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Abstract

The 2010s has witnessed the visibility of literature based on China’s Northeast
(Dongbei), exemplified by literary works composed by Zbeng Zhi, Ban Yn and
Shuang Xuetao, vig. the ‘three masters of Dongbei Renaissance’. In a 2020
novella anthology, Zheng Zhi expatiates upon a veritable cornucopia of
representations of folk religion (aka popular religion) and established religions
via depictions concerning shamanism, Buddhism and Christianity. In a
narrative entitled Xian Zheng ‘Divine Illness’, Zheng Zhi manifests animal
worship as a form of folk religion, by means of painting a vivid portrait of
shamanic practices pertaining to 'five major deity families’ that denotes fox,
weasel, bedgehog, snake and rat spirits. In a narrative entitled Taxintong
Telepathy’, Zbeng Zhi depicts Buddbist practices, the preponderant
motivations for which are analogons to those for folk religion in contemporary
Dongbez, namely, physical wellbeing and psychological solace.

Keywords : Dongbei Renaissance, China’s Northeast, popular religion,
Buddhism, Christianity

A. Introduction

The Northeast of China denotes a geographical region
comprising three provinces to the east of the Da Hinggan (Greater
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Khingan) Rang, viz. Heilongjiang, Jilin and ILiaoning, which are
collectively referred to as 7= EDongbei (Coogan 1994, Nelson 1995,
Leng 2021). Notwithstanding declining manufacturing industry and
thus its nickname as ‘China’s rust belt’, Dongbei used to be extolled
as the ‘eldest son of the Republic’ by Mao Zedong owing to its
industrialisation and urbanisation landscape (Hanser 2008: 19, Xie et
al 2016, Chan 2019, Tang 2019). Apart from its contribution as
China’s old industrial base, Dongbei plays a preponderant role in
modern Chinese literature. The 1930s witnessed the creation of a
profusion of illustrious and influential Dongbei-based works, in
which the Dongbei-born authors manifested unstinting patriotic
fervour towards their war-plagued mother country in a virile style
(Hsia 2004: 338, Smith 2012: 93-94, Zhang 2015, Yu 2018), by means
of expatriating a quagmire of cataclysms imposed on the masses by
Japanese imperialism (McDougall and Louie 1999: 235-236, Wei
2014, He 2016, Yu 2018). Nonetheless, since the 1980s, there has
been an absence of a dominant literary style such as the once-
prevailing ‘root-seeking literature’ and ‘avant-garde literature’, until
the epoch-making resurgence of Dongbei-themed literature in 2011
(Cong 2020a, 2020b, Huang 2020).

The literary resurgence led by the H AR ICVEXHFE xindongbei
zuojia gqun ‘cohort of neo-Dongbei writers” (Trans. Mine) is part of
RACLEE X% Dongbei Wenyifuxing ‘Dongbei Renaissance’ (Trans.
Mine) that is a neologism went viral in China’s cyberspace and
cultural arena in 2019 inspired by a hit song ¥R Disco Yelang Disco
‘Disco Alaskan Wolves’ by a Dongbei-born singer ¥ A1 Dong
Baoshi (Liang and Jia 2020, Jiang 2020, Zhang and Chen 2020). In
the literary field, ZRAESLER D, = Dongbei Wenyifuxing sanjie “three
masters of Dongbei Renaissance’ (Trans. Mine) are comprised of
three celebrated writers, viz. XFK Zheng Zhi, ¥IF Ban Yu
and W = ¥ Shuang Xuetao (Liang and Jia 2020, Yang 2020, Tong
2021), who are also referred to as kPl = 8NK Tiexi san jianke ‘three
swordsmen in the Tiexi District’ (Trans. Mine) due to their same
birthplace in the Tiexi District of Shenyang (Xin and Hu 2019, Han
2020). Alternatively, they are comically dubbed as Rt F4 Dongbei F4
‘Dongbei Flower Four’ (Trans. Mine) by netizens along with another
neo-Dongbei writer pseudonymised 5i4T%X Jia Hangjia (1978- )

