practice is generally slightly 

different. He might start with the collection, but instead of interpretation he deconstructs the 

information in a highly subjective manner with the implementation of his characteristic sensory 

poetics, and in the end, he more often than not leaves out the reconstruction whatsoever, or re-

constructs it with the building stones all mixed up. Even the “melting into one” at the end of 

this story is not a reconstruction but a direct opposite of it – it destroys the order of the word 

as people know it and offers a different perspective that leaves people confused and puzzled. 

It is a magic moment that was reached through a huge amount of violence. 

The last Mo Yan’s story I would like to mention here, one that, in my opinion, brings 

all the author’s typical features to a maximal level, is “Dry River” (Ku He 枯河).78 The poetic 

language of this story paints breath-taking pictures of an autumn night and day in a countryside 

village that are going to bring fatal, life changing events to many of its inhabitants. Those 

descriptions are, moreover, subjected to the highly subjective perception of the very 

idiosyncratic main character, a boy named Xiaohu 小虎. He seems to be a little slower, very 

introverted, and apparently a target of many mean bullying attacks from fellow villagers as 

well as his own family. Last but not least, this is also a story full of brutal violence. 

The story as such is actually quite simple: Xiaohu plays with a girl from the 

neighborhood called Xiaozhenzi 小珍子, daughter of a local Party Secretary, under a poplar 

tree. She tempts him to climb up the tree and break a branch that resembles a fork for her. He 

knows he is forbidden to climb trees, but he still does, because he wants to please his friend. 

When he reaches the branch, he uses all his strength to break it, and when it finally gets lose, 

he falls down from the tree along with the branch, lands on the girl and kills her. Xiaohu is then 

dragged home by his father and his brother and beaten bloody by them in the yard of their 

house. Especially the father is very brutal, ordering Xiaohu to take his trousers down and 

slashing his bare buttocks with a rope soaked in salty water. After the beating, Xiaohu staggers 

out of the yard into the dried river basin and dies there, face down, beaten buttocks up.  

The narration revolves in two blending temporal lines. The first is the main story about 

the accident and the subsequent brutal punishment. The second is the dreamy wandering of the 

beat-up boy through the dried leaves in the river bed and his slow, hallucinatory death. When 

                                                 

78 First published in Beijing Literature, no. 3, 1985. 
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I was talking about the descriptions being subjected to the highly subjective perception of the 

boy before, I meant exactly the blending of these two narrative lines. The story opens with a 

description of the evening following the day of the tragedy, i.e. the second temporal line. The 

narrator seems to be a typical heterodiegetic one with zero focalization at first, but soon it turns 

out that it is highly possible that the story is actually narrated from the point of view of the boy 

and thus the focalization of the narrator belongs to the internal type. Arguments for this are 

offered very shortly after the beginning of the story when the narrator is describing the falling 

dusk and the boy squatting at the river bank, feeling sick.  

 

Squatting on the riverbank surrounded by shadows, a sob-like sound may have come 

out of his dry throat. Perhaps he was remembering what just happened. Wearing a loose 

overcoat, he stood barefooted under a poplar tree. In front of the tree there was the only 

tile-roofed house in the village. In the house, they had a child, a beautiful girl with eyes 

pitch black like two pieces of chess. The girl told him: “Xiaohu, can you climb the 

poplar tree?” 

 

或许, 他在一团阴影的包围中蹲在河堤上时, 曾经有抽泣股的声音从他干渴的喉

咙里冒出来，他也许是在回忆刚刚过去的事情。那时候, 他穿着一件肥大的褂子，

赤着脚, 站在白杨树下。白杨树前是五间全村唯一的瓦房，瓦旁里的孩子是一个

很漂亮的小女孩，漆黑的眼睛像两粒黑棋子。 女孩子对他说: “小虎，你能爬上

这棵臼杨树吗?” (Mo, Dao 274) 

 

From now on the story becomes a memory that plays out in the dying boy’s mind. All 

the highly poetic, almost surreal descriptions are the manifestations of his unique world view, 

translated in the language of a writer who enjoys constructing alternative poetry-like realities 

with it. The text certainly has a certain metafictional dimension in the sense of textual re-

construction of reality. However, it is, again, not a reconstruction within the process Storm 

described. Because of its subjective nature, especially in the case of “Dry River,” the 

information is collected by a subjective mind and immediately constructed as a perception of 

reality that is alternative to the realities of others and as such, for the boy, i.e. the constructor 

of the reality, the only existing one. And because of Mo Yan’s style that shifts the mere 

expression of subjectivity further by adding a gap between the expression and the language it 

is expressed in, this metafictional feature can be read as a commentary on “Mao-style” as a 
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manifestation of discursive nature of reality, a commentary and a deconstruction. And, last but 

not least, an ironic alternative to it. Mo Yan is textually creating the nature of the boy’s 

subjectivity by translating it into a very complicated language it could never exist in. The 

question is, if we look as this process from the point of view of Liu Zaifu’s theory, do we see 

more freedom for the characters? Do we see a text that could support the subjectivity of the 

reader? The character is technically deprived of his own language and thus, in extension, of his 

own thoughts, because all his perceptive abilities are strongly subjected to the language of the 

writer, but it does not necessarily mean that he is also deprived of subjectivity. On the contrary, 

his subjectivity is strengthened by the fact that he is given a possibility of expanded mode of 

perception. Mo Yan’s method, in the end, does not limit or take away the character’s 

subjectivity, but controls it nevertheless. Thus, it only fulfills half of the requirement of Liu 

Zaifu’s theory, but at the same time it can be read exactly as the commentary on Maoist 

discursive manipulativeness and manipulation I mentioned before.  

In this story, violence and brutality are maximized on the level of motifs, and at the 

same time weakened by the specifically subjective mode of narration. Xiaohu is not only beaten 

to death as a result of the accident, there are also other flashbacks to his past when he was 

bullied and tortured by his own family. However, unlike Yu Hua, Mo Yan adds in this story 

another dimension of violence that partially transforms it from the mere narrative tool into a 

motif that can be interpreted socially. There is an overwhelming fear of Xiaohu’s family from 

the consequences the accident will have on their already ambivalent social status – they belong 

to the class of upper-middle-peasants (shangzhongnong 上中农) which is a rank between the 

good-class and the bad-class background in the Chinese rural class system.79 Xiaozhenzi was 

the daughter of the Party Secretary and making an enemy of such person can influence the fate 

of the whole family. Hence also the anger of the father and the brother (who was hoping to join 

the army but now he feels his dreams might be endangered) and the fierceness of the 

punishment. This feature of the story could be, on the one hand, easily overlooked because of 

the other, more intense elements, such as the violence itself or the colorful descriptions of the 

boy’s inner world, and, on the other hand, simply interpreted as social, if not directly political 

critique. Although I am not refusing the subversive character of this story that can, bedsides 

the already mentioned commentary on Mao-style, lie in the choice of the social status of the 

characters, I am more inclined to read this motif as an expression of the vicious circle of 

                                                 

79 For a detailed study about social class division in rural China see Jonathan Unger’s “The Class System 

in Rural China: A Case Study.” 
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violence that breeds other violence, no matter where it originates from. There are different 

levels of violence in this story and thus, in my opinion, its simplifying reading as a social 

critique is not entirely possible. What it shows, however, is that similarly to the boy, his family 

members’ subjectivity determines their actions and it is, at the same time, also determined 

textually because of the label of upper-middle-peasant, no matter of its practical implications. 

The consequence of this all is the vicious circle of violence – physical, mental, social – that 

seemingly cannot be stopped. When the beating is done, and the family starts regretting their 

actions, a verbal fight breaks out among them. The mother says: “Beat me to death, too, I don’t 

want to live anyway. […] It’s all your old stupid father’s fault. He knew the communists will 

come and still he bought twenty mu of this wetland even a hare wouldn’t shit on. That made us 

into upper-middle-peasants, and three generations have to live in this mess.” ‘你把我也打死

算了，我也不想活了。[…] 都是你那个老糊涂的爹，明知道共产党要来了，还去买了

二十亩兔子不拉屎的涝洼地。划成一个上中农，一辈两辈三辈子啦，都这么人不人鬼

不鬼地活着 (Mo, Dao 284). 

The feeling of not belonging in this story – to the social class, to the world as it is – 

marks another manifestation of rootlessness in Mo Yan’s works. The village itself is a pure 

background, small and concise enough for the personal tragedy to play out effectively and 

representative enough to keep the marginalized social effect. As Mo Yan shows us often in his 

works, the harsh environment of the countryside is an especially suitable setting for stories of 

violence, detachment and tragedy. Michael S. Duke calls this “a naturalistic rural nightmare” 

(“Walking” 390), but I have already expressed the doubt about the nightmarish character of 

Mo Yan’s fictional worlds, because of the – one would be tempted to say Baudelaireian – 

aesthetical beauty of his descriptions detached from the described events. For similar reasons 

I cannot agree with Duke’s notion of naturalistic character of the nightmares, either. Mo Yan’s 

description of violence might be at times explicit and intensively brutal, but they are not 

naturalistic because there is a high degree of stylization that naturalism itself refuses (Nünning 

541). It is exactly this stylization that uncovers the gap between language and the events 

narrated, and thus creates the feeling of detachment and, in extension, rootlessness. In other 

words, if Mo Yan was really looking for any cultural or social roots in the environment he 

describes, a completely different language would be needed in order to dig them out. “Dry 

River” is a perfect example of this, in a sense, dichotomy. Based in a harsh environment of a 

small village, it tells a tragic story full of violence, hostility and brutality, in a splendidly poetic 

language that seems to be absolutely unsuitable for such proposes. The effect of this technique 
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brings us back to Chen Xiaoming’s notion that for avant-garde writers, the text itself becomes 

the experience.  

 

Before I move to Su Tong, I would like to make a little digression and, as I promised 

in Chapter 3.1, very shortly revisit Ma Yuan and his relationship to Tibet. I believe there is a 

similar degree of rootlessness in Ma Yuan’s works as in Mo Yan’s, and moreover, it is achieved 

by a similar usage of the contrast between what is being described and how it is being described. 

The specific technique might be different, but the principle stays the same – there is a very 

fruitful background both authors do not hesitate to use in full, but the background never really 

becomes the theme. The meaning of the stories is thus built on the background, not from it or 

within it and the actual building blocks are composed from a different material. 

About Tibet Ma Yuan says: “Life here is always filled with stories that make one unable 

to distinguish if they are made up or real.” ‘这里的生活时时刻刻充满了故事, 使人无法辨

别是虚的还是实的’ (qtd. in Yang X., “Yiyi” 57). Hladíková describes Ma Yuan’s works as 

“permeated with strong Tibetan flavor” (The Exotic 39) and “closely connected to Tibet, both 

in themes and in literary style” (66). But as she observes elsewhere, Ma Yuan was also one of 

the few Chinese writers of the “Lhasa Salon” who often set their stories in towns, diverting 

attention from the impelling natural beauty of Tibet, and his inspiration by the place presented 

itself as “internal orientalism” making Tibet just a “source of fantastic elements used to 

embellish the exotic imagination of his experimental short stories” (“The Soul” 83-85). 

Although these statements might seem contradictory, they aptly illustrate Ma Yuan’s balancing 

on the line between motivation and inspiration, between the subject and the object, the work 

and the tool. The environment of Tibet provides Ma Yuan’s works with exotic and from a 

certain point of view even magic features, which can lead some readers to overestimate its 

overall importance80 and to perceive the author’s work as a part of the “roots-seeking” literature. 

His stories are definitely not “rooted” in Tibet, they never really describe it from within the 

culture and there is always an outsider’s point of view in them. Even if we keep aside the notion 

that the only environment of Ma Yuan’s stories is the telling of the story itself, we can clearly 

see that in case of Tibet there was never any intention from the side of the author to really 

penetrate the environment and find something that could be universally useful, for example, as 

                                                 

80 In case of translated material, the commercial aspect definitely plays its role as well in emphasizing 

the regional aspect. For example, one of the most extensive translations of Ma Yuan’s short fiction Ballad of the 

Himalayas bears the subtitle “Stories of Tibet.” I would argue that the stories in that collection are much more in 

Tibet than of Tibet and thus the title is (although understandably) misleading. 
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some kind of national allegory. On the contrary, Ma Yuan seems to often stress the fact that 

his characters came to Tibet from the outside, as much as they came to the stories themselves 

from the outside (such as Yao Liang who may or may not come to Tibet at that one time and 

as such may or may not be a character of the story “The Spell of Gangdise Mountains”). Ma 

Yuan likes stressing the fact that his characters do not belong to any of the worlds he describes 

– the fictional world of the stories, the real world of Tibet, and anything that lies between. 

Another, very simple argument supporting the rootless nature of Ma Yuan’s works lies in the 

fact that his metafictional games could be, in fact, played anywhere. Which might not be as 

valid in the case of Mo Yan for whom the inherently rough character of countryside represents 

if not a building, then at least a contrast material for stressing the dichotomy between the 

language and the events narrated. 

 

Despite Chen Xiaoming’s opinion, Su Tong can also be considered a representative of 

the first wave of the Chinese avant-garde literature, because he started publishing already in 

the first half of the 1980s. I mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis that I generally do not 

see the chronological division of this literary current as distinctive. However, it is interesting 

to notice that, with the exception of Can Xue (who seems to be the omnipresent exception 

anywhere), the works of all the authors of the first wave have qualities that suggest their 

affiliation to the “root-seeking” literature. In the case of Su Tong, the reason for this lies in his 

constant turning to events of the past, to dreamlike memories of childhood and to places distant 

not only spatially but also temporally and psychologically. Similarly to Mo Yan, nevertheless, 

Su Tong is less looking for confirmation of (national, cultural or even personal) identity and 

more paying attention to a certain kind of uprooting caused exactly by the multilayered distance 

of the past. Even in those works of Su Tong where the search for identity is actually happening, 

especially those dealing with coming-of age elements, we would have to emphasize that what 

he discovers is not the identity itself, but rather the unstable and unsure process of its 

construction and its questionable nature that stems from such process.  

The action of gazing back into the past and seeing something uncertain and dreamy, 

and the feeling of uprooting it brings, is very aptly demonstrated in the closing paragraph of 

the short story “Flying Over Maple Village” (Feiyue wo de Fengyangshu guxiang 飞越我的

枫杨树故乡):81 

                                                 

81 First published in Shanghai Literature, no. 3. 1987. 
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Many families who moved here from the villages now live under the roofs of this city 

of ours. Every night the sound of their snoring is quite uneven because they all have 

their own particular worries and dreams. If you are like me and have had strange dreams 

ever since you were a child, then you will see your old homeland, your clan, and your 

relatives in your dreams. There is a river that flows by you when you are born and you 

seem to be sitting on a bamboo raft floating down that river: you turn and gaze back 

upon your old home, far, far off in the distance (Su, “Flying” 159). 

