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Abstract

Storytelling is a form of expression through which the narrator seeks to
better understand not just the world around but also his or her self. That
implies the narration of the self is often related to the construction or decon-
struction of the self as the subject. In many literary works from both China
and Western Europe, writers often examine self-formation in relation to the
socio-cultural milieu, which immediately puts the individual at odds with the
rational, collective, or political group. Such concerns have been the focal
point of many writers of the twentieth century whose experimentations with
the narrative mode reflect not only their artistic inclinations and conscious
attempts to break from existing paradigms to reach new frontiers, but also
their ardent desire to make sense of their experience and to position them-
selves and understand their selves in the flux of change.

Influenced by their European counterparts, many Chinese writers such
as Yu Dafu, Lu Yin and Ding Ling in the 1920s, and Zhang Xinxin and Gao
Xingjian in the 1980s and 1990s have all attempted to break from prevailing/
dominant modes of narrative that tend to treat literature as personal testimo-
nies or socio-moral manifestoes. They consciously look for alternate modes
of expression—new modes that allow them to address the personal and the
psycho-cultural aspects of existence. Presented in their writings are indi-
viduals caught in conflicts between traditional and modern culture, and be-
tween Chinese and Western values. Their conscious quest for a new identity
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and their attempts to (de)construct their individual selves reveal the cultural
disorientation in China.

Viewed in this light, the significance of the selected texts lies not so
much in their comments on culture, sexuality, politics and history as in their
modes of narrative. The writers’ experimentations with the narrative mode
enable them to fully explore the essence of self as understood by the Chinese,
the process of construction or deconstruction of the self, their general con-
cerns over cultural issues, including issues pertaining to role identity and the
formation of cultural identity, as well as their inquiry into the impact of West-
ernization and/or modernization on the individual.

Keywords: self fashioning, cultural identity, subjectivity, experimentations,
narrative modes, gender, modernization, deconstruction
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Storytelling is a mode of expression that aims at relating either a collective or
communal experience, as in the case of mythical narratives, or a personal experi-
ence or individual view of life, as in the case of autobiographies. In many instances,
storytelling denotes a creative way of organizing one’s thoughts and life experiences,
allowing the storyteller to sort out problems in life or arrive at a better under-
standing of one’s self and/or inner feelings. Storytelling in this sense is not just a
mode of narration but a form of narration of the self—a creative process through
which the self is constructed or deconstructed. Very often it is through the pro-
cess of telling stories that one explores the notion of self and attempts to define
one’s identity in society. That is to say, the narration of the self is closely related to
the construction of the self as the subject and “speaks of a person’s relation to both
others and oneself” (Levine 249). That implies self can be studied alongside psycho-
cultural considerations. In the case of the “cultural self,” the construction of the
“cultural other” is particularly significant. A look at literary works from China
and Western Europe in the twentieth century clearly shows that many writers
often explore the notion of self and identity against a backdrop of socio-cultural
change, which immediately puts the individual at odds with the collective, moral,
or socio-political groups. Such a tendency is also reflected in many writers” ex-
perimentations on narrative styles which register not only their zests for alterna-
tive forms of artistic expressions and conscious attempts to depart from existing
paradigms to look for different modes of storytelling, but also their ardent desires
for space, voice and self-fashioning amidst the flux of socio-cultural changes. This
has been the case with writers like James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Marcel Proust
who strive to present the psycho-cultural dimensions of experience in their narra-
tives through the use of the fictional autobiographical mode and “stream-of-
consciousness” technique.

Chinese Narratives and the Quest for Identity

Influenced by their European counterparts, many Chinese writers have also
tried to break away from prevailing or dominant modes of narrative that tend to
treat literature as social testimonials or moral manifestoes since the early twentieth
century. Prime examples are Yu Dafu (A8 i X 1896-1945), Lu Yin (& [ 1899-
1933) and Ding Ling (T % 1904-1986) in the 1920s, and Zhang Xinxin (& ¥
X 1950-) and Gao Xingjian (2471 1940-) in the 1980s and 1990s. A close
study of their representative works shows that they are conscious of socio-cultural
changes of their time and their impact on the individual. These writers con-
sciously look for alternative modes of expression—alternative modes of
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storytelling—that allow them to address the personal as well as the psycho-
cultural aspects of experience. As Gao Xingjian states in Meiyou zhuy” [ H £ 5%
Without Isms],

When I was struggling to find a more reliable way of expressing my individual
experiences, I was greatly enlightened by Western writers such as Proust and Joyce, and
the Nouveau Roman writers. Their investigation of the conscious and the subconscious,
as well as the structures of narrative angle compelled me to look at the differences
between Chinese and Western languages. (Lau 108)
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While Gao was referring to his own orientation as a writer when he made the
above remarks in 1993, this eagerness to find their own voice and conscious at-
tempt to seek breakthroughs in the narrative mode are common among and char-
acteristic of many Chinese writers of the twentieth century.