(Tong 2021), whose chefs-d’oeuvre are two prose compilations 22
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Chentu ‘Dust’ (Trans. Mine) (Jia 2017, Wang 2017) and 5. Liaocao
‘Hastiness’ (Trans. Mine) (Jia 2018). Among this cohort of writers,
Shuang Xuetao is particularly illustrious for his 2016 novel
compilation “FJi_FHIBEVY Pingyuan Shangde Moxi Moses on the
Plain’ that unravels predicaments of laid-off workers in a post-Maoist
industrial context, in that this collection is extolled for ushering in the
era of neo-Dongbei writing (Wang 2019, Huang 2017, 2020). In
general, fiction composed by the four leading writers paints a vivid
portrait of dilapidated metropolises replete with historical reversals
and social issues, as well as travails of city dwellers from both ends of
the social spectrum, especially impoverished and marginalised laid-off
workers imperilled by a reform of state-owned enterprises in the
1990s (Lee and Warner 2005, Cho 2013: xii-xiv, Zheng 2017, Zhang
and Zhang 2018).

In this research, I investigate a 2020 novella anthology
entitled fIPAE Xian Zheng Divine Illness’ (Trans. Mine) that is
composed by the neo-Dongbei writer Zheng Zhi (Su 2020) and is
constituted ~ of  six  thought-provoking  novels.  Taking
SR ANl Mengdi Kaluo Shiren Ji ‘An Account of Cannibalism
at Monte Carlo’ (Trans. Mine) as an example, this narrative concerns
a spontaneous elopement of a pusillanimous adolescent boy with an
older girlfriend, as well as his encounter with his aunt’s ex-husband
who has been doing a range of jobs in various countries to make
ends meet yet is plotting to rob his ex-wife with a gun (Zhang 2019,
Zheng 2019). This narrative is regarded to fall into the literary genre
of Bildungsroman, as it concerns the protagonist’s emotional
transition from puberty to adulthood triggered by agitation and
depression inherited from the previous generation, and the
protagonist’s fictional transformation is surmised to demonstrate
perpetual suppression and final recalcitrance in  dolorous
surroundings (Zhang 2019, Zhou 2019). It is notable that prior to an
abrupt ending concerning the protagonist’s transformation into a
bear, An Account of Cannibalism at Monte Carlo is marked by realistic
narration, exemplified by quotidian dipsomaniacs, laid-off workers
and diners in a mundane restaurant. Additionally, the author also
alludes to the prevailing misdeeds of embezzling collective assets as
well as a series of robbery-homicides that indeed occurred in various
cities in Dongbei on the threshold of the 21" century.
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In the anthology Divine Iilness, Zheng Zhi expatiates upon a
veritable cornucopia of representations of folk and established
religions, embodied by depictions appertaining to shamanism,
Buddhism and Christianity.

B. Folk religion

Dongbei abounds with beliefs and practices of folk religion,
aka popular religion (BRIFZEFL minjian zongias) (Adler 2005, Deeg
2015), the occasions and actions of which ‘nourish a rich surfeit of
multivocalic meaning which opens up many interpretive possibilities’
(Weller 1994: 4). Discrepant from the vast majority of shrines in
China highlighting ancestral ritual (Shih 2014), Earth Celestial Beings
Al dixian), i.e. animal spirits, are worshiped in Dongbei, whose
divine intervention covers the entire local communities, rather than
individual households (Liu 2000). Taking fox spirits as an example, as
the most preponderant animal deities (KKang 2006: 45-50), they have
been highly visible since the Tang (618-907 AD) era (Kang 1999),
and the vast majority of fox-related lore prevails in Dongbei
(Johnson 1974). As ‘betwixt and between’, the power and efficacy of
fox spirits for local cults and subcults can be manifested in social and
religious life, because foxes can cross gender boundaries freely and
their powers can be deployed ‘to define the official and unofficial,
private and public, and moral and immoral in social and religious
practices’ (Kang 2006: 8). In terms of the provenance of animal
worship, impoverished farmers migrated from Shandong and Hebei
provinces to Dongbei in the 20" century, seeking cultivable land and
job opportunities in new industries; a by-product of the population
expansion was traditional approaches they had been deploying for
self-enhancement and self-protection (Coogan 1994). Given the fact
that North China, especially Shandong and Hebei, is the cradle of
animal worship (Kang 20006: 45), such culture was brought to
Dongbei by the migrants (Liu 2007). Additionally, in the Japan-
occupied Manchuria (1932-1945) that is officially known as i E
Manzhougno ‘the Nation of Manchuria’, the indigenous shamanism
has both been existing in its original form and been transformed into
worship of animal spirits (DuBois 20006).
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In this section, I scrutinise a narrative entitled IIFE Xian
Zheng ‘Divine Illness’ that is a namesake compiled in the anthology.
In Example (1), Zheng Zhi alludes to TLRATT wauda xianmen “five
major deity families” (Trans. Mine) as well as a practitioner of esoteric
arts and occult powers. Since the Qing (1644-1912) dynasty and the
early Republic (1912-1949) period, a group of five animals have been
worshipped in Dongbei, which are collectively dubbed as Five Great
Families (fﬂj(% Wudajia or T KAl Wudaxian), viz. foxes, weasels,
hedgehogs, snakes and rats, corresponding to JNE& AWK Hu Huang
Bai Lin Hui (Kang 2006: 4, Liu 2007). Alternatively, the four types of
animals, without rats, are denoted as VUKIT Sidamen or VI RKFK
Sidajia ‘Four Great Families” (Li 1948). Moreover, animals are
surmised to serve as spirt facilitators of shamans or ritual masters
(F5 3k xiangton) (Li 2011, Pedersen 2014) and ordinary human beings
can form quasi-kinship with Earth Celestial Beings via claiming to be
their offspring and offering sacrifice perpetually; in return, human
beings can attain mortal-immortal complements as well as rewards
such as wealth, health and reproduction (Li 1948, Liu 2007). As can
be seen from Example (1), the practitioner of folk religion claims to
deploy the divine force of hedgehogs through kinship, so as to offer
protection and blessing to her clients.

