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Here Comes the Sun:  

Anti-Holiday “Summer” Greetings from the RN07 Chair 

 

Dear RN07 members, 

Welcome to the Summer edition of the Network’s Newsletter. 

“Summer edition”. That is a phrase that deserves some critical sociological consideration. 

As I typed it, I had a small moment of recognition. It brought back late 20th century memories of special 

numbers of magazines and children’s comics, those extra-large editions for “Summer” that their makers 

proudly trumpeted the Summer-y nature of on the front covers. These were an integral part of my childhood 

Summers. Indeed, their publication culturally signified the start of Summer (even, or especially, when more 

“natural” indicators, like rising temperatures, were otherwise absent). 

I have often read people saying that their childhood memories, including some of their earliest ones, are 

dominated by recollections of warm, or sometimes very hot and sunny, summer days. I imagine that how 

warm and sunny those memories are cannot just be a matter of personal biography, it also depends very 

much on where you grew up. Was it Reykjavik or Dubrovnik? 

I grew up in Scotland in the 1980s, which not only involved bracing oneself constantly from storms coming in 

from the Atlantic, but also meant living in a country that lay under a permanent grey cloud of enforced 

Thatcherite deindustrialisation and the smashing of trades unions. Summers therefore were often more 

miserable than otherwise.  

Amongst the inevitable drizzle and political immiseration, people would in what they understood as “Summer” 

complain and grumble and moan all the time about the distinct lack of sun and heat. They felt that they were 

somehow being robbed of those things. The perception of theft was because of a certain set of semiotic 

associations. It went like this: this is Summer, and that means holidays, and holidays necessarily mean 

SUNNY and HOT weather.  

This was an era before anyone had heard of the American-sounding word vacation. No-one realised the 

etymology: ‘holiday’ derives from the Old English for ‘holy day’, while ‘vacation’ ultimately derives from the 

Latin for ‘free from duties’.  

[Pseudo-scholarly rabbit-hole: What would sociology have become if Max Weber had written not the 

miserabilist Science as a Vocation but rather the more cheery-sounding Science as a Vacation? How much 

can hinge for sociologists on the specific use of Latin verbs! Do you sociologically prefer vacare (to empty) 

or vocare (to call)?]  

Despite their blissful unawareness of all these etymological niceties, people in my childhood still viscerally 

felt this set of meanings: my holiday, our holidays, are sacred times, and as they are special, the weather 

should be special too.   

When there was occasional hot weather, people’s initial euphoria would inevitably soon be followed by 

disillusion. After a whole two days of heat, everyone said it was too hot, and the cases of bad sunburn started 

to grow exponentially. Like the ingredients of a badly planned cocktail, one must admit that Scottish people 

and hot weather do not mix well.  

After a whole four days, the local council would invariably ban you from using a hosepipe to water your 

garden. Water shortages in rainy Scotland?! How could that happen? 

All this seems like a million years ago now, if not a Golden Age (how can grey days be Golden?), then 

certainly a most naïve one. In recent times, I have cast my mind back to those not-very Halcyon days of 

childhood. This has not been done with a misty sense of Proustian nostalgia: I challenge anyone to feel 

genuinely Proustian about Glasgow in the 1980s.  
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Instead, it has been carried out with a rising sociological awareness of where all this fetishising of hot and 

blazing weather that people in my childhood operated with actually came from, because by not being simply 

natural, it must have come from somewhere. 

And on reflection, I think it must have come in part from the tourism industry. (Since at least Adorno and 

Horkheimer, it has been a convenient argumentative move to call something an industry and then blame it 

for bad things.)  

Very few non-elite people before World War II associated holidays in Summer with hot weather, if they had 

leisure time at all. But from the 1960s onwards, there was an advent of mass tourism in the capitalist West. 

This catered for middle- and modest-income people, moving them en masse from North to South Europe, 

from cities to beach-side resorts, pre-eminently in Franco’s Spain. (Sociology of Tourism 101 exam question: 

Critically discuss the Fascist roots of mass tourism.)   

A new message was elaborated by the mass tourism industry, and it took wide and deep hold of popular 

imaginaries, at least in some countries of north-west Europe. It went like this: it is not a real holiday unless it 

is a cloudless and very hot one.  

This assumption became an important cultural fact that the epistemic archaeology of late industrial society 

must today concentrate on. This is not just because the Summer-holidays-means-hot-weather semiotic 

association continues today to be the animating idea driving millions of airline flights taking to the skies from 

May to October each year. It is also something to reflect upon as weather the year round becomes more 

extreme, and in Summer extreme heatwaves become more deadly and more regular. What millions of people 

once wished for, and still to some extent even today wish for sometimes, is now exactly what they are not 

wishing for.  

If they are privileged enough, they will be in a social position to make ever more desperate attempts to evade 

the overheat. This may be by installing more air conditioning units in their homes (which handily raise 

everyone else’s temperature outside). Or it may be done by fleeing the heat by going to coolcation 

destinations (which are becoming ever more subject to the strains of overtourism that hot places are already 

prone to).  

The history of – more or less crazed – collective imaginaries, the fostering of these by vested interests, the 

perils of the unintended consequences of the culturally-derived actions of massive numbers of people, the 

structuration of ever-spiralling global crises which are playing out in ‘Europe’, the fastest heating part of the 

globe…  

There is certainly no shortage of material for cultural sociologists and sociologists of culture to chew on, with 

worried frowns on their faces. This is especially so as the boundaries between these areas and the sociology 

of the environment (or rather, environments) melt in the heat and dissolve in the freak (but now repeated) 

hailstorms.  

There soon will come a point when all sociology, regardless of specific subject matter, will perforce be 

environmental sociology, and when ‘culture’ as a term will no longer exist as something separate from words 

like ‘environment’ and ‘climate’.  

Some would say that time has already come. The 2026 pan-European heatwave merely reinforces the point 

that what was feared as a future risk is now here. It also demonstrates that what was once desired by 

generations of those governmentalized subjects called ‘holidaymakers’ is now a matter of fear and loathing 

for all (except for those who profit from too much of the sun and too much heat beaming earthwards from it). 

On that note, I send you on behalf of RN07 hearty anti-holiday – but still pro-vacation – greetings, in this little 

note that is meant to be quite the opposite of cheerful Beach Reading.  

Who now wants to be broiled on a Beach anyway?   

David Inglis, Chair of RN07, University of Helsinki∗  

(∗ Coolest Coolcation Destination of the Year, 2027) 



Issue 2(9) 2026 ESA RN07 Sociology of Culture 5 
 

 

Message from the Editor:  

When Summer Is Just a Season 

 

Dear readers,  

This Sunday, July 19, around 1.8 billion of viewers gathered around screens to watch the World Cup final 

creating a modern Chimera of fans, a digital transborder body with transnational mind, with no less than two 

heads and inevitably polarised emotions (‘war minus shooting’, as George Orwell once put it). Somebody 

with an Orwellian thinking said the football is the last battlefield of nationalism, and that was certainly true in 

the post-war era, age when Europeans believed that wars are not possible, not anymore, at least not on the 

continent. But times are changing: since February 2022 we are living with a bloody war in our neighbourhood. 

On this background football is just an innocent game. 

Others – from Samuel Johnson to Zbigniew Brzezinski – believed that nationalism was the last refuge of the 

scoundrel. And so it is in our time. For all these reasons football, as an inspiration for collective belonging, 

mediated simultaneously through global broadcasting technologies, is a much more preferred outlet for 

national sentiment than the military conflicts which continued to claim victims even in these hot football days. 

Once again, this grandest FIFA tournament confirmed that football as a joyful spectacle is about strategic 

game visions, excellence in preparation, sporting virtuosity, the ability to play in a team to score goals, an 

indomitable will to win, which sometimes borders on mere arrogance, but even more – it is all about politics, 

money and power. In all of this, football is the trivially triumphant spirit of our post-truth civilization. 

The current issue is not about sporting games, but it resonates at least partially to their spirit, and 

counterfeiting it, as long as it as it is about how culture can respond to the games of most powerful people of 

the day. Such is the essay Kleptocracy and Kakistocracy: The Joker and the Thief by Joost Van Loon, our 

bold editor of the column ‘Conscience Collective’. I am not sure if kakistocrats actually take pleasure in being 

the subjects of public condemnation, but certainly, they do not care about it. Look at Trump's new bitcoin 

robbery, recently revealed by New York Times: The overall results for Trump followers, turned into crypto 

investors, are remarkably bad. Nearly one million people who bought President Trump’s memecoin lost 

money through the end of June, according to a report. Their losses total $3.81 billion. Trump walked away 

with a $636 million payout on the same crypto bet. There is no doubts that kleptocrats and kaksitocrats 

continue to determine the power games and dominating geist of our societies. 

In this line, it is not surprising that writing, and more generally, creativity turns easily into a social movement, 

as revealed in the impressive by its depth and brilliant culturological insights interview Writing as a Social 

Movement with Yang Shuang-zi, the winner of the 2026 International Booker Prize for her book Taiwan 

Travelogue. Our special gratitude goes to Chun-Ming Huang, the editor of ‘Global Perspective’ column, who 

managed to take the interview amidst the full schedule of the famous writer and gender activist. The interview 
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was conducted in Mandarin, translated into English and finally edited by Yang’s team, so the whole work was 

a process, but the final text, presented in this issue, is of highest significance for those who follow closely the 

literary processes in Europe and the world; who are interested in gender studies, in intercultural comparisons 

between East Asian and western societies, and finally – in honest and brave self-analysis which is at the 

bottom of any creative process. 