 

我们这个城市的屋顶下住着许多从前由农村迁徙而来的家庭。他们每夜鼾声不

齐，各人都有自己的心事和梦境。如果你和我一样，从小便会做古怪的梦，你

会梦见你的故土、你的家族和亲属。有一条河与生俱来，你仿佛坐在一只竹筏

上顺流而下，回首遥望远远的故乡 (Su, Shijie 166-7). 

 

“Flying Over Maple Village” is part of a series of short stories, novellas and a novel 

about the same place, Su Tong’s imaginary hometown,82 an analogy to Mo Yan’s Gaomi. 

Howard Choy mentions seven works that belong to this series, but the list might not be 

complete (137). Choy also talks about “nostalgia for a nonexistent hometown” that “renders 

the series into pseudo memoirs” (137). There are two very suitable words here – the nostalgia 

and the pseudo. Concerning the latter, there are plenty of pseudo things in Su Tongs work, but 

for the series in general “memoirs” are not exactly one of them. “Flying Over Maple Village” 

could be read as a memoir because the style of the story seems to at least a little resemble that 

particular genre, although the fragmentary character of the narration and the rapid and chaotic 

mix of temporal levels are making it difficult to read the story as such. However, the other 

stories of that series, such as “Opium Family” (Yingsu zhi jia 罂粟之家),83 might be read as 

historical narrations, but definitely not as memoirs. I believe this was just a poor choice of word 

and what Choy actually had in mind was not memoir as literary genre but as textualized (pseudo) 

memory. Not only is the place the remembering is referring to fictional, but the very process 

of remembering is being questioned by a sophisticated play with the points of view. An element 

of unreliable narrator, similar to the one we could see in Ge Fei’s stories, is presenting itself 

                                                 

82 Su Tong was born in Suzhou 苏州 in Jiangsu 江苏 province.  
83 First published in Harvest, no. 6, 1988.  
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here quite strongly. “Flying Over Maple Village” is a first-person narration. On the many 

interwoven narratorial levels of the story, the narrator alternates heterodiegetic and 

homodiegetic positions, but for many of the episodic stories he is not the primary witness. On 

the one hand, he is re-narrating somebody else’s memories, and, on the other hand, he lets the 

memories to be played out in the mind of the implied reader, as if he wanted to emphasize even 

more the very subjectivity of those memories. At the same time, a subtle feeling of irony is 

inherent to this process. “Grandfather lives in the city. He’s old and decrepit, but his memory 

is very clear. […] He lingers on, unwilling to go to bed: ‘Tomorrow I might wake up a blind 

man.’ And thus he sits in the gradually darkening room with his eyes open wide – old, strong 

and serene like an ancient bronze eagle. You can see his youngest son, my uncle, in the pupils 

of Grandfather’s eyes enlarged as they are by memory (Su, “Flying 147-8). ‘祖父住在城里, 

老态龙钟了, 记忆却很鲜亮。[…] 他迟迟不肯睡觉, “明天醒过来说不定就是瞎子了。” 

于是他睁大了眼睛坐在渐渐黑暗的房间里，宁静、苍劲，像一尊古老的青铜鹰。可以

从祖父被回忆放大的瞳孔里看见我的幺叔 (Su, Shijie 156). The quality of Grandfather’s 

memory is something we are assured of by the narrator, while the grandfather himself is 

apparently scared of losing it. That is also why he is almost literally gazing into his memories, 

trying to stay awake to keep them alive. The narrator, along with the implied reader, then sees 

the past events in the grandfather’s eyes, and they are already deformed, magnified by the 

unceasing effort to hold on to them.  

Here the nostalgia for something nonexistent Choy talks about manifests itself. 

Similarly to Yu Hua’s “Love Story,” past is something that to a certain degree determines the 

present – for the Grandfather and the narrator alike, because they both do not seem to have 

anything else to look up to. Sabina Knight, with reference to David Der-Wei Wang, talks about 

how intense the feeling of the domination of past over present is in “Opium Family” (98), but 

she interprets this feature mainly historically – because the author sets his stories in the real 

historical contexts, he, on the one hand, limits the freedom of the narrator to actually control 

the story, and, on the other hand, expresses the interdependency between now and then, with 

then always being stronger than now. It is interesting that Knight describes this feature in a 

subchapter that deals with the metafictional dimension of Su Tong’s stories. The relationship 

between fiction and history in works of metafiction is, after all, to a large extent subversive 

(and that is also a very clear mark of postmodernism). History is fiction in the discursive sense 

of the word, it is generated by the discursive character of text and language and as such it is as 

much fictional as the reality it constructs and at the same time as much manipulative as it is 
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free to be manipulated. That is why I cannot agree with Knight when she, in the case of another 

Maple Village series novella “The Escape of 1934” (Yi jiu san si nian de taowang 一九三四

年的逃亡),84 talks about the impossibility of narratorial freedom: “The narrator claims to be 

writing from a purely subjective viewpoint, yet he situates family legend within the broader 

scope of social history, thereby showing such solipsism to be impossible. Since concrete and 

momentous historical events of his grandparents’ era […] determine crucial events of the story, 

their inclusion yields a fatalism that belies the narrator’s freedom to recreate the past” (96). I 

believe it is exactly the opposite – the metafictional play with the concrete historical events 

provides the narratorial freedom, because what Su Tong is trying to show us is that any past, 

the official, the unofficial, the told or the written, is, after all, a construct of the one who narrates 

it. And on another level, even such narrator cannot have everything under control all the time, 

the only thing controlled is the subjective point of view that creates the context of the external 

events. Thus, the historical fatalism is in the end as much a construct of the narration as it is an 

objective fact. The proclamation of the purely subjective viewpoint is then an ironic wink in 

the style of Ma Yuan, telling the reader that if he wants another “and then” he must choose 

who and what to believe. 

The past still dominates the present, in this point Knight was not wrong. However, the 

past is highly subjective for Su Tong, even to the double-edged extent we could see in Yu 

Hua’s works, because subjectivity can be creative as much as destructive. In any case, 

subjectivity provides freedom to imagine past, to dream it and to textualize it. One (reader, 

narrator) does not have to know if the events of the past are real or just some wicked, twisted 

memories (or beautiful dreams, or even daydreams in the case of the grandfather who refuses 

to sleep) to believe they can substantially influence the present. “In my dreams I have flown 

may times over my faraway Maple Village homeland” (Su, “Flying” 149). ‘多少次我在梦中

飞越遥远的枫杨树故乡’ (Su, Shijie 157). 

In “Flying Over Maple Village,” Su Tong actually implements some motifs that openly 

alerts the reader about the unreliability of the narrated events. Or perhaps of the narrators. For 

example, the narrator’s uncle dies in 1956, the same year the narrator is born, and yet the 

narrator weirdly remembers not only the feeling of sadness, but also the vigil.  

 

                                                 

84 First published in Harvest, no. 5, 1987. 
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I lie in my cradle sunk in a deep sadness born out of primitive feelings of familial 

relationship. I have a tearful expression on my face, but I do not cry. The first time I 

see my drowned uncle, his whole body is blue, his eyes are wide open, and he is lying 

beside the big millstone in front of our old home. The vigil is three hundred miles away, 

but it seems to be taking place right besides my cradle. As my tiny little life passes 

thought the encircled Maple Village hills, streams, people, and animals, my face grows 

red and I pant for breath (“Flying” 154). 

 

我睡在摇篮里，表情欲哭未哭，沉浸在一种纯朴的来自亲情的悲伤中。我第一

次看见了溺水而死的幺叔，他浑身发蓝，双目圆睁，躺在老家巨大的石磨旁。

灵场离我远隔千里，又似乎设在我的摇篮边上。我小小的生命穿过枫杨树故乡

山水人畜的包围之中，颜面潮红，喘息不止 (Shijie 161). 

 

This excerpt illustrates two features of this short story, or Su Tong’s fiction in general. 

The first is the unreliability of the narrator manifested through the unreliability of memories 

and in extension of history. The events are narrated by a temporally and spatially detached 

narrator through the eyes of his infant self whose existence is maybe temporally concurrent to 

the events, but spatially not as much. The narrator resides in Maple Village only mentally, the 

“old home” he talks about is something created in his fantasy, at least in the form it has right 

now. The image of the ancestral home has been in a sense implanted in the narrator’s 

consciousness and the family history he feels so connected to is only something repeatedly 

retold. Similarly to Knight, researches often focus on specific historical event in Su Tong’s 

stories and their contextual setting that leads to a feeling of subversion. This is something the 

stories themselves are encouraging and from a historical perspective I would never argue 

against such interpretation. But in line with my general view on the Chinese avant-garde 

literature of the second half of the 1980s, I would like to suggest another level of subversion 

that is indefinable on the level of discursive commentary. The re-construction of personal and 

familial history from the point of view of a narrator who is only seemingly or questionably 

homodiegetic (as in case of Mo Yan’s narrator in “Autumn Flood”), or in other words, 

textualizing history that is thus far basically oral and as such unreliable, can be read as a 

commentary on Maoist discourse and its vicious construction of reality. If we recall the theories 

of literature starting with Mao’s Talks and transforming through 2RR up until the opening of 

the literary policy at the turn of 1970s and 1980s, all we can see is prescribed reality – present, 
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past and future, everything is seen as it should be (seen) not as it is or was. Su Tong is ironically 

manifesting the same right, creating the story of his own past and, in extension, present. The 

implementation of specific historical events, on the one hand, and dream-like sequences 

weakening the “reality effect,” on the other hand, both serve to intensify the effect of this 

creative process. The former marks the shift from the official / general / historical to the 

personal (the events are there, but they are a part of our story, not the other way around), and 

the latter in a metafictional manner highlights the fictionality of history. The Maoist historical 

telos is being mocked and subverted.  

The second feature illustrated by the above-mentioned excerpt is the feeling of 

rootlessness and detachment. The narrator has not only never been part of the past he describes, 

but he is also not exactly searching for it in the sense of trying to reveal it as something given 

and firmly rooted in the collective history of his family. As I have mentioned above, Su Tong 

is pointing out to the constructed nature of the past. That is what differentiates him from the 

“root-seeking” school. In “Flying Over Maple Village” this difference is manifested by the 

recurrent description of the past as something of a dream-like character, as something that 

actually can very well be just a dream. “If you are like me and have had strange dreams,” the 

narrator says in the closing section of the story, then, and only then, you would be able to reach 

your roots. In other words, the roots are not real, but everyone has the freedom to fabricate 

them as one pleases. It can be read as another type of mockery – if Yu Hua’s double-edged 

take on subjectivity in a certain sense ironized, and thus subverted Liu Zaifu’s theory, then Su 

Tong is similarly subverting the wishful actions and the one-dimensional program of the “root-

seeking” school. Choy labels Su Tong’s works as “post-root-seeking fictions” which is “a 

recoil from the organic life of primitive culture fantasized in root-seeking literature” (136). 

This time I could not agree more – the label is as pertinent as its description. The recoil marks 

Su Tong’s mockery directed toward the fact that roots are not organic but very much artificial 

and that it is better to admit the fantasy and thus allow yourself much more freedom than what 

the serious attitude of “root-seeking” school offers. 

Choy also talks about “bizarre sensationalism” in Su Tong’s fiction that is often 

manifested by decay and decadence (136-7). Similarly, Knight identifies an element of 

decadence (defined on the basis of the theories of Arnold Hausee and Thomas Reed Whissen) 

in Su Tong’s works as the essence of their subversive character, as something standing against 

the political and social structure of contemporary China (92-93). Knight reaches the same 

conclusion in case of Su Tong that has been voiced by Li Tuo for the Chinese literature of the 

second half of the 1980s as a whole – the disillusionment with or the distrust to the process of 
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modernization. For Knight, this distrust is expressed by Su Tong’s “monstrous cruelty” that 

“raises a question that is central to intellectual debate in China: How can a traditional society 

be quickly modernized without provoking a catastrophe?” (94). This “sense of apocalypse” is, 

among other things, in Knight’s view represented in Su Tong’s works by “many portrayals of 

the murder of the next generation” (93). I have expressed several times already that I prefer a 

different reading of the Chinese avant-garde literature, a reading that is more focused on the 

shift of attention from the official (under which the modernization belongs as well) to the 

personal and that considers the violent motifs more of a narrative tool than a social metaphor. 

That does not mean, however, that I am refusing Knight’s interpretation as such. What I believe 

is common for both approaches is the subversion (in Knight’s version an active one, and a 

passive one in mine) and the fact that a certain stance is taken against the process of 

modernization (a revolting, protesting one for Knight, and, in my opinion, detached and 

ignoring). I also consider the notion of the “murder of the next generation,” or, to be slightly 

more general, a hostility toward the next generation a very interesting topic. Unlike Knight, 

however, I am reading this feature as a clash of subjectivities, similarly as in the case of Yu 

Hua’s works. In the particular case of Su Tong, it is a generational clash between the already 

“standardized” subjectivity of the older generation and the developing and to a certain degree 

revolting subjectivity of the younger generation. 

I would like to demonstrate this feature on the novella “The Brothers Shu” (Shu jia 

xiongdi 舒家兄弟).85 This novella is a part of another Su Tong’s series that Howard Choy calls 

the Fragrant Cedar Street (Xiangchunshu jie 香椿树街) series and that includes seven short 

stories, three novellas and one novel, spanning over a time of ten years between 1984 and 1994 

(152-3). Again, the stories are connected by a place, this time a street in the northern part of 

Suzhou, the author’s actual hometown (153). The street is located near a dirty river in an 

apparently industrial part of the city. In all its dirtiness and hostility, it is still far from the 

Yellow Mud Street (Huang ni jie 黄泥街) of Can Xue’s eponymous novella that I will describe 

in the following chapter, but no matter how nostalgic the descriptions of it are, it does not seem 

a very nice place to live: 

 

                                                 

85 First published as “Shu Nong or Southern Life” (Shu Nong huo nanfang shenghuo 舒农或者南方生

活) in Zhongshan, no. 3, 1989. 
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The people’s nostalgia for the river that flows through our southern city can last a 

hundred years. […] As I recall, once the water got polluted, it never turned clear again: 

It was black and stank horribly. The river might as well have been the city’s natural 

spillway, the way it carried rotten vegetable leaves, dead cats and rats, industrial oils 

and grease, plus a steady supply of condoms (Su, “The Brothers Shu” 182). 