(1) BB, Al € ST )L T, AR B A R0t K,
%, PAEAE, X T, BT, AT — R,

REENE 1 o WIS VF AN . KA, e {5 5 A g2

W fe B SR ORA% Y — P R, PR S E SE e X IE KAE B2 T, W,
PRATEAEAT N2 WEIX 4 Ui 1! 6 Sk ML A5 55 K,

PRFNTE DRARIKIX 2 2 57 1) 52 WEDRR! VR0 TE F2 e
CAFHARARZ, RERILIEERZIZ 1L KA, TR,
PRFNIE A =35 & WEM? fRE PRI, JABIRIER 2. 25 I,
R — UG X TR WAL T,

RS AL . R, AL SR 2 e 2= 5,
INSE IR, FURANTT, AR IE) i 5K, S . Kaht, K,
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Master Zhao said: “Your husband must have done something
evil. Don’t you know?” My aunt replied: ‘Um, I don’t know off the
top of my head. Oh yeah, half a year ago, he caught a hedgehog and
ate it roasted.” There was a long pause over the phone. My aunt
asked: ‘Hello? Can you hear me?” Master Zhao suddenly burst into a
piercing scream: ‘All your family are dead people!” My aunt was mad
too: ‘I thought you were a “Master”! How could you say that?!” The
scream was even louder: ‘Do you know who’s been protecting your
family these years?! Do you know who I am?! The Bais are my dads.
Your old man ate my dad!’...My aunt asked her son-in-law: “‘Who on
earth are the Bais?” Li Guangyuan told her: “There’re five major deity
families, Hu, Huang, Bai, Liu and Hui. The Bais are hedgehogs.” My
aunt said: I see. Hedgehogs are Master Zhao’s dads.” Li Guangyuan
asked: “‘Who?” My aunt shook her head. Li Guangyuan said: ‘Before I
married your daughter, I felt I shouldn’t say it, but now I'm part of
the family.” My aunt nodded for Li Guangyuan to continue, ‘I think
you should take your husband to the hospital.” My aunt replied: ‘Let
me think about it.” Li Guangyuan said: ‘Also, put the two memorial
tablets away. They’re useless.” My aunt replied: T’ll have to. He ate
her dad’

(Divine Illness. Trans. Mine)

In Examples (2-3) extracted from the same narrative, Zheng Zhi
expatiates exorcism and occult activities in graphic detail, such as
setting of an ‘altar of the magician’ (Frin xiangtan) (Li 1948) and
resorting to shamanism to diagnose and heal illness (Heyne 1999,
Xing and Murray 2018). As can be seen from Example (2), the
shamanic healing practitioners are dubbed as H Efllichuma xian, the
literal meaning of which is ‘action-taking immortals’, in that deities’
disciples are construed to be able to act on their behalf and treat
patients possessed by spirits (Heyne 1999, Ii 2011). Moreover, the
gender of ‘Master Zhao’ in Example (2) is consistent with an
observation that spirit mediums are almost exclusively female (Cline
2010), and hence the terminologies A& wx ‘shamaness’ and HE%& wupo
‘witch’ (Boileau 2002, Holyoak 2005, Michael 2015). It is worth
mentioning that Zheng Zhi also unravels the practitioner’s means of
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income in Example (3), which, I posit, reflects a preponderant reason
behind the popularity of the animal cult, namely, practitioners are
avaricious in their pursuit of profit (Hai 2019).