 

I would also recommend you reading the presentation of the new publication by María Angélica Thumala 

Olave The Love of Books. As Nick Prior, Professor of Cultural Sociology at the University of Edinburgh 

argues, this is ‘an outstanding piece of scholarship that holds books and reading up to the light to see their 

refracting and reflecting surfaces. The power of the explanation resides in its understated erudition and it is 

with warmth and compassion that Angélica builds out her frameworks. As with the best scholarly works, it is 

a book that will gently shift how you see the world in general, and reading in particular.' 

 

Congratulations deserve also the designers, organizers and hosts of the VIII National Conference of the 

Italian Scientific Society of Sociology, Culture, and Communication (SISCC) Crash! Rethinking humanity 

between narratives and conflicts prof. Anna Lisa Tota, Vice-Rector of University Roma Tre, prof. Giovanni 

Boccia Artieri (President of SISCC), Dr. Lia Luchetti and Dr. Andrea Lombardinilo, among others, presented 

in the current issue.  

 

Congratulations to Anna Schwenck for the next award of her book Flexible Authoritarianism. Cultivating 

Ambition and Loyalty, this time by the Council for European Studies.  

 

This year the ESA RN 07 Sociology of Culture celebrates its 20th anniversary, a full adulthood, an historical 

account, described concisely by Anna-Mari Almila: Happy Birthday, ESA RN 07!!! 

   

And back to the summer topic – I wish you nice reading, enjoying your Midsummer’s Night Dreams, in healthy 

doze – midsummer sadness, and possibly avoiding any summer viruses. 

 

The next late autumn – early winter issue of Culture Newsletter will continue to look for your contributions, 

expected to be sent throughout the next months till November 7, 2026. May be there will be occasions to 

meet and discuss some of your future contributions at Warsaw by the end of August, but in all cases, I will 

be looking forward all good news that will arrive from the ESA Research Network 07 Sociology of Culture, 

 

Svetlana Hristova,  

Culture Newsletter Editor, who still believes that cigar sometimes is just a cigar, and summer – just a season. 
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News from the Spectrum 

RN07 Reaches Full Adulthood: 20 Years of Sociology of Culture 

Anna-Mari Almila 

In the Spring 2006 issue of The European Sociologist, the ESA Research Network list included a new entry: 

the Sociology of Culture Research Network had been established. Initiated in the aftermath of the 2005 ESA 

conference in Toruń, Poland, by Rudi Laermans, Anna Lisa Tota, Thomas Eberle, and Tia DeNora, the 

Network was soon to advertise its first mid-term conference.  

The original proposal to establish the Research Network, in December 2005, cited the importance for 

sociology of the ‘cultural turn’, ongoing since the 1980s, as well as the lack of a cross-European platform for 

cultural sociologists to share their research:  

The main aim is to provide a forum for discussion and exchange for sociologists of culture who are 

either based in Europe or whose research is devoted to one or more aspects of ‘culture in Europe’. 

The network would facilitate exchange of data and empirical results among scholars who, for reasons 

of funding, are often doing research within a national or infra-national framework.  

The list of ESA members wishing to participate in the Network contained 24 names from different parts of 

Europe, and beyond. 

In the Summer 2006 issue of European Sociologist, the following announcement was published: 

 

The conference was hosted by the Network’s first Coordinator, Rudi Laermans, and according to the 

Network’s collective memory, attracted up to 200 delegates.  

We have come a long way from those days. Plenty of new people have joined, some older ones have retired, 

or moved on to other scholarly directions. In January 2026, in our 10th mid-term conference hosted by the 
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Sapienza University of Rome, a decade of Network Coordinator experience was gathered in a panel 

discussion between Joost van Loon, Anna-Mari Almila, Simon Stewart, and David Inglis, joined 

enthusiastically by our Network members. What we shared was a sense of openness, welcome, and a space 

to explore, question, and challenge. A space where presentations do not need to be safe, neat, or even 

particularly polished to be recognised to hold value and potential. Where we are engaged in not only 

scholarship, but also the ethics of being a sociologist. We do not do academic celebrities and fancy frames 

(unless we fancy some frames, of course), we do extensive scope, lively engagement, and a wildly varying 

quality of jokes.  

Our understanding of what counts as cultural sociology, or who counts as a cultural sociologist has probably 

changed during the years. The current self-definition of the Network is that  

Because culture relates to almost anything that is sociologically relevant, we stress that cultural 

sociology is not bound to culture in terms of a thematic focus, but instead we advocate that culture 

should be used as a tool-box for exploring the connections between everyday life and practices of 

communication, signification and valuation. The purpose … is to encourage development of this 

perspective through the organized interchange of ideas and research. … The term Culture shall be 

interpreted in its broadest sense to include cultural practices and products, ideas, and symbolic 

meanings, as these relate to action, social behaviour and organization. 

My life with this Network goes back for well over a decade. I had been in Tampere 2014, joined the Board in 

Prague in 2015, and immediately got involved in organising the Exeter conference in 2016 – the first of the 

three conferences I have organised for this Network. When preparing this brief history, I contacted the decade 

before me. The response was warm, helpful, and fundamentally kind – just as I have always felt this Network 

to be. I thank especially Anna Lisa Tota for helping me put the Timeline below together, Thomas Eberle and 

Pertti Alasuutari for digging up documentary evidence, and Hubert Knoblauch and Rudi Laermans for 

checking their records for me. Thomas reminisced that Anna Lisa especially was a driving force behind the 

network’s establishment, although she only became the primary Coordinator four years later. It is particularly 

gratifying that Anna Lisa – and not she alone – is still actively engaged with the Network. We may not have 

a great gender record of Network leadership, but I feel we women have certainly pulled our weight along with 

our fantastic male colleagues. 

During the years, we have collaborated actively with other Networks, most importantly with RN02 – Sociology 

of the Arts, but also RN15 – Global, Transnational and Cosmopolitan Sociology. It is these good relations we 

have both within the Network and beyond it that make such a strong basis for the Network to continue 

operating, and to grow both in membership and in scholarly scope and quality. As we are getting ready to 

see each other once again in Warsaw, and select new Coordinators for the next two years, I hope we continue 

to be as welcoming, open, and accommodating as a Network as we have been for these two decades.  

Here’s to the next twenty years of sociology of culture! 
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Timeline of RN07 – Sociology of Culture 

2005 The research network idea is initiated during the ESA conference in Toruń, Poland; an application to 

ESA is prepared; Rudi Laermans and Anna Lisa Tota become network coordinators 

2006 1st mid-term conference in Ghent, Belgium 

2007 Thomas Eberle and Anna Lisa Tota become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Glasgow, UK 

2008 2nd joint mid-term conference with RN02 in Venice, Italy 

2009 Anna Lisa Tota and Hubert Knoblauch become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Lisbon, Portugal 

2010 3rd mid-term conference in Milan, Italy 

2011 Hubert Knoblauch and Mark Jacobs become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Geneva, Switzerland 

2012 4th mid-term conference in Berlin, Germany 

2013 Mark Jacobs and Pertti Alasuutari become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Turin, Italy 

2014 5th joint mid-term conference with RN15 in Tampere, Finland 

2015 Trevor Hagen and Joost van Loon become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Prague, Czech Republic 

2016 6th mid-term conference in Exeter, UK 

2017 Joost van Loon and Anna-Mari Almila become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Athens, Greece 

2018 7th joint mid-term conference with RN02 Sociology of Art in Valetta, Malta 

2019 Anna-Mari Almila and Simon Stewart become network coordinators during the ESA conference in 

Manchester, UK 

2021 8th online mid-term conference hosted in Helsinki, Finland (postponed from 2020) 

2021 Simon Stewart and Rita Ribeiro become network coordinators during the online ESA conference 

hosted in Barcelona, Spain 

2022 9th hybrid mid-term conference in Portsmouth, UK 

2023 Joint symposium with RN02 Sociology of Art in Sofia, Bulgaria 

2024 David Inglis and Dominik Zelinsky become network coordinators during the ESA conference in Porto 

2026 10th mid-term conference in Rome, Italy 
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Crash! Rethinking humanity between narratives and conflicts  

The Editor  

That was the central theme of the VIII National Conference of the Italian Scientific Society of Sociology, 

Culture, and Communication (SISCC). The academic event took place from June 17 to 19, 2026, in Rome, 

Italy. It was hosted by the Department of Education Sciences at Roma Tre University (Università degli Studi 

Roma Tre). The conference was opened by Massimiliano Fiorucci (Rector of Roma Tre University) and 

Giovanni Boccia Artieri (President of SISCC). 