The popular use of such European fictional models as the epistolary novel
and the wide use of the diary form in early twentieth-century Chinese literature,
for example, can be partially explained by such preoccupations of and new direc-
tions taken by many young Chinese writers, who were influenced by European
writers with their strong emphasis on individualism. Kwok-kan Tam is right when
he sums up such an intellectual turn in China in “Feminism and Ibsenism,” not-
ing that the “wide propagation of Western-inspired notions of the self” in early
twentieth-century China has brought about “a new morality combining icono-
clasm with individualism, . . . which aimed at completely undermining any au-
thoritative social order, particularly the Confucian socio-moral order of human
relationships, and liberating the individual self from repression” (115). Many
young Chinese writers have taken storytelling as a form of self-exploration, self-
assertion, or even self-therapy. Some see it as a means to understanding their
inner selves, or as a way of self-fashioning. Unlike most of their predecessors who
have taken a moral-philosophical or socio-historical approach to literature, many
young Chinese writers from the 1920s onwards have been searching earnestly
for new modes of narration that would enable them to deal with their “new”
experiences after the May Fourth Movement as well as to redefine their selves and
identity in transitional China. Caught between their emerging sense of Romantic
individualism and prevailing Confucian collectivism, which emphasizes social self
and role-identity and advocates “self-cultivation in the spirit of filiality, brotherhood,
friendship, discipleship, and loyalty” (Tu 232), many young writers selectively
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adopt different forms of fiction writing in depicting the anxieties and frustrations
young intellectuals face in an oppressive environment that tends to subvert the
free expression of the self.

The Chinese Self and Cultural Hybridity

Yu Dafu in his world-renowned story “Chenlun” [# Sinking 1921], for
example, adopts a pseudo-objective third-person narrative point of view to delin-
eate the frustration and depression of a twenty-one-year-old Chinese university
student in Japan—a young man troubled not only by his own sexual fantasies and
casual sexual relationship with a Japanese woman, but also by his sense of alien-
ation from himself and others. Using the retrospective technique, Yu narrates the
Chinese young man’s self awakening, his sexual frustrations, as well as his cultural
dislocation. With his focus on the duality between morality and sexuality and
between the Chinese self and his cultural other, the Japanese woman, Yu presents
the subconscious life of a psychosomatic young man, who finds himself trapped
in a moral condition brought about by the inevitable tension between Chinese
and Western ideologies, and between his patriotic love for the country and his
erotic relationship with a Japanese woman.

Through his awkward relationship with the Japanese woman, the young
Chinese student senses not only his own inadequacy but also the inferiority and
ineffectuality of his own nation. Yu describes the young Chinese student’s
relationship with the Japanese woman as one characterized by attraction and
repulsion, fascination and abhorrence, love and hatred, as well as sexual ex-
citement and moral conscience in order to highlight the cultural difference and
duality between the self and others. Being a foreign student in Japan, the young
protagonist finds it difficult, if not impossible, to relate meaningfully to the people
around him for he is aware of China’s (represented by the protagonist) weakness
and backwardness as opposed to Japan’s (represented by the Japanese woman and
his schoolmates) superiority and sophistication. Viewed in this light, Yus story is
not just a personal narrative that registers the sexual experience and dejection of
an individual, but a story that narrates a Chinese young man’s encounter with his
cultural other, forcing the former to reexamine his self in relation to his nation
and tradition.

By telling his story in a pseudo-objective way, Yu mirrors the culturally and
politically chaotic world in which he lives and explores the complex inner life of a
“dislocated” self caught between two cultural traditions, namely, the Chinese with
its emphasis on Confucian morality and role identity and the Romantic notion of
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self with its celebration of liberalism and individualism. As an enlightened young
man, the Chinese student is forced to reexamine his self in relation to his cultural
others. Like many young people of his time, he comes to realize that he has
become a cultural hybrid, who no longer adheres to traditional Confucian ideol-
ogy with its moral conventionalities. The significance of Yu’s story thus lies not
so much in its frank delineation of a young man’s sexual frustrations and indul-
gences—a taboo topic in Chinese literature then—as in its representation of a
personal psycho-sexual problem with profound cultural and political implications.
The narrative mode allows Yu to bring his seemingly personal tale about indi-
vidual sexual anxieties and self inadequacy to a national and cultural level with the
entangled Sino-Japanese relations as its focal point. The young Chinese student’s
ultimate failure in constructing a distinct identity, be it personal or cultural, at the
end can thus be interpreted as an externalization of the nation’s inadequacy in
constructing a strong national identity or politico-cultural front during a period
of drastic cultural and political changes.