(2) B KA, S A B R B KR KA,
VAW, NEAEARE, 2 EE . B,
LSRG A 2 EA AN, AN B N 45 F A,
—NIH, BRI N, BRI S M E A

SR NERIRAZ T EEI 2 R B2 Mg A FH LI,
AW BAl 45, BT O, B EA A,

REAEBA IR

I asked my aunt why she had not taken her husband to see a
doctor. She replied: ‘If I have, he’s truly sick, but if I haven’t, he may
not.” It was crystal clear to me that my aunt did not want to admit,
but I knew she had indeed asked someone to treat her husband. The
woman from Tieling was about her age and was called ‘Master Zhao’.
I had not heard of action-taking immortals until Master Zhao came
to exorcise me years later. She was from a shamanistic family and had
parapsychological abilities.

(Divine Illness. Trans. Mine)

(3) BAEIMEE —IRBRIE R, w5 KT,
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The second time Master Zhao came to my aunt’s, she
brought two memorial tablets. The shorter one was engraved with
the name of the resentful ghost, a Miss Chen. The name on the taller
tablet was very long: The Third Oldest Son of the Bai Family in the
Double-Willow Cave in Mount Dragon-Head. My aunt reorganised
the entire east wall according to Master Zhao’s order. A prayer table
was elevated and placed against the wall, and the two tablets were put
on the table, with an incense burner right in the middle. Master Zhao
said: ‘He must present an incense stick to each talent every morning
and evening. It must be him, not anyone else.” After the tablets had
been set properly, Master Zhao held an exorcism and sprinkled two
and a half kilograms of incense ash in the flat. A long, thin hole was
drilled in the southeast wall, linking directly to the outside. The whole
process cost three hundred yuan, and my grandma covered one
hundred. I saw the two tablets with my own eyes, and the incense
smelled good. The incense had no label, and it was not sold in any
store, so it had to be posted from Tieling by Master Zhao, for five
yuan per box. In the evening, before heading back to Tieling, Master
Zhao assured my aunt: ‘Our Lord Bai is more powerful than the
ghost. Don’t worry. Remember, make sure the hole isn’t covered.
Lord Bai needs to visit your home through that hole.” During the
entire process, Wang Zhantuan was very obedient, as he himself
elevated the table, sprinkled the incense ash and drilled the hole.
Prior to Master Zhao’s departure, Wang Zhantuan shook her hand
firmly and asked: “Your surname’s Zhao, but your family’s Bai. Were
you adopted?” Master Zhao got rid of his hand and told my aunt: ‘Be
patient. It'll take forty-nine days to cure your husband completely.’

(Divine Illness. Trans. Mine)

In terms of believers’ mentality, it can be exemplified by
Examples (2-3), in which shamanistic exorcism serves as an
alternative to medical care. China’s folk religion is marked by
dispersal, locality and practicality (Zeng 2009: 362), which is
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profoundly epitomised by the cult of animal spirits in Dongbei (Hai
2019). To be more specific, the belief in shamanism and animal
spirits 1is attributed to solace, catharses and an ideomotor
phenomenon (Wu and Lee 2018). Chinese civilisation entails an
immemorial construal that animal and human spirits are capable of
triggering and curing diseases, while certain individuals are blessed
with prowess to harness supernatural forces, which are recounted
and embroidered in a profusion of religious scriptures and literary
works (DuBois 2005: 65-66). For instance, the imperial period
abounds with narratives appertaining to fox spirits and fox worship
under the fully-fledged genre of EPE zhignai ‘strange writing’
(Huntington 2003, Kang 1999, 2006: 3, Hai 2019), viz. ‘accounts of
miraculous paranormality and abnormality’ concerning divinities,
ghosts, divine phenomena, mythological events, mythical sites, as
well as arcane esoteric arts and occult powers (Campany 1991, 1996:
99, Chen 2002, Chiang 2005: 12-13, Shang 2018). In Examples (2-3),
instead of medical treatment, the shaman’s client resorts to divine
intervention as a form of escapism, and simultancously attains
psychological comfort.

