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Predicaments and Ethical Choices of Insignificant People in Yiyun Li’s Short
Stories

Abstract: As a renowned Chinese new immigrant writer in the U. S., Yiyun Li has
currently published two collections of short stories, two novels as well as a memoir,
which earn her many literary prizes and a good reputation in contemporary English
literature. Her short stories meticulously depict the diverse life styles and rich
spiritual world of the ordinary people in contemporary China where undergoes a
pervasive social transformation. From the perspective of Ethical Literary Criticism,
this paper elaborates in detail several typical ethical predicaments of the tragic
insignificant people in Yiyun Li’s two short story collections, namely survival
predicament, identity predicament, and spiritual predicament. It also discusses the
rational or irrational ethical choices made by these non-heroic protagonists due
to being driven by the multiple games between their rational will and free will in
different ethical environments. By objectively portraying the ethical horizon of
these insignificant people in the transitional society of contemporary China, Yiyun
Li shows the western audience how Chinese new immigrant writers in America
profoundly introspect history and culture of their mother country in virtue of
writing novels in English, how this group of writers ponder over such topics as
politics, power and transformation from the cross-cultural standpoint, and how they
express loneliness, estrangement and anxiety in their unique ways, which belong to
the common deep cultural mentalities of the whole human being.
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1 See King-Kok Cheung, “Somewhat Queer Triangles: Yiyun Li’s ‘The Princess of Nebraska’
and ‘Gold Boy, Emerald Girl’,” Critical Insights: Contemporary Immigrant Short Fiction. Ed.
Robert C. Evans (Ipswich: Salem Press, 2015) 88-103.
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A AP A BN 5 7, B SE R T i PR N “ PR AT N R,
1 JUHEMR AR B Horizont 218 “AIR” . “FiR” , H “PIR” BRLLH
NALER) AR, RESM S IR E R EMZE A ZY),  “Fi48” M= “5
PR ATRE” %R, NIEEE RN “BIR7 , SRET « BEKRK: (BR%
ZREREEY MR CEBEFERAXEET , T (R REESCH o, 2008 4E)
468,
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AR R AR “S53” PRy “ 0 SEBAT NIORTIR” T TELL, EEH A
BB FOE N IE 8 AR B SEBAT N A IS BEAST L TE R AR T I (4
HLPRISE Je HAR e G 5, (R BRSSO AC BRI . R HE IR SR fe 7 ik 4%
MEZ A S — DN E R IR 1 B IR

A BN RN R, 220 2 IR R /N U AR ANEE T %1 A 5] A\ )
WSS, AE TRRIE — DR 2 . Bl m i R s A
REGAC PLIRIER S VEM 2o R SCAE T AAASTRI (U T 377 5 Ak 23 T H A2 8 B S )
SRR DURA G ARSI HAR U e R 2= I SL s il
B I NRR AR B, 2R 2 (/N i et T A A A
BRI R 5E MO ERIR. £ (ZR) T, ART AR
JZR3e s AR R ERIM IS AR ERZE K AAREA
2 ISR SR SR AR IR E M S, A AL E D RS AT B2 B
R, FHREE “RPRRR” R, ANPRRRRZE; 1 (i) A
WEA A 2 B JE 22 187 J& i R A R R R I R, 250 25 /D i S Tk
TS E R TE A I R . (BeE) L (ER) ENRT S
i EAFE ST, OL7) « (NZE) S/ Piseia e, SKsE ) LE AN
CIATHERZITH TIRLZAR . METR. e L2 8igm. Bk,
ZEIH S /N B BT SO PO H 2 A0 185 SO A i 4 3 3 B AR T R K
O MERELAVE LS i e, B AR, k. 4
AR EFNIESR H 2 8000, A H s, R B#E.

PN PR R N AR SR T R I 1AL S B R T LN A
TH M1 F) 25 ShAG PRI 358 S HEAN R A BRI 3, AT 7 Jtonf AR RS 3. A
i@l A AT B, M TIRIE NSO AN S = T S AR
TR E . BREEBIIER, Fozxs R 2R R 5 8
2 P BRI ) AN 2 B O B PR Z B A8 i A R B R BERE
BETH PO AL AL QURI AT RE . =y IS e P B SLE RO EL I AR BLANIRE R 7 d e
KR AT [ AL g Ae B 5 0 AR E AR R AR RS IR I 2 B I 5
R TR R A A 2 e R T BT 52 D A A 2 4 B S Bl 15 RT3 A 0 U 5 1A B
AL 2 (I 5, B e A 7o T EL A R SR LA A R o ] LA AR ?

