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Abstract

This paper examines the concept of “adventure” in a series of stories by a well-known Chinese
Muslim writer Zhang Chengzhi (b. 1948). Zhang is famous for searching out and depicting
landscapes, especially in northwest China. This paper will explore in what ways adventures in
landscapes become a crucial mechanism for advancing plot development. How do adventures
in Zhang’s stories create grand space-time in novels through transformations of different
geographic topographies and historical moments? Why are these adventures depicted with
attributes of the sublime? More importantly, what is the intertextual relationship between the
adventures of the characters in the text and Zhang’s journey outside the text (i.e., in real life)?
How does the space of adventures interplay between life and crisis for both the characters and
writer? This study argues that in adventure stories, Zhang constructs a pattern of integration
between the Jahriyya Muslims’ daily lives and their transcendent pursuits and a pattern of
self-development and self-sublimation by virtue of telling adventure stories. Adventure is the
allegorical device for both Zhang and the characters to practice the sublime—to achieve and
reveal their physical and spiritual strength and ethnic characteristics. As such, this paper further
asks in what ways the narrative of such a personal bildungsroman is intertextually identified
with the subaltern community of Jahriyya Muslims, both within and outside the texts in the

context of Han-centered Chinese culture.
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INTRODUCTION: ATHEORETICAL INTERPRETATION OF ADVENTURE AND THE
SUBLIME

Anyone interested in the novelistic form should examine how a long story plays out.
In particular, it is worth investigating a foundational aspect of such a long narrative,
the plot, and then probing its author’s strategies of emplotment. The focus of this
study is on the emplotment of adventures with sublime attributes in both real—that
is, natural—and imaginary conceptual landscapes represented in five of the novels
and novellas of the contemporary Chinese Muslim writer Zhang Chengzhi (1948-):
Rivers of the North (1984), Golden Pastures (1987), Investigation of the Assassination
in the Western Province (1989), “Daban” (1982), and “The Yellow Mud Cabin”
(1987). In this paper, I argue that adventure cannot simply be seen as a formal and
rhetorical function, as a narrative device by means of connecting the daily lives and
ethnic, cultural, and religious crises of the characters, or as a space-time agent in
the genre of bildungsroman. Zhang’s sublime writing of adventure is loaded with
symbolic significance of aesthetic formations and political expressions of ethno-
religious history and identity. His adventure stories are therefore located within
stories about ongoing (Han) Chinese-centralism and the inequalities of ethnic
groups. They are an allegory for sublime history and identify Chinese Muslims as a
certain alternative cultural force in constructing an alternative Chinese version of
the discourses on the sublime.

The term “adventure” can be easily traced to the ideology surrounding knights
in France in the medieval period, while subsequent histories and meanings about
it are always connected with the so-called hero’s journey or an individual’s mono-
myth and the genre of bildungsroman. The mechanism of adventure is particularly
celebrated by Franco Moretti to answer the question of how novels are opened
to the world and “make the literary field historically longer, geographically larger
and morphologically deeper” (161). According to Moretti, novels are long because
adventures make them wide: adventures advance plot development in terms of
creating grand space-time in novels through transformations of different geographic
topographies and historical moments (166). The Oxford Concise Dictionary
vaguely defines adventure as “an unusual, exciting, or daring experience” (Soanes
and Stevenson 18). Such an unusual experience has a degree of uncertainty and
unpredictability, while it is also “enamoured of[with] physical strength” (Moretti
177). As Georg Simmel proposes, “the most general form of adventure is its dropping
out of the continuity of life” (1). That is, an adventure stands in contrast to the
wholeness of life, a consistent process running through the individual components
of life. Yet it is this space between the certainty of daily life—the ordinary—and the
uncertainty and crisis of the unusual that attracts us, for instance, to start listening/
reading or speaking/writing. Simmel further pinpoints two conditions by virtue of
which something within the space could become an adventure:
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... that it itself is a specific organization of some significant meaning with a beginning and
an end; and that, despite its accidental nature, its extraterritoriality with respect to the
continuity of life, it nevertheless connects with the character and identity of the bearer
of that life — that it does so in the widest sense, transcending, by a mysterious necessity,
life’s more narrowly aspects. (3)

Here, Simmel emphasizes that the adventurer abandons him/herself to the
“meaninglessness” (by the criterion of rational logic in normal life) upon which
he/she hopes to achieve meaning, which is a central feeling and necessity of life.
In Simmel’s words, this is actually the adventurer’s “superstition” (4). In Zhang’s
adventure stories, characters, as the core driving force of emplotment, tirelessly
devote themselves to such an individual superstition and proactively take on
adventures. Beyond the stories, Zhang’s narrative implies that heroic Chinese
Muslims, as the core driving force, have constructed their sublime history. The
heroic adventures are thus an ethno-religious allegory of the sublime history of
Chinese Muslims. Adventures crystallize the construction of their history and
significance: pursuit of the sublime, not only in the sense of characters’ heroic
personal lives, but in the grand sense of marginalized ethno-religious identification
as well. Adventures symbolize the sublime history of their nation and religion,
while heroic characters in adventures symbolize the people of the history. Drawing
from the core propositions of adventures, I will examine the relationship between
Zhang'’s narrative of adventures and an ethno-religious allegory of dealing with a
personal and communal spiritual crisis. I will investigate Zhang’s homogeneous
representation of the sublime among Zhang’s personal experience, his characters’
adventures with bildungsroman, and the Jahriyya Muslims’ religious history of
official recognition and self-identification since the sixteenth century by means
of portraying adventures as allegories. The investigation will revolve around the
following three questions: In what way is the ethno-religious sublime ideology
that Zhang espouses dramatically narrated in terms of the adventure stories? In
what way are the adventure stories crystallized as Zhang’s sublime ethno-religious
philosophy? Finally, in what way are the individual’s sensibility and an action in the
adventure modeled into ethnic-culturally regulated functions?