It is notable that towards the end of the narrative, the same
character converts to Christianity, as shown in Example (4).
Traumatised by the Opium Wars in the mid-19" century, the Chinese
masses used to regard Christianity as an indivisible component of
imperialist oppression and colonisation, so in 1922, an ‘Anti-
Christian Movement’ disseminated across the whole country,
especially among Chinese communists and the educated elite in
Beijing and Shanghai (Zhuo 2015). Moreover, the founding of
People’s Republic of China in 1949 ushered in a period when
Christianity was repressed by Communism (Bays 2012). Nonetheless,
by virtue of the epoch-making Reform and Opening-up drive since
1978, there has been a religious revival, including the rapid growth of
Christianity, i.e. the so-called ‘Christianity Fever’ (Ying 2009, Lim
2013). As a consequence, the number of Chinese Christians has been
increasing expeditiously, reaching approximately 100 million in 2018,
which is inspired by a multitude of factors, including Christianity’s
inculturation and successful integration of traditional Chinese culture
(Yang 2014), Christianity’s moral strength, as well as people’s sense of
disillusionment, spiritual emptiness and relational deprivation
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(Brandner 2019). Analogously, other neo-Dongbei literary works also
concern Christianity in contemporary Dongbei and believers’
mentality, which are exemplified by Y Guangming Tang ‘Chapel
of Hlumination’ (Trans. Mine) compiled in a 2017 novella collection
entitled KATZX Feixingiia ‘Flyer’ (Trans. Mine) by Shuang Xuetao
(Example (5)).

@) X, [Fl— kM Sk R b A il T 2,

HR SR B9 4T 76 b, BEdiE k. Bl Kb,
PRAGELT o KU, BIEF. ik, KIEET . Kahik,
MERRHERSZELE T, E—EHl R,

BB TR IES LT, e A . KU,
W, TR FAZERAR S R, AR T

EERNEN. BRAEFRILK T,
ﬁzmt[:ﬁ;’?ﬁl_l_aﬂﬁaﬁﬂ FRR T, TR,
AR — B I 2, PRI R 0

T KREEAERIREE A S 5. A REE T,
R Y MR IS N S b 4T 76 P TR FR 9

This time, on the same prayer table, the memorial tablets had been
replaced by the crucifixion of Jesus. I asked: ‘Aunt, are you believing
in religion now?” My aunt corrected me: ‘It’s Christian religion.” 1
asked again: ‘Are you believing in Christian religion now?” My aunt
replied: ‘Before I believed in the Lord, I actually already believed in
him. The Lord has always been there, and it was him who found
me.’...My aunt was kneeling in prayer in front of the cross: ‘Lord, I
should have prayed and repented my sins a long time ago. I drugged
my husband, and I’'m more wicked than the most wicked woman in
history! Lord, ’'m too tired. I want to drug myself too, so that I can
fall asleep too. Lotrd, I'm so tired, Lord.” My aunt did not notice me
standing behind her, so she did not suppress her whimper and let
tears fall on her fingers.

(Divine Illness. Trans. Mine)

(5) SEL LT, A AR AR, TR, & —5],

JE N ANIRE & —4], :ﬁﬁlifﬂhﬁﬁ? FARE K,
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After reading the Bible, Priest Lin led the prayers. The
prayers were very long, so he stopped at the end of every sentence
for people to repeat. My aunt held my hand again, but I lowered my
head and did not join the crowd. The prayers finally finished. Priest
Lin took a box from the corner of the stage and walked in front of
everybody. My aunt put five yuan into the box, which made me
surprised, as it was half of my monthly maintenance...An old woman
behind me said to Priest Lin: ‘Son, my foot’s festered. I almost
couldn’t make it today. Can you heal it up?’ Priest Lin said: “You need
to see a doctor.” The old woman said: ‘Every time I hear you praying,
I feel better. Heal my foot up please, or I won’t make it next time.’
Priest Lin said: “You’ve mixed up body and soul. Go to the hospital. I
hope T'll see you next time.’ The old woman said: I've got a
grandson, but his parents don’t care about him. I think I’'ve told you
before. I'm so worried about my grandson. Please pray for him.
Priest Lin nodded. The old woman put half a yuan into the box and
said: ‘Let me touch your prayer book.’

