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Righteousness, Romance, and Transcendence:
Gender, Class, and Generic Expressive Niches of Liang-
Zhu Narratives

Fei-wen LIU

Associate Research Fellow, Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica

This article aims to highlight the theoretical significance of genre in terms
of “expressive niches” by investigating the Liang-Zhu lore presented in two specific
genres: the male elite-oriented imperial gazetteer and female peasant-oriented narrative
ballad, in particular the niishu version circulated in Jiangyong County of Hunan
Province. The examination of various editions of Liang-Zhu story documented in
gazetteers provides an understanding of narrative transformation through time, whereas
the niishu version allows for contextualizing this folktale within a specific regional
setting. Through the generic intertextual analysis, this research illuminates how the
very same story may nurture diverse expressive spaces in various genres for different
social groups to articulate and maneuver. Specifically, this article discloses the different
dilemmas man and woman are confronted with in the face of traversing gender
boundaries (e.g., cross-dressing and cohabitation), changing social relations (from
same-sex to hetero-sex partnership), and the conflicts between one’s simultaneously-
assumed multiple social roles. While Liang seems caught up in the psychological and
social ambiguity between friendship and romance, Zhu is trapped by the cultural-
constructed incompatibility between filiality and righteousness. In addition, this
research also hopes to put forward the concept of “generic expressive niches” in
narrative studies. [ argue that genre not only frames and represents how an event is
to be narrated and perceived, but also opens up a poetic space for transcendence,
to transcend what is narrated and perceived. In the case of gazetteers, it articulates
the sense of historicity of a particular event and meanwhile secks to transcend the
ephemeral nature of time. By contrast, the niishu-transcribed narrative ballad nurtures
a transpositional space whereby the fantasized becomes reality—and through which,
liveliness is brought to the mundane and the sense of transcendental extraordinariness
is forged.

Key Words: Genre Gender Gazetteer Narrative Ballad Liang-Zhu Lore
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