DOUBLING THE POINT: THE SOURCES OF ZHANG’S SUBLIME ETHNO-RELIGIOUS
PHILOSOPHY

Zhang Chengzhi (5K 7#&) was born in 1948 into a Hui family in Beijing. He received

Han Chinese education and has predominantly written in Han Chinese. He has been
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labeled the best-known Hui writer,' a Hui minority writer publishing Han Chinese
writing,* a nationalist, a controversial writer,* an idealist,’ an old idealist and zealot,® a
heretic,” and an old Red Guard and new cultural heretic® in literary trends, communities,
and polemics of various historical writings in Chinese contemporary literature. Before
approaching his writing, consider that Zhang’s life experiences generally arouse such
paradoxical and correlative discussions about his identity, not least of which are
his travels. What colors his entire life (and writing) is Zhang’s extensive journeys
(physical, spiritual, and cultural adventures).

Between 1968 and 1972, to answer the call to the Down to the Countryside
Movement® during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), Zhang gave up his studies
at the high school attached to Tsinghua University and went to Inner Mongolia, an
experience that aroused his passion for writing about his life as one of the rusticated
youth. On his return to Beijing in 1972, Zhang began a three-year study of history,
archaeology, and ethnology at Peking University and the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences. In 1975, Zhang did his graduation fieldwork in Qinghai Province,
where the Tibetan Hui people, Tu people, Salar people, and Mongolian people
live. This period of academic training helped him establish his own academic
ideas, including his style of narrative, while his writing related to multilingual and
multicultural elements, such as Mongolian, Kazak, Manchu, and Japanese. As part
of his work at the Museum of Chinese History, Zhang visited the steppe in Yili,
Xinjiang Province. Five years later, he decided to start a journey across Tianshan
in Xinjiang Province to retrace the British explorer Marc Aurel Stein’s (1862-1942)
travels there. In 1983-1984, Zhang researched the history of Central and North Asia
in Japan. After returning from Japan, Zhang took short trips to Inner Mongolia
and Xihaigu.”® In the next few years, he traveled to America, Canada, Germany,
and Mongolia. In 1989, Zhang resigned from his job to become a writer standing
outside any establishment and isolated from literary circles, until he published
his most controversial work, History of the Soul, in 1991. Its publication was a
benchmark moment in Chinese contemporary circles, since it engaged with the
literary subject of the unknown Jahriyya Islam* through crossing fiction, poetry,
and historiography. Zhang then published a series of essays after traveling to the
Mediterranean and Latin America. These numerous journeys and experiences
in Xihaigu, Xinjiang, and Mongolia became the most important sources for his
writing, faith, and meaning-making endeavors from then on.

In brief, critics generally situate Zhang as an anti-modern writer (with the ideal
of the sublime) because of his absolute refusal of the market, commercialization,
and consumerism, as well as his conversion to Jahriyya Islam. As Jian Xu points
outs, “[i]n a time of aesthetic desublimation and commodification, Zhang seems
affected by neither the negativity of a modernist culture nor the ‘hot’ popularity of
consumer culture” (525). However, in Zhang’s religio-mystic writing about Jahriyya,
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Xu criticizes, Zhang is the subject while Jahriyya is the object-cause that provides a
vehicle for his desire and provokes the sublime (542). In this sense, according to Xu,
Jahriyya Muslims are ambivalent or inscribed with Zhang’s desires. As a response
to Xu’s argument, Howard Y. F. Choy proposes a more positive idea about Zhang’s
representation of Jahriyya. In his view, “an unknown China” is the most intriguing
tactic in Zhang’s historiography, which constructs new knowledge and an alternative
self-identity on the periphery. Zhang’s historiography collapses both boundaries
between the self and the other and between historical “fact” and fictional fantasy. In
this sense, Zhang presents another Chinese and an unknown China to the majority
of Chinese by searching for national and personal wealth and power (Choy 708).

Zhang’s narrative, as an alternative discourse, deconstructs the mainstream
knowledge and its authority within the context of Han-centered society to
subjectively construct new knowledge about the self and a subaltern community.
The subaltern Jahriyya Muslims can seemingly speak and be present. Meanwhile,
Zhang’s construction, as Xu notes, indeed re-creates new authority, i.e., Zhang
himself, for this new knowledge. In this sense, Jahriyya Muslims still cannot speak
and be present. According to my reading of Zhang’s texts, the plots of adventures
appropriately crystallize this essential paradox. I argue that he probably recognizes
the paradox, considering that the characters’ adventures in his stories are always
characterized by disillusionment instead of a happy resolution or at least by a
juncture of sublime ideal and prosaic (or miserable) reality, as characters always
receive in the bildungsroman genre. As Tobias Boes summarizes, traditionally, the
bildungsroman, as novels of formation, “imply a stable and integrative end point to
personal growth” (241).