(Chapel of Ulumination. Trans. Mine)

Furthermore, Example (4) also manifests harmonious
contemporaneousness of institutionalised and popular religions in
China since the imperial era. Notwithstanding discrepant tenets,
teachings and liturgies (Huang 1998, Adler 2002), the indigenous
Confucianism and Taoism as well as the Sinicised Buddhism of alien
provenance have been functioning as gentry syncretism (Shan 2012)
and demonstrating condominium, viz. ff& B8 =HH—Ru Shi Dao
sanjiaoheyi ‘unity of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism’ (Clart
2007, Fan and Whitehead 2011, Shahar 2013) since the Tang (618-
907) dynasty (Smith 1978, Brook 1993, Gong and Gong 2010).
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C. Buddhism

In modern China, citizens are indoctrinated by Marxism-
Leninism-Maoism (Meisner 1971, Walder 1977, Chai 2003) and
atheism (Xie et al 2017, Li et al 2018) via political education
programmes (Zhao 1998, Nanbu 2008), and institutionalised
religions might be surmised to be correlated with feudalism (viz.
Buddhism and Taoism) and foreign imperialism (viz. Christianity)
(Leung 2005). Nonetheless, given the fact that institutionalised
religions have been existing in China from time immemorial, people
residing in less developed areas are still favourably disposed towards
religions (Zou 2003, Wang 2007, Xu 2008, Cao 2017, Yuan 2017).

In this section, I explore Zheng Zhi’s another novella entitled
0218 Taxintong “Telepathy’ that is collected in the same anthology.
The title, faxintong, or ceto-pariya-iana ‘mind-penetrating knowledge;
mind-reading ability’ (Wen 2009: 42, Cholvijarn 2019), is a Buddhist
terminology denoting ‘higher knowledge’ concerning observability
and awareness of others’ thoughts and feelings, which is asserted to
be realised by advanced practitioners of meditation (Clough 2012,
Purton 2017). In the narrative, Zheng Zhi explicitly depicts
Buddhists and Buddhist practices that have been localised in
Dongbei since the imperial era (Wang2009). As can be seen from
Example (6), Buddhists’ clothing, comportment and rituals are
presented in graphic detail, along with the venue and building of their
Buddhist practice. In Example (6), the description that the vast
majority of the cohort is female is consistent with an observation that
the number of female Buddhists is twice as much as that of their
male counterparts in Dongbei, and female Buddhists are more
devoted and engaged than their male counterparts (Wang 2015).

©) Bi 7T B EREE 2D+ NEWE, 5 FilBTF R,

Ly — 2 BERIN T SRR AT A,

WP ARG, U A4, TITANG . I 28R 1,
FERITIRN, M R — 05y KO AR AR, 8 B, AL ARIR,
RAIKZ,

ARG TR Y 1 I RO B I BE TR (T B R E AT1dR R
R0y dia TEEAT 1
VRIS 5 7 e RIES B3t 55 1), 2 i R (R AR TR,
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There were at least twenty people in Buddhist robes waiting
us in the yard, most of whom were women...My mother got out of
the car and made a mutra at the row of women. She said something
gratefully, but I could not tell what she said. The ceiling of the
building was exceptionally high, and there was an elephantine statue
of the Bodhisattva in an enormous shrine, which was painted gold
and covered with red kasaya. I heard that the building was fundraised
by Buddhists, and the tall ceiling was designed to accommodate the
four-metre-high statue. There were chanted sutras coming out of two
speakers on the wall...I stood up and dashed out the room. After
passing the long corridor, the huge statue and the yard, I pushed the
gate wide open and ran into the hall. The loud bang interrupted the
rites, and nearly one hundred people in Buddhist robes stopped
chanting and stared at me in shock. All those men, women and even
small children were on their knees while Guardian Wang was walking
around with a rod in his hand. Master Jiang was standing on a stage,
with a microphone in her hand. She still looked so calm...Room
1026 was crowded by eighteen younger Buddhists led by an old one.
The cohort stood very close to the corpse of my father in a circle and
began to chant sutras. To my surprise, the chant led by the old
Buddhist was flawless, without a single wrong tune or rhythm.