 

即使到了百年以后，人们仍然怀念横贯南方城市的河流。我记得后来的河水不

复清澄，它乌黑发臭，仿佛城市的天然下水道，水面上漂浮着烂菜叶、死猫死

鼠、工业油污和一只又一只避孕套 (Su, Shaonian 137). 

 

The novella “The Brothers Shu” tells a story about two families living in one house, 

Fragrant Cedar Street no. 18. The central characters are two brothers from the Shu 舒 family, 

Shu Gong 舒工, 16 year old, and Shu Nong 舒农, 14 year old, and two sisters from the neighbor 

Lin family, Hanli 涵丽, 17 years old, and Hanzhen 涵贞, 15 years old. Other characters are the 

parents of the four children – the brothers’ father Old Shu (Lao Shu 老舒) and his mistress and 

at the same time the mother of the girls, Qiu Yumei 丘玉美, and also the girls’ father Old Lin 

(Lao Lin 老林 ). The novella introduces the relationships between the characters full of 

animosities, perverse love and sexual affairs, and violence and ignorance that eventually lead 

to various tragedies, especially for the younger generation. The affair between Old Lin and Qiu 

Yumei is discovered (as it was a public secret anyway), but somehow continues, while the first 

love and sexual experience between Shu Gong and Hanli ends up with an unwanted pregnancy 

and an attempted suicide that only the boy survives. Hanzhen is rather dull, disliked by the 

people of Fragrant Cedar Street, but generally just a normal teenage girl, still a harmless child. 

She ends up being raped by a candy shop keeper. 

The most important character, as the original title of the story suggests, is Shu Nong. 

He is a pitiful person with a lot of issues, attacked and bullied by basically everybody he comes 

across with. However, he is also quite resourceful – in solving his difficulties as well as 

planning different kinds of retaliations for all he has to suffer from the others. He puts four 

dead rats into Hanzhen’s bag as a revenge for making fun of him. His biggest problem, and the 

main reason for him being the target of ridicule from the other inhabitants of the street, is that 

at his age, he still wets his bed at night. However, he solves that issue quite originally: Every 

night he secretly watches his father having sex with Qiu Yumei and after they finish, he fishes 
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out the condom his father throws into the river, cleans it and puts it on his penis. Since he starts 

implementing this technique, he never wets his bed again. He also sees everything that is 

happening in the street because he learns how to move as a cat (he actually gradually starts 

considering himself one). He sees his brother and Hanli tie a rope around themselves and jump 

into the river and he is the one who calls help. No matter what good or bad he does, the 

environment is still hostile toward him. The father, after Old Lin planks Qiu Yumei’s window, 

takes his mistress into Shu Nong’s room and has sex with her there while the boy is present, 

his eyes and ears covered. Shu Gong urinates into his brother’s bed to make their father angry 

at him. And at the end of the story, the desperate Shu Nong sets their building on fire, but fails 

to keep all the people he targets by this act inside. Running from his father, he jumps into the 

river. The story ends with two outsiders from Northern China standing on a bridge across the 

river, first watching the building on fire and then the water under the bridge.  

 

They spotted a little white sheath floating past and smiled at each other. One kept silent, 

but the other said, “Well, fuck me.” They were still watching the river when they 

spotted a charred little animal float by, lying heavily in the water as darkness settled in, 

making it disappear from time to time. One of the northerners pointed to it and said, 

“What was that?” 

“It looks like a cat,” the other one said (Su, “The Brothers” 211) 

 

他们同时发现水上漂着一只白色的小套子，两个北方佬相视而笑，一个不说话，

另一个拍了拍桥栏，说: “我操。” 他们盯着水面上看，后来又发现一具被烧焦的

小动物的尸首，它在暮色中沉浮，时隐时现，一个北方佬指着它说, “是什么?” 

另一个说: “好像是一只猫?” (Su, Shaonian 167) 

 

This closing passage marks a change of perspective of the narration that reads like a 

highly ironic comment on all the events in the story. It is even more striking if we acknowledge 

the problematic position of the narrator whose identity is not very clear. He presents himself 

as an eyewitness of the described events, narrating them from a detached position at a point in 

the future, fifteen years later. He seems homodiegetic because he was a part of the environment 

the story is happening in, but as a character he never actually interferes in the events of the 

story. Many times it seems very probable he could have been a schoolmate, a peer of the 
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children, but then again he also seems to be representing the people of the Fragrant Cedar Street 

as a whole.  

 

Fragrant cedars are long gone from re-placed by acacias and parasol trees. Let’s say the 

acacias are in bloom. When the first winds blow, we see a light purple haze shimmer 

above the eaves of the dark building, illusory somehow; the air is heavy with the 

redolence of fauna. It’s the outdoor season, so we all troop outside (“The Brothers” 

192).  

 

香椿树在香椿树街上早已绝迹，街道两则的树是紫槐和梧桐，譬如现在紫槐花

盛开的季节，风乍起的时候，我们看见黑房子的屋檐上飘挂着一屋浅紫色的云

雾，若有若无的，空气因而充满了植物的馨香。这是走向户外的季节，我们都

来到了街上 (Shaonian 147). 

 

Elsewhere, the narrator says: “Why were there people who sang on the bank of the river? 

[…] Fragrant Cedar Street didn’t know; Fragrant Cedar Street had no idea (“The Brothers” 

183). ‘为什么有人在河岸边歌唱? […] 香樁树街不知道，河岸边的香椿树街一点也不知

道 (Shaonian 137). It is not a clear case of a collective narrator, because, as I will show shortly, 

the self-consciousness and self-confidence of the narrator suggest him to be a single person, 

but he often puts him himself in the role of a speaker of the inhabitants’ collective memories.  

From the very beginning, however, the narrative voice is very clear and loud in 

commenting on the way he is presenting the story to the implied reader (in this regard, the 

narrator is clearly extradiegetic): “What I am about to give you isn’t so much a story as it is a 

certain kind of life down south. And that is all (“The Brothers” 173; trans. modified). ‘我要说

的也许不是故而是某种南方的生活。如此而已’ (Shaonian 127). This is very obviously an 

overtly metafictional, or maybe better metanarrative technique the author uses here. I have 

modified Duke’s translation to be more literal, but I would like to use it to mark a very 

interesting point in possible interpretations of this passage, with connection to the difference 

between metafiction and metanarration that could have a distinctive meaning in this particular 

case. Duke translates the second part of the sentence as “word picture of the life down south,” 

whereas there is no “word picture” in the Chinese original and the author / narrator there refers 

directly to the “certain kind” (mouzhong 某种) of southern life. Thus, while in the English 
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version this passage would be a metanarrative in the sense of revealing the narrative as a 

something narrated, as words that create the picture of the narrated world, the original reads 

more like a combination of metafictional and metanarrative techniques. Not only the original 

text reflects the way of the narration that is not a story as such but a different way of presenting 

events or facts, but it also stresses the ontological power of the narration. The narrator 

(re)constructs a reality of life in the south for the reader. This element is important because at 

the very beginning of the novella it points out a quality of relativeness of the narrated events 

that is finely framed by the closing passage about the thing floating in the river “looking like a 

cat.” What we are offered here is a “certain kind” of reality, subjectively filtered by the narrator, 

which obviously reminds us of Yu Hua’s brutal story analyzed above. 

This feature is moreover strengthened by the unreliability of the narrator that he does 

not try to hide, and, on the contrary, repeatedly brings to readers’ attention. Just a few 

paragraphs later the narrator continues:  

 

Black sheet metal covered the flat roof of number 18, and as I stood at the bridgehead, 

I saw a cat crouching up there. At least that’s my impression of it, fifteen years later. 

And in the impression, there is also the river which intersected Fragrant Cedar Street a 

scant three or four feet from number 18. This river will make several appearances in 

my narration, with dubious distinction, for as I indicated earlier, I can only give 

impressions (“The Brothers” 173; trans. modified).  

 

十八号的房顶是平的，苫一层黑铁皮。那房顶上伏着一只猫，这是十五年前我

站在桥头眺望时留下的印象。 

印象中还有那条河。河横贯香椿树街，离十八号的门大约只有一米之距。我的

叙述中会重复出现这条河，也许并无意义，我说过这只是印象而已 (Shaonian 

127-8). 

 

Elsewhere he not only undermines his own account of the events narrated, but also his 

position as the speaker of the street; on the contrary, he puts himself into a position of 

somebody whose memories are actually based on the trust in what the other inhabitants thought 

or told about the events. There is a scene of sexually motivated physical and psychological 

violence, when Shu Gong first splashes water all over Hanli and then forces her to wash his 

underpants with “white stains” (baise wuyi 白色污迹) on them. The narrator says: “On 
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Fragrant Cedar Street they say that was when the love between Shu Gong and Hanli was 

kindled. That may sound far-fetched, but to this day no other explanation has risen to challenge 

it. We can only have faith in Fragrant Cedar Street that this is what happened (“The Brothers” 

182; trans. modified). ‘香樁树街有一种说法，说舒工和涵丽就是这样开始恋爱的。这种

说法让人难以接受，但是直到现在也没有第二种说法。我们只能相信香椿树街，就这

么回事 ‘ (Shaonian 136).  

Not only the unreliability of the narrator is expressed in the passage above, but also the 

paradox of the construction of memories, if not history. Something happened in a certain way, 

because there is no other version of the event available. I believe the shifting position of the 

narrator between his highly individualized role of the eyewitness offering mere impressions 

and the speaker of a group of people relying on the collective memory can be very well read 

as, on the one hand, mocking (and subversion) of Maoist discourse of prescribing the one and 

only correct view on reality, and, on the other hand, an expression of the doubtful quality of 

subjectivity. 

Subjectivity is in fact, an important element of this story. It is presented on two levels. 

The first is the clash between two subjectivities of different generations I mentioned when 

discussing Knight’s conclusions. It manifests by the violence perpetrated against the younger 

generation (or, indeed, as the violence the younger generation perpetrates against itself) and by 

the ignorance and self-assured attitude of the older generation. It could very well be read as a 

mockery of the modernization process, as its futility and impossibility. The older generation is 

arrogantly resisting any possible change. This is exemplified by the continuous affair of Old 

Shu and Qiu Yumei or by the character of the father of the girls. Old Lin is a good-for-nothing 

that does not really care about his family and only enjoys playing chess with his fellows. His 

absurd stubbornness and ignorance are shown in a scene where he loses a game and 

intentionally puts a piece of chess in his mouth. If it was not for Hanli who pried his mouth 

open, he would have swallowed the piece. “‘You want to keep playing?’ Shen complained 

tearfully with a stomp of her foot. ‘I should have let you swallow that piece!’ Old Lin retorted, 

‘I’ll swallow whatever I want to swallow, and you can just butt out!’” (“The Brothers” 176) 

‘涵丽跺着脚哭，“还下还下，把棋子吞进肚活该!” 老林说: “我愿吞什么就吞什么，关

你屁事!”’ (Shaonian 131). Then there is also the terrible case of the rape of Hanzhen. The 

shopkeeper lures Hanzhen with candy and dried fruits. He basically stuffs her mouth with dried 

plums and then he forces himself on her. She is naturally terrified and shocked but cannot even 

scream, because her mouth is full of the fruit. He says: “‘Don’t scream, don’t make any noise. 
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I’ll give you ten bags of dried plums and three packages of toffee. Don’t scream, don’t you 

scream’” (“The Brothers” 2015). ‘别出声，别喊，我给你十包话梅，再给你三袋奶糖，不

能喊，千万不能喊’ (Shaonian 161). Hanzhen, an innocent child still, is traumatized by this 

experience, and although the shopkeeper is arrested and convicted, a stigma is left on the girl 

as well, partially connected to her mother’s reputation of a cheater.  

It is a brutal and remorseless world, so typical for Su Tong’s works, and the younger 

generation is at loss. 86 On the one hand, they are over and over again subjected to the will of 

their parents or elders in general, and, on the other hand, they cannot see any future for 

themselves that does not include some kind of destruction. They try to revolt, but they fail. The 

only thing they can do is eradicate the future, as the young lovers attempt, or transform their 

subjectivity to become something else that would have the power to see and to ignore the world 

at the same time. 

That is, in fact, the second level of manifestation of subjectivity in this novella – Shu 

Nong and his gradual transformation into a cat. It might be a desperate attempt of escape from 

the hostile world, to hide in the realm where one can see the world but cannot be seen by it 

(and if then just seen and ignored). It might very well be just a dream an illusion, similar to the 

illusion of homeland in the other Su Tong’s series of stories. It might be a wish. 

 

“Can someone turn himself into a cat?” 

“Try it, and see.” 

“I will try it. But I have lots to do before that. I’m going to make you all sit up and take 

notice” (“The Brothers” 180). 

 

我是说人能不能把自己变成一只猫? 

我说那你试试看吧。 

舒农说我是要试试，不过在我变猫之前还有许多事要干。 

我会让你们大吃一惊的 (Shaonian 134). 

 

In the end, it is an act of will and intention, an irrational decision made on a rational 

basis. Something that, in an inverted form, resembles the author I will talk about next. While 

                                                 

86 Su Tong’s 1993 collection of short stories and novellas “The Brothers Shu” were published in is called 

Young Blood (Shaonian xue 少年血). Coincidence? I do not think so.  
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Can Xue is looking for a way into the human soul, Shu Nong, or Su Tong, is looking for a way 

out of it. After all, reality is just an unreliable, (re)constructed dream. 

 

3.4 Politics and / or Psyche: The Ambivalent Search for the Universal Values of Human 

Soul and the Latent Contradictions of Can Xue 

 

Can Xue considers herself an island of art and pure literature, as radical as Wang Ning 

sees it, indeed, in a spiritually declined world, but at the same time she seems not to care about 

the external world, because in her works, she is looking for universal values of the human soul. 

The way to discover these values leads, paradoxically, through exploring one’s own 

subjectivity, exploring that should not, however, be made on the basis of rationality.87 These 

“theoretical” grounds are then – unconsciously – projected into a literary representation of her 

world view full of dirt and cold interpersonal relationships, into some kind of nightmares, 

sometimes fascinating and sometimes frightening or even grotesque88 performances. 

Can Xue’s short stories and novellas could be characterized as fantastic, anti-realistic 

(i.e. disrupting the mimetic ability of the text and defying the closeness to reality) or surrealistic. 