In terms of Chinese bildungsroman, as Song Mingwei proposes, the young hero
in the modern Chinese novel always tries to “change the course of his own life as
well as the fate of his country” (7) with persistent yearning for national reform and
revolutions. This means that fictional representations of the individual’s bildung,
or development, are integrated into national rejuvenation and modernity, which
embodies the cultural and political symbolism of the official ideology. Yet Song
also briefly discusses young figures depicted in contemporary Chinese literature
“populated by self-indulgent young citizens or netizens who have bidden farewell
to history” (13). Within this “poignant” (Song 13) contemporary context, Zhang’s
narrative of adventure is remarkable in the following two ways. On the one hand,
characters in Zhang’s narrative share a similar glorious image to youths in the
modern Chinese novel, who integrate themselves into the world as they move from
individual development into social transformation. On the other hand, in Zhang'’s
narrative, although the characters’ personal bildung is connected to cultural and
political goals, as with those in modern Chinese novels, they are particularly shaped
by and shaping an alternative cultural and political identification marginalized by
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the Han-centered national ideology. This means that they refuse the established
social order—the marginalized identity given by official formalization—and
break the continuity of life to begin an uncertain journey of transformation and
reconstruction. Yet it should be noted that the characters’ adventures in Zhang'’s
narratives do not always point to integration of self and world; instead, this is always
crystallized as an allegory of communal identification, which is characterized by
disjuncture, paradox, disillusionment, and failure. It is the disillusionment and
failure that complete the characters’ pursuit of the sublime identification and
Zhang'’s sublime writing of ethno-religious history against the mainstream social
order and norms.

The paradox and disillusionment in the adventures are constructed interactively
both in and outside Zhang’s texts. His personal life, as another text, intertextually
functions in collusion with his fictional texts: there is a subtle transition between
his life and writing actions in real life (being a writer outside the established
order, converting to Jahriyya Islam, donating earnings of writing for Muslims
in Palestine, etc.), and his textual practice (subverting the subaltern position of
Chinese ethnic-religious groups and reconstructing their sublime history). It
is intriguing that Zhang’s life experiences and his personality take shape in his
stories. There are many discernible elements reflecting his real-life experiences
in those of the protagonists. Zhang is widely acknowledged for discovering and
representing landscapes in his writing,” which is exactly what the protagonists
probe and pursue—landscapes embody belief and the meaning of life, instead of
simply the characters’ backgrounds and Zhang’s rhetorical ornamentation. In this
sense, landscapes can be understood as both part of life and superior to daily life,
discovered by the characters’ activities beyond their daily lives. As related above,
Zhang’s narrative of the characters’ discovery of the landscapes generally shares a
central motif: adventures for the sake of the sublime. This central motif should be
understood based on its historically theoretical connotations, extensions in the
contemporary Chinese context and particularly in Zhang’s text. As such, it is worth
inquiring just what kind of sublimity both Zhang and the characters explore in
their adventures and the ways by which we can understand it. Particularly, how
does adventure endow Zhang’s narrative of sublime ethno-religious idea with an
active, dramatic, noble, and humane appearance to subvert the despotic dominant
ideology of the despotic dominant hierarchy of Han Chinese centralism?

Prior to analyzing the sublime in Zhang’s narrative of adventure, I should briefly
explain the term “sublime” in an aesthetic setting and a transcultural context.
Based on the systematic completeness and continuity of theoretical interpretations,
I adopt the general approach of aestheticians (especially Immanuel Kant, Friedrich
Schiller, and Li Zehou) that the sublime, on the one hand, is the “static sublime,’
representing subjective-objective, rational-sensory, aesthetic-moral static images
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beyond imagination that evoke transcendent human feelings, like fear, pain, and
pleasure. As Kant proposes, “the sublime must always have reference to our way of
thinking, i.e., to maxims directed to providing the intellectual [side in us/ [Kant’s
square brackets] and our rational ideas with supremacy over sensibility” (134-
135). On the other hand, it is the “practical sublime,” symbolizing human thinking,
cognition, and psychology with the power and subjectivity to fight against stronger
forces from reality in order to protect themselves and pursue spiritual freedom
and pleasure. According to Schiller, human sensibility is the presupposition of the
sublime. He employs the term to describe a human transcendental experience
and feeling and thus emphasizes the concept of the practical sublime (das
Praktischerhabene),”® which suggests that although human corporality is subject
to a powerful nature, it is morality and rationality that make humans independent
of nature. As Paul de Man puts it, “what Schiller calls the practical sublime is
characterized by the physical inferiority of the body when it is in danger,” and
“the purpose of the practical sublime is self-preservation” (149). In my analysis
of Zhang’s writing, the two categories are not entirely in opposition, but instead
encroach upon each other.

The above theorists also share an important observation when interpreting the
sublime: the emphasis on the paradox of humans—to conquer and be conquered, to
be limited and free, to be insignificant and magnificent. This invites us to carefully
consider the analogous attributes of adventures, i.e., the paradoxes of an adventure:

In the adventure, the interweaving of activity and passivity which characterizes our life
tightens these elements into a coexistence of conquest, which owes everything only to
its own strength and presence of mind, and complete self-abandonment to the powers
and accidents of the world, which can delight us, but in the same breath can also destroy
us. (Simmel 5)

[I]t is a phenomenon that is tightly determined and modified by cultural, social and
economic settings. (Lynch and Moore 2)