The Epistolary Novel and the Narration of the Female Self

It is against a similar socio-cultural background that other Chinese writers
who were influenced by European Romanticism and Western ideologies in the
early decades of the twentieth century turn to address personal problems as well as
the psychological state of their characters—characters who struggle for a “new”
identity defined not by their social roles but by their distinct existence in history.
Many writers look for “new” modes of narrative through which subjectivity can
be explored and personal experience fully articulated. Such has been the general
writing principle adopted by the first generation of women writers in China, most
of whom regard writing as “an extension of their feminine role, an activity that did
not detract them from their womanhood, but in some sense augmented it"—to
borrow Elaine Showalter’s words (85). For many, storytelling is not merely a form
of creative activity or self-expression, but a means of realizing their female selves
and registering their unique experience as women in a tradition-ridden Confu-
cian society. Lu Yin is among the early few Chinese women fiction writers who
deal with “awakened” women’s attempt to define themselves and to understand
the causes of their personal sufferings and anguish. She examines the identity
issue not from a social perspective but from a psycho-cultural point of view and
experiments with various forms of narratives such as the epistolary novel and the
autobiographical mode in her portrayals of women’s psychological anxiety,
melancholy, agony and/or dilemma.
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In “Huoren de beiai” [& A ) 2 X Sorrows of a Certain Youth 1922], for
example, Lu Yin chooses the epistolary form newly introduced to China to ac-
centuate the urgency and immediacy in Chinese women’s quest for selthood
and meaning in life against a background of drastic social and cultural changes.
Presented as an intelligent, perceptive and sensitive young woman yearning
for freedom, romantic love and self-actualization, Yaxia (3£4%) in the novella
questions the validity of Confucian morality that tends to confine women to
prescribed socio-moral norms and gendered roles. The disparity between Yaxia’s
modern self with her heightened sense of individualism and the stifling cultural-
moral milieu characterized by tradition and convention is emphasized
to show the major source and cause of women’s predicaments in China. Yaxia
suffers from insomnia when she fails to construct an identity of her own. Know-
ing that she is but a “boat drifting aimlessly in the ocean,” Yaxia has chosen to live
a reckless life, taking everything, including love, as a game for some time until she
finds that such a playful attitude towards life and others brings not only sorrow
and destruction to others but also self denial and endless suffering to herself (34).
Lu Yin further describes Yaxia as one troubled by a heart disease to illustrate the
young woman’s emotional devastation, psychological trauma and self disorientation.
As she confides in her cousin K.Y., her sense of alienation and depression gets
stronger as she sees the gulf that separates her from others:

This world is but a stop in my journey and I am not the only one who has to go back

... Icant live in this place any longer! There is something separating me from the

people here as if they were standing at the other end of a bridge with me at this end. Its

very difficult for us to meet and shake hands. 1 decide to return to China!!

HRRBRMEFR > FREZD L BT TRAETNEEGA > oK
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R EBE T (42)
Her inability to relate to others is caused by Yaxia’s awareness of her change as
a person with a Western outlook toward life and a modern notion of the self. Her
intellectual development and modernization, however, have brought her neither
fulfillment nor approval from the traditional Chinese society in which she resides.
Torn between tradition and modernity, between Chinese and Western modes of
thought, and between familial/social obligations and individual desire for self-
expansion, Yaxia’s sense of loss and frustration epitomizes the general conditions
of many Chinese “new women” of the time who were forced to battle against the
dominant Confucian morality and prevailing patriarchal culture in modern China.

! All English translations are mine unless otherwise specified.
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Yaxia struggles hard to define her self and to find her space in a culture generally
hostile to women, and her failure in finding an equilibrium in the process of self-
fashioning (Kristeva 5) shows the general sense of entrapment, confusion and
alienation felt by many enlightened Chinese women at the time. Adopting the
epistolary form, Lu Yin offers her readers a subjective view of a tormented soul
who is left alone to face a world of disapproval. Focusing on Yaxia’s psychologi-
cally disturbed state when she fails to bridge the gulf between the individual and
the collective and between the personal and the socio-moral, Lu Yin records in
vivid terms the outcries of not just an individual but a generation of Chinese
women frustrated by pervasive moral and cultural practices that tend to subvert
their construction of the female selves defined not by their gendered roles but
by their unique experience as women with a heightened sense of autonomy and
female subjectivity.

The Diary Form and the Shaping of the Chinese Female Self

As seen in the literature of the 1920s, this process of becoming an individual
with a unique self has never been a smooth and easy path for young men and
women in China. Ding Ling chooses the diary form to reveal a young woman’s
anguish and frustration in her quest for love and selfhood in “Shafei nushi de riji”
[# 3F %49 B 32 Diary of Miss Sophia 1928]. The novella shows how love in
the Chinese context is never just a personal matter, but is always linked to familial,
social, or even cultural considerations. Like Yaxia in Lu Yin’s story, Miss Sophie
is influenced by Western ideologies and the romantic notion of the self, which
differs from the Confucian notion of the self based on collectivism, subservience
and role identity. Like Yaxia, Miss Sophie is portrayed as an outspoken, sensitive
and “enlightened” woman with a non-conforming and daring character. The
story traces the young woman’s physical deterioration caused by her psychological
anxiety and sexual frustrations. Miss Sophie’s refusal to conform to or make com-
promises with the prevailing socio-moral order that offers her communal security
and parental approval immediately places her in a marginalized position, alienat-
ing her from others. Using the diary form, which was considered unconventional
at the time for it emphasizes the personal, the subjective and the introspective in
its content, point of view and narrative structure, Ding Ling leads her readers into
the inner world of a newly emancipated woman, who braves the world with her
non-compromising attitude and non-conforming stance. Miss Sophie uses all her
might to fight against tradition and conventions that tend to subvert the develop-
ment of the individual self, especially the female self characterized by her rising
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awareness of herself as a woman and recognition of her own sexuality. Eagerly she
quests for an identity that distinguishes her from others; but repeatedly she faces
disapproval from familial and socio-moral authorities. As a result, she feels alien-
ated not only from the people around her but also from her own self as she finds
it hard to express herself freely before others. Her deteriorating health reveals in
concrete terms her emotional and psychological disturbance as she fights her lonely
battle in a society quite unprepared to accept Miss Sophie as she is or recognize
her as a woman with body and mind.