FEAFAE B SO A, AR, NAIFFESE T HAR, ANREH
HIf, FTRLE bR AR ek, A Ay H ke SR IBARN N DT AE, BB
B, NN 5 BRI STE UK o A7 7E 3 SO 22 AT Sh i NI 7, “ 8
AR ariasEwMmE TR R 160, 1 H “EATahf A4 s
MEE”  (BFF 26) o BRI, B4R A N AAE— R R AT 8, A% Fib
SR A H AR 2 R PR IR ARIHAR N K DA, AN “HE H DR SHERI A

L SR R ORR (U S MR AT, (L ESER)D 6 (2010) -
67-73.
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I, AR NRZRIETUE” (19) o WRBEFIGE SRS AR S ok E I RS,
RFEAEZIS N7 BN “ N7 AR FEA 7 N L, X A7AE T
PGPS e/ NI 56 i N AN - 5 GN /(ER ) -1
MIRZIEZE . SCRAR PR AMPPF U SCARA B INEE T “ A SRR MIE 2
A EON VUL S AT B REE B, Oy NSRA 0T A5 AR 2R SR s 18 9R
g1, MARRERTEERMEERLE” GE2E] 14 o WX B EKG,
P S AR T A E Al N AN AR IR, 1M
L2 EFFRIRGT N7 AFR N7 BB A e KL E, SR OE CN7
TR N7 BRI SR 51, AR 7 AR SRR & VE S AF B SR MR .

&g

I RHFR /AN CTAEAT) M CeE L L) R T 24 [ 1Y
Az /N NV O AE B, IS T/ AR RORS A 5, DR AT 52
BT B I AR SR ZI B R Eox . S0 = AR E CASEXAE /i 2
EERERNDD, xS 5 N R GG A e, JCHINE T2 A
KA NI A WA, WE. “WREGRERSRF, BoRHA
PRI HAREHREZ AMGZ ABAMN, Wik oS8 2w A
117 (Evans 7) o 228 NI/ AW EIRZATVERS GREE, (B I PR =235
AVEEEN], AATIAE 22 R BAL 2 3 SRR R Tevk soE B SRR, HH paris
PR N LB 0, ARG S AR A R A 2 R R A . T
WA EEAN RS EEIA TN (/N NPT IR B 2EAF S B O AR A4 )= T (1 46 22
PR 58 K AT H B B B B A B E 5, 2l o () fHE S 3 JR B 1 25 A3k
R BT A% B S frr e Bf [ SCAU R S AT P ) “AFE 287, dn el DLES S
WAL F A R A R IR AR S AT T REGG . B AT B, W
Xt R BIESE ANRRE A L B AT MR R L. BeAh, IS
IR i AL BRATTE A6 5 74 BRAE SR A0 9 SC/IN U 2 e 28 47 3t 1 A T 0k AR
PEAS R AR, I B AR B ECEMH

I, 2= = R B E KA =T/ AR RNE B2 H AT E AR i
B RF L, AN GO HOC A B E R R R IR ST, Ao iES . A
AL Aria ok, XL RS g — A A A, AR TR
MR, FHATFAL AW 2528 ik, FRAVRE. FNEDRKAE E
RISC M IRIER, I DSRS0 [ (KA 2 fr) 0N i, i 5
FEBENA F 3 ALY, TR W B B, e & X gas g AEie
FRBE I U R . R LR, W T AR, #ReEHEHEE
AR IR AR G S S e EMT . 4R, B aREEA R 55
LRI BAR, BErsit S AR A e ARG, FATRRLZ L L R R RIIRL
PLAA . ARULA Lo SRS b SN OIE 75 A A it S S AN 240 B PR R K



160 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol.1, No.2, June 2017

[ Works Cited ]

Evans, David. “Shades of Grey.” South China Morning Post, 28 Sep 2008. 7.

IR G AR RFTIRTEEE AL . () 2 (2002) ¢ 149—I151,

[Hu Fagui. “The Changes of Moral Function during the Social Transformation Period.” Academia
Bimestris 2(2002): 149-151. ]

FHibk: B HBEANMT o AR4WENT, ChEAEREE) 5 (1992) -
3—17.

[Li Peilin. “*Another Invisible Hand’: the Transformation of Social Structures.” Social Sciences
in China 5(1992): 3-17. ]

Li, Yiyun. “After a Life.” A Thousand Years of Good Prayers. New York: Random House, 2005.
23-43.

—. “Gold Boy, Emerald Girl.” Gold Boy, Emerald Girl. New York: Random House, 2010. 204-
221.

—. “Prison.” Gold Boy, Emerald Girl. New York: Random House, 2010. 101-130.

—. “The Princess of Nebraska.” 4 Thousand Years of Good Prayers. New York: Random House,
2005. 68-91.

—.“A Thousand Years of Good Prayers.” 4 Thousand Years of Good Prayers. New York:
Random House, 2005. 186-203.

HEZE CUHREAOTERIR) o dbnt: dERURZEAREE, 2014 4,

[Nie Zhenzhao. Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism. Beijing: Peking UP, 2014.]

Trif « UK (IeFee5iE) , K. bl B ANRHIAREL, 2005 4

[Moore, George Edward. Principia Ethica. Trans. Chang He. Shanghai: Shanghai People’s
Publishing House, 2005.]

ik - RE « Ry (FAEEXE—MAEE L), FRR ZK%ERE. Bifg RS REL,
2008 4,

[Satre, Jean-Paul. Existentialism Is a Humanism. Trans. Zhou Xuliang and Tang Yongkuan.
Shanghai: Shanghai Translation Publishing House, 2008. ]

Mt (BRI HIE R RN o R BIFRAEMAE, 2009 4.

[Yang Guihua. An Analysis on the Spiritual Loss during the Social Transformation Period.
Tianjin: Nankai UP, 2009.]

RIERmIE: & T