With its over 330 registered participants, 245 paper presentations, and 63 parallel thematic panels, the 

conference demonstrated the impressive vitality of the Italian sociology of culture and communication with 

high sensitivity to the most critical issues of the day, offering an interdisciplinary perspective on how 

contemporary crises, technological shifts, and media representations reshape late modern society and its 

identities. Key topics included: 

 Conflict Narratives: Analysis of trauma, memory, and the management of emotions in the digital 

era. 

 Digital Platforms & Post-Truth: Research on the role of social media networks and digital market 

regulations. 

 Contemporary Art & Ecology: Exploring the intersections of technology, nature, and humanity 

beyond traditional anthropocentrism. 
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The conference revealed the high spirit of intellectual openness, dialogue and civic engagement of the 

Italian academic community of sociology, culture and communication that reminded me of the power of 

culture to resist in even most difficult conditions as this happened in Ventotene. Presently a European 

Heritage Label site, the two small islands Ventotene and Santo Stefano were for many centuries places of 

confinement and prison where in 1941 Altiero Spinelli, Ernesto Rossi and Eugenio Colorni, exiled by the 

fascist regime, wrote the Manifesto for a Free and United Europe, the so called ‘Ventotene Manifesto’. An 

inspiring example of how bright ideas are born in the darkest times. 

 

 

June 17, 2026, the keynote speaker of the conference Svetlana Hristova with Anna Lisa Tota, Vice-Rector of 

University Roma Tre and Giovanni Boccia Artieri (President of SISCC). Photo courtesy: Lia Luchetti 
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Award to Flexible Authoritarianism. Cultivating Ambition and Loyalty in Russia 

The Editor 
 

 

Our ESARN07 member Anna Schwenck and her remarkable research Flexible Authoritarianism. Cultivating 

Ambition and Loyalty, published in 2024 by Oxford University Press received recently 2026 Honorable 

Mention / Bronze Prize (European Studies Book Award) by the Council for European Studies. 

The value of the book was recognized as challenging the idea that the transnational rise of authoritarianism 

is a backlash against economic globalization and neoliberal capitalism; furthermore, it reflects the resonance 

between authoritarian and neoliberal ideologies in today's comeback of strongman rule and focuses on 

meaning-making processes and cultural forms that lead people to tolerate, accept, or even embrace 

authoritarian practices and neoliberal techniques.  

This is the second public academic ward to Anna Schwenck’s book. Flexible Authoritarianism. Cultivating 

Ambition and Loyalty in Russia won in 2024 The Mary Douglas Prize for Best Book in the Sociology of 

Culture (2024), awarded by the American Sociological Association (ASA).  

You can learn more about Flexible Authoritarianism here: https://lnkd.in/e2qjbDXb  
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New Books 

The Love of Books 

Attachment to a Changing Cultural Object 

 

María Angélica Thumala Olave is 
Senior Lecturer in Sociology at the 
University of Edinburgh. Her 
research explores the personal and 
political significance of reading and 
books in Latin America and the UK. Her 
latest books are The cultural sociology 
of reading. The meanings of reading 
and books across the world (2022, 
Palgrave Macmillan) and The love of 
books. Attachment to a changing 
cultural object (2026, Manchester 
University Press). 
 

Thumala Olave, María Angélica. 
2026. The love of books. Attachment to 
a changing cultural object. Manchester 
University Press.   

 

 

 

 

                  

The Love of Books examines the affective bond between people and books in the UK. In the context of the 

unprecedented abundance of media offering information, storytelling and entertainment, it investigates the 

attachment to print and digital books amongst readers from a range of backgrounds who read for pleasure, 

wish to be surrounded by print copies of books, and have trouble discarding books. Unlike existing research, 

which focuses on prestige, social status, and cultural capital, this study centres on meaning, materiality and 

emotion. Drawing on interviews and archive material, it shows how attachment emerges from the practical 

fusion of three elements that have so far been examined separately: the material, surface properties of books, 

the act of reading, and books' symbolic power. 

Excerpt from the Introduction  

(…) This is a study of the love of books and reading among contemporary leisure readers in the United 

Kingdom. It is about the allure of reading and the desire for books’ presence. The focus is on the existential 

and ethical role of reading; a social practice that involves the active aesthetic encounter with books as textual 

and material objects.  

(…) The love of books considered in this study displays both continuities and transformations in the 

conceptions and experiences of books and reading. Some formulas and themes used today are 

reformulations of old ones, such as the language of love. Others are more recent, such as the legitimacy of 

women’s pleasure. Continuities and breaks are also visible in the entanglement of technology and valuation, 

https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526158871/
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526158871/
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526158871/
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526158871/
https://manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk/9781526158871/
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from an attachment to the codex as the ‘real book’ whose features are the template for the evaluation of 

digital reading to the desire to be in the presence of print copies to the embrace of the flexibility of digital 

formats. One thread that runs through the different stories readers offer about why reading is important to 

them is the subjective appropriation of books and the role of reading in making life meaningful and liveable. 

Seen against reflections about the consequences of the reproducibility of books (Benjamin 2003), book 

lovers’ accounts point towards the strength and inescapable aura of books. I describe this as books’ life force 

to point to the vitality of the encounter with books and interpret it as books’ iconic power. (Alexander, 

Bartmański, and Giesen 2012) (…) 

Although this may change, in the present moment everybody knows what a book is and, with few exceptions, 

will accept that the book is one of the most consequential technologies in human history. Books and literacy 

have been instrumental in the diffusion and institutionalisation of religion, science and art (Blumenberg [1981] 

2000; Dunch 2002), the spread of empires and colonialism (Rappaport and Cummins 2020; Innis [1950] 

2022), the responses to these processes by the colonised and marginalised (Pratt 1992; Bell 2021), the 

formation of critical capacities (Ginzburg [1976] 2013) and revolutionary projects (Chartier 1991), 

modernisation (Eisenstein [1979] 1997; Johns 1998) and the emergence of public spheres (Habermas 1989; 

Tian 2019), the building of national identities (Anderson [1983] 2006; Wogan 2001) and national rule. The 

richness and complexity of these histories, their darkness and their light, are contained in the image/feeling 

of the book. Books and the social practices around them are prestigious, even venerable, their aura so strong 

that it illuminates and sometimes glosses over the changes in their nature and uses traced by book historians. 

The practices and sentiments that make up book love occur under the influence of the book’s symbolic power, 

its capacity to both signify historical, shared meanings and to afford new aesthetic encounters for each 

individual reader.  

(…) My goal is to understand the attachment to books and reading expressed in Hodkinson’s words and in 

those of other readers in the UK. What does the love of books look like? What are the mechanisms that 

sustain it? What do people mean when they say they love to read or that they love to have books around 

them?  

I understand attachment in three ways: First, a bond or connection. This connection is felt as strong and 

significant, a key dimension of the reader’s sense of self, perceived as making the person’s life better, 

worthwhile, pleasurable, and meaningful. Second, a capacity of the moral, evaluative self that is mediated by 

aesthetic experience. And third, a long-lasting affective response to the practice of reading and to books as 

objects with aesthetic and symbolic power.  

Attachment has various objects: one is the experience of reading and its long-term effects (e.g. the somatic 

states achieved during reading, the type of person we feel we are while we read and after we read, the 

accumulated effect of reading over the years); a second is genres, authors and titles as texts read and 

experienced also in multiple formats (e.g. The Hunger Games multimedia universe); a third is the print version 

of books (e.g. a several times re-read and marked copy of Middlemarch, the picture books of a childhood, 

the Bible of my grandmother).  
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In times of consumption and acquisitiveness, the phrase ‘to love’ can be easily devalued as banal or empty. 

Expressions such as ‘I love that colour on you!’ or ‘I love chocolate!’ normally point to preferences that carry 

little consequence. The ‘love of books’ that I investigate here belongs in a different category: that of the 

attachments that make up the moral self. Drawing on the philosophy of Paul Ricoeur (1992) and Charles 

Taylor (1989), I understand morality as more than our obligations to others. I take morality to mean our 

capacity to discriminate, to make judgements and evaluations by reference to a hierarchy of values. For the 

readers in this research who say that they ‘love to read’, reading and books are amongst the most important 

practices and goods in their lives, objects of what Taylor calls ‘strong evaluation’ (Taylor 1985). Reading 

books affords these readers goods which are worthy of admiration or that make their lives ‘meaningful or 

fulfilling’ (Taylor 1989: 4). Unlike the preferences that inform our choices of flavours or colours, for example, 

which are the object of ‘weak evaluation’, the objects of strong evaluation are the standards with which people 

discriminate what is most worthy in their lives.  

Framing reading as an aesthetic-cum-ethical practice does not restrict the types of books people read to 

critically acclaimed titles or the accounts of self to enlightened sophistication or moral superiority. I do not 

assess the worthiness of the objects of readers’ attachments. Some of them are compulsive readers of 

romantic fiction or fantasy, others take pleasure in slowly working through philosophical and historical tomes. 

Instead of focusing on genres and the academic debates about classification and evaluation, I pay attention 

to the weight that readers attribute to their reading and to books as objects in existential terms. I also do not 

equate morality with goodness. That reading and engagement with the arts does not necessarily make people 

better is evident, and tragically so.    