Read in this light, Ding Ling’s narrative signifies not only a breakthrough in
the representation of self, especially the female self, in modern Chinese literature,
but the diary form also elucidates her effective use of a unique narrative mode in
expressing her subjective views on women’s sexuality, frustration and emotional
crises. Ding Ling’s story has often been considered by many in China as provoca-
tive for it celebrates the liberation of the self and the importance of female
subjectivity. The story is also groundbreaking for it marks a liberating act on the
author’s part in adopting a Western narrative mode in her open discussion on
sexuality, romantic love, and self.

Central to this tale of love and anguish is the female diarist’s quest for self
and identity, as well as her yearning for meaningful relationships in a conven-
tional society. Through the dynamic interplay between Miss Sophie’s struggle for
expression and recognition and her constant clash with existing socio-cultural
expectations and obligations, Ding Ling creates a new type of Chinese woman
character, namely, the lonely woman fighter, who makes every effort to free her-
self from those socio-cultural shackles that tend to confine her to established
feminine roles and gendered relationships. She is open in voicing her frustration
and agony in love, and daring when she challenges the validity of Confucian
morality and social conventions, which prevent the development of her distinct
individual self. Viewed in this light, Ding Lings fictional tale represents a mile-
stone in the development of women’s narratives of the imagination; it also regis-
ters the emergence of a distinct Chinese female voice and the fashioning of the
female self in early twentieth-century Chinese literature.

The Dual Narrative Voice and the Assertion of the Female Self

With the Chinese notion of self constructed under Confucian ideology slowly
giving way to a new type of consciousness based on Romantic individualism in
early twentieth-century China, the narrative style of many Chinese writers has
also undergone a gradual shift from social realism and psychological depiction in
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the first half of the century, to socialist realism and psychoanalytical consider-
ations in the last two decades of the twentieth century. A good example illustra-
tive of such a change in writing strategy is Zhang Xinxin’s short story “Wo zai
naer cuo guo le ni?” [ A2 0 5254 8 T 48 How Did I Miss You? 1980]. Adopt-
ing a narrative structure alternating between the female protagonist’s voice and
her director-lover’s, Zhang emphasizes gender polarity, foregrounding the differ-
ence between Chinese male/patriarchal mentality and female/feminist subjectivity.
The alternating mode of narrative enables Zhang to offer dual perspectives to the
issues and incidents experienced by the couple, thus juxtaposing the male con-
sciousness against the female’s. Through such a narrative structure, which is
unconventional in Chinese narrative history at the time, Zhang highlights a con-
temporary Chinese man’s complacency toward outdated gendered relations based
on male domination and supremacy on the one hand, and a young Chinese woman’s
self assertion, her rising awareness of personal rights and insistence on self-actual-
ization on the other. Issues concerning female subjectivity and gender confusion
as a result of “gendering,” or women’s unconscious “internalization” of male values,
are also thoroughly explored by the author with the hope of bringing fundamen-
tal change to gender relations in China.

Zhang Xinxin’s experimentation with the narrative mode clearly shows her
determination to abandon the predominantly male discourse in search of an
alternative mode of expression. The double voice and the dual perspective used
in her story are effective in creating a kind of “defamiliarization effect,” unset-
tling her readers and forcing them to take a fresh look at changing gender rela-
tions in contemporary China brought about by the nation’s modernization and
the influence of Western feminist ideologies. Viewed in this light, Zhang Xinxin’s
tale not only sets an example of a literary reorientation, demonstrating a differ-
ent way of telling stories in Chinese literature or a different way of organizing
one’s experiences in the early 1980s, but also signifies a woman writer’s height-
ened self-consciousness with her advocacy for respect and equality in man-woman
relationship. Written at a time when feminist notions of the female self and
gender identity, as well as psychoanalytic concepts of female subjectivity and
consciousness were considered “progressive views” in China, Zhang Xinxin’s
treatment of the self-assertive bus-conductress who sets high expectations not
only of herself but also of her sexual other is both exemplary and thought
provoking:

I think the society’s expectations of women are much higher these days. Family
obligations and work in society; the responsibilities we shoulder are just like men’s, or

even more, forcing us to be as strong as men . . . .
Perhaps, in your eyes, I looked exactly the same when we first met and when we
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parted later. And yet, you never know how much has been awakened in me during this
short period of togetherness! . . .

Oh, it’s not the high mountain ranges, or the vast oceans and seas, that have
separated us, but my own self!

