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Abstrakt/Abstract 

Uppsatsen studerar en samling av berättelser om spöken och andra ovanliga händelser skri-

ven av Yuan Mei (1716–1798) under Qingdynastin i Kina. Uppsatsen fokuserar på ett antal 

berättelser där andar tagit en människa i besittning, som studeras med hjälp av Sara Ahmeds 

queer fenomenologi. Genom att studera berättelser om de levande och döda samt män och 

kvinnor vars identiteter överlappar vid besittningar, får vi bättre förståelse över hierarkiska 

relationer under Qingdynastin och hur berättelserna både stödjer och ifrågasätter dessa.  

 

This thesis explores a Qing dynasty collection of stories about ghosts and other strange 

events written by Yuan Mei (1716–1798). The thesis focuses on a number of stories about 

possession of living persons by spirits, which are studied with the help of Sara Ahmed’s 

queer phenomenology. By studying stories in which the living and the dead and men and 

women’s identities overlap while they are possessed, we gain greater understanding about 

hierarchical relations during Qing dynasty, and how these stories both support and question 

these.  

 

Nyckelord/keywords: spökberättelser, ghost stories, Kina, China, Qing dynasty, queer 

theory, queerteori, genus, gender.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

The Xu family from Tangli village in Dontingshan county has been wealthy for 

generations. Secretly, the patriarch Xu buys a plot belonging to a temple of a small 

local deity, an earth god. No one has burned incense there for a while and the temple 

is practically abandoned. A year later, Xu’s wife Madam Han collapses suddenly. 

Her maid rushes to help but falls down as well. Madam Han rises and declares, in 

a different voice and dialect than her usual, that she is the Town god of Suzhou. 

The maid greets her in the voices of the water god of Taihu and inspector god of 

Tangli. A supernatural trial plays out in the Xu house. The three gods are there on 

orders of the town god of the capital to accuse Xu for stealing the home of the old 

and poor earth god. Xu falls on his knees in fear, promising to correct his error. 

Madam Han, who is illiterate, asks for pen and paper to write down the verdict.1 

 This story, Earth God Brings a Lawsuit, is about possession, where a spirit takes 

charge of a living body. It comes from Zibuyu, a collection of ghost stories pub-

lished in 1788 by Chinese author Yuan Mei. The stories describe strange events, 

often to do with ghosts, deities, and trips into the world of the dead. Madam Han 

starts behaving abnormally, in ways that go against norms about how she should 

act as a woman. How were stories like this understood by contemporaries, and what 

do they tell us about the construction of norms, especially in regard to gender and 

status? 

1.2. Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to study possession in the stories in Yuan Mei’s col-

lection of ghost stories, Zibuyu, using Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenology. I will 

study if and how hauntings and especially possession causes ambiguities and queers 

social identities.   

To do this I will answer the following questions: 

- How is possession evaluated, positively or negatively? How is it dealt with?  

- How do the characters’ behaviors and interactions with others change while 

they are possessed? How can these behaviors be linked to gender and status?  

- What objects, actions and surroundings do the characters have access to? 

- How does queer phenomenology aid in understanding interactions in the sto-

ries? 

1.4. Theory: Queer phenomenology 

Queer theory is interested in forms of sexuality or gender that fall outside of a het-

erosexual norm, but also breaks from norms in general. It has its origins in feminist 

theory and in the work of Michel Foucault. The word queer, meaning strange, is a 

 
1 Yuan Mei, Zibuyu, “What The Master Would Not Discuss”, according to Yuan Mei (1716 - 
1798): A Collection of Supernatural Stories (2 vols), translated by Paolo Santangelo, Brill, 2013, 
e-book, Earth God Brings a Lawsuit 270–271. 
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reclaimed derogatory term. Since late 1980s it has been used in academic studies.2 

Don Kulick defines queer as an approach towards the normative.3 In a wider mean-

ing, queer theory questions and investigates set categories, seeking the spaces where 

they overlap or become indistinct. In a similar way as Ahmed uses queer both to 

describe that which is nonnormative, including sexualities, this thesis uses queer 

theory to investigate the meetings of normative society and ghosts, as well as im-

ages of male, female and other social positions in the material.4 

I will use queer phenomenology to study how the characters in Zibuyu express 

gender and status in relation to the norms of Qing dynasty China. Sara Ahmed de-

scribes in Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others how sexual orien-

tation and gender come to be. Phenomenology is a starting point in Ahmed’s theory 

because it has focused on lived experience and intentional consciousness as well as 

the human body’s nearness to usable objects and habitual actions shaping the sur-

roundings.5 Ahmed’s queer phenomenology uses bodies’ movement and interac-

tions with objects in space, the surroundings they live in, both in a concrete and 

metaphorical way. Individuals are expected to “fall in line” with heterosexual 

norms, which includes continuing the family line. The body and the space around 

it are connected. Children learn to reach for certain types of objects and act in cer-

tain ways, which Ahmed describes as paths. A person orientates themselves in a 

space by identifying normal or abnormal paths.6 The normal path, according to so-

cietal and familial expectations, is to be/come heterosexual and reproduce. Hetero-

sexual bodies are able to extend themselves in space, finding recognizable objects 

they can and wish to reach out for.7 By following a path, the body comes in contact 

with objects, while others become distant or unreachable.8  

To explain how persons do not always conform to compulsory heterosexuality, 

Ahmed uses the term disorientation. In an act of disorientations, bodies stray from 

the expected path and reach for objects in ways that do not conform to norms. Ob-

jects in this context may include people and reaching out can be the mental act of 

desiring. In deviating from the straight path, bodies become queer.9 Objects become 

queer objects, which make it possible to create new paths.10 We might here imagine 

the enforced heterosexual path as a hedge maze, and the queer object or action as 

using a chainsaw to make a new opening in it. Even perceived gender and other 

categories such as skin colour affect which surroundings, objects and actions are 

available to bodies. Spaces and objects include or exclude certain types of bodies.11  

As an example of orientation and disorientation, Ahmed uses the example of 

how a person might find their way in a dark room by relying on their experiences 

of rooms. If one is familiar with the structure, one is less likely to feel lost or alien-

ated within it. Ahmed sees being lost also as a way of exploring reality. The feeling 

 
2 Andrea Bachner, “Queer Affiliations. Mak Yan Yan’s Butterfly as Sinophone romance”, in 
Queer Sinophone Cultures, Howard Chiang & Ari Larissa Heinrich (ed.), Volume 107, New York: 
Routledge, 2014, 201. 
3 Margareta Ljung, “Feministisk teori”, in Moderna samhällsteorier. Traditioner, riktningar, teo-
retiker, Per Månsson (red.), 8.uppl., Stockholm: Norstedt, 2010, 250–251. 
4 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Durham: Duke University 
Press. 2006, 161. 
5 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 2. 
6 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 85–86.  
7 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 91. 
8 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 14–15 
9 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 160–161. 
10 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 71–72. 
11 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 58; 71–72. 
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of being lost may become the familiar state of being.12 In this study, I study the paths 

available to characters in Zibuyu and how they are linked to status and norms. I 

look at what possession does to the usual paths or movement of persons and if it 

opens or closes new directions. How do ghosts act and how do they and the sur-

rounding society understand and deal with it? Furthermore, how do these concep-

tions interact with ideas about gender? 

1.7. Method and material 

The translation of the text used in this study is by Paolo Santangelo and published 

in 2013.13 An earlier translation by Kam Louie exists, but covers only 100 of the 

747 stories. Yuan Mei also published a second volume that has not been translated 

into English.14 Santangelo’s translation has the text in Chinese and English transla-

tion with footnotes. Since I am not able to read the Chinese text I have relied on the 

translation. The book consists of Santangelo’s introduction and analysis, the origi-

nal preface by Yuan Mei and 24 chapters each containing multiple short stories. 

Each chapter is about forty to sixty pages.15 In this study I have focused on 27 stories 

which feature possession, the analysis of which is supported by looking at addi-

tional stories in the collection with similar themes.  

According to Stausberg and Engler, identity based academic methodologies 

such as queer studies or feminist studies recognize the effect of bias and the position 

of the researcher within the field of study. The researcher cannot be fully objective, 

but through recognition of this position, they can become more aware of the ways 

their biases may form their reading of the material.16 Song Geng argues that using 

contemporary western critical theory to study pre-modern Chinese material means 

that the study will always be dialogical. The researcher cannot escape their own 

context or reconstruct the past. Theory combined with historical context becomes a 

way to make the researchers bias transparent rather than unconscious.17   

Whether they are based on real events or not, Yuan Mei’s stories are interpreted 

by the author and often shrouded in layers of irony. The semiotic understanding of 

gender sees it as socially constructed through a variety of cultural, historical, and 

ideological discourses. In the literary discourse we find literary representations of 

gender.18 Queer phenomenology studies how gender and sexuality are constructed 

in the physical world and with physical objects. Bodies with certain characteristics 

are identified as belonging in a certain category. This entails expectations on their 

interactions with the world and their own and other bodies. Once identified as male 

or female, bodies are expected to fall in line along a path.19 I would argue that in 

literary representations we find fictional paths which affect the construction of paths 

 
12 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 6–7. 
13 Paolo Santangelo, “Preface”, in Zibuyu “What The Master Would Not Discuss”, according to 
Yuan Mei (1716 - 1798): A Collection of Supernatural Stories (2 vols), Paolo Santangelo and 
Cheuk Yin Lee (ed.), Brill, 2013, e-book., vi. 
14 Kam Louie & Yuan Mei, Censored by Confucius: ghost stories by Yuan Mei, New York, M. E. 
Sharpe, 1996, xxxiii. 
15 Yuan,  Zibuyu. 
16 Michael Stausberg & Steven Engler, “Introduction: Research methods in the study of reli-
gion/s”, in The Routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religion, Michael Staus-
berg; Steven Engler (ed.). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2011, 12. 
17 Song Geng, The Fragile Scholar: Power and Masculinity in Chinese Culture, Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong University Press, 2004, 3. 
18 Song, The Fragile Scholar, 1–2. 
19 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 58; 86. 
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available for non-fictional bodies. In Ahmed’s terms we might call these stories 

normative or queer objects. Fictional characters react to different substances, 

events, and persons. The author’s description is part of the construction of gender 

and the living or dead dichotomies.  