The sublime within the Chinese contemporary context is further emphasized by its
ethos of freedom and strength in the practice of social construction. The Chinese
aesthetician Li Zehou (1930-2021) promotes Schiller’s idea with the Marxist concept
of practice, which insists that “[t]he essence of beauty™ exists in humans’ activities
and practice of reforming the reality” (Li 210), and “the essence of beauty is the
unity of truth and goodness as well as the unity of regularity and purposefulness” (Li
211). According to Li’s theory, the sublime reveals that humans are social beings, “as
members striving for and sacrificing for social careers, instead of as creatural beings
maintaining a natural life” (216). With an interpretative application of Marxism, Li’s
theory of the sublime repeatedly emphasizes its attributes of sociality and materiality.
In particular, within the Chinese context from the Mao era until the present, the
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sublime has been blended in official propaganda and other socio-political narratives
with Chinese traditional morality on individual personalities and social relationships
in daily life."s This means that the sublime (521§ chonggao) represents a type of mental
mechanism, while its ethical qualification and instructive function are emphasized in
official propaganda, especially in public education. Such a qualification (selflessness,
helping people) and educative function obviously imply a specific characteristic in this
context: collectivity. This sublime personality tends to be devoted to other members
of the community,, and it ignores individuality, unlike its interpretation in the Western
theories. Driven by a feeling of the “collectivized” sublime (generated from all kinds
of propaganda and education in relation to the sublime), individuals are encouraged
to be loyal subjects to an authority or community.

In his discussion of the Chinese socialist bildungsroman, Song also pays particular
attention to the disciplining of individuals, particularly the youth. Chairman Mao
Zedong likened young people to the “morning sun,” who represented “vitality,” “hope,’
the “future of the nation,” and “the master of the world” (288). However, as Song
points out,, “in reality, the individuals had to possess certain qualifications compatible
with the sublime image defined by Mao and the party” (289). The qualifications of a
pedagogical mission to be a sublime person, a qualified “socialist new person,” as
related above, mainly required young people’s devotion to the communist cause. In a
“procedure of self-criticism, re-education and rectification” (289), the young individuals
could finally immerse themselves in the sublime socialist construction and grow into
a divine communal subject. The procedure of disciplining and taming is represented
in the socialist bildungsroman, such as Song of Youth by Yang Mo (177£) (1915-1985),
which tells of the heroine Lin Daojin’s development from a sentimental young
woman into a mature solid-minded communist revolutionary. As Song points out,
unlike the European classical bildungsroman, which is “primarily empowered by
humanist optimism and the conviction of legitimating the harmonious personality
in a symmetry of self and society” (295), the Chinese socialist version constructs
“a set of radicalized, dramatized revolutionary ethics” to send the individual youth
into the “sublime domains of nationhood, the collective, and Communism” (295).

b

Influenced by the Chinese socialist ideology of bildungsroman, Zhang grew into
a Red Guard and educated youth during the Cultural Revolution, treating Mao’s
definition of the youth as the guidance of thinking and identification. At the same
time, the ethos of the Hui nationality and Jahriyya Islam informed his cultural
standpoint of rebellion, which is a mixture and transformation of the Chinese
socialist political culture. The characters in Zhang’s adventure stories, on the one
hand, have a strong vocation for sublime collective goals and a clear transformation
of personality toward collectivity as those in the Chinese bildungsroman; but,
on the other hand, Zhang’s narrative of adventure with disillusionment and
paradox to a large extent goes beyond this socialist ideological system and instead
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constructs an alternative sublime ethno-religious ideological discourse in terms
of retelling history and establishing identity in adventures. This is not only found
in the characters’ adventures to answer Allah’s call, complete religious missions,
and pursue the sublime identification, but also in Zhang’s cultural and even
ideological adventure against the Han-centered culture and socialist ideology. In
this sense, it is worth examining how the historical transformation of space and
time of adventures in Zhang’s stories are finally crystallized as alternative cultural
constructions for his ethnic nation and religion. In short, it is worth asking how the
sublime identification of Chinese Hui Muslims is created in terms of telling ethnic-
religious history and discerning sublime landscapes in characters’ adventures.

When engaging in a close reading of Zhang’s adventure stories, it can be argued
that they are homogeneous. At the start, the characters always feel restless and are
unable to resist an inexplicable impulse (or the call of circumstance) to embark on
an adventure to seek sublime landscapes. They embody, in short, some sublime
spirit. Zhang’s narrative is characterized by poeticized rhetoric, vehement passion,
pathos, and noble diction. Through intensive adventures involving discerning,
experiencing, and searching for/in sublime landscapes, Zhang’s ethno-religious
narrative of the sublime is constructed among parallel texts. Allegorically speaking,
each character’s conduct and experiences of adventure are likely to “accumulate”
the sublime to support their self-development and Zhang’s textual construction of
ethno-religious sublime history and geography for their identification.

I divide his adventure stories into two types based on the sites where adventures
take place: adventures in/for real naturallandscapes and adventures in/forimaginary
conceptual landscapes. Figures engage in adventures in natural landscapes to
prove their courage, strength, and nobility to find the meaning of their life and
show the transcendence of their ethnic group. The imaginary landscapes are
vaguely recorded in the classics and oral stories of Islam and Jahriyya. Following
the records in the Islamic canons, figures undertake adventure in landscapes to
accomplish a divine religious mission and achieve sublime spirit in the sense of
their belief. Both types of adventure are not only a metaphor for the individual’s
self-sublimation, but also a process of modeling ethnic-cultural functions, which
construct an alternative Chinese (non-Han Chinese) discourse of the sublime in
response to the dominant ideology.

