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The Self-Seclusion of the Literati:

Anxiety in Tai Jingnong’s Tower Builder and History on the
Collapse of Ming Dynasty

Yang Chen-yu®

Abstract

This article scrutinizes two important short story collections by Tai
Jingnong (ZE#E)— Tower Builder ( (#3573 ) ) and History on the Collapse
of Ming Dynasty ( { T_BHz#5L ) )— published prior to his migration across the
strait, analyzing how they articulate the anxiety embedded in the identity of the
"intellectual/literatus" (3Z_A).

In Tower Builder, The recurrent motif of the young figures are marked by
profound ambivalence: a simultaneous reverence for revolutionary sacrifices
and an acute sense of guilt over their own cowardice and inaction. This
psychological contradiction forms the core of Tai’s critique and reflection on
the intellectual identity.

In History on the Collapse of Ming Dynasty, conversely, Through a
pungent and critical prose, Tai depicts the compromising conduct of turncoat

literati, such as Qian Qianyi (§£:f %), as they curry favor with the new regime,

" M.A. student, Graduate Institute of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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thereby exposing the ultimate inefficacy of culture and knowledge in times of
social upheaval.

Employing a methodology that combines close textual reading and a
comparative analysis of the historical context, this article posits that Tai’s
depictions of intellectual anxiety embody the existential predicament of the
individual in his era. The intellectuals he portrays—whether radical or decadent,
loyal or defecting—are not only reflections on historical moments but also

projections and interrogations of his own identity as a literati.

Keywords: Tai Jingnong(ZE5#£), Literati, Intellectual, Tower builder(FE¥E
), History on the Collapse of Ming Dynasty(T_HHZE52)
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