I began by reading the first four chapters in full, noting general tendencies and 

themes. I focused on finding stories which featured couples, romantic or sexual 

themes and gender. I noted repeating themes, objects and character types. The 

theme I focused on was possession. In terms of queer theory, possessions are inter-

esting since the identification of a body undergoes a change in the stories. I searched 

for further examples with the help of Santangelo’s introduction as well as going 

through a few more chapters. After finding an amount of material I felt was suffi-

cient, I analyzed character interactions and descriptions of behaviors linked to pos-

session in relation to the historical context. I also used other stories in the collection 

in which themes of gender and sexuality were prominent to provide further context 

and to help in understanding the possession stories.  

1.6. Limits of the study  

The stories in Zibuyu provide far more material than can be covered in one study. 

We find information about daily life, hierarchies and bureaucratic structures both 

in the living world and the netherworld, as well as on various beliefs and religious 

life in the Qing dynasty such as gods, benign and malignant spirits, Daoists, Bud-

dhist monks, Confucian scholars, temples and rituals. The afterlife appears both in 

structured, bureaucratic form and as a wild, mysterious environment. Both spirits 

and living humans can work in the netherworld. The stories show men and women 

taking different religious roles, acting as intermediaries for spirits, being possessed 

and helping those suffering from possession. From a queer or gender studies per-

spective, it would be interesting to look closer at the many types of relationships in 

the stories, both heterosocial and homosocial. Even sexual and romantic relation-

ships appear in many forms. In this study I have focused on a number of possession 

stories and their portrayal of gender and status, which I felt were well suited for 

studying with the help of Ahmed’s queer phenomenology.  

1.7. Previous studies 

Few studies have focused on the author Yuan Mei and Zibuyu specifically. Arthur 

Waley’s detailed biography describes Yuan Mei’s life and literary production.20 The 

book is originally published in 1956 and focuses mainly on Yuan Mei’s poetry, 

which he is most known for. I have used it to some extent to find biographical de-

tails. Kam Louie’s introduction to his translation has also provided background in-

formation.21 Santangelo’s introduction and analysis is the most detailed study on the 

material I have found. Santangelo interprets Zibuyu as part of the discourses in Chi-

nese scholarly debate and as expression of the author’s stance in these, despite Yuan 

Mei’s often playful and sarcastic tone. The central questions Santangelo identifies 

are the impact of death and the role of retribution, whether moral force exists in the 

 
20 Arthur Waley, Yuan Mei: Eighteenth Century Chinese Poet, Volume 38, London; New York: 
Routledge, 2013; 1956. 
21 Louie & Yuan. Censored by Confucius. 
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universe and what happens to the individual at the moment of death and how it 

affects post-mortem retribution across several lifetimes.22  

Michael Szonyi discusses Yuan Mei’s correspondence as well as some of the 

stories in Zibuyu in an article which studies the conception of homosexuality during 

the Qing Dynasty in relation to a local cult.23 The cult of Hu Tianbao was a local 

cult in Fujian dedicated to a patron of men who wished to have relations with boys 

or younger men. Szonyi describes both how government officials tried to suppress 

it as well as how attitudes towards male-male sexuality were complex in Qing 

China, including the positive views expressed by literati such as Yuan Mei.24 

Rania Huntington studies female ghosts who committed suicide and look for 

substitutes. Huntington shows how the figures of hanged, drowned and ghosts that 

died in childbirth interact with ideas of gender and death pollution. Huntington de-

scribes the female hanged ghosts as similar to living figures of female outsiders 

who were viewed negatively because they could intrude into the household and 

influence the women within it. The stories often feature male intruders who end up 

saving the woman, perhaps as a wish-fulfillment for the male authors.25 

1.8. Overview 

In this first section I have introduced the material and framework of this study. 

Section two gives background information on the Qing dynasty including the polit-

ical and education system Yuan Mei took part in, how his worldview is expressed 

in Zibuyu, and the religious landscape of the Qing Dynasty with a focus on beliefs 

on death and afterlife. To apply Ahmed’s theory, I will establish what the expected 

path regarding sexuality and gender was be in the context of Qing China, the kind 

of sexual relationships and gendered behaviors that were expected. 

In sections 3 and 4, I will study the fictional bodies in Zibuyu. Possession in 

Zibuyu and its connections to Chinese thought will be described, followed by an 

overview of how gender and sexuality is seen in relation to ghosts and why ghosts 

are threatening. A closer study of possession stories will reveal in more detail how 

gender is constructed in the material. If a disorientation occurs, how is it described 

and formulated? What does it do with body-space-object relations? How do disori-

entations of gender interact with ideas of being alive or a ghost? What steps, if any, 

are taken by the characters to reorient those straying from the normative paths and 

what do the results imply?  

 
22 Paolo Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery: Some Reflections and 
Hypotheses”, in Zibuyu “What The Master Would Not Discuss”, according to Yuan Mei (1716 - 
1798): A Collection of Supernatural Stories (2 vols), Paolo Santangelo and Cheuk Yin Lee (ed.), 
Brill, 2013, e-book, 106-107. 
23 Michael Szonyi. “The Cult of Hu Tianbao and the Eighteenth-Century Discourse of Homosexu-
ality", Late Imperial China, vol. 19/no. 1, 1998, 1-25. 
24 Szonyi, "The Cult of Hu Tianbao”, 1–3. 
25 Rania Huntington, “Ghosts Seeking Substitutes: Female Suicide and Repetition”, Late Imperial 
China, vol. 26/no. 1, (2005), 6; 10; 14. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

2. 1. Qing dynasty (1644–1911) and scholar Yuan Mei 

2.1.1. Qing government  

The governing system of the Chinese empire for much of its history until 1912 was 

characterized by an enduring structure despite changes in dynasties and ruling eth-

nic groups. The Qing family ruling the dynasty was of Manchu origin. The Manchus 

were a folk group from the northern steppe which, like the Mongol rulers of Yuan 

dynasty, were considered barbaric by majority Chinese.26 According to Kent Guy, 

the Manchu rulers were more practical than ideologically motivated.27 They made 

conscious efforts in their policy and habits to appease the Chinese elite they ruled 

over and became more and more Sinicized with time.28  

The central government was ruled by the emperor, with civil, military, and cen-

sorial organs in the court balancing out the emperor’s power and often competing 

with each other. The court itself was divided in two, the inner and outer court. The 

rest of the empire was controlled through county magistrates manned by officials 

chosen by the central government. County magistrates were also divided into civil, 

military, and censorial officials. Over time, the imperial rule over the counties be-

came more and more direct.29 By Qing the counties had developed permanent pro-

vincial governments located in provincial capitals. To illustrate the size of the em-

pire, in the mid-16th century there were 1455 county and county-level units.30 These 

units were further divided into smaller units: rural districts divided into villages and 

household squads. The county level had centrally appointed officials, while other 

appointed heads were locals.31 According to Guy, the early Qing emperors made 

important developments in civilian and regional administration by giving more 

power to provincial governors.32   

2.1.2. Education and the worldview of Neo-Confucianism 

During the late imperial period the officials working for the outer court were largely 

chosen through an extensive system of civil examinations, while the inner court was 

more isolated and membership into it ruled by familiar connections The outer court 

upheld the official ideology of Confucianism, at least in public, while the inner 

court was dominated by Legalism, another school of thought, which caused some 

strain between the two courts.33 The examination tested learning, especially of the 

Confucian canon. It consisted at its core of the Five Classics and Four Books, which 

were ancient texts containing history, poetry and other texts about ritual and moral. 

 
26 Endymion Wilkinson, Chinese History: A New Manual. Volume 100, 4th edn. Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts: Harvard University Asia Center, for the Harvard-Yenching Institute, 2015, 347–349. 
27 R. Kent Guy, Qing Governors and their Provinces: The Evolution of Territorial Administration 
in China, 1644-1796, Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010, 47. 
28 Matthew H. Sommer, “The Penetrated Male in Late Imperial China: Judicial Constructions and 
Social Stigma”, Modern China, vol. 23/no. 2, 1997, 141–142. 
29 Wilkinson, Chinese History, 253. 
30 Wilkinson, Chinese History, 260. 
31 Wilkinson, Chinese History, 264. 
32 Guy, Qing Governors and their Provinces, 47. 
33 Wilkinson, Chinese History, 254. 
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One of the Four Books is the Analects of Confucius, a collection of aphorisms 

and discussions between Confucius and his disciples according to Confucian tradi-

tion.34 The main concern of Confucius in the text is that humans should behave 

correctly, in a formal manner based on traditional patterns. This includes both reli-

gious rituals and everyday life. Confucius also sees ren, humanity or compassion as 

a grounding virtue. He describes a natural hierarchy consisting of the five ideal 

relationships: father and son, ruler and subject, husband and wife and elder and 

younger brother as well as friends. The only one of Confucius five relations that is 

somewhat equal is that of friends, although likely considerations of age and hierar-

chy played a role in most friendships. These natural hierarchies as a moral standard 

were also expressed in the virtue of filial piety or xiào, according to which the sub-

ordinate, child or wife is protected by and obeys the ruler, parent or husband.35  

The examinations of the Qing period were constructed on a basis of Neo-Con-

fucian orthodoxy.36 In comparison with early Confucianism, Neo-Confucianism 

was more concerned with metaphysical reflection and spiritual cultivation, a prac-

tice leading towards sagehood, a kind of divine state. Early Neo-Confucian scholars 

had varying views on metaphysical reflection. Zhou Dunyi saw the origins of the 

universe in the Supreme Ultimate, the origin of yin and yang and unifying principle. 

The scholar Zhang Zhai on the other hand understood the universe as consisting of 

qi, a type of vital force or energy. This energy could take various temporary forms, 

including human beings. The brothers Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi established the 

idea of li or principle as a central philosophical concept in Neo-Confucianism. All 

thing were manifestation of principle, including human nature. All these ideas were 

compiled by Zhu Yi (1130–1200) whose writings influenced the form the exami-

nation system took later.37  

According to Confucian ideology, scholars, officials and ministers were subor-

dinate to the sovereign, but were also literate and had power as officers of the state. 

