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Another Look at “Yang Siwen Encounters Some Old

Acquaintances in Yanshan” in Reference to Trauma Studies
Zhaokun Xin”

Abstract

Set against the backdrop of the Song-Jin confrontation during the Jingkang years (1125-
1127), “Yang Siwen Encounters Some Old Acquaintances in Yanshan,” twenty-fourth story in
Feng Menglong’s (1574-1646) Stories Old and New, features abundant reflections on resonant
experience with trauma that is related to war and displacement. This article engages the story in
an interdisciplinary conversation with trauma studies not only to tease out the story’s intricate
treatment of extreme experiences that are quasi-traumatic, but also to enrich and broaden
contemporary trauma theory through a non-Western and pre-modern text deeply invested in
trauma writing. Juxtaposing both the total silence over and varied articulations of extreme
experiences resulting from the Song-Jin dynastic confrontation, the story goes beyond the
dominant dichotomy in contemporary theoretical construal of trauma as either unspeakable or
not. The recurrent retellings of such extreme experiences as war, displacement, and death in the
story further obscure the potentially traumatizing events themselves. Even though some retellings
are putatively grounded in the act of witnessing, their ultimate unreliability ends up fundamentally
questioning the act’s possibility, even that of self-witnessing. The impossibility of
(self-)witnessing in turn worsens the uncertainty of the extreme experiences’ spokenness, a
persistent uncertainty that situates them in what the French psychoanalyst Jacque Lacan (1901-
1981) terms “the Real.” At the same time, the story also attempts to designate such experiences
with the Confucian moral signifier of “righteousness,” inadvertently embedding them in what
Lacan calls “the Symbolic.” The extreme experiences’ simultaneous situatedness in the two
supposedly dualistic orders further reminds us of questioning another dichotomous conception,

that is, of trauma as either signifiable or not.

Keywords: trauma, “Yang Siwen Encounters Some Old Acquaintances in Yanshan”, silence and

articulation, witnessing, righteousness

* Lecturer in Chinese Studies, University of Manchester.
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3 Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1961), pp. 16-
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Press, 1996), pp. 1-24, 57-72.
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Western Context,” in Trauma and Literature, ed. J. Roger Kurtz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2018), p. 128.
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2012), pp. 77-93.
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8 “The existence of a ‘psychic reality’ that dissolved the traditional opposition between truth and lies;” Ruth
Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p. 13 ; § B "2 E§ | 2
THHEF , 2B 53 meH% » > L J. Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-analysis,
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and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching,” in Testimony, p. 15.
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79 «A world in which one could not bear witness to oneself;” Laub, “An Event Without a Witness: Truth,
Testimony and Survival,” in Testimony, p. 82.

80 “The inability fully to witness the event as it occurs;” Caruth, “Introduction,” p. 7.
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of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 19.
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% «“The Confucian emphasis on the conduct of the living, ... also renders indistinct the distinction between two
styles of coping with trauma: striving to gain control over the past by assigning causes to certain events; and
striving to gain control over the future by establishing a (pessimistic or optimistic) pattern of perception vis-a-
vis what may lie ahead;” Struve, “Confucian PTSD,” p. 25; 4ot i { 5 % B3l 2 #7577 gk 7% 55
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9 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jaques Lacan, Book II: The Ego in Freud’s Theory and in the Technique of
Psychoanalysis 1954-1955, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Sylvana Tomaselli (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1991), p. 164.

9 «The real ... resists having any signification. ... The real remains completely outside of the signifiers;” Todd
McGowan, The Cambridge Introduction to Jacques Lacan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025),
pp. 61, 63.
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BEAR N FET A A T A ¢ 5 2 Dylan Evans, An Introductory Dictionary of
Lacanian Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 1996), p. 203

101 McGowan, Cambridge Introduction, pp. 48, 51.

102 «Lj collectively represent the established rules for proper conduct;” A. S. Cua, “Yi (I) and Li: Rightness and
Rites,” in Encyclopedia of Chinese Philosophy, ed. idem. (New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 843.

103 Deborah Sommer, “Yi # (Rightness, Righteousness, Appropriateness),” in The Encyclopedia of
Confucianism, ed. Xinzhong Yao (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 750

104 Sato Masayuki 1% % #-z_, The Confucian Quest for Order: The Origin and Formation of the Political Thought
of Xunzi (Leiden: Brill, 2003), p. 205; Sommer, “Yi,” p. 750; Yu, “Notion of Appropriateness,” p. 28. £ # &
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105 Cua, “Yi (I),” pp. 843-45; Yu, “Notion of Appropriateness,” p. 28; Yinghua Lu, Confucianism and
Phenomenology: An Exploration of Feeling, Value and Virtue (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp. 123. % 31 < )l?e L)
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106 «“Given the functional equivalence of li and yi in some contexts, they have the same objective in governing
conduct;” Cua, “Yi (I),” p. 845.

107 «[Yi], by justifying action according to a norm, justifies the moral superiority of a man [sic.]. Yi is what makes
justification according to a norm possible and constitutes the normativeness of an action so justified;” Chung-
ying Cheng, New Dimensions of Confucian and Neo-Confucian Philosophy (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1991), p. 234.

108 “Compared with other Confucian virtues, yi possesses a strong sense of lawfulness;” Lu, Confucianism, p.
121.
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