My argument has a theoretical and an empirical part. Theoretically I propose that approaching the practices 

of reading from an affirmative rather than an agonistic perspective renders a fuller picture of the meanings of 

reading and books. To support this position, I deploy a cultural sociology that focuses on meaning, and on 

the aesthetic, ethical and existential dimensions of the practices of reading and keeping books close. The 

main empirical argument is that the love of books is an emergent property of the practical interaction between 

the material and the symbolic, and that reading as a social practice realises a number of highly valued goods.  
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New opportunities, calls, invitations 
 

CfP: Special Issue 'Practicing Place' of The Journal of Practice Theory 

Guest Editors: 

Prof. Dr. Robert Schmidt - Chair of Process-Oriented Sociology, Catholic University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt 

Prof. Dr. Joost van Loon - Chair of General Sociology and Sociological Theory, Catholic University of 

Eichstätt-Ingolstadt 

Description: This special issue aims to contribute to a strong interdisciplinary framework for understanding 

'practicing place' as a research paradigm, that emerges from a consistent practice-theoretical conception of 

topology. We are looking for contributions from a variety of disciplines across the social sciences, geography, 

humanities, cultural studies and philosophy. We request submissions that combine particular case studies of 

practicing place with theoretical explorations of practices such as emplacement, replacement, displacement 

and de-placement, both in terms of binding (inclusion) and bounding (exclusion). We particularly welcome 

contributions focused on conflictuality, imaginaries and “more-than-human” practice-constellations. 

Contributions will be subject to the journal’s standard double-blind peer review process. Contributors will 
need to register to the journal before submitting. Accepted articles will be published online on a rolling basis 
and subsequently collected into the special issue. 

Full call: https://ojs.library.lancs.ac.uk/jpt/practicing_place_si    

For questions about the special issue, please contact: Prof. Dr. Joost van Loon 
joost.vanloon(at)ku.de  

Submission: Abstracts (approximately 250–300 words) should be emailed to: Prof. Dr. Robert Schmidt 
rschmidt(at)ku.de 

Key Dates 

 Abstract deadline: 30th September 2026 

 Notification of invitation to submit: October 2026 

 Full manuscript deadline: 1st February 2027 

 

Postdoctoral Research Position, UNEQUALCAREERS 

Date & Place: Lille, France; start 1 September 2026 

Organization: ESPOL, Université Catholique de Lille 

Description: 16-month postdoctoral research position on unequal career trajectories following parenthood 

and family-policy contexts. 

Contact: Prof. Ilze Plavgo  –  ilze.plavgo@univ-catholille.fr 

Official website: https://ecsrnet.eu/jobs-and-other-announcements/ 

Submission Deadline: 22 July 2026 

 

Postdoc in Sociology of Intergroup Relations 

https://ojs.library.lancs.ac.uk/jpt/practicing_place_si
https://ecsrnet.eu/jobs-and-other-announcements/
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Date & Place: Bern, Switzerland 

Organization: University of Bern 

Description: Research on intergroup relations, social networks and deviance.  

Contact: Institute of Sociology, University of Bern 

Official website: https://ecsrnet.eu/jobs-and-other-announcements/ 

Submission Deadline: 11 August 2026 

 

MSCA Postdoctoral Fellowships 2026 

Date & Place: Europe / EU Member States and Horizon Europe Associated Countries 

Organization: European Commission  –  Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions 

Description: European and Global postdoctoral fellowships for researchers holding a PhD who wish to 

carry out research abroad and develop their careers. 

Contact: European Commission / MSCA contact channels 

Official website: https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/actions/postdoctoral-fellowships 

Submission Deadline: 9 September 2026, 17:00 CEST 

 

Postdoctoral Research Fellow in Digital Status, Social Inequality and Generative AI 

Date & Place: Oslo, Norway; 4-year full-time position 

Organization: BI Norwegian Business School, Department of Communication and Culture 

Description: Postdoctoral research fellow position using qualitative interviews/focus groups on digital 

status, social inequality and generative AI. 

Contact: BI Norwegian Business School vacancy portal / department contacts 

Official website: https://academicpositions.com/ad/bi-norwegian-business-school/2026/postdoctoral-

research-fellow/250052 

Submission Deadline: 10 August 2026 

 

British Council 90th Anniversary Research Fellowships 2027 

Date & Place: Edinburgh, UK; January–December 2027 

Organization: British Council / IASH, University of Edinburgh 

Description: Up to two 12-month postdoctoral fellowships for international early-career researchers based 

in eligible ODA-recipient countries where the British Council operates. 

Contact: IASH / British Council application portal 

Official website: https://www.iash.ed.ac.uk/british-council-90th-anniversary-research-fellowships 

Submission Deadline: 31 July 2026, 17:00 BST 

https://ecsrnet.eu/jobs-and-other-announcements/
https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/actions/postdoctoral-fellowships
https://academicpositions.com/ad/bi-norwegian-business-school/2026/postdoctoral-research-fellow/250052
https://academicpositions.com/ad/bi-norwegian-business-school/2026/postdoctoral-research-fellow/250052
https://www.iash.ed.ac.uk/british-council-90th-anniversary-research-fellowships
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Global Perspectives  
 

Writing as a Social Movement 

An Interview with Booker Prize Winner Yang Shuang-zi (楊双子) 

By Chun-Ming Huang, Board member of ESA RN 07 ‘Sociology of Culture’, Associate 

Professor at National Chengchi University, Taiwan 

 

 

Yang Shuang-zi, winner of the 2026 International Booker Prize (left), with Prof. Chun-Ming Huang. Photographed at 

the office of SpringHill Publishing, publisher of Taiwan Travelogue. Photo courtesy: Chia-Min Chu 

 

Yang Shuang-zi is the winner of the 2026 International Booker Prize, having also claimed the National Book 

Award for Translated Literature in the U.S. and Japan's ‘Best Translation Award’ in 2024. Unlike the majority 

of the literary elite, the Taiwanese author hails from an underclass background. She attended a vocational 

night school and lived a life where she had to work just to afford her next meal. This state of sheer survival 

has profoundly shaped and enriched her literary work. 
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As an out lesbian, she intertwines the aesthetics of food, imperialist tourism, and the nation into a unique 

narrative. In our conversation, Yang articulates the concept of the ‘East Asian girls’ bond’ – a fluid 

relationship distinct from Western paradigms of romantic love, which she views as a force of resistance in 

contemporary geopolitics. She also discusses colonial power and the limits of love. She states that Taiwan 

belongs to the Taiwanese: ‘A century ago, we said this to the Japanese,’ yet, ‘a century later, we say it to the 

Chinese.’ She believes that through fiction, we can avoid ‘historical silences’ and see the profound 

complexities of history, human beings, materiality, and their relationality. 

Yang Shuang-zi’s writing is inextricably linked to Taiwan’s precarious reality. Amidst an overwhelmingly 

busy schedule following her award wins, Yang generously agreed to an interview with me in early July. She 

positions Taiwan on the world map. This is the power of literature. 

 

1. Generational Identity and the Original Intent of Writing 

Q: Congratulations! Your novel Taiwan Travelogue (臺灣漫遊錄) has recently achieved unprecedented 

international recognition, sweeping major global awards including the 2026 International Booker Prize. Born 

in 1984, you grew up after the lifting of martial law in Taiwan in 1987. You majored in ‘Taiwan Literature 

Studies’ rather than the traditional academic classification of ‘Chinese Literature Studies’. You clearly belong 

to a generation that increasingly identifies as Taiwanese rather than Chinese. Like many literary youths of 

your generation, you have actively participated in creative writing, redefining Taiwan through the literary. 

Could you share how this sudden international recognition has impacted you, and tell us to what extent your 

quest for political and cultural identity influenced the writing of Taiwan Travelogue?  

SY: Winning these awards has indeed brought drastic changes to my life. When I won the National Book 

Award at the end of 2024, the level of busyness was already overwhelming, as it was the first time a 

Taiwanese work had received this recognition. At the time, I thought, ‘Even with the International Booker 

Prize, it would probably only be twice as busy, right?’ But after actually participating, I realized how differently 

it is valued on the global map – the workload is probably not just twice, but perhaps five or even ten times as 

much. This busyness is fatal to my creative rhythm. For the work I started in 2024, I only managed to write 

6,000 words over the entire year of 2025. For me, entering a writing state is like ‘landing’ – a process similar 

to an actor getting into character. Especially since I often write yuri (Girls’ Love) fiction with dual or multiple 

protagonists, I need to simultaneously enter the psychology of several characters. Frequent trips abroad 

constantly disrupt this rhythm. The process of re-entering a character (‘landing’) takes longer the longer I am 

away. That mental tug-of-war is extremely draining; I even suffered from severe vertigo due to extreme fatigue 

and had to deliberately schedule a vacation to the Jiaoxi (礁溪) hot springs, just staring at the mountains to 

untangle my exhausted mind. 