The Confucian canon formed the core curriculum of the examinations that enabled 

officials to gain positions in the government. The education system encouraged or-

thodox interpretation and discouraged independent thought.38 However, this was not 

necessarily internalized fully even by successful candidates. For example, Waley 

shows that Yuan Mei expressed frustration with the strict essay structure in which 

candidates expounded on a given text from the Four Books, but also learned to use 

said structure in order to succeed in the examinations.39 

2.1.3. Yuan Mei (1716–1798) 

Yuan Mei was born into a genteel if fairly poor family in Hangzhou and passed the 

first level of official examinations to become an accredited scholar early, at 11. He 

first attempted the next level at 20. Although he did not pass the second exam then, 

he gained some initial fame and began to build connections for a career as an official 

and scholar. He eventually passed the second level examinations and the special 

palace examinations in 1738 and married the following year. During Yuan Mei’s 

career as an official he was posted in several counties, where he likely gathered 

 
34 Wilkinson, Chinese History, 299; Mario Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, London, 
Routledge, 2009, 37; 42. 
35 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 43–46. 
36 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 203–205. 
37 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 194–195.  
38 Song. The Fragile Scholar, 44–45. 
39 Waley. Yuan Mei, 20. 
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material and inspiration for Zibuyu.40 He retired in 1749 and had a successful career 

as a poet and author in Nanjing area, while also drawing some disapproval. While 

working for the throne, he was known for an active social life and being fond of 

young women and boy-actors. Later as an author he taught both women and men 

of his social class writing in his own home, which was considered scandalous.41  

Yuan Mei’s personal writing was skeptical of Neo-Confucian orthodoxy as well 

as other belief systems that required strict discipline. According to Louie, Yuan 

Mei’s writing expressed a delight in life and amorality that went against the empha-

sis on didactics in a politically and morally conservative era.42 Waley however ar-

gues that in the second half of the eighteenth century the government was more 

concerned with anti-Manchu tendencies in literature. Suppressing unorthodox liter-

ature was of lesser priority, and criticizing Neo-Confucianism became popular 

among scholars. While Yuan Mei chose to do so mainly towards the end of his life 

and was criticized for it, it seems to have caused him no serious problems.43 

Yuan Mei’s worldview can be connected with another tendency in Chinese 

thought of Ming and Qing dynasties, the cult of qing or passion. Qing represented 

an alternative to a moral system based on reason and social obligation. It could be 

a romantization of overwhelming, even tragic love.44 A contemporary of Yuan Mei; 

Hao Yixing (1757–1825) defined qing as mutual attraction between male and fe-

male elements. All matter was “endowed with mutual attraction”. Humans were 

superior since they had sensibility and could understand love.45 According to 

Szonyi, Yuan Mei saw qing as an essential part of human nature, writing “Nature 

is not something which can be sought for, but rather is entirely to be sought in 

qing.”46 Santangelo argues that Yuan Mei was not part of this school of thought, 

since he sees qing as valorizing passion, while Yuan Mei was concerned with “nat-

ural feelings”, in erotic contexts.47 Without trying to resolve this fully, it seems that 

the concept of qing as described by the above authors is connected to human nature. 

2.1.4. Zibuyu 

The first part of Zibuyu was published in 1788, about ten years before Yuan Mei’s 

death. He excused the unorthodox tendencies in the text as the “whims of an aging 

man”, claimed to have collected the stories for enjoyment, and that they should not 

be taken too seriously. In the preface to Zibuyu, he further argues that Confucius 

and his students did make some references to supernatural topics, they appeared in 

other Confucian texts such as The Classic of Changes and The Classic of Poems 

and were discussed by virtuous men.48 The mood in the stories ranges from light 

and humorous to unsettling and they are written in an entertaining fashion.49 The 

original title, zǐbùyǔ, “what the master would not discuss”, refers to a phrase in 

Analects of Confucius on topics he considered improper to teach: “extraordinary 

 
40 Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxiv-xxv. 
41 Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxv-xxvi. 
42 Louie & Yuan Mei. Censored by Confucius, xxviii; xxiii.  
43 Waley, Yuan Mei, 66.  
44 Szonyi. “The Cult of Hu Tianbao”, 10–11. 
45 Weijin Lu. “Writing Love: The Heming Ji by Wang Zhaoyan and Hao Yixing”, in Gender & 
Chinese History: Transformative Encounters, Beverly Jo Bossler (ed.), Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2015, 89-90. 
46 Szonyi, “The Cult of Hu Tianbao”, 12. 
47 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 116. 
48 Yuan,  Zibuyu, 161–162. 
49 Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxx. 



10 
 

things, feats of strength, disorder and spiritual beings”.50 Yuan Mei’s use of the ref-

erence was considered heretical by some contemporaries. He later changed the title 

into Xin Qixie [New Wonder Tales from Qi] after discovering an older text with the 

title zǐbùyǔ.51 The original title is used here in accordance with other literature. 

The stories are presented as based on real events according to genre conventions 

for zhiguai, or records of strange and anomalous. Zhiguai are a subcategory of note 

form literature, collections of short and casual stories. They first of these appeared 

during the Six Dynasties (221-590), although the older Classic of Mountain and 

Seas is seen by Louie as an earlier example. Many later scholars also wrote about 

the unusual and the popularity of such stories can be connected to Daoist interests 

in the occult.52 Unlike many zhiguai, the stories in Zibuyu often lack a clear educa-

tional and moral message.53 They explore “the absurdity of reality”54, shocking the 

reader out of listlessness by having them confront macabre and inexplicable events 

and to help them gain a deeper understanding of the world. In Zibuyu, Yuan Mei 

drew upon the different religious and philosophical traditions present in China and 

presented his interpretation of them.55  

According to Santangelo, Yuan Mei asks whether social differences can be jus-

tified and whether there is a final justice to be had in the universe. He comes to a 

somewhat skeptical conclusion that while destiny and justice exists, they are unre-

liable and depend on circumstance and chance.56 He also implies that the justice of 

the underworld is as corrupt and fallible as that of the living world.57 This can be 

linked to Yuan Mei’s personal ideology, which was critical of the Neo-Confucian 

orthodoxy, social conventions and what he saw as hypocritical morality.58 In 

Zibuyu, the villains often abuse those below them in the hierarchy such as servants, 

widows and prostitutes. Yuan’s narrative comes to the defence of these vulnerable 

characters, who seek out vindication for their suffering.59  

2.2. Religion and the afterlife in Qing dynasty  

2.2.1. Religion: the three teachings and local religion 

The religious landscape of China is characterized by multiple religious traditions. 

The dominant traditions were the three traditions of Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism. These had institutions and canons of texts sanctioned by the imperial 

government. Mark Meulenbeld argues regional forms of religion were also predom-

inant. These local beliefs, cults and practices have sometimes been called popular 

religion, a term Meulenbeld sees as often used in a disparaging way to describe it 

as a rural and low-class phenomenon. While regional religion was not directly rec-

ognized by the state and had no central governing organs, Meulenbeld sees it as a 

form of social organization. Even monotheistic religions, especially Islam, were 

 
50 J. Legge, 1985, 120, cited in Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxiii. 
51 Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxxiii. 
52 Louie, Censored by Confucius, xxvii. 
53 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 6. 
54 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 6–7. 
55 Mu-Chou Poo, “Afterlife: Chinese Concepts”, Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 1/(2005), 169–
172. 
56 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 98; 154–155. 
57 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 106-107 
58 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 16. 
59 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 16–17. 
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among religions practiced in China during the Qing.60 Since I see no obvious con-

nections to them in the material, I have chosen to leave them aside in this study. 

Late imperial Chinese religion has been described as syncretic, where the three 

traditions are seen as being open or in dialogue with one another. Meulenbeld crit-

icizes this perspective as being based on a monotheistic tradition that is strongly 

exclusive. In comparison, Qing religion is characterized by both exclusion and in-

clusion. Representatives of the three traditions might recognize some shared 

grounds or figures but would still identify with their own tradition. At the same time 

officials such as Yuan Mei who were expected to represent the Confucian culture 

in official documents, would also study outside of orthodox texts.61  

Regional religion was focused around local temples dedicated to the spirits of 

local heroes and immortals, often connected to an element of the landscape. There 

were also temples to more widespread divinities connected to Buddhism, Daoism 

and Confucianism. Gods were thought to be able to protect the territory from de-

mons that caused natural catastrophes or disease. Even cultural elites took part in 

regional religion, including Confucian trained civil officials.62 The stories, beliefs 

and figures of regional religion appear in many literary works that influenced Chi-

nese thought as well as canonized religious texts. A further source of regional reli-

gion is data from governmental administrators or officials stationed in the territory, 

who compiled local gazetteers about the specifics of the area such as prominent 

persons and landmarks. These gazetteers also wrote about strange events and leg-

endary heroes that were often related to local cults.63 Yuan Mei had worked as an 

official for a number of years, knew other government officials and had access to 

gazetteers. It is very likely that some of the stories in Zibuyu were inspired by local 

cults, as Szonyi argues was the case with Tu Er’shen, a homosexual deity in Zibuyu 

Szonyi sees as inspired by the Hu Tianbao cult.64 

2.2.2. The afterlife in Qing religion  

In early sources, the realm of the dead is described as an underground, and even 

later it was associated with the ground and darkness. During the western Han (206 

BC–9 AD), references to a bureaucratic system that seems to mirror that of the 

living appear in texts. The heavenly emperor Huangdi, Huangshen or Tiandi is seen 

at the ultimate ruler or both Heaven and the realm of the dead.65 In scholarly Chinese 

thought and in the religious traditions, ideas about what happened after death var-

ied. One important concept in Buddhism which was adopted into wider Chinese 

thought was rebirth and lives being affected by good and bad deeds in previous 

existences.66 Some scholars, based on the Daoist concept of qi or ether, saw physical 

beings as temporary gatherings of qi which dissolved after death, although it was 

possible for qi to linger in the form of an ancestor, divinity or a ghost. Confucianism 

officially followed the line that topics such as the unknown and spirits did not merit 

 
60 Mark Meulenbeld, “Chinese Religion in the Ming and Qing Dynasties”, in The Wiley-Blackwell 
Companion to Chinese Religions, Randall L. Nadeau (ed.) Oxford, Malden, MA: Wiley-Black-
well, 2012, 125. 
61 Meulenbeld, “Chinese Religion in the Ming and Qing Dynasties”, 126–127. 
62 Meulenbeld, “Chinese Religion in the Ming and Qing Dynasties”, 139 
63 Meulenbeld, “Chinese Religion in the Ming and Qing Dynasties”, 126–127. 
64Szonyi, “The Cult of Hu Tianbao”, 1-25. 
65 Poo, “Afterlife: Chinese Concepts”. 
66 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 141–142. 
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discussion, the stance referred to in the title of Zibuyu.67 The world we find in 

Zibuyu is similar to that of the popular belief in that it shows many influences.  