A AEATHLMYEREZE > RRERAH  ATTHE > KIMFF
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(Zhang 120)
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(Zhang 122)
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(Zhang 143)
Like Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, the bus-conductress decides to leave her direc-
tor-lover at the end of the story because she prices her individuality and selthood
above everything in life, including love and marriage, and wants to be her own
“director” in life. Her self-reflective remarks at the end of the story clearly states
the author’s position on the self and gender issues with her emphasis on autonomy
and subjectivity.

The “Stream of Language” Technique and the Transcultural Self

Chinese writers’ emphasis on autonomy and subjectivity is epitomized in
the works of Gao Xingjian, who aims at delineating the psycho-cultural aspects of
his personal experiences in his fictional autobiographies. In his works, the self is
constantly engaged in a process of soul searching and self reflection. Interested in
the idea of individuation, Gao seeks to explore the self with its psycho-cultural
dimensions through language and storytelling. For Gao, storytelling is a form of
narration—a narration of the self as well as a process of self (de)construction through
language. What is more, storytelling is a mode of activity through which the
complex relationships between self and other, conscious self and its unconscious
or subconscious doubles, narration and relation, as well as personal identity and
cultural identity can be fully explored and manifested. Highly autobiographical
in essence, Gao’s fictional narratives recollect the author-narrator’s experiences in
post-Mao China, as well as his views on culture, sexuality, politics, history and
humanity through seemingly plotless or episodic structure. Different from many
of his contemporaries who practice socialist realism, Gao Xingjian presents the
self as a psychic being in his long fictional narratives. Very often the external
reality depicted serves only as a backdrop to Gao’s psychoanalytical study of his
character’s complex mental, psychic and/or sexual states of being. Gao calls such
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a narrative style “stream of language.” He sees the relevance of the modernist
technique of “stream-of-consciousness” to his special treatment of language in his
fiction which allows him and his readers to experience the self. (Gao 1981: 32).

As an intellectual caught in the flux of socio-political changes in late twenti-
eth-century China and as one involved in the painful process of self searching and
self-positioning, Gao Xingjian has been highly selective in presenting those ten-
sions caused by disparities between one’s ardent quest for autonomy and authen-
ticity and the oppressive and indoctrinating socio-moral conditions prevalent at
the time. His protagonists are often portrayed as subjects caught in conflicts
between traditional/Chinese and modern/Westernized cultures, and between
local/national and global/transnational considerations. His characters’” conscious
quests for identity and their existential concerns clearly reveal Gao’s existentialist
inquiry into the human condition.

In Lingshan [% 11 Soul Mountain 1989] and Yige ren de shengjing [— 1B A
89 % #2 One Man’s Bible 1999], for example, the protagonists often take shifting
subject positions in their attempts to probe the psycho-cultural setup of their
individual selves. Through the process of re-telling stories about politics, history,
society, myths, family and sexuality that the author-narrator heard or experienced
in China, Gao scrutinizes various facets of the self in relation to the other, be it
gendered, communal, national, or cultural. A close reading of the two novels
further shows Gao’s experimentations with gendered subjectivity when he allows
the multiple aspects of the self in his characters to be realized in various concrete
and visible forms.

In his first novel Lingshan, Gao traces the author-narrator’s physical journey
that takes him to the mountains in the remotest parts of Western and Southern
China, while portraying at the same time an internal journey of soul searching
for its protagonist. Gao creates two characters, namely, “I” and “You,” to repre-
sent two aspects of the same self. As Ma Sen (% #&) states in the Preface to the
novel,

Lingshan adopts a narrative structure that alternates between the second-person
and the first-person. “You” and “I” may refer to the same person, or they may not.
That is not very important. The important point is that they are both subjects of the
narrative. The former is the analytical subject, while the latter is the integrated subject.
Together they reveal the protagonist’s psychological journey as he makes his pilgrimage
to Lingshan.

CELY RAT A B — X EER AT X o TR Fo T4
THRAE—EA > LTHRIE—EA > BERT5ETE > T2 A4
AR > AR R > HALES K > AFRA—BEGELINE 6
BB o (Gao xi)
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The “I” is the one engaged in a physical journey touring the remotest mountain
ranges of the country in search of the legendary Soul Mountain, which is believed
to have a spiritual cleansing and revitalizing effect on troubled souls as well as a
medicinal healing effect on people with terminal illness. The story unfolds with
the narrator “I” relating the legends, myths and tales he heard from the Han
people and other cultural minority groups of those regions he visited. His en-
counters with these peoples and his subsequent exposure to their distinct ethnical
practices and cultural values lead the narrator “I” to ponder over the dynamic
interactions between self and others, culture and nature, man and woman, the
dominant (Han) culture and marginalized (minority) cultures, and ultimately
between man and nature, as well as the individual self and the nation state.

Gao uses pronouns as characters in the novel. During his lonely journey, the
protagonist/narrator “I” creates “you” as his companion. Through the protagonist’s
internal monologues, which are presented in the form of dialogues between “I”
and his double or projected self, that is, “you,” the narrator reexamines his per-
sonal past experience in a detached manner. The appearance of a “she” created by
“you” shows the latter’s desire for connectedness and female companionship. The
subsequent interaction between “you” and “she” further allows Gao to explore the
various facets of man’s relationship with his sexual other; it also enables Gao to
reflect upon the universal and yet ultimately individual preoccupation with one’s
existential loneliness:

She was looking back at you smiling, enticing you to fall into an icy ravine. At
the time you couldn’t help walking towards her . . .