ADVENTURES IN/FOR REAL NATURAL LANDSCAPES

Zhang’s novel Golden Pastures (1987) tells the story of an adventure during the
Great Exchange of Experiences (1966-1967) in the Cultural Revolution by revisiting
the route of the Red Army’s Long March of 12,500 kilometers between 1934 and
1936, which set up CCP’s base against KMT and Japan. Due to his dissatisfaction
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with the complicated structure of the novel, Zhang rewrote Golden Pastures,
deleting chapters about the protagonist’s experience in Japan and his private life
as an educated youth, but retaining the whole adventure plot imitating the Long
March. The different plot in the two versions suggests its significance for the writer.

Three young Red Guards wearing Red Army uniforms set out from Beijing,
climbing the snow-covered mountains, and then into grasslands. Throughout the
journey, they enjoy magnificent landscapes and “f45% %54y ()15 [“experience
the tragedy and solemnity of the revolution”] (Zhang, Golden Pastures 72)."® Rather
than being satisfied by their own curiosity in the historical sites of the Red Army’sLong
March, the three young Red Guards long for a revival of “ZL % [ 52 kg [“the
Red Army’s sublime spirit”] (Zhang, Golden Pastures 110): the spirit of devotion to
collective ideals and goals. At the time of their adventure, the Vietnam War (1955-
1975) is ongoing. They are thus feverish to join the war as members of the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA), and they admire the two young soldiers that they meet. One
of the three Red Guards, Dahai, eventually leaves them for the war and dies in a
battle. A poem written by Dahai clearly illustrates their impulse and ambition in the
adventure: a return to the Red Army’s Long March:

L SR ST

PR IR MR L
RIS LSRR
TR A N SR TR ATT A A oo

[To sacrifice as martyrs,
to bleed passionately,

To die on the battlefield is still men’s aspiration,
to liberate all mankind is our ideal] ... (Zhang, Golden Pastures 179)

Zhang’s narrative draws a historical analogy between the Red Army’s Long March
and the Great Exchange of Experiences in the Red Guard Movement: the purpose
of the movements is a sublime ideal—a revolution. The individuals in the two
movements believe in a passionate sacrifice for ideals,, and the significance of the
movements reflects a turning point in the course of history. Thus, by emulating
the glorious marc—specifically,, experiencing the difficult natural conditions in the
Long Marchthe three figures’ adventure reflects their hope of carrying forward the
legacy and spirit of the Red Army in the Red Guard Movement. At the end of the
story, they fail to march again after a return to Beijing, so they decide to dissolve
their marching group. It is important here to pay attention to the fact that they
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endow the adventure with ritual: they call their adventure a “march” When the
adventure ends, they name their group based on the Red Army’s Long Marchthe
Third Red Army Rearguard”—and hold a ceremony to honor it. The youths do not
know how to justify the Red Guard Movement but compare it to the Red Army’s
Long March; they also do not know how to revive the great spirit of the Long
March, so they emulate the activities of the Long March in action and discourse. In
this sense, this is an adventure story with a temporal exchange—from the 1930s to
the 1960s—in which a sublime spirit, built during the Red Army’s Long March, is
represented, transmitted, and emulated. Finally, the youths (except for the narrator)
are consumed by tiredness and suspicion, so they choose to return to a worldly life
(such as looking for a job, taking the entrance exam for postgraduate schools, etc.).
Their choices imply the failure of sublime self-formation, while they also reveal
Zhang’s awareness of the paradox between communal identification and self-
development, an earthly living and a transcendent existence through adventures.

In his study of the Red Guard generation, Yang Guobin calls such emulation
of revolution “competitive revolutionary performances” (19), observable behavior
through which participants in a revolution prove that they possess revolutionary
credentials, political legitimacy, and sacred values. In narrating the figures’
emulation of the revolution by the Red Army (1934-1936), Zhang represents the
practice of the apotheosized Chinese revolution. That is, both Zhang (a real-life
Red Guard) and the characters (Red Guards in the story), like the historical Red
Army, according to Yang, “were performing a role in a revolutionary drama, often
in imitation of roles in the sacred script of the Chinese revolution” (45). They are
very aware that they are imitating revolutionary martyrs’ lives described in films,
works of fiction, history textbooks, and official historiography. The adventure
story in Zhang’s novel Golden Pastures (1987) clearly reflects his emulation of
both Chinese historical revolutions: the Red Army’s Long March that he admires
and the Cultural Revolution that he once experienced. In this adventure story, the
characters’ adventure evokes a series of activities imitating the Chinese revolutions,
which occupy their everyday practices and even construct their lives. Yang argues
that it was in fact the lack of authenticity in their actions that resulted in such
unity (transformation) between the Red Guards’ performance and their lives: “For
them, performance and reality had become one and the same thing. Their role in
the drama of the Cultural Revolution was their reality” (45). Their actions, conduct,
language, and even death (such as the death of Dahai in the Vietnam War in the
novel) followed scripts they had learned through socialization and education with
the socialist ideology.

Despite the failure of the adventure in this story, Zhang’s emplotment of
adventures in his narratives does not end here. The adventure story in this novel
not only reveals Zhang’s idealism, playing a role in the grand historical dramas of
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revolution both in text and reality, but also reflects Zhang’s nostalgia for the sublime
revolutions of the past. He is obsessed with imagining revolution and basing his
life on a revolution that he has constructed in order to rebel against consumerism
and the “corruption” of Chinese contemporary intelligentsia in the present, as well
as fighting for the “silent” Hui minority and Jahriyya Islam. This obsession with
revolution conjures up the Red Guards’ madness and franticness during the Cultural
Revolution. In the collective movements (shaped by shouting slogans, solemn
music, large gatherings, uniforms, etc.) of the revolution, according to Wang Ban,
each individual was submerged in, as well as strengthened by, the magnitude and
dynamics of the surging crowd (198). Thus, the collective movements, especially
the gathering, transcended each individual’s daily experience and created a sense
of limitlessness and power. They released such energy when they saw the great
figure of Chairman Mao. The two contexts— revolution and imagined revolution
(adventure)—provide a sensory stimulus for the transcendence of vulgar daily life.