After a person died, their family obtained a piece of land for their tomb. The 

dead were often buried with funerary objects they were thought to need in the af-

terlife. The dead were also given regular offerings such as spirit money and food 

and were thought to have to pay taxes or risk forced labour in the afterlife.68 Death 

was followed by a judgment within the bureaucratic system and then punishment 

as ghosts, becoming an ancestor or a divinity or rebirth.69 Whether the dead became 

a ghosts, ancestor or a divinity depended on their acts while alive and how they 

were treated after death. The model according to Meulenbeld was for the dead to 

be tied to the family, becoming a kind of family divinity. Similarly, local divinities 

were tied to the life of the community, being beneficial forces for it in exchange for 

sacrifices. Meanwhile, orphan spirits were ghosts who could not enter the ancestral 

cult, ending up outside of family and society. Spirits that did not receive sacrifices 

became hungry, wandering beings that could not dissolve or be reborn, making 

them potentially dangerous.70 Those who died unmarried or childless could not be-

come part of the ancestral cult since children carried out the rites. It was also thought 

the unvented sexuality of dead virgins could make them potentially dangerous. For 

these reasons, the dead were sometimes married posthumously in ghost marriages.71 

People were sometimes thought to have two souls. The heavenly soul, hun, was 

associated with yang, ascended upwards and was reborn as a god or ancestor. The 

earthly soul, po, descended towards the earth and became a ghost.72 The earthly soul 

was sometimes thought to reside with the remains of the body.73 Divination was 

important in determining where a grave should be placed. If the grave was destroyed 

by floods or humans, the family lost their ancestors’ support.74 It could also lead to 

the spirit of the dead causing problems for the living by infecting them. The infec-

tion could take the form of physical or mental illnesses. Irrational, anti-social and 

self-destructive behaviour was often interpreted as the influence of ghosts.75  

A central concept to understand why some ghosts were dangerous is bao, repay-

ment or retribution. Some ghosts sought out vengeance for a specific crime, 

whereas others could threaten anyone, restless due to the way they died or lack of 

burial. Ghosts who had died by hanging, drowning and childbirth were especially 

problematic, since they were thought to seek for replacements.76 Suicide could be a 

legitimate way to die with the right motive. Upholding one’s duties, such as by a 

girl resisting rape or remarriage was a proper motive. Improper suicides were im-

pulsive acts motivated by selfish passions.77 Hanged ghosts and those who died in 

childbirth were usually women, whereas drowned ghosts were often male.78  

 
67 Poo, “Afterlife: Chinese Concepts”, 172.  
68 Poo, “Afterlife: Chinese Concepts”, 170. 
69 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 19. 
70 Meulenbeld, “Chinese religion in Ming and Qing dynasties”, 129–130. 
71 Terry F. Kleeman, A God’s Own Tale: The Book of Transformations of Wenchang, the Divine 
Lord of Zitong, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994, 100–101. 
72 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 170. 
73 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 110. 
74 Kleeman, A God's Own Tale, 106. 
75 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 128–129; 139 
76 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 130. 
77 Huntington, “Ghosts Seeking Substitutes”, 1–3. 
78 Huntington, “Ghosts Seeking Substitutes”, 6. 
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2.3. Gender and sexuality during the Qing dynasty 

2.3.1. Hierarchy and relations: yin and yang 

A Confucian definition of a good relationship was one between a dominant and 

subservient partner according to natural hierarchy sanctioned by Heaven. Those 

who were dominant in society were, at least in theory, not meant to abuse their 

power. The hierarchical relationship was constructed as a mutual one of care and 

protection, even if the concerns of the superior often had priority.79 The world we 

see in Zibuyu combines multiple influences from various traditions, seen through 

the sometimes ironic lens of its educated author.80 Yuan Mei expresses doubt in the 

traditional Confucian as well as the Buddhist worldview in which good and bad acts 

are unerringly rewarded or punished. He implies that chance also plays a role and 

that fate might not always be moral, at least in a way that can be understood.81 

Beverly Bossler argues that Chinese thought in the past was less concerned with 

a fundamental division between men and women than European tradition. Instead, 

specific social categories were more important. These were relational, based on po-

sition in the family such as son, daughter, mother, father, husband, and wife. Rather 

than bodily difference, the world was thought to be dualistic in terms of the opposite 

states of yin and yang.82 These were meant to exist in harmony, both being neces-

sary. However, yang, the warm, light and masculine element was seen as naturally 

superior to yin, the cold, dark and feminine element.83  

According to Song, Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu of the Han dynasty was 

one of the first to apply the concept of yin and yang to male/female relations. In his 

concept harmony could be achieved through social order, and he interpreted the 

yin/yang dyad as a relational, complementary hierarchy. Fung Yu-Lan argued that 

those lower in the hierarchy such as subjects, sons, daughters and wives were seen 

as “secondary appendages” of the superior.84 In the Confucian system, the private 

was integral to the public, both being arenas of upholding the social order and re-

flecting the ultimate order of things. The yin was to be completely subservient to 

the yang in all areas of life, reflecting the natural subservience of Earth to Heaven.85 

However, men could take both a yang as well as a yin role. For example, male 

officials who otherwise had a high position in the hierarchy could describe them-

selves in a yin role when writing about their ruler.86 

2.3.3. Women in Qing China 

Much scholarship on Chinese women in history has focused on the figure of the 

faithful woman. The ideal women of the late imperial period were often widows or 

other chaste women who would commit suicide rather than lose their bodily purity 

through sexual assault or social pressure to remarry. Earlier scholarship interpreted 

this in terms of female oppression and saw the women who followed the prevailing 

 
79 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 45–46. 
80 Poceski, Introducing Chinese Religions, 165–166. 
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gender system mainly as victims. However, later studies have sought to widen this 

perspective. For individuals, especially elite women, following gendered social 

norms could bring both rewards and problems, and they had agency within the sys-

tem. During Yuan and Ming dynasties widow’s property rights were limited and 

the demand for chastity intensified, but at the same time the state, literature and 

judicial courts could be sympathetic to widows.87  

Kleeman describes family relations in Qing dynasty literature as hierarchical 

but also concerned with the weaker members, who were to be aided and supported. 

Wives’ main duty was to provide sons for their husband’s family and obey her in-

laws.88 Grant and Idema note that women were thought to pollute the earth because 

they bled during both menstruation and childbirth,  unavoidable if they were to fulfil 

the duty of birthing sons.89 At the same time the relationship between sons and 

mothers was central in Chinese thought and ideally characterized by both love and 

respect. Mothers were seen as providers of wisdom and care.90 Although they had 

little power in the world of the living, women also often functioned as spirit medi-

ums. They were thought to have a natural affinity with the yin world of the dead.91  

T’ien Ju-K’ang argues that elite men during Ming wrote stories about widow 

suicide to express frustration with the competitive society they lived in.92 Hunting-

ton also interprets ghost stories written by male scholars as the authors working 

through sympathies towards women in precarious situations. The heroes in the sto-

ries are often men intruding into another man’s household to save a woman in dan-

ger.93 The female ghost represent a dangerous female outsider. She can be compared 

to figures such as Buddhist or Daoist nuns, door-to-door vendors and other women 

who did not constrain themselves within a household.94 Huntington reads the stories 

as expressing sympathy with the victim, often a young wife at her least powerful 

stage in life, and also with the ghost, caught in suffering until she can be freed by 

the male hero.95 The stories are sympathetic to female suffering, while portraying 

male action as positive, and female action as destructive and misguided. 

2.3.4. Masculinity in Qing China 

The ideal Confucian gentleman, junzi, was mainly concerned with proper behavior 

and morality. They would willingly sacrifice for the common good to show their 

humanity and general virtue.96 In later Neo-Confucian thought, the ideal man be-

came more and more desexualized, both their desires and individuality fully con-

trolled. Song argues that the junzi of Neo-Confucian rhetoric was a “disembodied” 

figure, being all mind and no body.97 Song argues that control of male sexuality was 

also integral in ideal male-female sexual relations. These were to happen within 

arranged marriages to maintain social order and men and women were to be sepa-

rated physically otherwise.98 Marrying and having sons was an important duty for 
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both men and women since sons played a crucial role in mourning their parents and 

taking care of the family’s ancestors.99 Not having sons was seen as a grave insult 

towards one’s family, since it left no one to worship the ancestors.  

 Many studies have focused on male-male sexual relationships to understand 

how the late imperial gender system affected men. One argument has been that the 

government was mainly concerned with protecting young males from sexual ex-

ploitation and maintaining social hierarchies.100 Szonyi sees the discourse of the 

time on male-male desire as a complex one. Laws under the Qing dynasty were 

stricter against homosexual activity compared to earlier.101 However, Sommer ar-

gues that the legal code which controlled illicit sex was more concerned with male 

access to women, and connected the patriarchal marriage with familiar and political 

order and social hierarchy.102 

Sommer shows the legal and literary texts tend to focus on the roles in sex. The 

model of intercourse was a man penetrating a woman. For a male to be penetrated 

threatened their status as a man and overall social hierarchy, especially if the pene-

trated man was of a higher status.103 Studying actors performing female roles, Som-

mer argues that Qing dynasty thought saw a penetrated male as embodying a gender 

inversion.104 However, if men married and upheld their obligation to produce heirs, 

what they did privately was less likely to be of interest. Relationships where pene-

tration followed social codes about hierarchical relationships were also more likely 

to be seen with acceptance if not approval.105 As example, Szonyi shows evidence 

that there were “bond-marriages” between men in Fujian, in which the older of the 

pair was expected to provide for the younger.106 Stories about male-male desire also 

appeared in literary fiction, including Zibuyu.107   

According to Bossler, research shows that masculinity was constructed differ-

ently depending on social status. Male-male relationship, whether they were sexual, 

familiar or friendships, were construed more in terms of hierarchical relations with 

other men rather than women. Imperviousness to female sexuality was considered 

admirable on all levels of society. Both men and women “worked within and 

around” the gender system to achieve their goals.108 Qing thought connected certain 

sexual roles with gender. Being penetrated threatened the masculine identity, 

whereas penetration of women outside of legitimate institutions such as marriage 

threatened their status as chaste women. 
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Chapter 3: Possession in Zibuyu 

3.1. Queer spirits? Ghosts, belief, and gender in Zibuyu 

3.1.1. Is queer theory useful for pre-modern Chinese material? 

Bachner, following Butler’s definition of queer, sees it as a tool to reveal the con-

structed nature of categories. Queer stands in opposition not to heterosexuality as 

such, but more generally to “the very notions of dualism, clear-cut boundaries and 

categorical purity.”109 Research on pre-modern Chinese thought sees concepts, per-

sons and behaviors categorized in terms of yin and yang. Yin and yang are dualistic 

and can be understood as masculine/dominant and female/submissive.110 However, 

they are relational, meaning a person may be proscribed a yin role in one situation 

and a yang role in another.111 Within the yin and yang system, categories are multi-

ple and shifting rather than fixed.  