In these stories, rationality in the sense of referentiality to the natural logic of the world is 

obviously and intentionally suppressed. They often lack a straightforward plot, temporal and 

spatial determination in the sense of historical background as well as the temporal limitation 

of the narration itself, and even an obvious conclusion, climax or point. Characters in Can 

Xue’s stories are not described or characterized properly. Sometimes they do not have a name, 

more often than not even their approximate age is not known, and in some cases, we do not 

even know if a character is male or female. The actions of the protagonists will not tell us more 

about their characteristics either, because their behavior is unmotivated, spontaneous and 

without clear purpose. Dialogues seem monologic, because the protagonists’ utterances lack 

common themes, which leads to the impression of no dialogue at all.  

                                                 

87 In an interview with the Taiwanese author Shi Shuqing 施叔青 (b. 1945) Can Xue says: “There is a 

mood, which is hard to describe, and in that mood I have to strongly intellectually control myself to create in a 

non-rational state, because if I did not control myself, rational things could appear, and in my works the rationality 

must be absolutely eliminated” ‘走一股情绪，但是不能很清楚说出来，那股情绪要用很强的理智把自己控

制住，控制在非理性的状态中去创作，如不控制很可能出现理性的东西，我作品要完全排除理性’ (Shi 

437).  
88 For more information on grotesque elements in Can Xue’s works, which I am not going to analyze 

here, see Wang Ban who attributes these aspects to author’s descriptions of corporeality (258-61).  
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A substantial part of the aesthetic effect of Can Xue’s works lies in their obscure 

character, in the difficulty to decode those in a certain sense indecipherable texts. It also lies in 

the reader’s hope to find something behind all the elusive madness and semantic uncertainty 

of her literary worlds, something that will rationalize her statements and bring the reader an 

answer to the question how these stories should be read and how to interpret them. 

There are various approaches to the interpretation of the techniques and motifs in Can 

Xue’s works, and two of them are the most significant, mostly used as well as most likely – 

the (socio-) political and the (sexually) psychological. I also absolutely agree with Susan 

Posborg when she says that “Can Xue’s texts invite another way of reading which does not 

give or seek an answer to what the story means, but rather asks the question how the story 

means or how the story reads” (92). Similarly, Wang Ban suggests that concerning the Chinese 

fantastic fiction in general we should not ask “What does it mean?”, but rather “How does it 

work?” (236). It is quite interesting to notice how Wang Ban operates with the term “fantastic”: 

“The ‘fantastic’ describes a fundamental challenge to the commonsense reality and history 

legitimated by the dominant symbolic order” (232). A few pages later he elaborates: “The 

fantastic text apparently creates an unreal world, but it does not seek to stake out an unreal 

world over against the real. Rather, it probes the fictionality and the constructed nature of what 

we normally believe to be the real world” (237). What he describes, are the metafictional 

qualities one can identify in Can Xue’s stories, similarly to the ones Yu Hua implemented 

without the use of overt metafictional techniques. Can Xue indeed works with the ontological 

gap between the reality of the work and the reality of the world, but in a different way – hers 

is the approach of introspection, so in the end, as I will argue, it is less about challenging reality 

of the world and more about putting it in contrast to the subjective reality of the mind or soul.  

This does not mean, however, that the meaning of Can Xue’s works is completely 

unintelligible. It only means that their features, which I briefly described above, intentionally 

lead to withholding the desired, complete rationalization from the reader, and in a metafictional 

way they point out to the very nature of unintelligibility being a part of the meaning. 

The impetus for rationalization is what naturally supports the view on Can Xue’s stories 

as a kind of political allegory. But politics is a rational concept that in the Maoist sense 

pragmatically projects its discursive values on literature. Although there definitely is a certain 

dimension of Can Xue’s works that invites more political reading simply from the point of 

view of their aesthetically experimental subversion and the intelligibility as a direct stance 

against the value of practice emphasized in the Maoist discourse, the allegorical reading is, in 

my opinion, too straightforward (i.e., indeed, rational) to not be oversimplifying. 
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I have no intention to surrender to some kind of intentional fallacy in the sense 

described in W. K. Wimsatt’s and Mondroe C. Barsley’s famous article, but I would like to 

start this analysis with a rather restrained consideration of Can Xue’s own views on literature. 

Although most of the authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature produced essays about their 

literary techniques or general views on literature (especially Ma Yuan’s essayistic work is quite 

plentiful), I have not been paying attention to it until now. Initially, I believed it would only 

cloud my analysis in the already quite dense chapters above and unnecessarily divert the focus 

to something in a certain sense secondary in the general framework of identifying the main 

characteristics of the works of the Chinese avant-garde. But then again, I didn’t want to skip 

this element entirely, and so I intentionally left this topic for Can Xue, because she is the best 

example of how the essayistic work can on many levels support the fictional work and vice 

versa. Can Xue’s essays are aesthetically very similar to her works of fiction, including but not 

limited to the feature of unintelligibility. There is a certain kind of intertextual connection in 

the referential direction sense Hutcheon talks about – Can Xue’s essays seem to supplement 

the meaning construction of her stories and vice versa, and this connection seems stronger than 

in the case of any of the other avant-garde authors. Last but not least, even an experimenter 

like Sun Ganlu, who once complained that “revolting against certain ideology is much easier 

than revolting against mass [culture / literature]” (Zhu 79) and who I have labeled as the one 

trying to conquer the mountain ranges of Mo Yan and Ma Yuan, does not possess such a 

crusading nature, so honestly believing that a completely new kind of literature is being brought 

to China under the pens of the new writers. In this regard, Can Xue constitutes the missing link 

between the theories of Liu Zaifu and Li Tuo (or even Gao Xingjian and the other “kites”) and 

the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s as such. 

Can Xue does not have any literary-theoretical education, but that does not constrain 

her from elaborating quite complex, although no less idiosyncratic theoretical thoughts about 

her way of writing literature or the works of other (especially Western modernist and 

postmodernist) authors. It is characteristic for her reflections on literature that she does not use 

common literary-theoretical terminology, and when she does, the meaning of such terms tends 

to be a little shifted. Can Xue also never uses terminology of Chinese periodization and 

characterization of literature, contemporary or otherwise, when talking about her fiction. 

Rather, she inclines to see herself alongside Western authors, though she also self-confidently 

points to her uniqueness in the context of World literature. 
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Can Xue labels her works as “new experimental literature” (xin shiyan wenxue 新实验

文学). She vaguely explains this term in an essay published in 2007 called “What Is ‘New 

Experimental Literature’” (Shenme shi “xin shiyan” wenxue 什么是”新实验”文学 [Wo 146-

54]). The key element in this kind of literature is a certain form of experimentation. But it is 

not just a formal experiment that operates with the external, language-level form of a text; 

rather, it is an internal, content-oriented experiment. Regarding the language-level form, 

respect to classical literary language must be maintained. Here, the author’s statement is rather 

unclear: “In our interior we are engaged in a kind of ambiguous exchange activity, and on the 

level of external form [we] on the contrary retain respect for classical literary language” 我们

是在自身的内部从事一种暧昧的交流活动，而外在的形式上，反而保留了对经典文学

语言的尊重 (Wo 146). Can Xue never specifies what she means by the classical literary 

language, or how far back in history we should go to search for it. Generally, Can Xue’s literary 

language is not too different from her contemporaries, but as I will show later, there are 

instances where she consciously works with language in a specific, subversive way. If it was 

not for the generally serious nature of her works of fiction as well as essays, one would be 

inclined to see this as a very much ironic, if not straightforwardly mocking statement. I will 

get back to this topic in the following paragraphs. 

On the one hand, Can Xue emphasizes the exceptionality of Chinese literature: 

“Because we already have specific [cultural] basics which differ from the West, once we find 

advanced tools [of literary expression], the thousands of years of accumulated [culturally-

historical heritage] will transform into our superiority.” ‘一旦找到先进的工具，由于我们已

有的不同于西方人的特殊底蕴，我们几千年的那种积累便成为了我们的优势’(Wo 147). 

On the other hand, she talks about the necessity to abandon the tradition and to create a new 

one on the basis of Western influences: “Tradition is a strange thing, if you surrender to her 

and apathetically follow her logic, she will press you tightly and suck up all your creative power 

like a vampire; if you abandon her and let yourself to be nourished by the Western tradition, a 

new tradition will be born in your interior.” ‘传统是这样一种奇怪的东西，当你屈服于她，

依惰性遵循她的逻辑之时，她就将你压得死死的，像吸血鬼一样吸掉你的所有创造力; 

而当你抛弃她，以西方文化为营养之时，新的传统便在你内部诞生’ (Wo 147). The first 

statement basically resonates the early approach of Gao Xingjian and especially Li Tuo’s 

notion about the “foreign things serving China.,” and generally the tendency of looking for 

China’s own “(post)modernism,” within the self-obsession Wang Jing talks about. The second 
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statement, on the contrary, suggests a basically complete Westernization and seems 

contradictory to the first one. But I think there is an obvious synergy here stemming from Can 

Xue’s overall resistance to rationality and support for the unconscious. Whereas Western 

tradition is something that needs to be studied and only then implemented, Chinese tradition is, 

according to her, firmly and irreversibly present in one’s unconsciousness. As such it has the 

power to transform into anything, once the right tools for its release are found. What is 

restrictive, though, is any conscious effort to use tradition. Then again, Can Xue does not bother 

in defining the idea of Chinese tradition more specifically, so it can be basically anything that 

is not “now” and is not Western. This then easily allows Can Xue to elaborate on an idea of 

“new experimental literature” unprecedentedly differing from the vaguely or not at all defined 

tradition in the sense of emphasizing human nature and individuality as its ultimate goal in 

order to achieve universally valid meaning. This universal meaning, i.e. a common 

applicability on any human being regardless his or her cultural environment, can, paradoxically, 

only be revealed by examination of modern art and Western literature. This kind of approach 

should be also recommended to Chinese critics who consider her works illegible or 

indecipherable (Wo 149-50). The basis of “new experimental literature,” according to Can Xue, 

is then an exploration of human soul in the sense of a universal “self.” In order to achieve this 

universal “self” the author must sacrifice herself, dive deep into her own soul, resist to herself, 

use evil to fight evil and disseminate suffering in her soul. From this “cruel massacre” (kulie 

de sisha 酷烈的厮杀) then “the absolute beauty arises” (shenghuachu zhongji de mei lai 升华

出终极的美来 [Wo 148]). This notion brings us back to the thought about the functional place 

of brutality in Yu Hua’s fiction. I was arguing then that brutality is just a device for 

strengthening other aspects of his narrations. I believe it works similarly in Can Xue’s works 

– ugliness, brutality and various types of violence are implemented not necessarily as symbols 

of something else, but as means to boost a kind of cathartic effect of the stories. This is the 

“how” in the sense of Susan Posborg and Wang Ban that also constructs the meaning of the 

story. If there is a real catharsis in Can Xue’s stories and if the function of the motifs of violence 

is effective, is, I am afraid, another question.  

Can Xue’s view on literature does not seem very systematical. Her analyses are more 

often than not too abstract and confusing, sometimes she even contradicts herself. But despite 

this fact, one can consider at least the elementary points of her ideas about the examination of 

the human soul as a primary target of her creative process quite consistent. However, there are 

other contradictions. In her thoughts about literature we can, for example, find some elements 
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that at the same time confirm and refute the possible political interpretation of her texts. In an 

essay called “Is the pursuing of self selfish?” (Zhuiqiu ziwo jiushi zihezili? 追求自我就是自

和自利?), also from 2007, Can Xue writes: “When you mention self-recognition and realizing 

the values of self, [they] will say that it is bourgeoisie individualism, personal pleasure of those 

who consider themselves intellectually superior, disregard for the suffering of the masses, a 

self-appreciation when hiding in the ivory tower” ‘你一提认识自我，实现自我价值，他就

说死资产阶级的个人主义，精神贵族的个人享受，不关心大众的疾苦，一味躲在象牙

塔里自我欣赏等等’ (Wo 161). This essay is permeated with the harshest critique of narrow-

mindedness of Chinese cultural circumstances and Can Xue even mentions the Cultural 

Revolution here; she says that it was the disregard for the value of an individual in Chinese 

culture what led to its madness. On the one hand, Can Xue seems to be offended by the fact 

that she cannot explore human individuality without being accused of subversive political 

action, on the other hand, however, she seems to take a highly political stand when basically 

directly resisting this literary-political discourse.  

In the interview with Shi Shuqing, published in 1993, she talks about some kind of 

revenge that makes her write the way she does: “The fiction I write is all a kind of dispute with 

humankind, a really unforgettable revenge, a revenge on the level of emotions […]. On the 

other hand it takes a particular interest in people, tumble-into-hell like interest” ‘我写这种小

说完全是人类一种计较，非常念念不忘报仇，情感上的复仇 […] 另外一方面对人类特

别感兴趣，地狱里滚来滚去的兴趣’ (Wo 440). The author does not further elaborate this 

statement, but fortunately the writer Han Shaogong, who was also present at this interview, 

does: “She feels that the whole way of human existence is irrational, everything is irrational, 

not only the injustice in the real society, her anger is not the same as the anger of ‘scar literature,’ 

it’s an anger at the whole way of human existence.” ‘她是对整个人类生存方式感到不合理, 

到哪里都是不合理，并不是只限于现实社会的不公平， 她的愤怒不同于伤痕文学的愤

怒，而是对整个人类生存方式的愤怒’ (440).  

This being said, it suddenly does not seem so paradoxical that in the kind of works that 

are, according to Can Xue, supposed to “be concerned only about human psyche” ‘只关心人

的心灵’ (Wo 150), individuality in the sense of basic characteristics of a person is often 

suppressed. The reader does not know the names, age or gender of the characters, their ability 

to make free decisions is limited etc. The characters seem to be just tools for exploring the 
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human soul as a universal entity existing “outside” the human and in this sense their individual 

characteristics are unimportant. This goes very much against the ideas of Liu Zaifu and at the 

same time it has a highly political meaning, because it refuses most of the Maoist ideas (old 

and new) as it denies any pragmatic usability of literature, any kind of reflection of specific 

circumstances of human life, and testable truth. 

In this sense I would like to start my analysis from the rational, political point of view 

in order to point out those characteristics of Can Xue’s works that support their partially overly 

subversive nature. The short story “Raindrops in the Crevices between the Tiles” (Wafeng li 

de yudi瓦缝里的雨滴)89 is in my opinion the author’s most easily politically interpretable 

short story. It tells a story about a mother concerned with writing some unspecified appeal, her 

daughter San Mao 三毛 who is obsessed with an image of her friend’s mother’s metamorphosis 

into an owl, and a character named Yi Zihua 易子华 who is only concerned with unchanging 

clothing of a certain chief (zhuren 主任) and whose relationship to the other two characters 

remains unclear. All three characters only care about their own “sufferings” which have no 

apparent connection to the other characters, and thus the plot seems static, with no real 

development. 