(Telepathy. Trans. Mine)

In Dongbei, a considerable proportion of conversion to Buddhism
is triggered by significant misfortunes or inspired by friends and
families, and the vast majority of believers regard Buddhism as means
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of blessing and protection (Wang 2015). The popularity of religion in
Dongbei is particularly salient since the widespread redundancy and
impoverishment caused by a reform of state-owned enterprises in the
1990s (Gu 2000, Solinger 2001, 2006, Hai 2019). As can be seen
from Example (7), the narrator’s mother is enticed into Buddhism by
a laid-off friend, and her motivation is to cure her husband’s fatal
illness.

(7) FE IR AE SO SRR AT, BRI R ORTL Y,
HhTEE I — L g 51 o AR e B2 BLRTAE T 1 L2
TR JaRBEREAE) T, 5o s,
RFLR AR T FKE AR /N 25 R0, 26T b,
BESERGR AR . AL BT 15,
VRS AR hE PR sEfs st I, RESRIAR R B I ST LI,
MANEE. PE ERERERZ T2, IR AL AR,
o B SHAE LA AR . RUH R AR, BTRAS /N 4F T
PE R BITA B IR A AR O, AR LR R T
AR, BB - UIAEA,
i XA . BESRUFET ), MRS IS JEBT R,
— IR R LD 22 SRR, ML XS IRIAEE 72 T IE Y,
Wr WAk Bl Rl &,
MR T2 TR 5 2 1o BESR IR, AT IR o] R,
PRI SRR 3. BERANRESL, IRIB 7], AT Bl i,
B BRIRIERENR, 5 ZIMASEAE R, B UIBASIY Je, B4 3B 37,
FCIRIA, fh B By R A2AT, Nl T,
EEIR/NAS D BESRE, W, SRR 08 o BT dgdt, 48 )L,
FAIRABE BRI . BESS (), 45 b 508 FH 2 BTl ik,
KA AR, VAR E G F R {5 B AN RN 1 BRI ZERE DR L,
HIHZA 0, RS IR T BERU, XA L= T,
IRVRAS L, BRGEA WA —FE 12 Bk, O BARSL T,
WEIRARAG I IL 1 .. FATIRAE [T 5 ) BESE, AR T  2 ITAC AR W I
BESIA), WEWERE L2 $EAEER00 . BT lpk,
PRASBEAF AT BRAT 2 N> BESRT AR, 455> [ 5K, i,
EHE . XM RLE AR, TR .

Prior to my father’s coma, my mother invited Master Jiang to
Shenyang on recommendation of a friend, who used to work in the

same factory with her. Before the factory’s bankruptcy, my mother
managed to become a music teacher in a primary school affiliated
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with a state-owned enterptise, via bribing some contacts. She was not
laid-off and had been working there until retirement. Her friend,
however, had been selling roast sweet potatoes since redundancy.
One day, my mother bumped into her. She looked ten years older
than my mother, but was in a good mood and permanent smile. My
mother found out from chatter that she had been a Buddhist for
almost ten years, and according to her, all sufferings and problems in
life had been solved in her mind, so she never complained about
anything and was always grateful to all kind-hearted people. My
mother was curious about the trigger. According to her friend, she
happened to walk into Master Jiang’s hall in her hometown and
heard her preaching; she cried her eyes out and became one of her
disciples. My mother asked: ‘Is she qualified”” Her friend asked:
‘Officially qualified? No.” My mother would not give up: “Why not?’
Her friend replied: ‘She’s not a nun, so her place is called a hall, not a
temple. You see what I mean? She’s still got her hair, and she’s very
young, a lot younger than us.”’ My mother said: ‘Wow! Talented
young woman!” Her friend persuaded her: ‘Juan, you should be a
Buddhist too.” My mother asked: ‘Is it useful?” Her friend said: “This
isn’t right. What “use” are you looking for? It’s not about asking
from the Buddha. In fact, the Buddha has already given what you
should have ages ago.” My mother said: ‘This is becoming
philosophical. Then is there anything different you feel?” Her friend
said: ‘I feel good in my soul, so my whole body feels good too.”... My
mother’s friend asked her outside the ward: ‘How do you feel about
Master Jiang?” My mother asked: ‘What about her? She’s pretty
young.” Her friend asked again: ‘Don’t you think she looks like
somebody?” After pondering, my mother said hesitantly: “The singer
Cat Qin?” Her friend burst into laughter: ‘It’s the Buddha! Master
Jiang has an extremely rare face called Bodhisattva Face.”