What does this imply for queer theory, which is made to reveal strictly dualistic 

conceptions of gender and sexuality as constructed? Can it be used for pre-modern 

Chinese material? I would argue that queer theory, in this study Ahmed’s queer 

phenomenology, still provides tools to study how the position of characters in 

Zibuyu is constructed. We see the characters experiencing an anomaly, a strange 

event that deviates from the norm. Ahmed uses queer to describe narratives which 

portray disorientations, stories in which objects and their meanings are subject to 

change.112 The ways possession is described, understood and dealt with in Zibuyu 

gives us information about how Yuan Mei and his contemporaries defined gender 

in relation to other social positions. I will begin by giving a more general view of 

the relations between the ghosts and the living as well as gender in Zibuyu.  

3.1.2. Sexuality, gender and ghosts in Zibuyu 

Zibuyu presents relationships between different genders, persons of different ages 

and classes as well as the living and the dead. The living can glimpse the world of 

the dead and return to tell the tale, spirits and animals can disguise themselves as 

humans and gender can be ambiguous. Transformation is a recurring theme. Spirits 

can change their form to appear human or monstrous. Vengeful ghosts seek to turn 

living humans into ghosts.113 This is done both as a judicial process and through 

targeted and random attacks.114 We also see transformations of gender, such as when 

a spirit inhabits a body of a different sex.115  

In at least one story, gender ambiguity is presented as a way to escape death 

caused by bad luck. Sons in two generations of a family live out their lives present-

ing as women after several die in infancy. The scholar Dian Miangu dresses in 
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feminine attire since childhood and is married to a woman who “resembles a man”. 

However, Dian also receives a man’s education and social position.116 The title, re-

ferring to Dian living half his life as a woman, implies the gender ambiguity was 

temporary. However, the actual story gives no description of a change, rather giving 

the impression that Dian’s situation represents a permanent existence in between 

male and female, which even continues to the next generation. Since it is motivated 

by survival, it also seems to be accepted by society, at least in Yuan Mei’s narrative.  

We see certain repeating roles that follow the conventions of the time in Zibuyu. 

Brave male scholars with good character who protect weaker members of society 

are the heroes in many stories.117 There are a few active women as well, such as Rao 

who works part time in the netherworld, seeking information and assisting in ap-

prehending souls for the otherworldly justice system, as men do in other stories. 

However, Rao and these men all appear to have simple backgrounds. Both Rao and 

the porter in A Tall Ghost is Bound also end their careers injured by their spirit 

employers when they fail in tasks. This may imply that their connections with the 

spirit world are forged out of necessity. As poor people they must take any work on 

offer.118 It may also be a critique of cruel officials. 

According to Louie, sexual pleasure is depicted in an overall positive way in 

Zibuyu. Diverse sexual practices are presented as human rather than deserving of 

moral judgment. In Double Blossom Temple an official tries to demolish a local 

temple raised for a murdered male couple. The ghosts of the couple appear to chide 

the official, wondering how such an upright man would know what happened be-

tween them in private. The story concludes in a premonition of the officer’s death.119 

The story sympathises with the male lovers rather than the strict officer. In another 

story a man is ridiculed for being unable to perform sexually with an aggressive 

woman.120 This is an interesting as a depiction of gendered relations. The female 

aggressor is depicted as humorous and their impotent male victim worthy of scorn, 

whereas a man attacking a woman or another man can be seen as a genuine threat.121 

Another way to see it is that the man in this story is emasculated, made effeminate 

by the aggressive female ghost, as implied by his inability to perform. 

A possession story in which male-male sexuality is present is Bai Erguan. In it 

Wang meets the actor Bai Erguan with whom he has been “improperly familiar” 

with before and sleeps with him. Besides this description the story portrays the re-

lationship neutrally. The possession becomes clear when Erguan stretches his body 

into unnatural length to turn off a light. He then measures Wang’s body with hands 

that are “cold as iron”. A pig-like monster bursts through the window and kills 

Erguan. His body turns into a large snake. Wang finds out later that Erguan had 

been insane for half a year before waking up on the day they met.122  Erguan’s trans-

formation is not only mental but also physical. The familiar is transformed into the 

unfamiliar. We might presume Erguan, as an actor, is expected to be the submissive 

partner with Wang. Thus, Erguan turning into a monster can be read as expressing 

anxiety in the higher status partner that his masculinity could be threatened by the 

previously safe actor. 
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3.1.3. Danger: ghosts as outsiders 

The ideal Confucian world was built on ordered hierarchy, where each person had 

a set position.123 This made persons outside of the system, living or dead, danger-

ous.124 Malicious ghosts threatened the social order not only by not being part of it 

themselves, but often also by attempting to kill the living to become like them, in a 

similar way as wandering Buddhists sought to convert others into their religion.125 

The dead who cause trouble in Zibuyu are often products of a violent, bad death 

that has left them vengeful and unable or unwilling to reincarnate. In the story Nar-

cissus Palace Cheng’s wife asks why ghosts would want to kill humans, since hu-

mans would not seek to turn ghosts into humans. A ghostly voice replies:  

I am also a scholar. It is written that: “The virtuous man should be like this; wishing to es-
tablish himself, he also seeks to establish others; wishing to enlighten himself, he also seeks 
to enlighten others.” Now we ghosts are the same, wishing to be drowned ourselves, we also 
seek to drown others; wishing to be hanged ourselves, we also seek to hang others.” After 
these words, he burst out laughing and left.126  

 

The ghost mocks the living woman’s attempt to understand its actions from her 

perspective. She tries to see the living and the dead as similar while preserving their 

separate existences. The ghost presents the woman’s statement as naïve. She has 

not died a violent death and thus cannot understand the position of the ghost. 

The restless spirits meddle with the living, causing unpleasant incursions in their 

lives. This may take many forms, such as sexual assault, seduction or frightening 

the living with visions.127 The living soul may also be dragged into the netherworld, 

often to answer for crimes in past lives.128 In the stories that do not end in the death 

of the victim, including those about possession, ghosts are usually neutralised by 

an enlightened person, often a brave scholar, an elite man or a religious expert. 

Using Ahmed’s queer phenomenology, this could be read as the ghosts being re-

turned onto the right path and into the correct social order.  

We see this in a story that explains that ghosts have three tricks: enchanting, 

blocking and frightening. A man, Huoda meets a female ghosts who killed herself 

and plans to find another woman to replace her. After she fails to trick Huoda, she 

pleads that he help her reincarnate, either by Daoist ritual or by a high priest chant-

ing the Reincarnation Sutra. Huoda, being skilled enough himself, chants the sutra 

and the ghost is enlightened.129 This is similar to the happy resolutions in many of 

the possession stories, in which an expert exorcises the spirit or provides tools to 

do so, for example a peach branch.130 The presence of a brave high status man may 

also be enough to scare spirits away.131 Another common way of appeasing the 

ghosts is by offering them sacrifices of food, spirit money or other goods which are 

given to the ghosts by burning them.132 
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Yuan Mei holds an ambiguous view on believers. On one hand, in several stories 

people are tricked by false practitioners or malicious spirits.133 On the other, there 

are at least as many stories where believers are rewarded for their efforts.134 Even 

then, a god is only powerful so long as they receive belief and sacrifices from living 

humans. Santangelo sees Yuan Mei’s worldview as based in scholarly views that 

saw the supernatural as imaginary. However, everything consisted of qi. If people 

believed in something, the belief could affect the qi of the universe and make it real. 

This explains why ghosts can be defeated by individuals who are not afraid of them 

in Zibuyu. Their power, like that of gods, is dependent on belief.135 

Sometimes possession is motivated by a desire to not become an orphan spirit. 

In Cao Agou, the spirit of an unmarried man possesses his neighbor’s wife to pres-

sure his own family to provide him a place as an ancestor. The spirit actively seeks 

to become part of his family in death, having been excluded from it on account of 

being unmarried.136 Another spirit that takes steps to integrate herself as an ancestor 

is the dead wife in A Ghost Bought a Baby who possesses the new wife to arrange 

the household and her own burial, including adopting a male baby so she can have 

a son to mourn her.137 This illustrates further how the ideal was for each individual 

to be connected with the family even in death, in a way not available for the unmar-

ried or childless individual. This can be compared with the family line as defined 

by Ahmed, in which the aim of individuals is to repeat their parents’ reproductive 

act and create a family.138 The Chinese conception of ancestors is similar. The un-

married or childless dead have no family, identity or children to care for them. Thus, 

it is both one’s duty and in one’s interests to have children.  

In Zibuyu, ghosts become most dangerous when they are outside of society, 

being neither connected to a family or a position in the bureaucratic structure of the 

netherworld. However, communication with ghosts in Zibuyu is always risky. This 

is in line with overall trends in Chinese thought. Santangelo points out that interac-

tion between the dead and the living are often seen as unwise. Even the original 

Confucian stance of not commenting on the supernatural can be tied to this. The 

worlds of the living and the dead are and should be separated.139 Confucius argued 

that people should “show reverence to ghosts and spirits while keeping a distance 

to them”.140 In Zibuyu, living may end up harassed by a ghosts after communing too 

much with them.141 The relationship between the dead and the living is risky, even 

though individual spirits may appear sympathetic. 

3.1.6. Ghostly motives: just retribution or general malevolence? 

Huntington sees hauntings as motivated by either personal vengeance or general 

malevolence.142 We can also see this in the stories in Zibuyu. Some stories align 

more with personal vengeance. The possession is a way for the ghost to seek justice 

for crimes against it in current or previous lifetimes. In Chang Ge Voices His 
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Grievances a ghost of a child possesses the artisan who had tried to rape him and 

then killed him and hid his body. The artisan confesses the crime after the posses-

sion and is executed.143 In another story a female folk singer and witch is possessed 

by a murder victim whose body is buried in the house she is singing in. The mur-

derer is apprehended and dies immediately after.144 In both stories the ghost enters 

the scene briefly to state his grievance and justice is served promptly.  