These are all memories, this tinkling which sticks in your mind seems to be a
sound in your brain . . . your whole body and mind hear this soundless, billowing
music. . . . You can’t work out where you are. . .. Before your eyes, in your heart, in
your body oblivious to time and space, in the continual surge of sustained noise, of
reflected images in the dark sun within the dark moon, is a blast exploding exploding
exploding. . .. The fear of death of the living body is concrete like this, the physical
body you failed to abandon recovers its sensitivity. (Lee 502-04)

AR A — K EFRE KRG RN o ARE FLETREZ A
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TH R LR AR - RiZa & R ER WA T %92 © (Gao 559-61)

Viewed in this light, the interactions between “you” and “she” in the novel
denote not so much a man-woman relationship based on sexual attraction or
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sexual encounters—although Gao considers sex as an integral part of human ex-
istence—as an individual’s desperate attempt to assert his self, to ascertain his
existential being. In recollecting and re-telling his personal tales, the narrator
reveals his struggles to hold on to life and his desire for connectedness with
humanity. As he admits openly, it is natural for human beings to seek physical as
well as emotional or spiritual support and comfort during times of unbearable
sufferings such as those devastating days of the Cultural Revolution:

After the great flood, there was only a small boat left between heaven and earth. There

were a brother and his younger sister on the boat. They could not bear loneliness and

tried to hold closely together. Its only the other person’s body that’s real, only the flesh

that could prove one’s existence.

BRKKREZ AR > RWZHRART T — 5 2A — Lk » RS

HEFRpE— e AAHFTHOARFT TR LELE  TRETACHEL

(Gao 125)

The interaction between “you” and all the women characters in the novel can thus
be regarded as an intricate interplay between the male and female principles in
psychoanalytical terms. More importantly, it is closely related to Gao’s consider-
ation of his own dominant/male/Han/culture with its power and ideologies and
the marginality of the ethnic minorities with their inferiority, subordination, primi-
tivism and mysticism. It is apparent that the narrator sees parallels between his
self with his sexual experiences and the wider contexts of otherness in the form
of culture, politics and history. As the narrator “I” rationalizes his complicated
relationship with “you” and “she” in his fictional autobiographical tale, he also
scrutinizes his existential self and deconstructs his subjective self, the outcome of
which is that he becomes immediately the perceiving subject as well as the per-
ceived object in his own narrative:
You know that I am just talking to myself to alleviate my loneliness. You know
that this loneliness of mine is incurable, that no-one can save me and that I can talk
with myself as the partner of my conversation.
In this lengthy soliloquy you are the object of what I relate, a myself who listens
intently to me—you are simply my shadow.
As 1 listen to myself and you, I let you create a she, because you are like me and
also cannot bear the loneliness and have to find a partner for your conversation.
So you talk with her, just like I talk with you.
She was born of you, yet is an affirmation of myself. (Lee 312)
I AR FBEAT AE  IEREROEE - Rl B RTERELTHK
B RA AR ARMRFH O THERFBORT o
BRERGEAT > RAKABLGH G —EARERGKA T RTEE
HAHT o
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& BRI HA TR IR - FCRIRACLER » BARRE - > L2
TTRE  LWRERFEFFGHF o

AT A > Wt K TR o

Wk AR > LR BRAEZEAT o (Gao 340-41)

By presenting the narrator as both the perceiving subject and the perceived ob-
ject, Gao creates a new element in storytelling. Influenced by such writers as
Marcel Proust, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett and Eugene Ionesco (Lau 105-06)
and by Chinese Zen-Buddhism with its emphasis on self-transcendent ob-
servation” or “choushen jingguan”(# & ###1), Gao exemplifies a different way
of telling stories about the self in its multiple identities and complex psycho-
logical states through the use of pronouns as characters. The “I,” “you” and
“she” represents different aspects of the split self, while the narrator’s soliloquys
and self-reflections reveal how the self as “subject-object” transcends his experi-
ence and physicality to embrace the originary self in its primordial state (Yip and
Tam 218).

By narrating tensions in gendered relations and exploring the notions of self
and subjectivity in the novel, Gao chronicles not just his personal experience dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution and later adventures in the mountains, but more
importantly his quest for spiritual transcendence. A close look at Lingshan shows
a Daoist orientation in Gao’s representation of and approach to the self, empha-
sizing intuition and focusing on the non-verbal and non-intellectual in perception.
His belief in ultimate enlightenment that accumulates or realizes in a state of non-
distinction when body and mind no longer exist in an analytical and cognitive
way is reflected in the way he narrates the self. For Gao, literature is not merely
an artistic mode of expression of a writer’s own understanding and perception of
life. Rather, it registers a writer’s effort in discovering or developing appropriate
writing strategies that can fully utilize the expressive potential of language in its
portrayal of the transcultural self. That explains why the self in his works remains
a perceiving subject who tries to go beyond the intellectual boundaries set by
language. That also explains why Gao remains a figure of controversy in contem-
porary China for he takes an extreme position toward the treatment of the subject
and departs drastically from prevailing writing practices in his approach to lan-
guage and the representation of the self.

