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Research Statement

Yu-Wen SUNG

Research Retrospect

My research interests lie mainly in the fields of Modern and Contemporary
Chinese literature studies and cultural studies, which are expressed through the outline
below of my research concerns and findings along with the course of my graduate
studies.

While in the master’s program, | worked on gender studies from the theoretical
perspective of sociology. Adopting operative methods related to literature review and
ethnography, my thesis Nightclub Hostesses’ (jiujia xiaojie) Memory and Identity
Conversion (2008) explores the sex industry and sex work in Taiwan’s historical
progress. Attempting a regional historical review, it goes back and forth between
macroscopic political/economic/social structures and nightclub hostesses’ microscopic
practices, incorporates local historical situations of Kaohsiung City, and traces the
vicissitudes of Kaohsiung’s certified nightclubs in both temporal and spatial dimensions.
Through in-depth interview and thick description, the core concerns of this research
were embodied in the hostesses’ life experiences. It also performs a kind of
representational analysis of “public face” based on more than 14 hundred reports
involving nightclub hostesses on the United Daily News between 1951 and 1962. At
the theoretical level, it interprets the differential subject practices with “hierarchical
configuration.” By analyzing the limits of the “good woman/whore” commonsense
discourses, it reveals how such frameworks—as a kind of gender mold, moral discourse,
ideology, and family-state policy—consume and damage women’s life and intellect.

My learning during this period was helpful for later engagement in publishing
business, which required editorial basic training and the skills to compile books of
humanities and social sciences. The scholarly monographs and collections of papers
| edited, centered on various important issues, became an intellectual resource for
continuing academic research.  After admitted to the doctoral program, | deepened the
previous research interest with new theoretical knowledge, and revised my thesis into
two essays—“The Imposed Face: The Bipolar Rhetoric of ‘Good Woman/Whore’”
(2009) and “The Impossible Home: Nightclub Hostesses’ Labor of Representation”
(2011)—as a small achievement and commemoration for my graduate school days.

My doctoral studies mostly focused on 1940s Chinese literature studies and
cultural studies. The 40s is undoubtedly a key historical turning point, with the
turmoil of war as the common background of its literature. Geopolitical differences



(such as Kuomintang District, Liberated District, Occupied District, and the “Isolated
Island” Shanghai) endow Chinese literature in the 40s with complex features. Large-
scale migration was accompanied by rapid flow and change of local cultures;
compressed living situation further exacerbated the contradictions of different world
views. | particularly heed the transformation of writers’ creation and thought in such
“time of dynastic change,” as well as the evolution of social and cultural thoughts. My
dissertation The Snail on the Brier: A Study of Lu Ling and His Works (2016)
investigates the life and creative works of Lu Ling, a representative of writers closely
associated with July Magazine. Active in literary circles in the 1940s and 1950s China,
Lu was imprisoned in 1955 due to the case of “Hu Feng Counterrevolutionary Clique”
and “returned” in the 1980s. The outstanding writing style and intrinsic “resistance”
of his early works have regained praise in the critics, whereas his later works are
deemed as simply repeating the orthodoxies of Mao’s era, which indicates his damaged
creativity by the “reform” over the years. This dissertation intends to converse with
previous scholarly judgements. By seeing the importance of being subject/subjective
and valuing style and language with their effects, it analyzes Lu Ling’s works and
explores the artistic characteristics of his language, narrative, and structure. In an
effort to capture Lu’s actual creating process, it not only traces the connections between
his personal life journey and creative trajectory, but also focuses on his propositions on
reality, including the complexity of representing the multitude/people, the relationships
between the individual(ism) and the (revolutionary) collective, as well as the affective
content of the “internationalist patriotism” in his frontline war-writing of the Korean
War. In summary, this dissertation discusses Lu Ling’s creative works of different
stages systematically, proposing a persuasive analytical perspective and interpretative
framework based on dialogue with previous research. It delves into relevant research
results in Mainland China on the one hand, and draws lesson from Taiwanese
experiences on the other. Starting from a cross-referenced position, it scrutinizes Lu’s
life and creation for the writing politics of leftist literature with meanings penetrating
literary history, in the hope of providing alternative interpretations that would reflect
imagination and sense of reality.