First of all, we must pay attention to the character of the mother and her difficulties 

with writing the appeal, as that is one of the key motifs of this short story. Mother’s problem 

lies in the fact that she cannot express herself properly: “That’s the root of my failure! I can 

never find an appropriate way to express myself, can’t hit the nail on the head. I often write 

‘puppy’ when I mean ‘rat.’ I have also found that the report contains fifteen ‘besides,’ eighteen 

‘abouts.’ Recently I’ve grown to like repetition. It has almost become a habit” (Can, Dialogues 

23-24). ‘我的失败的根源就在这里! 老是找不到贴切的、打中要害的表达的方式。 我常

常想说 “老鼠”，写出来的却是 “小狗” ……我还发现这个报告里有十五个 “而且”, 十八个 

“关于”。近来我老喜欢重复，这已经变成了一种习惯’ (Can, Can 59-60). 

This seems like an ironical comment about the “Mao-style” notion of Li Tuo, like a 

revelation of discursive nuances that might play an essential role. The mother still hopes that 

she will find the right of expression in order to bring attention to her appeal. She wants to 

become “a little bit flexible” (shaowei linghuo yidian 稍为灵活一点), because then her 

problem would be solved for sure. The need for flexibility seems to point to the general 

                                                 

89 First published in Hunan Literature (Hunan wenxue 湖南文学), no. 8, 1988. 
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instability of Maoist discourse in the sense that the literary-political reality very often did not 

correspond to the actions of the Party. Moreover, if we go all the way to Mao himself, his 

statements were often only known from various commentaries, and because of that their 

meaning could be many times reinterpreted. Bakešová writes: “When his thoughts were only 

known from commentaries of other authors, the original author was incontestable, and 

moreover, he had the advantage of adjusting the interpretation of the original text to actual 

circumstances whenever needed” (55). 

If we, however, interpreted this “lamentation” from the point of view of Can Xue’s 

thoughts about literature, we could discover here – ironized, again – the disillusionment 

described above. If an author decides to focus on a certain aspect of human psychology, his 

works will still be regarded as political in the end. On a higher level, we can see here again the 

notion about identity, subjectivity and in extension also reality as a textual construct – the 

mother’s world is revolving around the text of her appeal, it is defined and conditioned by it 

and only when set right it will ensure harmonious life of the characters. 

The meaning of mother’s words and her belief in her eventual success is indirectly 

questioned by Yi Zihua whose only concern is the chief’s clothing: “‘The chief is still wearing 

the same old stuff.’ Yi Zi-hua’s mouth hung open. She mentioned the chief’s apparel every 

time she came because she believed that how he dressed mysteriously affected everybody’s 

personal interests” (Dialogues 25). ‘“主任的穿戴还是老样子。” 她开口说，她认为主任的

穿戴与一切人的切身利有某种神秘的联系，所以每天来都要提到主人的穿戴 (Can 61) 

This motif is reappearing throughout the story with increasing urgency. The fact that somebody 

of higher social status still looks the same implies that the Party continues to be the bearer of 

the discursive power, and even if the leadership has changed in terms of concrete people, and 

even if their words have changed in terms of the opening literary-political policy, it does not 

mean anything. The relationship between unchanged clothing and personal interests then refers 

to an ideology that has always suppressed anything individual. Unchanged leadership will not 

take into account the interests of an individual, no matter how expressed or formulated they 

are. Waiting for a change is futile. 

But the mother is not willing to give up her hope: “‘Yi Zi-hua came today. My problem 

will draw attention,’” she said, putting on an optimistic air. ‘The chief is also interested’” 

(Dialogues 27). ‘“今天易子华来过了，我的问题马上就要引起重视。” 她说，极力装出

乐观的样子, “主任也很关心” (Can 62). On the one hand, there is a resigned, if not completely 

hopeless then at least skeptical view on society. On the other hand, there clearly is a motif of 
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self-deception, of trying to make oneself believe that in the “new era” things will change for 

the better and one will be able to bring attention to one’s problems. This can be clearly 

perceived as a distrust to and doubts about the process of modernization Li Tuo was ascribing 

as typical for the literary trends after 1985. For Can Xue, it might be less of a sign of incredulity 

and more of a kind of disillusionment, the dispute with society she voiced in the above-

mentioned interview. Can Xue believes in literary revolution as much as Feng Jicai did at the 

beginning of the 1980s and she is also as much disappointed by the petty things that obstruct 

its realization. 

The appeal could also be, as Li Tianming90 puts it, a symbolic expression of historical 

injustice, specifically the one intellectuals had to deal with during the Cultural Revolution, 

injustice that cannot be justified in any possible way (25). But it is not necessary to explain this 

motif in such a concrete way. It could be an expression of general disagreement with any 

injustice that the authorities bring to people. And the specific reference to the Cultural 

Revolution does not necessarily have to be a part of this motif. The important thing here is the 

relationship between an individual and the government (or the bureaucracy, the Party or just 

officialdom in general) and the difficulty, on the one hand, to get the attention from the official 

places no matter hard one tries, or, on the other hand, the belief that details are what counts. 

Everything is as futile as counting words in an official appeal. 

Questionable, still, is the motif of the owl San Mao cannot stop talking about. If we 

regarded this motif in a traditional symbolic way, as Li Tianming does, i.e. as a symbol of 

misfortune (36), we would then interpret it as metaphor of persecution. There is also another 

way how to put it. The key factor for solving this issue is to determine if it was only the friend’s 

mother or also the mother of San Mao who became the owl.  

 

She remembered San Mao mumbling “owl,” “owl” the whole night through. As if in a 

dream the daughter cried out, pointing at the sky, “You’re an owl!” At that moment the 

mother was gasping for breath, almost stifled to death. She pondered a long time after 

that but still couldn’t figure out how she had turned into an owl (Can, Dialogues 24-5). 

 

她记起昨天夜里三毛在梦中“猫头鹰猫头鹰”的叨念了一整夜，还惊叫起来， 半

真半假的用手指着空中说：“你就是猫头鹰！”当时她喘得缩成一团，差一点口

                                                 

90 Although Li Tianming’s paper cited here is only a Master thesis, it is an exceptionally profound work 

that can be very inspiring in terms of thinking about hidden symbolism in Can Xue’s stories. 
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气憋死。后来他琢磨了很久，怎么也想不起自己是怎样变成猫头鹰的。现在气

喘得不那么厉害了，许许多多稀奇古怪的事涌到她脑子里来，想来想去就迷迷

糊糊睡着了(Can, Can 60). 

 

I think that a mere feeling of suffocation and the character’s uncertainty if she is or is 

not an owl does not unequivocally imply that the mother “really” became an owl. Moreover, 

in the next passage Yi Zihua comes and “rudely” (bukeqi de 不客气地) sits on the bed to 

mother’s legs. The mother then pulls back her legs and curls up.  

Besides the owl, San Mao is also obsessed with the question if crabs can grow at the 

foot of the wall. In the end she reaches the conclusion that they can. And the owl tries to leave 

the attic, breaks her wings91 in the sky and dies. 

The owl as a symbol of misfortune could contribute to the general meaning construction 

of the short story, but I do not think the author works solely with the traditional symbolism. 

Because of Can Xue’s doubtful attitude toward tradition it is not likely that she would only 

work with the symbols in their traditional Chinese meanings. Rather, we can assume a shift or 

enhancement of such meaning. What should also be considered is Can Xue’s statement that the 

precondition for full understanding of her fiction is knowledge of modern art (which tends to 

put things in new contexts) and Western literature. This bring us to another way of 

interpretation. According to Western tradition the owl represents wisdom which means a 

broader scope of knowledge that surpasses the space of an “attic” as a symbol of restricted 

space of an authoritarian discourse. The knowledge then means freedom which, however, 

cannot be achieved under given circumstances. While something as (literally) earthbound as 

crabs can grow whenever and wherever. There is another argument for this interpretation. At 

the end of the story, San Mao says that “crabs live in the rock caves, owl perch in the forest. 

Everything in the inverse has its own position” (Can, Dialogues 27). ‘螃蟹长在岩洞里，猫

头鹰息在森林中，宇宙间的万物都有其自身的位置’ (Can, Can 62). When the owl dies, 

San Mao is so disgusted that she has to move out. We have a situation here when nothing, 

actually, has its natural place. There is a dislocated social environment that directly influences 

every detail of people’s lives and the more one tries to get free from it, the more he gets 

                                                 

91 It is not clear why, for what reason the owl breaks her wings. The expression is rather laconic: “The 

owl flies from the window and breaks it wings in the sky. It falls down to the street, dead” (Can, Dialogues 27-

28) ‘猫头鹰窗口飞出去，在天上折断了翅膀摔下来，摔死在马路上’ (Can, Can yi 63) I believe, in line with 

my following argumentation, that there is a strong possibility of Icarian symbolism here.  



 

 

200 

entangled in it. The discursive hopelessness is expressed through the fact that the mother 

actually stays in her poor human form and the only thing left for her is to deal with the 

discursive oppression that textually defines her own individuality. 

The short story “The Things That Happened to Me in That World” (Wo zai nage shijie 

de shiqing 我在那个世界里的事情)92 deals with the absurdity of the past and also seems to 

offer a more meaningful future. It starts with the image of a rainy night when an unspecified 

group of people dig out a camphor tree (zhangshu 樟树), in the narrator’s93 yard. The camphor 

tree is supposed to be replaced with tung tree (youtongshu 油桐树). The agitated crowd breaks 

into the narrator’s house, the people passionately discuss something, search the house and even 

physically insult the narrator. The narrator becomes unsure where she is exactly. “The strong 

man carefully made a noose, and threw it toward my neck, blinking, ‘You, how dare you 

occupy this house?’ His low voice was condemning. Nor am I sure how I came here. All I 

remember that it was snowing outside first. The wide wasteland was deserted (Can, Dialogues 

87). ‘壮汉专心致志地做了一个圈套，还眨着眼，将那圈套往我脖子上扔。 “你，怎么

敢占据这间房子?” 他谴责地低语。我也搞不清我怎么在这里。我记得一开始外面正在

下雪，空旷的原野里渺无人迹’ (Can, Can 49). The narrator is not sure where she is, how did 

she get there or if she has or has not the right to occupy the house. If one wanted to be really 

specific, this could be read as a direct reference to the fact that during political campaigns in 

China people confessed their crimes not only because of fear but because of a deep belief that 

they are actually guilty just as the others say. I would suggest reading it more generally, 

although no less politically and / or subversively, as another image of discursive construction 

of identity. The narrator seems to not even be existing before the other people came in, at least 

not in the given circumstances. Moreover, her memory is disrupted. In the beginning she says 

that it is raining, now she claims that before the people broke into her house it was snowing. If 

your own memories are unreliable, will you trust the others? This question sounds as if Ge Fei 

is asking it. 

The following part of the story is also full of essential motifs for this story and its 

politically oriented interpretation: 

 

                                                 

92 First published in People’s Literature, no. 11, 1986. 
93 Gender of the narrator remains unknown, because nowhere in the story is the narrator mentioned in 

third-person. I decided to use feminine gender when referring to the narrator according to the gender of the author. 

The actual gender of the narrator / character is not relevant for the interpretation of the story. 
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Then they all came in. These people called themselves my distant relatives, and they 

said they had saved my life when I was young […] “First of all, we must be rid of the 

camphor tree, the old woman at the corner of the door burst out. She was a hawk. Her 

body was wrapped in a black cloak. […] “Right, the camphor tree must be dug up,” all 

agreed. Suddenly they panicked, “Can someone be overhearing us? Thieves are 

everywhere, nothing is reliable. We can’t ignore this kind of problem. Ever since that 

windy day, there has been a crack in the sky…” (Dialogues 87-88) 

 

然后他们进来了，这些人全部自称是我的远房亲戚，在我小时候救过我的性命

的。[…] “首先得除掉那棵樟树。” 门角上的老婆子突然说。她是一只老鹰，全

身裹着黑披风 […]。 “对，挖掉樟树。”大家同意。忽又慌张来：“莫非有人偷听？

到处都是贼，什么事都不可靠，我们不要忽视这类问题。从刮大风的那天起，

天上就出现了裂缝……” (Can 49-50) 

 

The motif of unknown intruders, panicking, unsure but resolute, could be read as a 

mocking of the generic mass line included in the official political literary discourse. Their 

thoughts are disrupted by paranoia. Nothing is reliable, because the flexibility of the discourse 

provides only unsure creative space. Moreover, there is always somebody spying, ready to 

bring up a critique whenever the time is ripe. The masses might be the ruler, but in the end, 

they indeed do not have the power to control anything.  

The motif of life saving is especially interesting. I would not be afraid to identify the 

intruders as a reference to the Party claiming the right to the personal space and private life of 

the people. This claim results from the liberation role of the Party. The Party liberated the man 

who is now viewed solely as a member of a collective. There is no subjectivity in such 

liberation. Moreover, given her damaged memory, the narrator does not seem to remember her 

relatives, nor the liberation. Their legitimacy is solely based on their claims. A metaphor of 

constructing a discourse is clearly revealing itself in front of us.  

The narrator more and more often cuts herself from the “reality” and heads into an 

alternative world full of icebergs and light. It is not clear whether this world is just imagination 

of the narrator in which she hides from the pressure and cruelty of unwelcome guests, a full-

fledged hallucination, or an image of some world “existing” elsewhere. In the context of Can 

Xue’s works, however, this world is unusually beautiful. I believe it represents the inner world 

of the narrator, or, on the intertextual level, the universal world of the human soul. It is being 
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revealed as something one can only reach through suffering, through the struggle against 

humankind the author described in the above-mentioned interview and that is represented here 

by the violent intruders. It is interesting to see the contrast here between Liu Zaifu and Can 

Xue – while the former suggest that the writer must struggle with the people and for the people 

(be it fictional characters, implied or actual readers), to bear all their sufferings, the latter 

struggles against people and their sufferings are just a material to reach an inner paradise and 

only then to transcend the personal into the all-embracing. The contrast is apparent, but in the 

end, the result is similarly liberating and universal. 