The “Stream of Consciousness” of an Existential Self

What one finds in Lingshan is the “transcultural” voice of a man who casts
doubt on everything he comes across—a person who aims not at constructing a
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distinct identity for himself but at deconstructing the self in its myriad forms
of manifestations. The episodic structure and the splitting of the self into facets
thus allow the author to examine his experience from multiple perspectives. In
his second novel Yige rren de shengjing, Gao details the sexual history of the
author-narrator, linking it to the psycho-cultural trauma he has gone through
during the period of massive political demonstrations and persecutions. On the
surface level, the novel can be read as a “bible” registering the author-narrator’s
physical or sexual “adventures” during which time he struggles hard to make sense
of the world around him and tries to formulate his philosophy of life. On the
metaphysical or metaphorical level, the novel can also be read as a chronicle of
a wandering soul, or an existential being, who strives to understand the psy-
chocultural aspects of his self, as well as the impact of massive political persecu-
tions on both the individual and humankind. In terms of style, the episodic
narrative with its frequent use of internal monologues or “stream-of-conscious-
ness” technique exemplifies Gao’s skilful use of the fictional autobiographical mode
in depicting the self in cultural dislocation and diaspora. In Yige ren de shengjing,
Gao tells a tale, or tales to be exact, of psychoanalytic realism in which he relates
all objects and incidents in reality to his subjective existence. As Kwok-kan Tam
succinctly observes in “Language as Subjectivity in One Man’s Bible,” the in-
fluence of European modernist writings and Chinese Zen Buddhism with its
skepticism on language is prominent in the novel and “the need to use modernist
techniques arise from the fictional construction of the subject, whose psychologi-
cal complexities are revealed in the stream of consciousness, which renders all
objects in reality as subjective experience in memory, dreams, and psychological
projection” (294).

In the novel, Gao Xingjian adopts a narrative structure that alternates be-
tween the pronoun characters “he” and “you.” They are sometimes presented as
two voices arguing with each other, or as two parallel narratives intersecting and/
or interacting with each other and making impregnated reference to each other.
The split selves enable Gao to extend his narration of the self to a general discus-
sion on memory, history, and imagination. In the novel, the narrator “I” no longer
exists as the story unfolds the character-narrator’s sexual experience with a num-
ber of women. The pronouns “you,” “he,” and “she” are adopted instead, with the
“you” representing the narrator’s reflective self, his alter ego, his present self in
Hong Kong, who scrutinizes the “he,” who represents his past self. The “you”
tries hard to forget his painful past experience in China but in vain. The “you”
finds the “he,” his past self, often recalls past incidents, especially his nightmarish
experience of the Cultural Revolution and his fear of and suffering under political
persecution. As the narrator says in Chapter 18 of the novel,
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You find it so difficult in retelling that period. Even the present you find it hard
to understand the he of that time. In order to recollect the past, you need to interpret
the vocabulary of those times, rendering words with meanings as they were understood

in those times.

AR ANE B RAR B R Ao S B - 32 5 B 89 oo SRR ASA S+ 2 B
AR o ZEBE AL BENREROTFE  BLEAHSF - (Gao 153)

This retelling of past incidents is difficult and painful because narrating “the self
between lives of the present and the past is a process that involves the translation
of experience from one life into that of the other,” as Kwok-kan Tam observes in
“Language as Subjectivity in One Man’s Bible” (298). Through the interlocking
dialogues between the various selves, Gao Xingjian gives a transcultural dimen-
sion to his seemingly personal tale, allowing him to explore the universal con-
ditions of human existence and examine at the same time the limits of human
language and the potentiality of human psyche. His tale thus moves beyond his
realistic accounts of his sexual encounters to address the existential self in face
of the age-old confrontation between man and woman, highlighting their dif-
ferences in perspective and expectations in life.

Reading the novel from a psychoanalytical perspective further shows that
the “he” represents memory, the dream state and the psychological projection of
the “you,” who yearns for self liberation. In the process of analysing the subject,
the “he” also deconstructs the “you.” As Gao states in his epilogue, written in
1987, to his collection of short stories, the use of three narrative pronoun charac-
ters is a deliberate act on his part:

In these novels, I have not resort to character portrayal. More often I use different
narrative pronouns in order to provide readers with a perspective for experience. Some-
times the perspective can alternate, allowing readers to examine and experience from

different angles and distance.