My shift in identity is profoundly connected to my generational background. As Millennials born in the 1980s, 

writers of my generation came of age alongside the explosion of internet technology. The rise of social media 

allowed us to interact closely and follow each other's work in real time, fostering a literary community 

characterized by mutual stimulation and a healthy sense of competition. This technological landscape also 

spawned collaborative practices like ‘round-robin story writing’, breaking the traditional mold of the author as 

an isolated island. In terms of academic identity, this was a process of ‘disenchantment’. Although I majored 

in Chinese literature in college and delved into classical literature, I always felt a sense of ‘dissonance’ 

regarding my identity. It was hard to pinpoint – like a stray hair trapped under your clothes, scratching you. It 

doesn’t threaten your survival, but at a certain moment, it becomes so uncomfortable that you want to remove 

it. This dissonance peaked when I traveled to China at the age of 18; the intense cultural conflict made me 

realize we are completely different. It wasn’t until I pivoted to Taiwan Literature Studies at National Chung 

Hsing University, where, under the guidance of Professors Chen Kuo-wei (陳國偉) and Chiu Kuei-fen (邱貴
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芬), I encountered the ideal of ‘transnational culture’ – placing Taiwan literature on the world map to examine 

its position and contribution – that I transformed my previously ‘stuck’ national identity into a clear 

contemplation of Taiwanese subjectivity, truly acquiring a discursive framework. 

For me, writing itself is my social or civic movement. I am not the only one who thinks this way; writers of our 

generation, such as Liu Chih-yu (劉芷妤), have also stated, ‘Fiction is my social movement’. We engage in 

social advocacy through our writing. I am not worried about being ‘ideology-first’, because during the 

disenchantment process, we understood that the notion of ‘literature belongs to literature, politics belongs to 

politics’ is a shadow left over from the martial law era. Now we understand that literature is a technology – a 

means to ensure that what you want to convey reaches the readers’ minds with at least 80% accuracy. I am 

no longer satisfied with traditional victim narratives; instead, I try to explore universal values within class, 

gender, and colonial predicaments through historical fiction, addressing the ‘predicament’ where individuals 

are constrained by multiple factors and cannot easily resolve their situations through simple actions. 

2. International Rights, Story Synopsis, and Metafictional Techniques 

Q: In addition to the Japanese, Korean, and English editions, Taiwan Travelogue is now being translated into 

several European languages. Could you share which languages are currently under negotiation? Moreover, 

for European readers who might be unfamiliar with the complex colonial history between Taiwan and Japan 

– along with the geopolitical implications involving China – and the contradictory post-colonial sentiments of 

being ‘pro-Japan’ or ‘anti-Japan’, how would you concisely introduce this compelling story? 

SY: Regarding the translations, my publisher recently updated me that we've reached nearly thirty countries 

globally. Since you mentioned European languages, in addition to earlier sales to Ukraine, Norway, Germany, 

Finland, the Netherlands, and Italy, we also have upcoming editions in places like France, Sweden, and 

Denmark, along with Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, and Croatia. It’s also 

expanding to the Americas, like Brazil, and across Asia, including Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and India. 

For European readers unfamiliar with East Asian history, my most concise summary is usually this: Between 

1938 and 1939, while Taiwan was colonized by Japan, the Sino-Japanese War had broken out, but the 

flames of war had not yet reached Taiwan. A female writer from the colonial motherland, Japan, comes to 

Taiwan and meets a local Taiwanese guide and interpreter. These two women travel along the longitudinal 

railway from the north of Taiwan to the south. During their year together, they ‘want to become friends’, only 

to discover that establishing an equal, peer-to-peer relationship under colonial conditions is extremely difficult, 

if not impossible. 

Q: Your novel adopts the literary devices of the ‘pseudo-translation’ and the ‘pseudo-manuscript’. You 

fabricated the Japanese original text, the recommendation prefaces, and the translator's afterword, even 

going so far as to question the actual existence of the protagonist, Chizuko (千鶴子), within a fictional preface. 

This is highly reminiscent of the techniques employed by Umberto Eco or Jorge Luis Borges. Why did you 

decide to adopt this metafictional form? Is it because the colonial history of the 1930s – or the fate of 

contemporary Taiwanese people – carries such a profound weight that it necessitates these layers of fiction 

to illuminate Taiwan's subjectivity and history? Ultimately, if the novel is a work of fiction, what is the core 

‘truth’ you most wish to convey? 

SY: Adopting the ‘pseudo-translation’ and metafictional forms is not merely a display of literary technique; 

there are profound historical and literary considerations behind it. Historically speaking, after the political 

transition in Taiwan in 2000, many family documents from the Japanese colonial period began to be 

‘unearthed’. The format of ‘descendants organizing ancestors’ manuscripts and writing an afterword’ 

frequently appeared – such as Hsin Yung-ching's (辛永清) A Taste of Tainan (府城的美味時光), which was 

compiled and published by her son. I borrowed this authentic historical phenomenon to make readers realize 

that Taiwan's history has long been fragmented and scattered; many such stories lost to history truly 

occurred. 
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The ‘reality’ I most want to convey lies in ‘female voices’ and ‘complex predicaments’. There is a concept in 

historiography called ‘historical silences’, which refers to the fact that historians often fail to record the most 

ordinary, trivial details of daily life – such as what beverages people drank a hundred years ago, much like 

kombucha today. Yet, for the people living in that era, those details were their entire lives. In male-centric, 

patriarchal historical narratives, women are silenced. In my writing, I have a strong desire to capture these 

female voices omitted by history. This isn't fabrication; it's ‘gathering fragments into a whole’. By using literary 

techniques to reconstruct the reality of that era, I can often approach the essence of life far better than broken 

historical records. 

3. Superimposition of Multiple Identities and Personal History 

Q: The intricate ‘multiple fictions’ of Taiwan Travelogue also include your arrangement of fictional characters 

– Aoyama's adopted daughter and Chizuko's scholar daughter – to organize the posthumous manuscripts, 

and even adding a ‘New Edition Translator's Afterword’ at the end of the book. This is not just a literary 

technique; it must be closely related to your personal history. We know that ‘Yang Shuang-zi’ is a joint pen 

name, carrying the promises and memories between you and your late twin sister, Yang Jo-hui (楊若暉). You 

simultaneously play the roles of author, translator, scholar, family archivist, and even your sister Jo-hui. 

Through these identities, what exactly are you trying to convey? 

SY: The pen name Yang Shuang-zi indeed symbolizes the profound bond between me and my twin sister, 

Yang Jo-hui. After she passed away from illness, writing also became a process for me to digest the grief of 

life. In the novel, I designed multiple identities to present the continuity of the story. A story should not end 

the moment a character dies; it is drawn forward again through the flow of time by different people's 

organizing, translating, and reading. The scholar Wu Cheng-mei (吳正美) in the book – her tone and 

archetype actually project Prof. Chiu Kuei-fen. Prof. Chiu once mentioned the interactions between her and 

her father. While not a direct adaptation of their personal history, I felt this captured the genuine emotion of 

Taiwanese people of that entire era, so I had to record it in the novel. 

Furthermore, this layering of identities is also reflected in the communal practice of ‘round-robin story writing’ 

of our generation. The book's first foreword was written by my good friend Xiao Xiang Shen (瀟湘神); this is 

entirely an extension of the collaborative fiction games we used to play. When we collaborated on The Bizarre 

Tales of the Gorgeous Island: Key (華麗島軼聞：鍵, published in 2017), we sparked this imaginative dynamic 

of both competition and cooperation. In the age of social media, we can instantly see each other's updates, 

generating creative friction. This ‘playfulness’ breaks down literary isolation, forming a community capable of 

mutual inspiration. Through these identities, what I want to convey is this: although people may leave, those 

genuine emotions and the ‘relational continuity’ – the act of catching and carrying forward these bonds – are 

the true conclusion of the story. 

4. Food, Gender, and Nation 

Q: The themes of your novel – whether food, social identity, imperialism, or tourism – serve as excellent 

starting points for stimulating the ‘sociological imagination’. Why did you choose a ‘state-sponsored Japanese 

female writer’ and a ‘local Taiwanese interpreter’ as your protagonists? Their train journey across Taiwan, 

tasting local cuisine while developing a subtle same-sex romance, is in itself a fascinating, transformative 

journey. From an author's perspective, how do food, gender, and nation intersect in this narrative? 

Furthermore, to quote your own playful dilemma: is the fate of this story driven more by the ‘summoning of 

the God of History’ or ‘teasing of the Yuri God’ (the spirit of female intimacy)? Given your academic training 

as a researcher of Taiwan literature, what special significance do these three elements hold for the 

Taiwanese people? 

SY: Choosing food and travel as the central axis largely stems from my understanding of the Taiwanese 

people. I read a report a few years ago stating that for 70% of Taiwanese, the primary purpose of travel is to 
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eat. Beautiful scenery might be secondary; the culinary map is the core. To me, diet is a microcosm of history. 

When I travel abroad, I always research traditional local foods first. I eat their food to understand how that 

specific place developed its unique connection with the land. I used travel and food as an accessible outer 

wrapper for these highly complex issues, providing readers with a relaxed entry point. But once they are 

drawn in, I lead them to experience the heavier, more arduous realities inside. For example, the protagonists' 

settings reflect profound power structures: food is inherently a display of class. A classic example is the 

historical Japanese taboo against eating the meat of land animals; they believed that abstaining from meat 

was more ‘pure’, and the very concept of ‘purity’ is deeply tied to class. Thus, the Japanese protagonist eats 

sashimi, while the Taiwanese characters eat pork; behind this dietary difference lies the civilizational 

hierarchy between the colonizer and the colonized. This obsession with purity even shaped industries. For 

instance, the early ‘bento delivery’ services in India existed partly because people didn't trust the purity of 

food prepared by outsiders; they could only trust meals made by their wives or mothers at home. 