(Telepathy. Trans. Mine)

Examples (8-9) illustrate the conversion of the narrator’s father to
Buddhism: his psychological change from atheism to Buddhism not
only reflects his desperate pursuit of blessing and protection in the
face of fatal illness, but also psychological intervention as solace and
catharses that cannot be provided solely by medical treatment.
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Moreover, in Example (9), Zheng Zhi also reveals the cupidity of the
Buddhist, parallel to the avarice of the shaman in Example (3).

8) BESR A RA — PO BARAS 2L, ASRIGIRE,

PRI TR E 5 — S906RE, AT IRV R AR,

A AR A2 e Rt I RE (4 BN, A4 ) 1 AL th AN 2,
(L AR BB N o JCRIEHR A AR 44 ],
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Afterwards, my mother had been bothered for a period of
time, so she started to look for solace in VCDs recording monks’
interpretations of Buddhist texts. She also watched TV serials
recounting Gautama Buddha’s ascetic life and awakening; the
producers were unknown, but the cast was Indian. Those VCDs
were given by that friend, and she kept encouraging my mother that
she was a born Buddhist, which obviously had convinced her. At a
midnight, my father returned home drunk. His drinking must be
depressing and pesky, so the moment he caught sight of my mother
watching those VCDs again, he raged at her and smashed the VCD
player. My mother was frightened but not irritated. She just told him:
“Your profanity will get retribution.” My father yelled obscenities at
her: ‘Screw you! I ain’t fucking reply on no one. I earn my own bread.
I'ain’t owe no one!’

(Telepathy. Trans. Mine)
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On that day, Master Jiang only talked to my father alone for
less than five minutes, while my mother and her friend were waiting
outside the ward. When Master Jiang was walking outside, she was
putting a hair clipper back into her bag. As soon as the door was
open, I heard my father crying. I entered first and saw him crying his
eyes out. He was on his knees and surrounded by hairs on the floor. I
was shocked and helped him lie back in the bed. He could not stop
crying, so I did not say anything but tilted the bed slightly, so that he
could lie more comfortably. I caught sight of a A4-sized portrait of
Bodhisattva on the wall. The Bodhisattva was holding a bottle vase,
with Buddha’s grace illuminating towards my father’s skinny back. I
could not help asking him: ‘Dad, are you okay?” My father shook his
head and could not say a word. I came out of the ward and asked the
three women: ‘What happened to my dad?” My mother’s friend said:
“Your dad’s fine. He’s well now.” I said: ‘He’s well?! What happened
to his hair?” My mother’s friend said again: ‘He’s well in his mind. He
feels comfortable.” I said: ‘But I don’t feel comfortable.” Master Jiang
spoke to me for the first time: “Your father’s made a decision, and he
doesn’t want to live a non-sectarian life anymore. Since he’s my
Buddhist disciple now, I promise to perform funeral rites for him.’
Hearing this, my mother burst into tears and kept bowing to her.
After her friend shook her arm to remind her, she stopped bowing
and gave Master Jiang a bundle of notes wrapped in newspaper. 1
knew it was the ten thousand yuan given by the unknown woman the

day before. I gave the money to my mother, but I still remember the
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newspaper: it was Shenzhen Evening News, with a frontpage
headline “The 30" Anniversary of Shenzhen Special Economic Zone’.

(Telepathy. Trans. Mine)

D. Conclusion

As one of the ‘three masters of Dongbei Renaissance’, Zheng
Zhi not only depicts Dongbei’s status quo in a post-industrial era, but
also unravels people’s belief in popular and institutionalised religions
in a reality-oriented manner. In Divine Illness, shamanistic practices are
conducted via the alleged occult force of hedgehogs and the quasi-
kinship established with them, so as to substitute medical treatment,
offer emotional solace and fulfil practitioners’ avarice. It is notable
that the same character resorts to Christianity at a later stage, which
epitomises the popularity of Christianity in contemporary Dongbei as
well as the contemporaneousness of institutionalised and popular
religions. Such harmonious coexistence of religions in Dongbei can
also be embodied by the novella Telpathy that concerns Buddhists
and Buddhist practices. Analogous to animal worshippers, believers
of Buddhism deploy religion as an approach to attain blessing and
protection as well as a means of catharses under the context of
redundancy and impoverishment since the 1990s.
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