The short story “Daban”” (1982) tells a similar story of adventure in search of
the sublime, but it goes even further. The protagonist “he” begins an adventure to a
snow-covered mountain in Daban to undertake geographical research. He does not
end his adventure even when informed that his wife may die of a major hemorrhage
during childbirth. It is interesting that his motivation to continue his adventure is
not mere research (the collection of geographical data, exploration of topography,
etc.) but glory—the glory of conquering great nature and the significance of life.
Glory is thus superior to any profane purpose and appeal, including the birth and
death of family members. What he concerns himself with is glorious adventure and
research. He thus feels puzzled by and angry with former Chinese scholars who
have given up on the adventure of Daban:

AR T o HAR RN Ahit., KA. MR 5T 765,
A R F SO B SR R AR T TR B, T OC T E HR BR E B AR, &
SEA NP EANEEE.

[He [the protagonist] is astounded. [They] really belong to different generations. [They]
cannot ride. [Their] asses hurt. That is how they easily give up the glory. The book on
Dunhuang geography is locked in a Parisian museum; however, until now, no Chinese has
studied descriptions of the ancient road [crossing Daban] in that book]. (Zhang, “Daban”

246)

The protagonist doesn’t just undertake the adventure to collect resources for
his research, but also to take it as glorious Chinese resistance to the perennial
dominance of Western scholars in Thunhuangology (the study of unearthed relics
and literature in Dunhuang, Gansu Province of China). In this sense, the personal
adventure in Daban is allegorically transformed into Chinese scholars’ collective
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response to such dominance. The protagonist finally arrives at the peak of the
snow-covered mountain in Daban, blissfully happy about the achievement of his
sublime mission, although his wife and baby have died:

WA R EARSFREN, GbEE (S B MO R X, i e )
1o ARIE, M RSB E RS ERE. By, il AN HE, RO
TR SEERL T MR T, AR AR I ARAE A UK B A B AN B ' 1
AN R o

[The ancient Greek artists are right: people can find a sublime soul by means of miserable
beauty. She [the protagonist’s wife] has done that. She will not die; instead, she can obtain
stronger love, since with feminine bravery she has climbed over her Daban. [Our] dead son
has also done that, and in the eternal glacier he will be incarnated as a victorious elf, full of
sunshine]. (Zhang, “Daban” 257)

The adventure to pursue the sublime personal life of the protagonist and academic
career of Chinese scholars is so challenging that it is undertaken at the expense of his
family’s lives. According to Zhang’s narrative, the adventure of glory differentiates
the protagonist from former Chinese scholars, while it sublimates the misfortunes
in his everyday life (the deaths of his wife and son). In this sense, the adventure
stories demonstrate how everyday life can be transformed into a transcendent
world of the sublime. Such transformation sometimes seems to be phantasmic and
far removed from the material everyday life, but it explicitly represents Zhang’s idea
about self and the world. In particular, it intertextually points to Zhang’s discursive
strategy in the position of a cultural and ethnic minority responding to “corrupted”
Han Chinese intellectuals and his discursive resistance to the West.

ADVENTURES IN/FOR IMAGINARY CONCEPTUAL LANDSCAPES

While the protagonists of the stories above undertake adventures in grand natural
entities to find the transcendent meaning of life, other protagonists dedicate
themselves to divine missions (responding to Allah’s summons) through adventures
in conceptual and imaginary landscapes toward uncertain and illusory ends. The
sublimity of the adventures is illustrated not only by the mission itself (such as
missions from Allah), but also by the process of fulfilling the mission. The more
hardships the protagonists undergo in their adventures, the more devout they
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become toward Allah and the more they approach the sublime. Metaphorically,
their adventures are transformed into a pilgrimage of faith with self-sublimation.

Investigation of the Assassination in the Western Province (1989) is a striking
example of such an adventure for Jahriyya. The story is set during a historic battle
in Jinjibao (1869-1871)" in which the Jahriyya believers were ruthlessly suppressed
by the Qing ggovernment’s army led by Zuo Zongtang.” After the battle, Jahriyya
survivors undertook an adventure of revenge, in particular seeking to assassinate
Zuo. The protagonist Yisi'er, as a survivor of the battle, aimlessly followed the other
survivors and was then assigned to a master according to a vague summons from
Allah. There was no explanation given as to why he needed a master. Yisi'er was
confused and panicked because he knew nothing about the secrets of Jahriyya and
the revenge. Then, his “/U» B ELAL AL 1 Z4Mi” [“panic was transformed into
horror”] (Zhang, Investigation 368) when, for unknown reasons, his master was
“chosen” as a sacrifice to Allah and Yisi'er was “automatically” assigned to marry
his master’s daughter. At this moment, “l5153 H X4 E 77 [“realizing
that his fate was determined”] (Zhang, Investigation 373), he was solemnly selected
as the successor to his master and given the mission to seek revenge for Jahriyya
believers. However, the revenge was still abstract and vague to him: when to take
revenge, on whom to take revenge (apart from Zuo Zongtang), and how to do so.