Regarding the ‘God of History’ and the ‘Yuri God’, I believe both are present, but in this novel, the 

‘predicament’ supersedes everything. I want to challenge the mainstream middle-class narrative that ‘love 

conquers all’. The massive chasm of class and nation cannot simply be bridged by love. This is a very real 

predicament – one that cannot be resolved by a few simple interventions. For the Taiwanese people, the 

intersection of these three elements is crucial because they collectively reconstruct a severed heritage. 

Through detailed geographical descriptions akin to a ‘pilgrimage’ (聖地巡禮), I hope to recover the sense of 

place that was deliberately abstracted by modernist literature during the martial law period. I refuse to let 

Taiwanese cities in novels be reduced to sterile vacuums like ‘City A’ or ‘City B’. I want to restore the tiny 

alleys and historic buildings of Taichung, reawakening readers' awareness of our connection to the land. It is 

precisely by laying bare these complex predicaments that true empathy can take root amidst the cruelty of 

reality. 

5. East Asian Girls' Bonds and the Power of Resistance 

Q: Interestingly, I noticed that in Western media reports, Taiwan Travelogue is often framed within the 

narratives of ‘colonial power’ and ‘love’. But looking at the tradition of Japanese ‘shoujo’ (girls’) fiction and 

‘yuri’ culture that you and your sister pay homage to (like Yoshiya Nobuko, 吉屋信子), this same-sex emotion 

doesn’t perfectly fit into the logic of Western romantic love. For European readers accustomed to Western 

narratives, how would you suggest they understand this ‘East Asian girls' bond’ – which hovers between 

friendship and romance, full of fluidity and spiritual connection? Under the dual structures of empire and 

patriarchy at the time, did this indefinable female bond possess the power of resistance? And does it hold 

any contemporary relevance for Taiwan's current political situation? 

SY: Western readers tend to simplify it into ‘power and love’, but I emphasize ‘relationality’. First, I must clarify 

a crucial difference in the literary contexts of Taiwan and Japan: ‘Lesbian literature’ and ‘yuri literature’ are 

actually two different things. Lesbian literature is explicitly based on sexual orientation; its core is female 

sexual desire and eros. But ‘yuri’ focuses on relationality; it emphasizes the emotional dynamic between two 

or more people. It can be friendship, familial love, romance, or even a one-night stand. Yuri provides a space 

to present those emotional bonds between women that are often overlooked in a heterosexual society. It can 

be interpreted as homosexual or non-homosexual; this ambiguity is precisely its core appeal. This ‘East Asian 

girls' bond’ can be traced back to Yoshiya Nobuko in the Taisho era of the 1920s. At the time, as female 

education became more widespread, the shoujo (girl) emerged as a newly defined concept whose boundaries 

were still being navigated. In East Asian culture, physical boundaries differ fundamentally from those in the 

West. What I seek to capture are those subtle emotions that have always existed within human nature, yet 

resist simple definition. In that era, provided they did not threaten the core interests of the social structure 

(such as property inheritance), these bonds were often tacitly tolerated beneath the surface – for instance, 

women marrying one another to inherit the family business.  
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This indefinable bond absolutely possesses the power of resistance; I call it a ‘line of flight’. In masculine, 

patriarchal political narratives, women are often flattened. When I write about these subtle emotions that do 

not conform to the dominant narrative, ensuring the spirit is not co-opted by the system, that in itself is 

resistance. When two women can build a self-sufficient relationship, it is the greatest rebellion against 

patriarchal structures. This also offers an insight for contemporary Taiwan: under the shadow of complex 

geopolitics, finding un-co-opted spaces and establishing a subjective voice is a strategy for survival. 

6. Historical Fieldwork and the Boundaries of Local Knowledge 

Q: I’ve noticed that Taiwanese writers of your generation strongly emphasize ‘fieldwork’ in the creative 

process, using methods akin to anthropology or ethnography to build ‘local knowledge’. This seems to be a 

generational characteristic – writers themselves possess a strong research sensibility and an analytical 

approach to texts, as seen in the metafictional treatment in Taiwan Travelogue. How do you conduct this 

‘historical fieldwork’ for the Japanese colonial era? And how do you navigate the boundary between 

establishing ‘local knowledge’ and exercising ‘fictional imagination’? 

SY: This research sensibility stems from our academic training, which views textual research as foundational 

fieldwork. One of my core methods for historical fieldwork is what we call ‘temple surveying’ (踏查廟宇). 

Temples were the earliest core of the public sphere in Han Chinese settlements. By surveying a temple – 

seeing who is worshipped and what subordinate deities have been added – you can trace the routes of ethnic 

migration. This also requires a profound understanding of geography and transportation. For example, the 

historical development pattern of ‘Tainan first, Lukang second, Bangka third’ (一府二鹿三艋舺) was entirely 

driven by commercial waterways; a 300-year-old temple is absolutely and directly linked to the logistics hubs 

of that time. Beyond the Han Chinese, fieldwork on Indigenous peoples is even more difficult. Affected by the 

Japanese colonial government's ‘Management of Indigenous Peoples’ policy (理藩政策), ethnic groups were 

forcibly relocated on a large scale. During these migrations, original folk customs and rituals were often lost 

or hybridized. My good friend, the writer Xiao Xiang Shen, has done extensive research on Indigenous 

folklore and monsters (yokai); he investigates the relationship between the birth of a monster and local 

geographical or topographical conditions. This process of understanding is research in itself. 

When navigating the boundary between ‘local knowledge’ and ‘fictional imagination’, my core considerations 

are power and ethics. Before 2020, my discursive power was relatively small, and ethical issues were simpler. 

But now that my discursive power has grown, I must be extremely cautious. I now avoid writing about ethnic 

groups whose power positions are clearly marginalized compared to mine, lest their cultures be 

misrepresented by my writing and they lack the platform to defend themselves. However, there is also a risk 

here. If, because our discursive power has grown, we self-censor and stop writing entirely out of fear of 

making mistakes, we will contribute to another kind of ‘historical silence’. If the voices of marginalized groups 

do not reach general readers through fiction, they might never be transmitted at all. The reason I use fictional 

techniques is precisely because fiction sometimes has the opportunity to approach the truth more closely. I 

can piece together the complexity of a hundred real people and synthesize it into a single character, thereby 

bypassing the ethical constraints of traditional oral history – such as the stricture to ‘not harm the parties 

involved’ or the cultural taboo of ‘shielding respected elders’. 

By weaving fieldwork into fiction, we hope to allow local knowledge to break out of academic circles and enter 

the world of everyday readers. This is also the challenge I am undertaking in my next project. I am currently 

writing a novel about the 1935 Hsinchu-Taichung earthquake. At that time, society was boiling with 

preparations for the ‘Exposition to Commemorate the 40th Anniversary of the Start of Administration in 

Taiwan’. I want to explore the survival conditions of the underclass in the face of such a massive natural 

disaster, and how the catastrophe altered human relationships and social structures. 
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7. Working-Class Experience and the Path to Professional Writing 

Q: As a writer, your background is highly unique. Unlike many in the literary elite, your parents divorced when 

you were young, and you were raised by your grandparents. At 15, you entered the workforce – baking bread, 

selling fried chicken – while attending vocational night school. You are also an out lesbian, yet your work is 

hard to simply pigeonhole into the category of ‘lesbian literature’. You once said, ‘Writing fiction is to escape 

reality’. Could you tell us how you started writing? How did your outsider perspective and working-class 

background influence your portrayal of ‘ordinary people’ in your novels? 

SY: I feel that as a novelist and a literature researcher, looking back at my background, it is incredibly 

fortunate – almost miraculous – for a writer. It synthesized so many different elements, giving me far more 

lived experiences than the average creator. This starts with my family. My home was in ‘Chenggong Village’ 

(成功眷村), right below Chengkungling (a major military base). We were a very traditional, native Taiwanese 

extended family that had been cultivating the land at the foot of Dadu Mountain in Wuri for over 300 years. 

My grandfather's surname was Chen, and my grandmother's was Yang – both prominent surnames in that 

area. But my background carries a strong sense of hybridity. During the Japanese colonial era, the 

Chenggong Village area was a racecourse; later, it was converted into a military camp with sprawling 

grounds. This spatial history allowed me to live in close proximity to different cultural groups. I grew up in an 

environment heavily influenced by military dependents' villages (眷村), yet my own family was a 300-year-

old native Taiwanese household. When I opened my back door, there was a vast expanse of rice paddies; 

until my grandmother passed away, she was still farming and growing vegetables there. This experience of 

living at the intersection of rural and urban life, and the close daily contact between native Taiwanese 

extended families and Mainlander communities, gave me a natural empathy for different groups. This is a 

relatively rare embodied memory in Taiwanese literary circles. 

But what truly sets me apart from writers with middle-class backgrounds is that my upbringing was a state of 

sheer survival – a literal hand-to-mouth existence where working today meant being able to eat tomorrow. 