Other stories align more with general malevolence. The ghosts tend to still have 

a specific motive, such as hunger or anger. For example, a man carrying chestnuts 

by a graveyard is possessed by hungry ghosts. The ghosts are initially willing to 

negotiate, but due to a mistake are not appeased and kill the victim.145 More rarely 

there is no clear motive, and the ghost is described more like an animal-like monster 

as in Bai Erguan.146 It should be noted that the connection between ghosts’ attacks 

to the victim may be tenuous and not something the victim has much control over. 

For example, in the three stories where possession is directly related to disturbed 

remains, in all but one the persons possessed was only indirectly connected with 

the person who actually damaged their remains or grave.147  

The ghosts’ actions may take the form of a direct attack or bringing attention to 

their complaint. However, in many of the cases where the possessed person dies 

directly as a result of the possession the ghosts have a personal issue with the victim, 

such as when man willfully disrespects a skull by defecating into it. The spirits force 

him to repeat the act by eating his own feces until he dies.148 The death may also 

result indirectly,149 or it may be unclear whether the death is a direct result. In Ven-

detta for Betraying One’s Wife a man breaks his promise not to remarry and is 

haunted by his wife in various ways, including her possessing his maid to chastise 

him, and dies soon afterwards.150 We can connect this with the idea of infection, the 

ghosts’ presence is unhealthy for living humans even when they are only frightened 

and bothered by them.151   

The difference between gods, ghosts and monsters in Zibuyu is not essential, 

but rather depends on their attitude towards the living. A spirit may become a mon-

ster or a god depending on their temperament and actions.152 However, in Zibuyu 

good results do not always follow from moral actions. In one story a young scholar 

almost perishes despite acting filially towards the ghost of his older, dead friend. 

This is explained as the heavenly and benign soul of the dead man melting away 

after his worries are relieved, leaving only a mindless and evil earth soul.153 In 

Zibuyu, neither ghosts nor gods have innate power, but rather, as is stated plainly 

by a god: “The powers of gods and ghosts are dependent on human belief to have 

any effect.”154 The power of ghosts being dependent on fear is also shown in the 

stories in which fearless individuals come out of meetings unscathed.155 Louie 
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argues that the stories in Zibuyu seek to empower the weak in society and justice 

after death is better than none. On the other hand, the ghosts are also unpredictable 

and fallible, sometimes taking their vengeance on the wrong person.156 This reflects 

Yuan Mei’s view on universal morality as something in part down to chance.157 

3.2. Possession and the queering of social roles  

3.2.1. What is possession in Zibuyu? 

I have identified 27 stories which feature possession, 28 if we count the two stories 

in Two Ghosts Under a Melon Shed separately. There are likely more, but I decided 

this was a sufficient amount of material for my analysis. I focused on stories about 

possession, which I defined as stories in which the character is clearly speaking or 

acting as another person. However, it should be noted that possession and other 

kinds of haunting share characteristics. Considering the concept of infection, ghosts 

causing mental or physical illnesses, it seems likely that these phenomena were un-

derstood as being similar. Persons who behaved in an anti-social or self-destructive 

ways were often thought to be influenced by the dead.158  

We can see this in story that is not about possession as I defined it. A man starts 

to visit a temple out in the fields frequently and for long periods, seemingly talking 

with himself. He claims he has married and moved in with his wife’s family. After 

his parents lock him up in his room, the man pleads with the ghosts not to pull his 

pigtail, saying he will visit them soon. Sometime later, he is found dead, having 

been hung with his own hair.159 While the man is clearly influenced by the ghosts, 

it takes the form of him speaking with them and seeing visions, rather than the 

ghosts taking over his body, at least so far as readers are told.  

Victims of ghostly delusions may take the steps leading towards their death 

themselves even when not possessed. A man in Narcissus Palace is rescued nar-

rowly from drowning after having been lured into the water by hallucinations.160 As 

the dead influence the living, the categorical distinction between them is threatened. 

The restless dead try to make the living into being like them. They are strange and 

frightening because they are outside of normative society, and this strangeness is 

infectious. I would argue that possession takes the bodily influence of the ghosts 

even further. Possession blurs different identities and categories such as male and 

female or father and son. The spirit possessing may proclaim a different social sta-

tus than the living body, shifting or at least throwing social dynamics into question.  

While the sample size is small, it might be interesting to look at the genders and 

marriage status of the possessed. According to Santangelo, the scholar Feng 

Menglong (1574–1646) wrote that women were more likely to be possessed than 

men.161 Ghosts and women were also associated with the yin.162 We might thus ex-

pect to see more stories in which women are possessed. In the stories I have studied, 

there are 12 stories featuring male victims of possession and 16 with female victims. 

In one of the stories, the victims are an unspecified number of soldiers. In two 
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stories the possession is resolved by marrying the victims (a man and a woman) 

into another household.163 However, marriage does not seem to provide protection 

since the majority of the victims are married. The focus of the stories varies. In 

some possession is the main focus of the plot, while in others it plays a secondary 

role. We may look at three stories to see how possession can be described.  

In the second story of Two Ghosts Under the Melon Shed an old man, Li, is 

returning home from the county town when he feels something heavy wrapping 

around his waist. At home, he behaves strangely, staring blankly at his family and 

refusing to drink or eat. He then speaks as the spirit, which introduces itself as a 

Mr. Li from the county town. He has now possessed the first Li to kill him and use 

him as a replacement. The spirit tells that it had previously possessed a young girl 

but felt sorry for her. It had since been stuck inside the town, too afraid to sneak out 

past the guards at the gate, until someone left a manure bucket nearby and the guards 

left to escape the smell. The family promises to pay Buddhist monks to pray for the 

ghosts’ rebirth, and it agrees to this.164 The possession is presented as a gradual shift, 

proceeding from physical symptoms to mental ones and culminating in takeover of 

the living body. Li is attacked while he is walking alone at night outside of his home 

and is vulnerable. The ghost, as an illegitimate presence, has to create paths around 

the things it is afraid of, such as authoritative men. The manure bucket, a queer 

object that is also out of place creates an opening for the ghost to slip through.  

The stories in which men are possessed by female spirits follow an overall sim-

ilar pattern. In The Sheep Fulfil their Predestined Affinity an official is visiting a 

governor for a party. While there he chases away two sheep having intercourse in 

his bed. The female spirit of one of the sheep possesses and chastises him, saying 

that the sheep are predestined lovers who have been waiting for 170 years to join 

together. The governor arrives to assure the sheep he was already planning to free 

all of them and the possession ends.165 While the events are comical and easily re-

solved, this still functions as an interruption of social hierarchy, as the female spirit 

residing in an animal takes over the body of an upper-class man and chides him. 

The governor, an even higher status man, is able to resolve the issue. While it is by 

doing as the ghosts wish, he claims to have planned to do the same thing anyway, 

thus conveniently preserving his dignity in the story. 

A similar but more violent disorientation of hierarchies takes part in two other 

stories in which female spirits possess male bodies. The spirits, a murdered wife 

and a male and female servant, extract bloody vengeance for their suffering. The 

families of the victims try to bargain with the ghosts as well as threaten them with 

religious experts, but in this case the ghosts’ resentment is too strong.166 Possession 

in Zibuyu can be interpreted as what Ahmed describes as a disorientation with the 

world, in which a person falls out of line with preestablished reality. For the disori-

ented narrator, familiar objects become strange, queer. Queer objects, including 

bodies, disturb the image of normative reality.167 I would argue that in the possession 

stories in Zibuyu, disorientation occurs both in the victim, whose body, mind and 

actions become someone else’s, but also in how others view the victim. The pos-

sessed person or body is in itself a queer object that is out of place and needs to be 

directed back onto a normative path. 
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3.2.2. Polluting yin and queer(ing) objects 

A person’s social status made them less or more vulnerable and men with high sta-

tus were thought to repel ghosts.168 Song argues that the difference between mascu-

linity and femininity was not necessarily seen as linked to anatomy in pre-modern 

China. Rather, in accordance with yang/yin, masculinity was dominant while fem-

ininity was submissive.169 Yin was associated with the female, Earth, coldness and 

darkness, as were ghosts.170 The categories of yin and yang permeated each other, 

being in constant flux and sometimes present at once.  

Men were as a rule in a dominant position to women, apart from their mother 

and royalty.171 It was shameful for men to kneel for women, except for his mother 

or a royal.172 Looking at the stories in Zibuyu, we find another side of the hierar-

chical equation, in which yang is vulnerable to yin. Both ghosts and women were 

connected to the yin.173 Certain places, objects and substances can be seen as infect-

ing the living. This is the case with abandoned graves and fecal matter, which are 

associated with ghosts.174 Using Ahmed’s terms, these become the queer objects 

with which they extend themselves.  

This infectious effect of polluting substances can be seen in Zibuyu in how Dao-

ist experts are affected by women who have recently given birth or are menstruat-

ing, phenomena which were considered very polluting.175 One Daoist has to be 

cleansed by a lengthy ceremony and with the help of several Buddhist monks, after 

reluctantly going into the room of a possessed woman who has recently given birth. 

The pollution is described as so bad that the Daoist’s life is in danger.176 In another 

story, a possessed woman uses menstrual blood as a defensive weapon against the 

Daoist trying to exorcise her, pressing on her stomach and causing blood to stream 

out, which forces him to retreat temporarily.177 

 Women who have recently given birth seem to be especially vulnerable to 

ghosts. One such woman, Xu, first warns her husband sadly that an old enemy has 

found her and she will soon die. Then she raises her eyebrows and looks at her 

husband with an unfamiliar expression, starts shouting about vengeance from a past 

life and attacks herself, first with her hands and then with scissors. Not even the 

Daoist who is called in can help her, and eventually she dies.178  

We can see here an illustration of the idea that the disorientation of possession 

is multiple. Xu is vulnerable due to having given birth and being polluted. In the 

process of possession, she becomes less and less like herself, culminating in her 

becoming a corpse. She uses objects around her in strange and unintended ways by 

attacking herself with a pair of scissors. Ahmed describes how objects can be do-

mesticated, made ordinary and unremarkable, only to be brought back to focus 

when they are used or act in new ways.179 I would argue that horror stories such as 

the example display a similar transformation. The scissors, an everyday object, 
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instead becomes a weapon and something remarkable, a queer object. They are used 

to break the skin, the border between the body and the outside, another feature of 

disorientation.180 The previously safe everyday object becomes foreign and horrify-

ing at the realization it may become one with the body and rupture it fatally. 