KA TP RIRHAMH Z R 0 ST — B E ) AM > SRR
F—ARZO A BAEAF LT ASM » R AR TR A EAIEMRER
MRS o (Gao 340)

Such a technique enables him to illustrate, in multiple points of view, the mental
processes of his subject and highlight the changing psychical and mental states of
a split self. That is to say, Gao uses “he” and “you” not simply as two narrative
points of view that complement and comment on each other, but as two distinct
voices that represent in concrete terms the split selves with the past ‘he” being a
victim of the Cultural Revolution and the present “you” appearing as an overseas
Chinese playwright and director in diaspora.
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The presence of the German/Jew lady whom “you” re-encounters in Hong
Kong as “she” in the narrative allows Gao to probe the psycho-sexual dimension
of the self. The pronoun character “she” is a psychical projection of “you” as well
as a counterpoint to the self’s physical being, prompting “you” to retell incidents
in his past. Such a writing strategy enables the author to deal with the predica-
ment of contemporary man and the plight of human existence often caused by
various forms of entrapment of the soul in the body. The dialogic exchange of
stories between “you” and “she” also elucidates the existential nature of the self:

You say that for you China is already very distant. She says she understands. You say
you have no homeland. She says that although her father is German, her mother is a
Jew. She also has no homeland. But she cannot get away from memory. You ask her
why not? She says she is not like you. She is a woman. You only say, oh, and nothing

more.

AT B R T IR i o MM G o RIRAA AR o IR

WL AABEA » THIAE KA » W ZAAE > AR T 38 o

AR Rl By FEEARIL R T 2 #3hd RARAR > R fBRA o RRFT AW > 2R F

HaE o (Gao 16-17)
One notices in such exchanges of stories between “you” and “she” that Gao has
deliberately adopted a strategy of storytelling often used in Chinese Zen Bud-
dhism by Buddhist masters in prompting an intuitive response from their
disciples and followers (Tam 299). It is apparent from the novel that Gao uses
such a strategy to deconstruct the subject “you” into “slices of life’—to borrow
Anton Chekhov’s term—or flashes and images of a wanderer’s life, thus allowing
the storyteller to foreground the protagonist’s “highlights” in life and to move
freely back and forth in time in his narrative. In such a process of storytelling, the
self is inevitably deconstructed and subjectivity scrutinized.

Self-Narration and the Narration of the Self

From the selected texts discussed, it is evident that writers in twentieth-cen-
tury China have been eager to find alternative modes of storytelling that would
better reflect lives and experiences, be they social, political, spiritual, sexual and/or
emotional in nature, of men and women in China throughout the past century.
One notices a general trend amongst writers to depict the personal and the psy-
chological aspects of the self in their narratives. A close examination of the
writing strategies adopted by the writers under studied clearly shows that they
have consciously adopted such narrative models as the diary novel, the epistolary
novel and the fictional autobiography—models that are considered “new” or
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unconventional in Chinese literary tradition—in their portrayal of men and/or
women in their emotional, spiritual or psychological crises. These writers’ rising
awareness of and emphasis on the modern notion of self with its subjectivity and
sexuality are also revealed in their choice of narrative modes that allow them to
express fully their subjective response to experience in life. Their conscious at-
tempts to (de)construct a definable identity are also registered in their treatment
of the self who is engaged in dynamic interaction with his or her other self or
selves. The fictional narratives studied can thus be regarded as records of indi-
vidual struggles, subjective impressions, personal memories, nightmarish dreams,
emotional crises, or psychological anxieties experienced by the protagonists
during different stages of their lives or states of being.

In the process of constructing or deconstructing the self in their narratives,
these writers also reveal their concerns over socio-cultural issues—issues pertain-
ing to the construction or deconstruction of role identity, national identity and/
or cultural identity. On a more personal level, these narratives relate the private
lives of spiritual wanderers or lost souls struggling to understand themselves or to
liberate themselves from all forms of shackles, including Confucian morality, the
human language and the physical body. On the social, cultural and political
levels, the selected stories and novels recount the history of twentieth-century
China as a country engaged in a continuous process of change and nation building,
the result of which is a process of alienation and dehumanization in its ultimate
attempt to subvert the individual self. They may take the form of outcries of
tormented souls in their quests for self and fulfillment in life, as in the cases of
“Chenlun” and “Huoren de beiai,” or they may appear as protests from frustrated
individuals who feel trapped or unjustly treated by society with its patriarchal
values and gendered views on women, as in the cases of “Shafei nushi de riji” and
“Wo zai naer cuo guo le ni?.” Great efforts have also been made to come up with
alternative modes of expressing the transcultural or existential self amidst the flux
of change, as in the novels by Gao Xingjian, who aims at breaking down all forms
of distinction and obstacles in his portrayal of self in its multiple facets and
manifestations. Read as such, all the works discussed can be regarded as “mile-
stones” of Chinese literature in the twentieth century for they have reflected not
only the changing writing strategies used by writers of the time, but also the writ-
ers’ evolving attitude toward and treatment of the self in its myriad and fluid
forms. As revealed in all the texts studied, the road to becoming an individual
with a distinct self has never been a smooth and easy one for men and women in
China. These writers have, in their own ways, unsettled their readers and re-
shaped their reading experience by adopting modes of storytelling quite different
from conventional ones. The nightmarish experiences depicted, the cultural dis-
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orientation scrutinized and the spiritual alienation delineated all reflect not so
much the problems confronted by the individual writers as those faced by China
as a nation in the flux of social, historical, cultural and political changes through-
out the past century.
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