This short story may seem like one of the few, if not the only Can Xue’s story with a 

positive impression. The optimistic expectations arise from the illusory scenery with icebergs 

as well as the positive closure of the story that resembles a kind of redemption. But in the 

penultimate paragraph there is a warning that “they were waiting for a chance, like waiting for 

a hen to lay eggs” (Can, Dialogues 92-93) ‘他们在等一个机会，正如等老母鸡下蛋’ (Can, 

Can 53). This passage resonates with a statement of the narrator a few paragraphs earlier: “I 

know they will come back to catch me in a minute” (91). ‘我知道他们马上要回来抓我’ (52). 

In the light of these statements I believe that the author does not give us a positive vision in 

this story. Rather I suggest again that the whole image of the iceberg world should be perceived 

as an image of soul or psyche in which one is always guarded against outer attacks. This does 

not mean an escapist tendency. For Can Xue, the world of the soul is a world of art, and art is 

something that itself stands outside the real world. It is not an escape then, rather enlightenment, 

advancement into a higher sphere of perception. 

In the paragraphs above I have tried to offer a view on Can Xue’s stories that was 

intentionally very specifically and overly political to a degree quite unusual for the other 

authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s. There are various 

elements in her works that invite such a view, but more importantly, I believe it is appropriate 

to see Can Xue’s works in all their idiosyncrasy – at least partially, for as I will show below, 

not all of her stories are approachable like this – as an expression of the possibility of such 

reading of the Chinese avant-garde in general. Moreover, as I have suggested, there are 

instances in her work where she brings the experiment on the otherwise denied level of 

language and its semantic and in extension discursive function, and at the same time uses 

techniques generally ascribed to postmodernism to insidiously destroy the pre-structure of 

Mao-style described by Li Tuo. 
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In the chapter about Yu Hua, we have already seen how the technique of pastiche can 

devoid certain discourse of all its meaning and replace it with vanity. Pastiche was introduced 

as a specific kind of parody that stays serious and refrains from direct mockery. Parody in 

general is something inherently present in the Chinese avant-garde literature, and although I 

do not consider it a dominant element, rather only a supporting one, I must agree with Yang’s 

notion that parody as a structural manifestation of irony in the Chinese avant-garde is 

implemented in order to subvert Maoist discourse (The Chinese 108-9), although I agree less 

with his notion that the Chinese avant-garde as a whole represents this parodic attack on the 

discourse. The line between parody and pastiche is obviously thin and its identification does 

not necessarily imply any distinctiveness, but sometimes staying serious can shift the focus of 

the subversion inherent in this technique.  

Can Xue’s novella Yellow Mud Street94 is a fine example of the above-mentioned ideas 

and an ideal material for their further analysis. Moreover, for reasons discussed below, it seems 

to openly ask for direct political interpretation, and as such it basically confirms the existence 

of this feature in the author’s works. The novella tells a story about the inhabitants of a street 

in the suburbs of an unnamed city. The street is located in the neighborhood of “‘S’ Machinery 

Factory” (S jixie chang S 机械厂) producing some kind of metal balls, probably for bearings 

(nobody really knows what the factory exactly produces), where some of the inhabitants work. 

Yellow Mud Street is a dirty, rotting place infested by diseases. Its inhabitants are intriguers, 

schemers, paranoid people always on the verge of complete madness. The plot of the story is 

highly fragmentary and divergent, usually revolving around some mysterious characters and 

events in the street and in the factory. I will not go into detail about the plot of the story. What 

is more important for the analysis here, is the language the characters use for communication 

among themselves. It appears to be a direct parody of Maoist discourse. The utterances of the 

characters are full of floccules, rhetoric questions and slogans which generally obstructs any 

possibility of a meaningful dialog. 

 

“Comrades, this problem is very serious.” 

“Pay attention if an owl perches on the wall.” 

“A gigantic weird fish is floating down the river.” 

                                                 

94 First published in China, no. 11, 1986. 
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“The big clock in the city has been striking madly the whole night, my wife became so 

upset she broke our bowls. She broke twenty-three in a row.” 

[…] 

“Comrades let’s have a good discussion,” he said. 

[…] 

“Lately, a lot of nerve-poisoning drugs are for sale in the drugstores.” 

“The investigation has confirmed that there are altogether eight whores on Yellow Mud 

Street” (Can, Old 34-35). 

 

“同志们，这个问题的性质很严重。” 

“请注意墙头上有没有猫头鹰。” 

“河里飘来大怪鱼。” 

“城里的大钟发疯的响了一整夜 ，我老婆烦不过，打起了碗来，一脸打破二十

三个。” 

“上了风千万别服药，当心毒害神经。” 

[…] 

“同志们，研究研究吧。他说。” 

[…] 

“近来要点大量出售神经毒药。” 

“经过调查核实，黄泥街共有八个婊子” (Can, Can 259-60.) 

 

It is quite obvious that the inspiration for this novella was the discursive language the 

author, who experienced the Cultural Revolution as a teenage girl, used to live within for many 

years. The question is, if we are dealing with plain parody or the more complicated technique 

of pastiche. The absurdity of the whole story could suggest the former, but the almost 

claustrophobic tightness of the narration, the absolute seriousness with which the reader is 

served all the disgusting, spasmodic micro stories of the inhabitants of the street, and the 

unmotivated evil in all interpersonal relationships, quite successfully prevents any signs of 

laughter. Yang also mentions that in her works, Can Xue “disseminates the idioms of Maoist 

discourse into irrational contexts while at the same time maintaining their serious, aggressive 

significance” (The Chinese 129). More than anything else, we can see in “Yellow Mud Street” 

the frightening fact, to use Jameson’s words from the definitions quoted above, that no healthy 
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linguistic normality still exists alongside the abnormal tongue. Yellow Mud Street can be 

definitely labeled as a pastiche in the Jamesonian sense more than a simple parody in the way 

Yang conceives it. 

But what does it actually say, apart from the fact that a postmodern feature is 

identifiable in Can Xue’s fiction, about the novella? Its politically subversive character, the 

overt critique of the discourse, is more than clear here. I would argue that exactly because of 

the serious nature of the narration, the discourse as such is not really a target, but more a tool 

for a certain kind of miscegenation of the author’s current impulse for the exploration of human 

subjectivity and the only ready-made linguistics form there is. Of course, the history of Chinese 

literature since 1978 clearly shows that “Mao-style” as the form for its own discursive content 

was slowly being disassembled and as such it was not the only form available, but from the 

point of view of a regular person raised in the discursive environment of the pre-1978 era, the 

language of the discourse basically constitutes the only way to express a person’s subjectivity 

– similar to how Li Tuo described the subjectivity of intellectuals created by the constant 

retelling of the Maoist discourse. Yu Hua could be the one who “laughs” about something 

constituting (and violating) his own subjectivity, but Can Xue’s approach is a little different. 

They have the same starting point and that is the subjectivity of a man and its implications. 

While Yu Hua looks for its extremes, Can Xue reveals its limitations on the discursive level, 

probably hoping to reach a deeper understating about the human psyche. There is also a 

paradox revealing here, the one I was suggesting above. The tradition as well as the classical 

language is only vaguely defined in Can Xue’s theories about literature, and so her notions 

about respect to the language and the unconscious use of the tradition could hypothetically 

point to the tradition of Mao-style as well. It would be a total ridicule, mockery, irony brought 

to the level of sheer derision. I doubt the intention here, but the text offers itself readily to this 

reading for it is functionally precise and it points out to the intertextual dimension that perfectly 

closes the circle of possible approach to some of Can Xue’s works as an overt type of political 

subversion. 

According to Can Xue’s theoretical thoughts about literature, it is the insight into 

human psyche that reaches universal conclusions and that is at the same time realized through 

the exploration of one’s own individuality, which is what Can Xue is seeking for. 

Understanding of this fact is, however, complicated by her style, technique or method of 

writing which seems to be an epitome of the fact that emotionality and rationality are two 

mutually exclusive things. 



 

 

206 

The short story “In the Wilderness” (Kuangye li 旷野里)95 tells us about a marital 

relationship disrupted by the absence of mutual understanding. The characters exist on the edge 

between dream and reality and their world has its own rules which do not let the couple share 

each other’s sufferings. In the end it becomes clear that besides chronic insomnia, the biggest 

suffering is in fact the actual relationship itself and the impossibility of escaping from it. 

The core of the couple’s problems as well as the nature of their relationship is expressed 

right in the first paragraph and the following dialogue: 

 

That night she lay down and suddenly realizes she had not gone to sleep. So she got up 

and paced back and forth in the lightless room. The rotten floor creaked gloomily 

underfoot. In the pitch dark, a yet darker form appeared stooping in the corner, looking 

like a bear. The thing moved, the floor creaked gloomily again 

“Who…” Her voice froze in her throat. 

“Me.” Her husband’s frightened voice. 

They were horrified by each other (Dialogues 79). 

 

那天晚上，她睡下去，忽然发现自己没睡着。于是起身，在没点灯的房间里踱

来踱去，踩得朽烂的地板阴森森地作响。黑暗里，有一团更黑的东西蹲在墙角，

隐隐约约的像一只熊。那团东西移动着，也踩得地板阴森森地作响。 

“谁？”她的声音冻结在喉头。 

“我。”丈夫骇怕的声音。 

他们相互都被对方吓着了 (Can 31). 

 

This tells us a lot about the couple. It is apparent that both of them have trouble with 

sleeping. Also, they are so removed from each other that they do not even know what the other 

one is doing. They do not recognize each other, or in other words, they do not expect what 

every other married couple living in a common household would expect. Under common 

circumstances the wife should ask “Is that you?” But she just “sees” a “thing” in the darkness, 

not human, an animal. At the same time, the husband is terrified by the sound of her voice, as 

if he would not even recognize it. 

                                                 

95 First published in Shanghai Literature, no8, 1986 
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Although the story is told in third-person narrative, it is easy to notice, as Lu Tonglin 

does, that the perspective of the female character is preferred (“Can” 184), at least in regard to 

the space given to descriptions of her feelings as well as her monologues. In the next paragraph, 

the nature of her relationship to her husband is further revealed: “Every night after that they 

wandered in the darkness in and out of the many empty rooms in the big apartment building, 

like two ghosts. During the day he lowered his eyes as if he did not remember the things 

happening at night” (Can, Dialogues 79, trans. modified). ‘从此，每天夜里，他们如两个鬼

魂，在黑暗中，在这所大寓所的许多空房间里游来游去。白天，他低垂着眉眼，仿佛

不记得夜里发生的事’ (Can, Can 31). This part can be easily interpreted in a sexual way. The 

husband, who is considered to be an animal by his wife, does not remember the things 

happening at night, i.e. he is not willing to admit his inappropriate behavior. As the story 

develops it becomes clearer that the husband, who also suffers from insomnia and who is 

sometimes ashamed, is nevertheless much more satisfied with and used to the given state of 

affairs than his wife. This is partly due to his ignorance. He amuses himself with playing with 

a tourniquet and a needle,96 while the wife is trying to find a way from the vicious circle of 

insomnia, psychological violence and stereotype. 

 

He never watered those plants, so they died. He threw them away, leaving only the 

empty pots on the sills. At night they looked like an army of skulls. 

“It’s worse than not to have planted anything,” she complained, her waxen face looking 

discouraged. 

“No plant can grow in such a place” He stamped with hatred. “A savage land” […] 

“The pots on the windowsills look so terrifying at night. Can’t they be swept down?” 

She stopped. Her tone began to drift and float. “One day I’ll make up my mind to throw 

them all down at once. It will be wonderful to see the windowsills empty.” 

He was so embarrassed his face turned red and his teeth clacked (Dialogues 81-2). 

 

                                                 

96 This motif is a little problematic. The nature of the husband’s games with the tourniquet and the needle 

is unclear. The two things were found by the wife under the bed and the husband took a fancy to them: “Even 

when asleep, he chewed on the rubber tube” (Dialogues 80) ‘还在睡觉的时候将橡皮管含在口中咀嚼’ (Can 

32). Sometimes there is blood dripping from the tip of the needle. We can just guess if the husband uses those 

tools for any kind of self-harm, and if so, then why and what does he do that for. 
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他一次也没浇过水，黄杨木全枯死了。他扔了它们，剩下许多空钵子摆在窗台

上，夜间看去酷似许多骷髅。 

“倒不如不种干净。”她蜡黄着脸，丧气地埋怨。 

“这地方什么也长不成。”他恶狠狠地跺着脚，“一片荒蛮。” […] 

“窗台上的那些钵子，夜里看起来特别恐怖，能不能扫下去。”她停了一下，语

调又变得飘忽不定，“有那么一天，我终于下了决心，将它们一古脑全扫下去了，

那时窗台上光秃秃的，真叫人开心。” 

他窘得一脸通红，牙齿格格地响 (Can 33-4). 

 

Although the husband partly ignores what is happening around him, he also tries to 

control his dreams as if he was trying to control the beast inside him which could cause 

everything to collapse. 

An important motif in this short story is the blurred difference between inner and outer 

world. Outside, there is wilderness full of poisonous snakes, scorpions and icy rain. The couple 

occasionally go out to the wilderness and the wilderness constantly penetrates their house. It is 

clear, as Lu Tonglin puts it, that “on the one hand, this house does not offer any protection to 

its inhabitants […]. On the other hand, the lack of protection does not prevent their house from 

functioning as a prison” (“Can” 184). The couple is trapped in missing each other in the 

darkness, in an atmosphere far from an ideal marital relationship; in being awake with no hope 

for sleep and in a dream from which they cannot wake up; in the wilderness that is their house 

and in the house that is the wilderness. Their whole world is full of traps and there is nowhere 

to escape, because there is nothing else. “I can hardly tell whether I’m dreaming or awake. I 

babble at the office. My colleagues get frightened.” […] “I’m so afraid of meeting people. They 

would recognize I’m in trance. I try hard not to open my mouth at all” (Can, Dialogues 81). 

‘我简直分不清是在做梦还是醒着，我在办公室里讲起胡话来，把同事们吓坏了。” […]

“我害怕遇见人，他们会发现我神情恍惚，我尽量不开口’ (Can, Can 33). 

In the end, everything seems to collapse after all. The husband gets bitten by a scorpion 

and his toe gets swollen. He can hear the wife approaching him from the wilderness, but he 

convinces himself that it is only a dream he willingly dreams. Eventually, it becomes apparent 

that everything is an illusion. There is no one in the wilderness; the sound of steps was just his 

imagination. The conclusion of the story does not bring any solution. Time seems to stop in a 

moment of deepest hopelessness. “An invisible hand hurt his toe. There was no escape. Icy 
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cold hairs stood on end like thumbtacks on after another. The clock broke after it struck the 

long strike. Wheels flew toward the sky like a flock of birds. The twisting rubber tube stuck on 

the dirty wall. Splashed on the ground was a swoop of painful black blood (Dialogues 84). ‘一

只无形的手故意触痛他的脚趾，躲也躲不开。冰冻的汗毛竖起来，如一枚枚大头针。

壁上的挂钟在打完最后一下时破碎了，齿轮像一群小鸟一样朝空中飞去，扭曲的橡皮

管紧紧地巴在肮脏的墙上，地上溅着一滩沉痛的黑血’ (Can 34). 