3.2.3. Possessed men: negotiations of status 

The possession stories illustrate how respect of status can be sought but also denied. 

We see this in two stories of spirits of men in high positions who were executed for 

failing in their duties. In one a ghost of an executed military commander and his 

cook have a habit of possessing soldiers. The possessed men demand food and re-

spect from other soldiers, but the spirit can be scared away easily by the presence 

or mention of a superior officer.181 Another ghost possessing a young man is scared 

away by a famous doctor and an officer, who enter the young man’s sickroom and 

wipe his bed with a broom to chase the ghost away. The possession is described as 

an unspecified “deadly illness” the young man had contracted while taking exams, 

and which manifests in his speaking as the ghost.182 Both stories have a humorous 

tone and the ghosts do not appear very threatening. These male ghost have already 

discredited themselves by having failed their duties in life, which lead to their ig-

noble death by execution. Thus, their attempts to claim respect after death also fail.  

This is also in line with the conception that a man became a Confucian gentle-

man through education and the cultivation of morality rather than through birth.183 

Even if Yuan Mei did not agree with the strictest moral demands of Neo-Confu-

cians, it is possible that such ideas might appear in his work considering how prev-

alent they were. Then again, he might also consider these persons to simply be brave 

by nature, in accordance with his views on sexuality and passions as something 

natural, a view shared by Yuan Mei.184  

High status could protect an individual even from targeted attacks, even if only 

temporarily. In Hehua’er the victim, Zhang Dali, feels his hands being tied and 

lifted above his head and then being pushed on the floor. The ghosts take over him 

and speak in two different voices, in a different dialect from the man’s own. They 

tell a long story about how the victim was a minister of punishments whose subor-

dinates caused the spirits’ deaths. They have already been punished by rebirths into 

animals. The minister, on the other hand, had spent his following lifetime as a “hon-

est and upright official” and thus the ghosts could not touch him until now. The 

ghosts state they wanted to make their grievances clear to the witnesses before 

claiming revenge, and the story ends with the ghosts forcing Dali to dismember 

himself while they mock him.185 In this story we also see the ultimate incursion of 

the dead upon the living, as the ghosts claim Dali’s life directly.  

Ghosts are often repelled by authoritative men in Zibuyu. However, the story 

Lady Wu Er provides a further example of how possession disrupts hierarchies even 

between men. Jin Zongting’s seventeen-year-old grandson behaves in various odd 

ways, including claiming he will marry a Lady Wu Er and her sister.186 Relating this 

to Song’s theory that the pre-modern Chinese society wanted to limit male-female 

 
180 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 165. 
181 Yuan, Zibuyu, Two Stories That Took Place in the North Beyond the Great Wall 231–232. 
182 Yuan, Zibuyu, Gu Yaoniang 235–237. 
183 Song, The Fragile Scholar, 91–92. 
184 Santangelo, “An Introduction to Zibuyu’s Concepts and Imagery”, 116. 
185 Yuan, Zibuyu, Hehua’er 1060–1062. 
186 Yuan, Zibuyu, Lady Wu Er 904–906. 



25 
 

relations within arranged marriage, this could be seen as the young man’s sexuality 

threatening social order.187 Furthermore, the grandson says and does various other 

strange things, including ordering his family around and claiming he is speaking as 

Confucius and the military deity Fumo Emperor, who have come to banish the other 

spirits. This causes the rest of the family to bow down to him, but the grandfather 

realizes afterwards they have been tricked. On a Daoist’s instructions, Zonting per-

forms rituals and chants sutras for seven days until his grandson becomes lucid. He 

is then quickly married into another family and behaves normally there.188 The pos-

session in this story overturns the positions between grandson and older members 

of the family, which even the patriarch Zonting struggles to correct. In the end, the 

situation seems to be resolved more by relocating the grandson at a point when his 

lucidity can be attributed to Zonting’s efforts, allowing him to claim a dubious vic-

tory over the spirit and thus preserve his dignity as the patriarch. 

The necessary negotiations with the possessing spirits often involve bureaucrat-

ical structures in which both living and dead are called upon. We have already seen 

this in the story in the introduction. Another such negotiation can be found in a story 

in which a hall in the Wang household is haunted by a spirit that makes noises. 

Wang, the patriarch, communicates with the spirit and calls a Daoist to exorcise it. 

It instead possessed a maid and causes her to act strange and violent. She injures a 

doctor and Wang’s fifteen-year-old daughter dies of fright after seeing the spirit in 

non-human form. The maid recovers but the spirit has to be dealt with by an old 

Daoist with the help of another immortal. The local earth god is punished by the 

town god for allowing an evil spirit in the region.189 It is an interesting detail that 

events escalate after Wang tries to get rid of the spirit. When confronted by two 

authoritative men, Wang and the Daoist, the spirit strikes back by attacking more 

vulnerable members of the household. It can be seen as another example of a spirit 

“bullying the weak”, young, often unmarried women.190 Defining the ghost as being 

in the wrong or a bully seems to be a way to discrediting their legitimacy.  

3.2.4. Possessed women: return to status quo? 

I would argue that a defining feature of possession stories is that they present an 

uncertainty about the hierarchies that were so important to Confucian worldview. 

In part, we cannot say that the hierarchies were entirely set to begin with, since they 

were relational. Very few people had no one both above and below them in hierar-

chy, and their own position would likely change as they aged and likely married 

and had children. Men could also gain positions of power through education, ex-

aminations and through social contacts. However, during a possession the pos-

sessed person’s identity becomes unclear in a sudden and uncontrollable fashion. 

The familiar member of the household suddenly stops acting in the expected way, 

refusing to fulfil their normal functions. In many stories, the spirits present them-

selves as someone of a higher social standing than those around them. They threaten 

not only with their power to injure the possessed person and others, but also demand 

respect by claiming to be someone important. We can see this both in stories in 

which the possessed and the spirit are of the same gender as well as when they are 

of different genders.  
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The possession of a woman by a male spirit can be seen as especially dramatic, 

since the female body was never supposed to gain the political power of a man in 

pre-modern China. In fact, Song argues that gender was more based on power than 

anatomy.191 However men and women’s bodies and their functions were also seen 

as different due to the yin and yang duality. In Earth God Brings a Lawsuit a mar-

ried woman is possessed to right her husband’s wrong against an earth god.192 The 

wife’s body gains the political power of an upper-class man through the possession, 

wielding this power over the men the body would usually be subservient to. This is 

perhaps not queer in the sense that it directly threatens the construction of gender 

hierarchies, assuming the physical body is seen as less important than the identity 

within it. At the same time, it does mean that a socially superior identity appears in 

the body of a woman. Ahmed argues that male-female desire is so established there 

is a historical tendency to conflate same-sex desire and imagining those that expe-

rience it as ‘actually’ being of the opposite gender.193 We can see a similar phenom-

enon here, where the deviation from usual hierarchical relations becomes compre-

hensible when the one acting is identified as a male spirit inside a female body. 

The men facing this anomaly have to investigate and decide how to act. Is the 

authority legitimate? Do they submit to it or not? We find examples of both reac-

tions. In the above story the male spirit proves their legitimacy, conducts their busi-

ness and leaves. In other stories the male heroes question the authority of the spirit 

and refuse to yield to it. They often define the ghost as a fraud, a fake fortune teller 

or demonical god. These male heroes define the possessions of young, unmarried 

women as “bullying the weak”, since the spirits possess women rather than the men 

who committed acts against the spirit.194 The fortune teller who could not even pre-

dict his own grave would be compromised in the future is discredited and has no 

grounds to complain.195 While the spirit in Earth God Brings a Lawsuit also pos-

sesses the wife of the offender, he presents his act as part of a legitimate judicial 

process. These could also be read as different views on local cults.  

While Xun in Earth God Brings a Lawsuit is shown as being in the wrong, the 

hero in Prince Lie Jie, Zhengzhong consistently dominates the narrative. Zheng-

zhong’s brother commits suicide in the temple of a local martial hero Lie Jie, not 

the first to do so. Angered, Zhengzhong destroys the god’s statue and the locals take 

the matter into court. Zhengzhong convinces the authorities to convert the temple 

for Guandi, a better-known deity. He claims Lie Jie is not found in historical docu-

ments or county annals and is thus not an “orthodox divinity”. Later, a young local 

woman is possessed by Lie Jie who has been deprived of sacrifices. Zhengzhong is 

able to scare the spirit away.196 Zhengzhong is able to make his case to living au-

thorities. Lie Jie is disqualified both by his lack of historical credentials and behav-

ior in possessing a vulnerable woman. Since Zhengzhong does not fear him, Lie Jie 

has no power over him. However, again resolution is reached by relocating the vic-

tim though marriage, since Zhengzhong cannot banish the spirit permanently. 

The possession of women by female spirits from a different social classes also 

throws established paths into question. We see this in the two stories in which a 

married common woman’s body is possessed by a newly dead unmarried girl from 

an upper-class family. In one, an unmarried girl wakes up in the body of a thirty-
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year-old married woman, causing a legal issue between her and the husband’s fam-

ilies. In Jiang Jin’e a similar swap happens, although the wife is younger and the 

spirit’s family is more reluctant to recognize her in the new body. In both cases the 

women show reluctance to continue as wives but are ultimately pushed in that di-

rection by their surroundings.197  

The situation in these two stories is problematic for the society, a soul is pos-

sessing the wrong body with nowhere to return to, and the other soul has passed. 

While in the first story the problem is resolved by the new spirit taking on the role 

of the old one after some debate, in Jiang Jin’e the story leaves on a somewhat 

unresolved note.198 One is tempted to speculate that if the stories were based on real 

events, it might have been a case of a wife attempting to escape a marriage they 

were opposed to using the possession as an excuse. In any case, it is clear that the 

society presented in Zibuyu struggles to correct the confusion of identities unex-

pectedly combined in the same body. The desirable result is a return to status quo, 

where the peasant wife fulfils her duties as such. However, in many of the stories 

the possession does lead to changes which cannot be eradicated. 

Hauntings in Zibuyu are often motivated by a desire to right a wrong. This may 

be seen as a way to not only disturb but also reorient things onto a normal path. 