Enacting revenge and evading the Qing dynasty militia, Yisi'er left Jinjibao with
another two masters to start his adventure, but he was still uninformed of the plan
for revenge. They arrived in Lanzhou, moved to Suzhou, and then went back to
Jinjibao. After the two masters fail in the assassination, Yisier had a presentiment
that he would be the next sacrifice to their revenge. Here, there is no explanation as
to how Yisi'er knows he was the new executor of the revenge. In Zhang’s narrative,
the message is mentally transferred to Yisi'er in a mysterious Islamic way. At this
point, he began the revenge journey on his own. Ironically, his enemy, Zuo Zongtang,
died from a disease when the Qing dynasty was overthrown in the revolution of
1911. This means that, for Jahriyya believers, including Yisi'er, the revenge loses its
target and the adventure loses its focus. In this sense, the legitimacy and sublimity
of their revenge is deconstructed. Yisi'er then decided to terminate the adventure,
became a famous master performing missionary work, and finally died of natural
causes. He therefore sacrificed his life to Allah in a peaceful way, in contrast to a
sacrifice through bloody revenge. The narrator of this story spoke highly of his death:

MIZIGE T o IERIE T . IEXSET . WAEA. Pk, IR T K,
ST B HIIMPESE 1.

[Unyielding spirit is dead. Emotions are dead. Justice is dead. Times have changed. Chances
[of revenge] are gone. It is in these vast and boundless western lands that invaluable courage
and uprightness died]. (Zhang, Investigation 422)
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In the quoted passage, Yisi'er and his predecessors are the incarnation of the sublime:
the unyielding spirit, emotion, and justice are all embodiments of the sublime. His
adventure is seemingly reflecting the process of the revenge of Jahriyya Muslims,
but it is a process of self-development from survivor to martyr, from follower to
master, from “ignorance” to epiphany. It is also a process of communal identification
to learn from his predecessors; to comprehend the necessity and meaning of the
revenge; to search for justice for the Hui people and Jahriyya believers. Ultimately,
the narrative of the adventure fulfills both the protagonist’s self-formation and
communal identification of Jahriyya Muslims. Accordingly, the sublime spirit of
an individual is transformed into the attributes of the community: “strong spirit,’
“justice,” and “courage” In this way, Zhang’s discourse of adventure breaks through
that of the bildungsroman genre’s concentration on coming of age; it expands
a personal topic in novels to a grand and more crucial issue for Zhang himself:
speaking for the silent community and sublimating the community to resist Han-
centered discourses, including official historical writing.

In Zhang’s stories, adventures are not only sublimated due to their transcendent
religious purposes but also due to action itself in adventures, especially the aimless
walks of the characters. Unlike a leisurely wandering, however, such a walk is
ascetic, involving self-discipline. The following passage from the story “The Yellow
Mud Cabin” (1987) indicates Zhang’s emphasis on the physicality of adventures:

AR LT 52 K FE R M MBUE I 4N TE, s A B ILSK T .
ASLE L 3E F AT NIFRAS B XRTE 98 BEAE (1 K%, AT R SeE i B KA. I
YR, BTN AV B AN AR A ], A2 AR L0 BT S L G BL S B E oo T
K, GRIEEETEM T, BEMIEETE T, BERKMRLSETEE T, KA
MR A AR ATRERE 1o AL HUREEIE S AVK, T BB EANRIE %36 B e i 117
R G 1 ROEE, P AR B/ Bk SRS A b T BRSO

[If you step on a path in the hills on which suffering Muslim peasants habitually walk,
you will not see green hills and clean water anymore. Those walkers on hill paths, who
seemingly do not like wide and stiff roads, always walk around hills, along rivers, close to
the edge of towns, away from noise in big cities and jollification in crowds; they walk in
parched barren hills ... Therefore, camels’ hoofs are swollen; tall humps are dried; woolen
pouches on shoulders are worn, cheek and eyes are rough; dust and soil gather in nostrils;
hands and arms are scratched somehow; worn-out shoes are thrown away; feet scab from
ankles to little toes]. (Zhang, “The Yellow Mud Cabin” 237)

Although their ascetic destinations are unclear, they rush toward places with vague
pursuits. It seems that they all fatefully begin a difficult walk toward Allah, although
they realize they may die on the way. For Jahriyya Muslims in Zhang’s narratives,
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such adventure is the way to elevate themselves to a divine, imagined place and
approach other spiritual worlds. To some extent, the destinations of the adventures,
such as “yellow mud cabins” in the distance, or “nine palaces” in a dead desert, are not
as important as the process of the journey, i.e., the difficult walks. In this sense, what
kind of adventure (on wide and crowded roads or parched paths in barren hills) the
travelers choose determines what they will obtain (sublime spirit or not, proximity to
Allah or not). The more difficulties they experience, including death, the more sublime
and pure they are. The protagonists believe that “H K111 I 22— & 2 F 2l 1 &x
S AL [“in the other world, there must be a pure resting place”] (Zhang, “The Yellow
Mud Cabin” 312). Therefore, the protagonists realize their self-sublimation through
torturous walking, such as in the imitation of the Long March in Golden Pastures
(1987) and the protagonist revisiting the rivers in The Rivers of the North (1984).