This short story pictures a pathological relationship between two people who seem to 

be forever tied to each other, although they never get to be really together. “There was no 

escape,” the penultimate paragraph says. Although the wife seemingly disappeared, she is still 

there to hurt the husband. Even he realizes that there is something cruel about their relationship; 

at the same time his illusion of everything being all right collapses.  

Problematic, still, is the reason of such fatalism. Marriage is a basic social unit and as 

such is not easy to escape from. The wilderness penetrating the house could be considered a 

kind of public opinion than could condemn the break-up of marriage. If the house is a prison 

consisting of suffering in a marital relationship, the outside world which is also full of 

animosity cannot provide refuge. Li Tianming compares this short story to T. S. Elliot’s The 

Waste Land and says that the wilderness is a symbol of “social reality without order and, 

especially, the authors’ psychological reality without belief” (49). Then again, the marriage 

and all its atrocities are in the end the only thing defining the identity of the characters. As it 

disintegrates, it only leaves vanity that is at least for one half of the couple too scary to admit. 

The wilderness outside might be the society, but it could also represent the dichotomy between 

the outer and inner world, or the confusing notion of freedom. If we imagine the relationship 

inside the house as a very confusing discourse, then the outside world is the empty, desolate 

space rid of that discourse. As I have suggested before, the total absence of discourse – if even 

possible – would take away the possibility of the subjectivity of an individual. In the end, I 

prefer not to read this short story as a discursive critique, but rather as a polemic about the true 

nature of subjectivity. Because despite the animosity of the outer world, the core of the problem 

is still the relationship between two people. 

The novella “Dialogues in Paradise” (Tian tang li de duihua 天堂里的对话) is actually 

a series of five short stories that can be read and at the time of their publishing had to be read 
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separately.97 Each of them brings a coherent view on a certain phase of a relationship between 

a man and a woman. It would be easier to approach each of the stories separately, because then 

we would not have to deal with the issue of the uncertain identity of the characters. Together, 

the stories constitute a love story, in which each individual story brings the relationship of the 

characters to another level. If the stories are read separately, the causality between them can be 

omitted, and the reader can focus his or her attention fully on the dreamy images of one 

concrete phase in a romantic relationship. If the stories are read as a coherent, linear story, the 

reader must pay attention to the causality between respective phases of the relationship and 

consider the “actual” happenings in each story in order to fully understand the following events. 

The couple in the story consists of a narrating “I” and a second character to which the 

narrator refers in second-person as “You.” The gender of the “I” is not revealed but the reader 

will naturally consider the narrator a woman, partly because of the way the narrator talks about 

the second character’s actions. The behavior of “You” as grabbing the “I” around the waist and 

a certain dominancy in the forming relationship implies masculine nature of “You.” The 

identity of the male figure is nevertheless problematic, because it seems that between the third 

and the fourth story one male character is replaced by another. 

The first story seems to be the most positive, because it pictures an intensive beginning 

of a romantic relationship, most likely first love. On the one hand, there is a strong sexual 

subtext, and on the other hand, a purely emotional heart-opening to another person. 

 

I met you in the darkness. You were a lonely sleepwalker, sitting motionless on a stone. 

It happened I had set out to look for bees that night, and I recognized you immediately. 

I couldn’t wait to tell you that I had a huge hole in my chest with wet petals rustling 

inside. I also told you how I had feared cold since I was young. Rattling on, I put my 

icy fingers into your warm hands (Can, Dialogues 133). 

 

我和你是在黑暗中相识的。你是一个孤独的梦游人，一动不动地坐在一块石头

上面。刚好那天夜里我出去找蜜蜂，我马上认出了你。我迫不及待地告诉你，

我的胸 口有一个很大的窟窿，潮湿的小石头在里面哗啦作响，我还告诉你我从

                                                 

97 The first story was first published in Seagull (Hai’ou 海鸥), no. 1, 1987. The second story was first 

published in Qinghai lake (Qinghai hu 青海湖), no 2, 1987. The third story was published in Tianjin literature 

(Tianjin wenxue 天津文学), no. 5, 1988. The last two stories were published together in Fiction World, no. 5, 

1989. 
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小是多么的怕冷，我一边唠叨一边将冰冷的指头放进你温暖的掌心里 (Can, Can 

71). 

 

Such a description is unusually positive among Can Xue’s works. And the excitement 

about the relationship expressed later as well: “We shouted at each other, ‘You are the person’ 

(Dialogues 135) ‘我们相互向对方大声说: “你就是 那个人!” (Can 72). The attentive reader, 

however, can sense the dark side of things hidden in the intoxicating smell of tuberose which 

is a symbol of sexual desire. The narrator surrenders to the smell and it eventually starts 

suffocating her. Still she cannot stop waiting for it to appear in the night. The sexual desire 

gradually becomes stronger than her: “When I would wait for the tuberosa at night, a dark 

shadow stood at the door. When I shut my eyes, he moved towed me. I shivered and dared not 

sleep. One day when I couldn’t help dozing off, his long arm stretched out and snatched my 

hair. I was horrified. I screamed for you […] (Dialogues 135) ‘我在半夜里等待夜来香的时

候，老是有一个黑影立在门边，只要我闭一闭眼，他就朝我移近。我浑身直抖，怎么

也不敢睡着。有一天 我实在熬不住打了一个小瞌睡，他那极长的手臂竟伸了过来，抓

住了我的头发。我恐怖极了，大声喊着你 […]’ (Can 72) 

The female character seems to be resisting her sexual desire because it takes her away 

from the original lover. She refuses to surrender because she knows this would lead to the 

break-up of the relationship. The concluding words of the protagonist are an indication of 

events in the second and the third story: 

 

Maybe I will become a fish. Then you won’t be able to see me. At the lakeside early in 

the morning you will see only a fine, tiny fish jump from the water and move its lips to 

you and disappear. Then your heart will be torn to pieces and your head will pin like a 

windmill. I have no heart to change into a fish. I will search for the tuberosa with you 

in the dark, you outside, I inside (Dialogues 136). 

 

也许有那么一天，我终于会变成一条鱼。到那时候，你就再也见不着我了。你

只会在黎明的湖边看见一条细长的小鱼蹦出水面。朝着你动一动嘴唇，然后又

消失在湖中。那时你的心脏会发生一次撕裂，头昏得像风车旋转。我不忍心变

成那条鱼，我要和你一起在黑夜里寻找夜来香，你在门外，我在屋里 (Can 73). 
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The lake could be perceived as a vast world of possible sexual lovers and the fish as a 

symbol of female sexuality. There is estrangement creeping in the life of the lovers. 

In the second and third story the abyss between the two lovers widens: “The wind was 

howling between us. The moon was only a lightless shadow. I strained to hear you breath in 

the wind” (Dialogues 137) ‘风在我们之间怒叫着，月亮是一个发光的影子。我在风中细

细捕捉你的喘息’ (Can 74). The woman still resists the temptations of other men, refusing to 

surrender to her desire which she still assigns to outer elements. “Hold me. Hold me tight. [The 

python’s] teeth are about to bite your ankle. You have stepped on the pulse of earth. In the 

wind, there might stand a man…” (Dialogues 140) ‘抱紧我、抱紧我， [蟒]的牙就要咬你的

脚踝，你踩着土地的脉搏了。在那边的风中，也许站着一个人……’ (Can 77). The man is 

not willing to admit the possible break-up of the relationship either. He thinks that if they try 

hard, they might get another chance. At the beginning of the third story it is, however, implied 

that all is lost. The narrator does not resist anymore. As she is emotionally increasingly remote 

from her lover, he starts to be cold to her as well. In the end, he partly angrily and partly 

resignedly accepts the break-up of the relationship. But then a new lover appears: “The rain 

stopped, and I was ready to fly back. In the elusive empty house, on the gangrene-looking rock, 

I will meet you unexpectedly again. You will kiss my lips involuntarily. But I, next time, will 

say, ‘You are he […]’” (Dialogues 148). ‘雨停了，我就要飞回去。在假设的空房间里，

在坏疽般的崖石上。我将再次和你不期而遇面，你会不自由主地吻我的嘴唇，而我，

下一次一定要说: “你就是他[…]’” (Can 83). This is the moment when it becomes clear that 

in the fourth and the fifth story the lover is not the same person as the original one. The fourth 

story with the new lover, however, does not return to the positive atmosphere of the first story. 

On the contrary, the impossibility of the new relationship is expressed here: “Shoulder to 

shoulder we sit on the cliff, dangling out legs over the edge, kicking the rock. […]” ‘We only 

need to leap off and we will gain new soul […].’ ‘Then I’ll lose you.’ I finish your sentence 

without hesitation, feeling my body melting into the rock” (Dialogues 150). ‘我们肩并肩坐

在悬崖上，晃荡着四条腿，用鞋后跟在崖石上敲出很大的响声。[…] “只要我们纵身一

跳，就会获得一个新的灵魂。” […] “然后我就失去你。” 我不假思索的替你把话讲完，

只觉得自身渐渐与那崖石化为一体’ (Can 85). 

The narrator is trying to escape, but in the end she finds out that it is impossible. The 

current lover is not willing to give up, repeatedly telling the narrator that she would come back 

one day. Eventually, she admits that as well, but she supposes that it will be after a very long 
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time. She realizes that it is her own feelings that she is not sure about, and not the feelings of 

her lover: “Now I realize that it is I who am uncertain. I will flee in panic forever. Even if one 

day I clarify the doubt, I’ll still be in fatal contradiction. You predict that I will return in spring. 

That day, you will rise from the table and open the door, only to find a white-haired woman…” 

(Dialogues 154). ‘现在我明白了，没有把握的是我，我将永远在惊慌失措中奔逃，即使

弄清了，也在致命的矛盾中。你预言我在春天里归来。那一天，你从桌边起身，走过

去打开房门，大吃一惊地看见白发苍苍的女人……’ (Can 87). 

Here we can find the fatalism we saw in the analysis of “In the Wilderness,” the 

hopelessness in interpersonal relationships. The idealism of “romance” of the first story is gone 

as well as the resistance of the second story. 

The fifth story is set in some bleak place. Motifs known from other stories reappear. 

The male lover suffers from insomnia. He lives in a small hut98 in a wilderness, and he never 

puts the light on in the night. The narrator is constantly trying to say something to her lover, 

but although she cannot stop talking, she never gets to what she actually wanted to say. 

The sexuality is also presented here, not as an odor of tuberose, but as dripping water 

of unknown origin. The narrator slowly comes to terms with her fate and in the end she stays 

at the bleak place with her lover. She seems to have made peace with the fact. The end of the 

story sounds quite positively: “We will fool around the whole night, forgetting our miserable 

sleeplessness, forgetting the dark city. Bending low, we will hear the voice of the earthworms. 

In the red sunlight, we will become two stalks of verbena with a chain of raindrops on our 

leaves. (Dialogues 160, trans. modified). ‘我们将整整闹腾一夜，忘掉这种悲惨的失眼，

也忘掉那座黑糊糊的城市。我们弯下身来，就能清晰地听见蚯蚓的叫声。在通红的阳

光里，我们忽然化为两株马鞭草，草叶上挂着成串的雨珠 (Can 93). 

“Dialogues in Paradise” contain the most unusual as well as the most typical features 

of Can Xue’s work. In the first story the unusual prevails – the psychology of the characters is 

unusually positive and so is the general impression of the story. What makes the first story 

exceptional as well is the use of Ca Xue’s characteristic fantastic, or let’s say anti-realistic 

method for achieving a completely different effect compared to other stories. This could be 

taken as an evidence that Can Xue’s style is not necessarily connected with pathological 

                                                 

98 One of the author’s earliest and most famous short stories is called “Hut on the Mountain” (Shanshang 

de xiaowu 山上的小屋; first published in People’s Literature, no. 8, 1985). 
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phenomena and ugly states of human mind (or of world in general) only. It can be as effective 

when describing something positive or beautiful. 

Gradually, however, we once again enter the same filthy realm of typical fatalism and 

skepticism toward interpersonal relationships. The part when the narrator admits her fault is 

important in the sense of Can Xue’s literary-theoretical basis, because the process of exploring 

human psyche through her own individuality becomes clearer. At the same time, however, it 

points out to the fact that such exploration cannot claim universal validity. The author hardly 

reaches behind the boundaries of subjectivity as a starting point of approaching human psyche. 

In the first story we may be able to trace some kind of universality, but this is only caused by 

the fact that the story is about first love, which is a common and widely shared experience – 

unlike the skepticism and inability of deeper emotional involvement in a relationship. 

Can Xue’s fiction contains a lot of elements that are identifiable in the works of other 

avant-garde authors. The violence, obviously, is what connects her with Yu Hua, Mo Yan and 

Su Tong. There is a slight metafictional dimension in her stories as well that could draw the 

line between her and Ma Yuan and Sun Ganlu, but I would argue that this is more in the way 

we read the story than how the story is actually written. In the end, which is something I have 

not mentioned yet, there is a similar feeling of rootlessness I have described in the cases of Mo 

Yan, Su Tong and partially Ma Yuan. The difference is that the environment in Can Xue’s 

stories seems more like a place from another planet, like a fantasy world. The characters do not 

seem to be rooted in any particular place, not even in their inner worlds.  
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4 Conclusion 

 

In the four chapters above, in which I analyzed the works of seven of the, in my opinion, 

most important authors of the Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s, I 

have tried to show the most striking features that I believe not only characterize the individual 

writers and their stories, but also this literary trend in general. I attempted to draw a line 

connecting all the seven authors as a trunk of a tree, with individual branches, thicker or thinner, 

interconnecting just some of them. I am sure the crown of this tree could be much bigger if 

other authors of the avant-garde were included, but I am also convinced that it would still be 

the same tree and that the features described in the chapters above sufficiently represent this 

literary current as a whole and would be applicable to the other authors as well. That being said, 

I am definitely positive that no matter how different the writers were in their approaches, in the 

techniques they used or the topics they chose, their works show a critical amount of similarities 

to consider them a literary current that deserves to be labeled with one name. That this name is 

“xianfeng xiaoshuo,” or avant-garde literature, might be to a certain degree just a plain 

coincidence and Chen Xiaoming’s “post-new wave” literature, for example, would probably 

work as well – I explained quite clearly what led Chen to choose such a name, but I also 

mentioned him expressing that the form of the label is, in the end, not that important. However, 

there is something inside those works, somewhere on the thin line between form and content 

that those authors so happily challenged, that can be read and heard as the unifying voice of 

the Chinese avant-garde. 