My parents divorced when I was five or six, and I was raised by my grandparents. My grandmother worked 

as a construction mason. With no one to watch me, I followed her to construction sites, so my earliest 

memories are filled with the mud and rebar of construction zones. My father was also a laborer; he tied rebar 

and installed central air-conditioning ducts. Later, he had to flee to the deep mountains because of heavy 

gambling debts, which strangely added the experience of rivers and mountains to the dimensions of my life. 

In high school, I realized that no one around me could discuss novels or social justice with me, and I found 

that most of my peers in those discussions were middle-class. During the process of upward mobility, I 

realized that capital is not just money; it also includes social nuances and cultural capital. My method of 

escaping my class was through education, not by simply accumulating wealth. This underclass perspective 

allows me to see the reality that the middle class finds hard to understand. It helps me realize why many 

social advocacy efforts fail to reach the bottom of society – because in those circumstances, survival is the 

absolute first priority. 

For me, writing was initially a psychological escape, because the real world was simply too painful and 

incomprehensible. Three generations lived under one roof; my uncle's family was middle-class. We lived 

together and shared the same dining table, but our lifestyles were completely different; we even struggled to 

afford meals. Adding to this complexity, my father, despite his debts, was very popular with women. During 

elementary school, I was practically raised by a succession of his girlfriends. One of them once told my twin 

sister and me, ‘You need to have your own secrets.’ In a chaotic household where we had no control over 

our reality, writing became that secret sanctuary. Out of boredom, and out of an inexplicable inner sense of 

injustice, we started inventing stories. In novels, we created a world we could completely control, where I 

could write about the food I wanted to eat, gaining the solace I couldn't get in reality. 
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Q: You mentioned starting to write with your twin sister, with whom you shared a profound bond, as a way to 

gain solace. But moving from writing as a psychological escape to becoming a professional is a huge leap. 

In Taiwan and even across Asia, it is notoriously difficult to make a living as a full-time writer. What stages of 

transition did you go through to achieve this? 

SY: Yes. Becoming a professional writer was actually a very calculated move. Actually, my dream in third 

grade was to be a manga artist, but because Taiwan's manga industry was shrinking, I switched to writing 

novels at 14. In middle and high school, I read a lot of Tang and Song poetry and the I Ching (Book of 

Changes), which built my foundation with words. To make sure I could support myself, I even got a life 

insurance license and took exams for financial planning. In college, I wrote romance novels just to pay my 

tuition. I managed to get four books published under contract. My life was basically: work during the day, 

classes at night, and writing novels until late. But later on, I tried to put serious social issues into my romance 

novels, and the publishers rejected them. That was what pushed me to officially switch to ‘literary fiction’. 

I truly became a full-time writer at the age of thirty. Because my sister passed away, I quit my job to process 

my grief, relying on the division of labor we had established since we were fifteen – she was the ‘Minister of 

Finance’ and I was the ‘Minister of Foreign Affairs’. My sister was responsible for the family's accounting and 

finances; she budgeted strictly, calculating 100 NTD a day and giving me 1,500 NTD for food every fifteen 

days. It was this financial safety net, saved through her strict accounting, that allowed me to stop working for 

two or three years without starving. I gave myself five years to try; if I couldn't ‘turn a profit’ through writing by 

thirty-five, I would go back to a regular job. Fortunately, Seasons of Bloom (花開時節) succeeded in 2017. 

This self-awareness as a ‘professional writer’ stems directly from the survival anxiety of an underclass 

background. It also makes me realize, when portraying ordinary people, that their survival strategies are often 

far more complex and pragmatic than middle-class imagination allows. 

8. Responding to Criticism and the Political Agenda of Literature 

Q: Your translator, Lin King (金翎), once used the word ‘cacophony’ to describe Taiwan's democracy. This 

indeed points to the fractured historical memory within Taiwanese society. But for those holding a Chinese 

nationalist historical perspective, Japan in the 1930s was hurtling toward fascism and militarism; in such a 

setting, an ‘interaction on equal footing’ between a writer sponsored by the Japanese government and a 

Taiwanese interpreter was almost impossible. They criticize you for whitewashing colonial rule and 

romanticizing Taiwan-Japan relations. What would you say to these critics? Do you believe the function of 

literature can truly facilitate ‘dialogue’ that transcends ideological divides? Or does it merely connect politically 

like-minded individuals? In your National Book Award acceptance speech, you said: ‘For a century, we have 

constantly been asking: What kind of future do Taiwanese people want? What kind of country do we want?’ 

Therefore, I would like to ask a slightly ‘provocative’ but well-intentioned follow-up question: In contemporary 

Taiwan, is literature inevitably tied to a ‘political agenda’ – an identity strategy adopted by the Taiwanese to 

confirm ‘who they are’? 

SY: Winning these awards has indeed brought more opportunities for dialogue. I believe those who criticize 

me for ‘whitewashing colonialism’ truly haven't read the book closely. What I am discussing is not 

beautification, but rather exposing the ‘limits of love’. Mainstream middle-class narratives often perpetuate 

the myth that ‘love is paramount’ or ‘love conquers all’, but what I reveal is this: even if these two women 

harbor genuine goodwill and desire intimacy, the looming shadow of class and the colonial system renders 

an equal friendship impossible. If even love can't overcome this structure, doesn’t that just prove how 

unshakeable the colonial system really is? The function of literature is not to ‘persuade’, but to reveal complex 

predicaments. Growing up at the bottom of society, I witnessed many difficulties that couldn't be explained in 

a few words or resolved by a single action – like divorced couples who are forced to continue living together 

due to economic constraints. I want to reveal these complex, intractable predicaments so that readers can 

empathize: to understand why, under specific colonial or class structures, people act in certain ways or find 

themselves trapped. 
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I do not deny that writing is my form of social activism and political advocacy. For a century, Taiwanese 

people have indeed been constantly asking about their future and confirming ‘who they are’. This quest for 

identity is inevitably reflected in our literature. For me, literature is both a process of identity construction and 

an identity strategy. But what I pursue is a rigorous balance between technique and ideology. The core of my 

writing is searching for the ‘greatest common denominator’. I take immense pleasure in creating characters 

and watching them take on a life of their own. I hope that through my writing, people of different political 

stances can empathize with those predicaments; otherwise, the dialogue becomes painfully flat. Ultimately, 

I want readers to see the profound complexity of history in my work, rather than just reducing it to one-sided 

labels. 

9. The Shadow of the Colonial Regime and the Dangers of Literary Romance 

Q: In your interview with the Financial Times, you mentioned, ‘We still live under a colonial regime’. What is 

the deeper meaning of this statement? I also read an interesting description in the interview: some Taiwanese 

readers were extremely dissatisfied that the novel masqueraded as a translated travelogue, and your fiction 

also angered some historians. But you said that Taiwanese people today are so eager to know what 

happened in Taiwan 100 years ago that ‘they wanted it so badly to be true that they wished Aoyama Chizuko 

(青山千鶴子) into existence’. This statement is fascinating and holds profound sociological significance. Does 

this pursuit and romanticization of a beautiful modern era in Taiwan reflect contemporary Taiwan's anxiety in 

the face of massive geopolitical threats? Are Taiwanese people using literature to ‘invent’ or ‘anchor’ an 

elegant past as a form of resistance? But do you think this ‘literary romance’ has its dangers? 

SY: When I say ‘living under a colonial regime’, I mean that Taiwan currently still exists within the colonial 

framework of the Republic of China (ROC – Taiwan’s current official state name) system, while 

simultaneously living under the shadow of the invasion threat from the People's Republic of China (PRC, 

China). The threat of invasion is ongoing; and once such power is institutionalized, it becomes explicitly 

colonial. This sense of the system directly affects my creation. When I write about the relationship between 

the Japanese and the local Taiwanese during the colonial period, I am actually using it as a direct analogy 

for the post-war relationship between the Mainlanders and the native Taiwanese. Even though the ruling 

regime changed, that systemic feeling of being colonized remained exactly the same. Taiwanese people's 

desire for Aoyama Chizuko to truly exist indeed reflects a thirst for historical roots and an anxiety under 

current geopolitical pressures. When we cannot find our voices in the historical silence, literary anchoring 

becomes a form of resistance. But this ‘literary romance’ certainly has its dangers. All literature does. If 

readers only see the romantic and elegant side, while ignoring the class cruelty, power clashes, and the 

survival weapons of the underclass within it, their understanding is fundamentally one-sided. When I 

researched romance novels, I found that behind the romance often hides resistance, escape, and playful 

subversion. We cannot have only one entry point or interpretation. I do not want readers to merely consume 

so-called ‘poverty porn’ – fetishizing our poverty or pitifulness. People at the bottom of society are not naive; 

they have many weapons. To survive, they must find ways. I write to seek consensus, but I also hope to 

reveal the reality that cannot be simplified. If one only reads the romance and ignores the limits of love, their 

understanding of the world is simply too naive. 