CONCLUSION

Simmel describes adventure as “dreamlike” because the adventure “often moves
so far away from the center of the ego and the course of life which the ego guides
and organizes that we may think of it as something experienced by another person”
(2). In this sense, Zhang Chengzhi indeed creates a series of “other persons” far
removed from his ego who experience adventures (of fantasy and the sublime) in
his places. In the adventure stories, he constructs a pattern of integration between
believers’ daily lives and their transcendent pursuits and religious beliefs, and a
pattern of self-development and self-sublimation through enduring pain, bitterness,
and even death. Thus, through transitions of time and space in the adventures, the
protagonists surpass mundane reality, insignificant existence, irritations and tragic
encounters. All that they experience is transformed into sublime spirit and divine
belief. In this sense, the adventures in the stories are self-healing and bring the
protagonists psychological harmony.

Meanwhile, unlike Simmel’s dreamlike adventures, Zhang’s adventure stories,
as intertexts of his real experiences—of particular destinations, specific religious
missions, or aimless walks—are a process of discovery, identification, and
sublimation of the ego instead of being “far away from [the] ego.” The protagonists
finally discover the meaning of life by virtue of the adventures, while the writer
Zhang fulfills identification of the self and sublimation of the ethnic minority
Muslim community marginalized in Han-centered Chinese culture by virtue of
writing these adventures, representing his life experiences. Zhang’s adventure
stories are thus consciously told with a strong sense of ethno-religious purpose
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and a solemn atmosphere, which are constructed as certain alternative cultural
forces within the context of ongoing Han-centralism and inequalities faced by
ethnic groups. The adventures of the characters constantly open marginal space as
significant geographies and sublime landscapes, which are constant blind spots in
the mainstream national discourses. The new space provides a site of re-narrating a
hidden story and re-building a sublime identification for the ethnic groups. As Peter
C. Perdue mentions, “the frontiers become the source of an alternative history, a
private quest utterly divorced from the imperatives of imperial or national politics”
and “invert conventional judgments of historical time and space” (107). Meanwhile,
urban spaces, which symbolize progress, emancipation, vitality, and force, are
depreciated as corrupt, weakened, insignificant frontiers.

As shown in my analysis of Zhang’s novels and novellas, elaborating upon
adventure narratives will expand the study of adventures as a crucial literary
mechanism of the novel, providing an alternative approach to the traditional
bildungsroman genre from a world literature perspective, and, more importantly,
providing an insight into the politics of identification for a subaltern community—
Chinese Jahriyya Muslims.

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 67-071 © Ateneo de Manila University
<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>



Dang / Practicing the Sublime, Raising the Marginal Self 68

Notes

See Bender 267.

See Ma.

See Wu 39.

See Choy 688.

See Gao.

See Zhang Yuanshan, “Zhang Chengzhi, yige jiu lixiangzhuyi zhe” [“Zhang

Chengzhi, an Old Idealist”]. Dangdai zuojia pinglun, Jan. 1996.

7. See Huang Fayou, “Buheshiyi de meiwen—Zhang Chengzhi sanwen lun”
[“Untimely Sublime Writing: On the Essays of Zhang Chengzhi”].

8. See Huang 108.

9. The Down to the Countryside Movement (_ELLI'FZ3iZ51) was a political
movement during the Cultural Revolution, in which urban youth were sent to
rural areas to “develop” their talents by learning from farmers there.

10. Xihaigu, an abbreviation of the names of three towns (Xiji, Haiyuan, Guyuan)
in the Ningxia autonomous region, is a concentrated area of Hui people, which
was identified as one of the most uninhabitable districts in the world by the
World Food Program.

11. Jahriyya is a mysterious branch of Sufi Islam in the Chinese Northwest. Many of
its believers were massacred in the Tongzhi Hui Revolt (1862-1877) during the
Qing dynasty. When Zhang began to write History of the Soul, he converted to
Jahriyya and named himself the spokesman of this religious sect.

12. See Dang.

13. See Schiller 22-24.

14. Here “beauty” signifies the targets of aesthetics in general, instead of “beautiful,’
which is the opposite of the sublime in terms of aesthetics.

15. Chinese children and students are taught to have “sublime morality,” entailing
serving and helping others with the spirit of self-sacrifice. For instance, most
students can recite the famous quotation from Mao’s text “In Memory of
Norman Bethune” (272 EK ) selected in the elementary Chinese textbook:

“All of us should learn his spirit of absolute selflessness... a noble man, a pure
man, a moral man, a man above vulgar interests, a man who is of value to the
people” (HMNAXEFIEBLBMEFN ZO0EM.... —TPEEHA - —D
ay A —PEBEHA - —MREB TERAEBRNA - —NEAaTARN
A). To a large extent, “sublime” is thus always used in the sense of personal
quality.

16. Unless noted otherwise, all quoted passages are from Zhang Chengzhi wenji.
All the quoted passages are my translations.

17. Daban in this story is a small town in Xinjiang Province, instead of the Japanese
city Osaka.

18. Jinjibao is a Hui area in Ningxia Province. The battle in Jinjibao was the most

crucial battle of the Tongzhi Hui Revolt. For a record of the battle, see Qinding

IANANE SIS S
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Lanzhou jilue [An Official Brief Record of Lanzhou], punctuated by* Yang
Huaizhong, Chengwen chubanshe youxian gongsi, 1970.

19. Zuo Zongtang (1812-1885), the famous Chinese administrator and military
leader of the late Qing dynasty, suppressed the Hui people’s rebellions and
revived the Qing regime, and was called “Butcher Zuo” by the Hui people.
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