In the first part of this dissertation, I also showed the literary-theoretical context and 

the discursive background of the Chinese avant-garde, the development that led to the period 

of the second half of the 1980s and that I believe strongly influenced some of the features of 

this literary current. By describing how the literary-political discourse changed after 1978 and 

what this brought for the discussions about literature and its modernization, I wanted to point 

out the fact that, similarly to other literary trends of that time, the avant-garde was very much 

a product of the atmosphere of the era. It was not only a reaction and a commentary on it, the 

avant-garde at the same time also represented its constituting element – very much in line with 

Liu Zaifu’s thoughts about the writer revealing hidden features of the spirit of the times to an 

unsuspecting reader. The opinion that led me to the consideration of the importance of the 

literary-theoretical and discursive context stems from the very fact of the continuous 

relationship between the cultural and the political in Chinese society, a relationship that started 

much earlier than 1942, but it was exactly in that year that it was explicitly formulated using 
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the two definite words: literature (in service of) politics. The new aspect of this long-term 

relationship was the subordinate quality imposed on literature, the disadvantage of one of 

formerly quite equivalent partners. No matter how loud and bold the voices calling for if not 

elimination than at least redefining of this limiting and to a large extent unjust connection were, 

the discursive shift was slow, ineffective and in many cases very much formal. No essential 

change happened. The relationship stayed – it was not called out that often, it was being slightly 

ignored when the time was suitable, but it was still there, resonating as a long echo between 

the mountains around Yan’an. Then again, I have demonstrated that the nuances, the careful 

steps forward, although they were always followed by some other steps back, to return to the 

poignant metaphor of Sylvia Chan, or the periods of fang that took turns with the periods of 

shou Perry Link described, influenced and supported experiments in literature as well as 

literary criticism and theory. By experiments I do not necessarily mean the otherwise typical 

experimentation in the aesthetic sense of the word, although this was, of course, included and 

perceivable as well starting at least with Wang Meng and peaking with the avant-garde. What 

I am pointing to here is any attempt to try something new, to challenge the borders of the 

relationship described above, i.e. the literary-political rules, or, as many would put it at that 

time, to modernize. Which was actually what the era between 1978 and 1989 brought into 

Chinese literature – new literary spaces that were immediately being filled, new positions and 

stances to be taken and defensed, a discursive shift from the well-defined to the open for 

definition.  

Despite the above-mentioned, I have tried to avoid the purely political prism in my 

analysis. Not because I wanted to refuse and completely disregard the subversive nature of the 

Chinese avant-garde literature. I believe I have shown in my analysis that many of the authors, 

in their works, manifested in very subversive qualities that sophisticatedly attacked the official 

literary-political discourse – and they did it not only do it on the very obvious and to a certain 

degree quite shallow level of literary experiment itself being something unacceptable within 

the orthodox Maoist line, but also on much deeper levels of insidious play with the formal 

constitution of meaning. I wanted to prove that the subversion does not have to be seen as the 

only, the prevalent and the dominant quality of the avant-garde and that the aesthetic itself is a 

bearer of important defining features. Moreover, in many cases not only the, let’s say, 

regressive ideas of the official line as introduced in the second chapter of this dissertation were 

attacked and subverted, but the progressive thought of the likes of Liu Zaifu were also 

questioned, contested, if not mocked and ridiculed.  
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Another goal of the first part of this dissertation was to show the importance of the 

literary discussions as something in a certain meta- sense also defining the Chinese avant-garde 

literature and helping to uncover features very much specific for the era. For example, the early 

discussions about postmodernism were not, in my view, as important for the question of 

formation and development of an authentic postmodernist current in Chinese literature, but 

more for the fact that they showed characteristics of the Chinese avant-garde literature in 

contrast to whatever preceded it. This, in the end, helps to define the avant-garde not as 

postmodern but mainly as different. If I was convinced at the beginning that the contextual 

setting of Chinese avant-garde literature constitutes an important background without which 

this literary current would probably not even come to existence, and if yes, then it would hardly 

be considered as essential as it is today, then I am similarly sure that the literary discussions 

and especially the thoughts of the critics I have explored more in depth in this text are the most 

basic background to project the Chinese avant-garde against. It keeps the view compact and 

highly oriented toward literature itself and its relationship to the world that primarily starts with 

the literature itself. Western theories used here are then tools to enhance the analysis where the 

contemporary Chinese theories stayed vague or just lacked the depth, knowledge or 

terminology. That is why the theory of metafiction of Linda Hutcheon proved so useful, even 

though it was not primarily used for its original purpose of describing the qualities of 

postmodern literature (or defining something as postmodern literature).  

Last but not least, as it should also be a partial goal of a scientific work, this – as some 

might see it – self-limiting approach touched upon some topics that would certainly deserve 

further theoretical exploration. I could, for example, imagine a study about Chen Xiaoming’s 

theory of Chinese avant-garde as a postmodern phenomenon being comparatively read against 

the works of Matei Calinescu or Linda Hutcheon to find where Chen’s theoretical background 

based on Western literary theory creates unique conclusions specific for Chinese environment. 

In other words, a study that will not deal with postmodernism in Chinese literature, as there are 

quite a few of them now, but with the theory of postmodernism in Chinese literary theory. This 

something I have felt quite strongly since I first came across McDougall’s notion about the 

Talks rarely being purely read as a work of literary theory. The 1980s were definitely an era of 

the proverbial “take-ism” and its progress is rightfully generally ascribed to the influx and in a 

sense recycling of Western ideas. As Zhao described, there were movements trying to come up 

with something new, to redefine the theoretical basis of Chinese literature, for example the 

movement to rewrite literary history proposed by Chen Sihe and Wang Xiaoming 王小明 (b. 
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1955) in 1988 (“Post-Isms” 37). The question is if there were some real results stemming from 

these efforts that could be now considered original and sufficiently complex variations on the 

Western models that could exceed the boundaries of Chinese literature and be authoritatively 

applied if not globally (that might be honestly a little too much to ask) then at least regionally 

in the sense of what Western criticism called the Third world. Fredric Jameson suggests that 

from the point of view of Western, First world literary theory all Third world texts should be 

read as national allegories (“Third” 69). However, he does not really ask how those texts should 

be read from the point of view of their own literary theoretical “tradition.” Apparently, there is 

an assumption here that there is none. But is it, really? 

Let me return now to the case of Chinese avant-garde literature and summarize the 

features I have identified in the works of its authors and that I consider distinctive: 

Metafictional and metanarrative aspects. The topics of telling stories, the stress on the 

telling itself and the questions about the nature of reality and its construction can be found 

across the works of the avant-garde authors. They can have a very overt form as in the case of 

Ma Yuan’s narcissistic intrusions or Sun Ganlu’s insane narratives about nothing but the text. 

They can also be hidden within other, more dominant features as in Yu Hua’s stress on 

subjectivity (see below) or Can Xue’s textual representation of universal values of the human 

soul where every motif is more of a tool and less of a reference to something directly or 

metaphorically related to it (and thus, as Susan Posborg suggests, we focus on how we read 

more than what we read). Even the authors that use this element less perceivably or less often, 

such as Mo Yan and Su Tong, can reveal the metafictional quality of their works in the fact 

that their language seem to be commenting on “Mao-style” as a specific realization of discourse 

and in the cyclical character of history or memory retold, re-constructed. 

Memory as the expression of unreliability. This feature is strongly connected to the 

metafictional and metanarrative aspects. Although probably most typical for Ge Fei, it can be 

found time and again in the works of the other authors as well. Mo Yan’s and Su Tong’s 

personal histories narrated against vague historical backgrounds are one example. Can Xue’s 

characters detached from their environment and their identity are another. I have tried a 

different approach to this characteristic of the avant-garde literature, as I am certainly not the 

first one describing it as such. Whereas other researchers such as Yang Xiaobin focused on 

memory as an expression of a certain kind of struggle with the Grand narrative of history and 

thus basically shifted the attention to the political sphere, I have emphasized the personal in 

order to bring more attention to the unwillingness of the avant-garde authors to participate in 

the socio-political development or in the modernization process. I stressed the process of 
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shifting the point of view from the general to the personal, a shift that was made not to defy or 

struggle against the official, but to simply ignore it. As I have shown on the case of Can Xue, 

even when the relationship to the official is somehow obvious, the personal always resonates 

somewhere under it (in case of Can Xue the personal then tries to reach the universal again, 

but on a completely different level and that is something typical for her only, I would say). 

Subjectivity as an underlying topic and the basic, if not the only point of view. My 

stress on the shift from the general to the personal as described above has another argument in 

this characteristic that, I believe, is common for the whole avant-garde. Yu Hua was the 

brightest example, but what else than a subjective view are Ma Yuan’s authorial comments, 

Sun Ganlu’s identification of man with text or Su Tong’s obscure(d) memories? Or Can Xue’s 

characters that absolutely lost their way to communicate with each other, not only because of 

the discursive violation of language as in Yellow Mud Street, but also in a highly psychological 

framework of a marital relationship? What I consider important to emphasize is the fact that 

subjectivity is by no means celebrated in the works of the Chinese avant-garde, quite the 

contrary. Subjectivity is challenged, questioned, mocked and abused. Not eradicated, as 

Wedell-Wedellsborg could see it, but transformed. It seems like the avant-garde authors vis-à-

vis the cultural, social and political atmosphere of the second half of the 1980s voiced their 

distrust and doubts about subjectivity as a constructive and freeing element as it was introduced 

by Liu Zaifu at the same time the avant-garde came into existence. If their works are not a 

celebration of subjectivity, they are also not its condemnation. They are a polemic, a very 

darkly humorous polemic. 

Violence and general negativity as a technique. There are different techniques in the 

stories of the avant-garde to ambivalently approach the question of subjectivity, and violence, 

be it physical or mental, ugliness and negativity are some of them. Again, I have shown that in 

my opinion those are techniques and not really metaphors or allegories. They are techniques to 

show the twists and turns of subjectivity, to reach something universally beautiful. With the 

exception of Can Xue, this feature is definitely more visible in the less formally experimenting 

authors, and so, for example, Sun Ganlu is not that prominent in this regard. But even in his 

stories there are motifs of bullying (“Asking Women”) or mistrust and damaged relationships 

(“As if”) that can be read as expressions of violence. Similarly, as in the case of metafiction – 

those might not be the main topics, but they play an integral role in the whole drama. 

Rootlessness. This characteristic, brought to light already by Chen Xiaoming in the 

early 1990s, was mainly identified in the works of Mo Yan and Su Tong, partially in relation 

to the “root-seeking” literature. This feature is easily identifiable in some form in the other 
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authors as well. Ma Yuan was already mentioned in chapter 3.3, for Sun Ganlu there can be no 

home because everything is text and text is not rooted anywhere, Ge Fei is vainly looking for 

lost memories in places where time seems to stop and Ca Xue’s omnipresent wilderness does 

not need further arguments. The only exception here seems to be Yu Hua. His stories are, as 

Liu Kang already noticed, usually set in the present time (“The Short” 106), and generally in 

cities, so in terms of space and time there is no looking for or struggling with roots. The 

anchoring of a person in his or her own identity, in his or her own life, is also to be considered 

a specific version of roots and that is what Yu Hua is very loudly questioning. The fatalism 

toward the future, which we can not only find in Yu Hua but also in Can Xue, for example, is 

another sign of rootlessness, because when there is no future to head to, the present loses sense 

and one is basically floating in timelessness. 

Subversion as multilayered effect. I have suggested already at the beginning of this 

conclusion that I am, on the one hand, definitely not questioning the subversive character of 

the Chinese avant-garde literature within the literary-political discourse, and, on the other hand, 

suggesting that there are other forms of subversion even going against the contemporary 

progressive theories that are in themselves subversive. One could think about it as “subversion 

of a subversion equals double subversion” which is actually much more functional than to 

consider the result of the equation to be a zero. It generates a special kind of self-mocking 

quality of the avant-garde that can then in a good sense problematize its elitist position. Wang 

Ning talked about this literary trend as pure literature which it definitely is. Sun Ganlu’s 

complaints about the struggle against mass culture or Can Xue’s self-adoration as the savior of 

human soul are fine examples of the avant-garde authors taking this position voluntarily and 

intentionally. But there is more to it. I mentioned a certain kind of “secluded elitism” as a 

specific quality of the avant-garde during my analysis of Li Tuo’s thoughts about the “spiritual 

suicide” of individuality in the first half of the 1980s. And this is actually what I am referring 

to here. The authors of the avant-garde managed to subvert even their own position of the last 

bards of pure, high literature by, on the one hand, refusing the position of elite as promoted by 

Liu Zaifu (as Wang Jing said, everybody was ready at the time of Liu’s proclamation, but then 

the avant-garde and especially its second wave did not really want it anymore) by being 

unwilling to consciously participate in the process of modernization, and, on the other hand, 

standing in the nook and laughing as hard about themselves as they were laughing about the 

others. In the end, exactly as Liu Kang noticed when talking about Liu Zaifu, the 

depoliticization was as much political as the politics itself.  
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The above-mentioned features are the ones I consider common for the Chinese avant-

garde literature of the second half of the 1980s as a whole. However, as I have already 

suggested in the opening sentences of this dissertation, the avant-garde in the end was not really 

a literary school. And with that in mind I was not limiting my analysis of the respective authors 

only to the features they have in common. On the contrary, I have tried to show them as unique 

authors with very distinctive styles and approaches. Hence my tree metaphor at the beginning 

of this Conclusion. Based on my analysis in this dissertation, I dare to elaborate on my basic 

definition from the Introduction: Chinese avant-garde literature of the second half of the 1980s 

is an aesthetically experimental literature written in various distinctive styles by idiosyncratic 

secluded elitists with no roots, who liked playing metafictional games, questioned the values 

of memory and subjectivity, coldly utilized violence and ugliness and managed to 

singlehandedly subvert the official, the progressive and the own. It is a product of an 

unprecedented era as well as its important constituent and that is why it also ended together 

with the era. And last but not least, in all its contexts and occasional heaviness, it is a very, 

very good reading. 
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