10. Sino-Japanese Reader Responses and East Asian Dialogue 

Q: As a final question, while the mainstream narrative in China claims Taiwan as part of its territory, Japan, 

as the former colonizer, shares deeply complex cultural ties with the island. Therefore, it is almost undeniable 

that Taiwan, China, and Japan share, to some extent, a ‘structure of feeling’, albeit with vastly different 

interpretations across East Asia. I know Taiwan Travelogue has also found readers in both China and Japan. 

Could you share how the book has been received in these two countries? What kind of thought-provoking 

perspectives do you hope it brings to readers in these two nations, whose histories and geopolitics are so 

inextricably intertwined with Taiwan's? 
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SY: The responses from Japanese readers mainly fall into two distinct dimensions. The first consists of those 

who are reflective about the history of Japanese colonization; they ask themselves: Does Japan's current 

enthusiasm for Taiwan still carry a certain unconscious colonial gaze? The second group is yuri fans. 

Because explicitly lesbian literature has almost disappeared in Japan today, it often hides beneath the yuri 

genre. As a researcher, I hope this dialogue is two-way. I hope that Japanese readers, while enjoying the 

story, can rediscover the literary lineage that was lost post-war due to the linguistic rupture. 

As for Chinese readers, although this book has not been officially published in China – often due to the same 

strict censorship that recently led me to reject a Russian publisher's request to remove the homosexual 

elements – readers still access it through various channels. My greatest hope is that Chinese readers will 

realize this: Taiwan and China have completely different historical experiences. This divergence in our 

historical trajectories has led to entirely different understandings of the nation and the land. I also hope they 

will ask themselves: Why is it that for a work written in Chinese, a Taiwanese author won the International 

Booker Prize, rather than a Chinese one? What this reflects is that Taiwan is the freest, most democratic, 

and uncensored publishing market in the Sinophone world. I look forward to seeing creators from various 

Sinophone backgrounds – such as Malaysia, Hong Kong, and Singapore – publishing in Taiwan. This allows 

us to gain perspectives from each other's works that Taiwanese people might not be able to generate on their 

own, and to truly understand what each other has experienced. Ultimately, literature exists so that diverse 

lives across Asia can engage in a genuine, two-way dialogue. 

 

(This interview was conducted in Mandarin Chinese and has been translated, edited, and condensed for clarity by the 

author.) 
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Conscience Collective 

Kleptocracy and Kakistocracy: The Joker and the Thief  

Joost Van Loon 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Donald Trump has a background in real estate development; at least he 

knows something about the importance of estates. Dealing in real estate in New York necessarily places one 

within the domain of organized crime interests, so it should not come as a surprise that Trump loves to 

cosplay as a "godfather." His success also proves that the dividing line between politics and organized crime 

is - at best - very blurred, as Woodiwiss warned us more than 20 years ago (Woodiwiss 2005). Many activities 

of organized crime are perfectly legal, whereas quite a few activities of “big politics” are undoubtedly illegal. 

This is proven by the fact that in the four years following Joe Biden's election victory, Trump managed to 

stave off 91 indictments without going to prison and succeeded in getting himself re-elected - despite being 

indicted for his role in the attempted coup on January 6, 2021, as well as for stealing classified information 

and posing a threat to national security. Any ordinary person would have been convicted and sentenced to 

life in prison in the blink of an eye. With the benefit of hindsight, we now know that there are different rules 

for the members and supporters of the Epstein Class. 

The relationship between politics and organized crime is not a mere contingent or elective affinity. It is rooted 

in a systemic logic that we can also find in, for example, Rational Choice Theory. The idea is extremely 

simple: in making decisions, people tend to opt for the one that offers the maximum positive difference 

between benefits and costs. It is, therefore, perfectly rational to steal something you desire or need rather 

than pay for it - except for the fact that being caught stealing incurs sanctions that would likely offset the 

payoff to such an extent that the act becomes unattractive. But what if you are able to ensure that you do not 

get caught? Or, as has been proven in the case of Trump, what if even when you are caught, you can still 

avoid most of the sanctions? 

The job of politicians is to make laws and to govern. It is thus logical that they are able to create laws and 

forms of administration from which they can benefit personally. It is also logical that those who are very rich 

can afford to pay politicians to create laws from which they are likely to benefit, fund politicians to help them 

win elections, and influence those who appoint judges - or, if necessary, bribe those judges as well. Fiscal 

law is one specific area where the rich have influenced legislation to help them secure money in offshore 

accounts to avoid paying taxes. It should not come as a surprise that politicians also use the tax loopholes 

they voted for their own personal benefit. 

The proper word for this kind of establishment is kleptocracy – the rule of thieves. In kleptocratic systems, 

politicians become rich. Trump himself was quite "poor" (relatively speaking) before he became president, 

but he has been able to use his office to increase his private wealth. In the USA, this is completely legal; both 
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main political parties have ensured that what we would normally recognize as corruption is simply “how the 

system works.” It is not surprising that the likes of Putin, Netanyahu, Orbán, Blair, Bush, Clinton, and Obama 

have been able to amass great wealth while in office. It is perhaps more surprising that Marine Le Pen was 

convicted last year. Her problem, perhaps, was that she should have waited until she held higher office. 

Arguing that politics and corruption are intimate bedfellows is not peddling conspiracy theories, even in 

establishments that have increased surveillance of the financial affairs of lawmakers. The saying “power 

corrupts” does not come from nowhere. In a cynical way - and Rational Choice Theory is completely cynical 

- it makes perfect sense for politicians to be easily corrupted. It happens at all levels of government, from 

municipalities to international governing bodies like the EU. Hence, I posit that all democracies and 

autocracies - even those instituted with the best of intentions - will eventually become corrupted and turn into 

kleptocracies. 

However, just as there is a reason to take the phrase “power corrupts” seriously, there is also a reason for 

the phrase “shit always floats to the top.” When we consider the likes of Donald Trump, Benjamin Netanyahu, 

Jair Bolsonaro, Keir Starmer, Elon Musk, Boris Johnson, or Javier Milei, we cannot satisfy ourselves by 

merely calling these men corrupt. They are much worse; they are defiled. They lack honour, courage, dignity, 

broad intelligence, and critical self-reflection. They are spineless and weak - traits that make them anxious 

and afraid, which they compensate for with a performative display of "tough" leadership. 

They are, in every sense of the word, the embodiment of excrement in human form. They are part of a 

generation of politicians who have sunk kleptocracy into an even lower form: kakistocracy (rule by the worst). 

Kakistos refers to something that is worse than bad but also suggests extreme cowardice - something 

inherently weak. This defilement of politics manifests as complete ineptitude and an inability to act with 

dignity, creating a continued need to be "flushed away" when things become too smelly. 

Trump - being the "greatest" at everything according to himself - may actually be right in this respect: he 

probably is the greatest piece of excrement among today's kakistocrats. The ineptitude of his administration, 

so obvious during his first four years, has only been amplified during the first year of his second term. This 

time, however, he is not merely wrecking the US economy and judicial system, while enriching himself by 

means of insider training and plain theft, he is wrecking the entire world. Surrounded by sycophants, 

parasites, and maggots, there are no intelligent checks and balances, only echoes of the Kakistocrat-in-Chief. 

It is not for nothing that those who know him best suggest he is "full of it." 

Referring to both a lack of quality and a lack of substance, kakistos defies every substantive theory of 

evolution. It points toward entropy and the excess of processes: waste, loss, and error. At first glance, 

kakistos cannot be recycled, reintegrated, or rehabilitated. However, risking the fallacy of misplaced 

concreteness, if we approach kakistos scatologically, there is a slight ray of hope: it can be used as fertilizer, 

provided it can be detoxified. 
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The detoxification of kakistocracy is no easy task. It requires an intensive anamnesis of what that kakistocracy 

has been feeding on: the extractions and abstractions of imperial, patriarchal capitalism and its practices of 

accumulating wealth and power (Moore 2015). Last year, thousands of US citizens attended rallies where 

Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez exposed the US as an oligarchy, while millions have taken to 

the streets to protest the dismantling of the American "common good" under the banner of "Hands-Off." Since 

then, the streets of many cities in the USA have been flooded with the paramilitary security force that goes 

by the name of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which operates in a very similar fashion to the 

Sturmabteilung der NSDAP before the start and during the early years of the Third Reich.  

The very conception of "Hands-Off" as a slogan, however, reveals that the protest movement still assumes 

the USA is a kleptocracy, suggesting the main issue is theft. In a kakistocracy, however, the main issue is 

defilement. It is no longer just the self-enrichment of the billionaire class, but the sadistic jouissance of 

completely destroying the common good – a motivation similar to that of cartoon villains. It must be assumed 

that kakistocrats actually take pleasure in being the subjects of public condemnation. 

 

References: 

Moore, Jason (2015) Capitalism and the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital. London: Verso. 

Woodiwiss, Michael (2005) Gangster Capitalism: The United States and the Global Rise of Organized Crime. 

London: Constable. 

 

Eichstätt, 06 July, 2026, Catholic University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt 

 

  



Issue 2(9) 2026 ESA RN07 Sociology of Culture 31 
 

Newsletter Culture 

Brief Style Guide 
 

The volume of the contributions for the different rubrics (sections/features) is following: 

Conscience Collective: 2000-4000 words for the main essay/opinion paper and 800-1500 words for 

comments of the essay 
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