Besides concrete crimes, one story illustrates how this might also take a more subtle 

form. In A Ghost Bought a Baby a new wife is possessed by the previous one. The 

dead wife insists the new one is too young and takes over arranging the household. 

The new wife’s baby is assigned as the son of the dead wife. The dead wife then 

oversees her own funeral, proclaims she is satisfied and leaves.199 This gives an in-

teresting illustration of the kind of power a wife could have, at least from Yuan 

Mei’s perspective. The dead wife in this story is also a rare example a ghost whose 

actions seem to stabilize rather than destabilize. That could be attributed to the fact 

the ghost creates a continuity between herself and the new, likewise legitimate wife. 

The dead wife lends her authority to the new wife until she has been established 

into the position of overseeing the household. The danger the dead wife might have 

posed as a restless spirit is also neutralized. 

In most of the stories the status quo returns at the end. If the possessed victim 

dies, there is presumably a disturbance within the affected family, but the fabric of 

society remains. A few stories such as Jiang Jin’e conclude on an ambiguous note. 

The last we hear of the upper-class girl transported into a peasant marriage, she is 

still unwilling, wanting to become a nun but unable to.200 The character refuses to 

settle into her position despite the pressure to do so, continuously seeking for an 

alternate path outside of the one she is being directed to, by trying to claim another 

identity as either an unmarried upper-class girl or a nun. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion: threat, disorientations, and 
queer possibilities 

4.1. Ghosts as a threat in Zibuyu 

How is possession evaluated, positively or negatively? How is it dealt with?  

 

The ideal society in pre-modern China was characterized by a hierarchy in which 

each individual related in set ways to their superiors and inferiors.201 The concept of 

filial piety was especially important for relations within the family. While we can 

connect this to Confucian and Neo-Confucian scholarship, similar ideas were also 

prevalent in other Chinese religious traditions and in society as a whole.202 Each 

person was to follow a set path according to their relational status. Persons who 

were outside of the system were dangerous.203 I would argue possessions are seen 

chiefly as a negative phenomenon in Zibuyu because ghosts potentially destabilize 

social order. They travel on different, less familiar paths and can appear unexpect-

edly within the household, bringing in uncontrollable influences. This is especially 

concrete in the phenomenon of possession as the ghost takes over a body.  

Often, ghosts are after a specific thing and can be negotiated with up to a point. 

They may simply want food, money or other goods since they have no family to 

provide these. Even the ghosts seeking a replacement may be appeased by offerings 

or a promise of hiring professionals to free them into a rebirth. We see an example 

of one complex negotiation in General Wang’s Concubine in which the restless 

female ghost is first appeased by offerings, returns to get the offered clothing fitted 

and seemingly leaves for good, but starts haunting the victim again many years later 

after he happens upon her remains. Since she has proven herself to be dangerous, 

the remains are burned to stop the haunting.204 The ghosts who are seeking specific 

retribution tend to be more problematic, since their main aim is often the death of 

their victim.205 It is also implied that ghosts that are vengeful grow more powerful 

as they linger without being reborn.206  

Status has power over both the dead and the living in Zibuyu. A person’s social 

status makes them less or more vulnerable. Men with high status who do not fear 

ghost can often repel them.207 On the other hand, men can also be polluted by yin 

substances and phenomena, including substances associated with female bodies and 

functions such as menstrual blood.208 In Chinese thought, both ghosts and women 

were seen as threatening the yang, which justified that they should be submissive 

to it. The stories in Zibuyu show the horror of the disorientation of hierarchies, but 

at the same time illustrate that they are unstable and there are possibilities outside 

of normative paths. 
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4.2. Gender, status and death 

How do the characters’ behaviors and interactions with others change while they 

are possessed? How can these behaviors be linked to gender and status? What ob-

jects, actions and surroundings do the characters have access to? 

 

In this text I have chosen to make a closer study of possession in Zibuyu, using 

queer theory in its wider interpretation as a way to open up categories and bring to 

light where they overlap or become ambiguous. The relationship between life and 

death tended to be non-dual in Qing thought. At the same time, much of traditional 

Chinese thought was characterized by duality, especially in relation to the concept 

of yin and yang. They could be seen as both complementary and hierarchical. In 

interactions between ghosts and the living such as possession, the categories of liv-

ing or dead and man or woman became confused, strange and queer.  

Ghosts were thought to infect the living.209 The malicious and restless ghosts 

were more powerful in relation to certain objects, substances, and places. Walking 

out at night or passing a graveyard might lead to possession by an opportunist 

spirit.210 I would argue that these things can be seen as queer objects. They represent 

the world of the ghosts as outsiders, as beings that disrupt norms and threaten life. 

Possession also turns familiar objects, including bodies, into queer objects, as they 

become unfamiliar and strange. 

Certain men, usually religious experts or elites are often the characters who act 

to end the possession. However, sometimes they fail. The necessary characteristics, 

such as bravery, may be related to personal qualities rather than status. This could 

be interpreted to be in line with the schools of Chinese thought that saw moral val-

ues as something to be cultivated rather than something one was born with. We 

seldom get detailed histories on the characters, meaning Yuan Mei might also have 

considered the necessary characteristics to be inborn ones. In any case, status in 

Zibuyu appears as something that must be earned and which can thus also be denied. 

Possession tends to be described similarly in both women and men. The victims 

act and speak in ways seen as inappropriate or proclaim to be someone else, often 

a person of higher status than those around them.211 The possessed body can reach 

outside of itself in ways the not-possessed body could not by demanding to be seen 

as another person. Possession in Zibuyu causes changes of identity and position, 

either temporarily or permanently. These changes can be ones affecting social status 

and gender. It may appear at first that they are purely mental rather than physical. 

However, in closer inspection we find that while the possessed bodies rarely change 

physically, how they interact with their surroundings does. Possession may cause 

changes in body language, as when a girl “—narrowed her eyes and lifted her eye-

brows, proclaiming she was Prince Lie Jie himself” or when Bai Erguan elongates 

his body unnaturally.212 New accents and skills function as physical signs of posses-

sion, including literacy, a skill associated with education and high status.213 New 

skills also give access to new objects. This can be compared to Sara Ahmed’s con-

cept of making gender by orienting the body and reaching for gendered objects.214 

For example, the illiterate woman using writing implements is a queer act that 
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confirms her body’s new identification. In turn, when the possession is ending, it is 

signalled by her throwing away the writing implements she had been using previ-

ously, the body returning to acting as a woman again.215 

4.3. Queer paths: reorientations and (re)negotiations 

How does queer phenomenology aid in understanding interactions in the stories? 

 

How should we read these stories? Do they affirm established paths or present al-

ternatives? Are we looking at a temporary sidetrack that returns to the original path 

after a momentary confusion? Even if that is the case, the existence of such a side-

track has implications on strategies available to bodies. For example, female bodies 

can exert political power, even if it is only under very special circumstances and in 

the guise of a male ghost. This exertion of power can be seen as a queer act, which 

is reoriented into the dominant gender paths or patterns by explaining it as an act of 

a male spirit. Another way to redirect the situation is to discredit the spirit. The 

spirit is an inconvenience, removing the person they are possessing from their set 

role in the system. The stories of possession both affirm established hierarchies but 

also imply that they can be unstable. In Ahmed, queer objects cause a dilemma: 

should they be brought back into line or allowed to slip through and develop new 

forms and directions?216 Ghosts create a similar issue for the persons facing them.  

The victims of possession may hurt themselves.217 Destruction of one’s own 

body was considered unfilial and selfish unless it was motivated by upholding so-

cial order and morality.218 Huntington describes how suicide, when seen as some-

thing caused by ghosts, could be understood as something neither the victim or sur-

roundings were at fault for.219 I would argue that possession, even when it does not 

lead into suicide, creates possibilities for bodies to behave in ways otherwise not 

possible, such as young men disrespecting their elders or women commanding 

men.220 Likewise, while it could be argued that all possessions in Zibuyu end in 

restoration of normal relations, there is usually some change that has been made to 

the external world. The possessed person may be dead, removed to another house-

hold through marriage, or the spirit may have convinced the household to comply 

to its wishes in some concrete manner.  

It is understandable that ghosts that threaten life are viewed negatively. Com-

paring this kind of departure from the norm may seem odd in the context of queer 

theory. However, it does show the processes of how normative hierarchies, includ-

ing gendered hierarchies were constructed in pre-modern China. Furthermore, the 

stories in Zibuyu show that such disorientations could be imagined taking various 

forms. Disruptions can be portrayed as legitimate.221 Even humorous stories show 

that authority is not absolute.222 The ghosts are also often sympathetic. Yuan Mei 

presented Zibuyu as a text that should not be taken seriously.223 This in itself may 
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have given the stories more free range to represent multiple views, even ones that 

may have appeared strange or nonsensical, or which went against prevailing morals.  

Ghosts are outsiders, and as such dangerous, but their presence represents a 

break in normalcy that may open up alternate paths for the possessed bodies. Using 

Ahmed’s concept of bodies extending themselves and creating paths, the possessed 

bodies do both in a way not available to them otherwise.224 Madam Han wakes up 

after her possession, “speaking once more in a woman’s voice and combing her hair 

just like before.” She seems unaware of having just ordered her husband as a god. 

Nevertheless, the earth god temple is reinstated and flourishes.225 Order and nor-

malcy has been reestablished, but something has also changed as a result of the 

possession.  

According to the yin-yang conception of the world, the yang is meant to rule the 

yin. The possession stories frequently question or disturb this order. The ghosts, yin 

beings, disorient the lines of norm by moving erratically and appearing in unex-

pected places inside the controlled household. The possessed bodies and spirits in 

turn try to claim power beyond their set position. Almost as frequently there is some 

attempt to push back and discredit their attempts to do so. At the end, the status quo 

is re-established, but often at a cost. Reality changes as a result of possessions and 

new paths are created.  

Possession is a frightening, dangerous phenomena because it distorts what is 

familiar into unfamiliar. Action by yin is something yang must work to act against 

and subdue. However, yin may also act if it can convince yang that it’s action is to 

preserve or re-establish order, such as by punishing a crime or stopping a spirit from 

becoming dangerous. It may also simply overpower yang. In Zibuyu, there is room 

for both negotiation and accident. It is thus possible to see possessions as opening 

a new paths, ones that are not necessarily what the surroundings desire but which 

they are forced to contend with. Possessions gives the fictional bodies in Zibuyu 

tools that they would otherwise not have access to. 
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