The journal article “Class, Sexuality, Perversion: The Affection in ‘Division’ in
Shu Chang’s Novels” (2013), published during my doctoral years, analyzes a long
neglected writer in Taiwanese literary history and his works. With the visions of
literature studies and cultural studies, it explores the affective structure of Shu Chang’s
series of novels concerning “lower class waishengren” and situates these novels back
in the historical reality, regarding them as parts of a whole picture that consists of
ethnicity, sexuality, and class. The main purpose of this study is not to determine the
appropriateness of labelling Shu’s works with surrealism or existentialism, nor to award



him posthumously with the crown of modernist novelist.  Instead, it strives to see how
the differences of class, ethnicity, and sexuality play a part in Taiwanese modernist
literary works, and how they construct various shapes of misery and bitterness in the
shared sense of nihility. Through this endeavor, we might gain a partial view into the
relationship between art and politics.

In addition to focusing on the fields of Modern and Contemporary Chinese
literature studies and cultural studies, | also paid attention to the emerging fields of
“affect studies” and “disability studies.” “Class, Sexuality, Perversion” and The Snail
on the Brier were both inspired by related new theoretical knowledge and drew on
adequate discursive nutrients.  The three monographs | co-edited, Lingering
Disabilities: A Reader for the 21% Century (2014), Queer - Affect - Politics: Selected
Essays by Heather Love (2012), and The Cultural Politics of Melancholia: Selected
Essays (2010), embody our exploring results in these fields. By participating in the
compiling process, we introduced relevant discourses, organized forums and
workshops, interacted with scholars in all frontier fields, and thus further expanded the
vast research horizon.

Research Planning

In retrospect, my research trajectory, despite the respective topics and various
approaches, has been rooted on the basic training of literature studies, namely close
reading of texts and detailed examination of contexts. As a matter of fact, | have
always been conducting a kind of “textual analysis” of societies and cultures. In the
future | shall keep on cultivating the fields of Modern and Contemporary Chinese
literature studies and cultural studies, exploring related issues.

The first priority at this point is to deepen my previous research results and finish
rewriting the “Lu Ling study” monograph. Firstly, I intend to revisit the history of
“authenticity” theory, as well as the history of theoretical discussion in real politics. |
would like to reveal the explanatory relationship between literature and reality “by way
of Lu Ling.” Secondly, I hope to unfold the “evaluation history” of Lu Ling and his
works of various periods, divided into the 40s, 50s and after the Cultural Revolution.
I will position his later works at after the 80s, focusing on processing materials and
supplemented by commentaries, in order to introduce the contradictory connections
between different factions of Chinese leftist literature, the relationship between
literature and politics, and various understandings of “realism” in Chinese Literature in
the 20th Century. Through the evaluation history of Lu Ling, we might take a look at
the evolution and variation of Modern and Contemporary Chinese literature, along with
the artistic persistence of other contemporary writers, such as Ding Ling, and thus



derive more relevant research subjects.

My following research is tied to my long-term experience in knowledge
production as an academic book editor. Under the topic of “The Negative of an Era:
A Study in Narratives by and about Chen Yingzhen,” I will explore both Chen’s
narratives and the narratives surrounding “Chen’s narratives.” The preliminary plan
has two directions: (1) Chen Yingzhen’s narratives in the editorial vision. Editing and
publishing are the important fields of Chen’s lifelong intellectual practice, but we have
yet to see the results of overall investigation into his knowledge production from the
“editorial vision.” Chen’s editing work went hand in hand with his action of
interfering with real politics, which is an important part of his narratives awaiting
academic analysis. For Chen, publishing is not only an organizing process but also a
path to explore the intellectual matrix of the Third World. Through Chen’s “editorial
vision,” an alternative research opportunity embracing historical reality might be
revealed, and thus clarify the pioneering originality of Chen’s “Inter-Asia” idea. (2)
Sexualities in Chen Yingzhen’s fictional writings. In the stories created by Chen over
the years, there appears some kind of (affect) flashes of sexuality penumbra from time
to time. Loosely scattered among the lines of the text, they are rarely the main plot or
character and seldom carry profound implication. In my opinion, those fleeting faint
traces of penumbra, seemingly accidental convergence of light and shadow, might be
the most inspiring marginal existence in Chen’s fictional works.

In terms of teaching, in addition to continuing the foundation course of
“Introduction to Cultural Studies,” | will offer more courses related to editorial theory
and practice, incorporating important cultural issues of the time and exploring the
complicated interdependent relationships between knowledge production and
publishing circulation. | believe the mutual nourishment between research and
teaching, as well as the extensive links between scholarship and practice, will not only
benefit the research I’m devoted to, but also bring out the subtle yet tenacious strength
of social intervention.



