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2026 IWL, Humbolt University, Berlin, Germany
Colloquium 8 Sociology and World Literature
Report

Colloquium leader: Qingquan Qiao (Hunan Normal University)

Our colloquium “Sociology and World Literature” brought together 12 scholars with various cultural backgrounds, coming from and/or working in Canada, China, France, Germany, Turkey, UK, and the US. They were at different stages of their academic career, from undergraduate student to assistant professorship. Divided into groups of three according to the topic of their presentation, they contributed to the discussion of sociology and world literature in the four sessions revolving around themes of “Periodical, Archival, and Sociological Studies of World Literature” (3 July), “Trauma, Religion, and World Literature” (10 July), “Gender and World Literature: Female Subjectivity and Autonomy” (17 July), and “Class, Genre, and World Literature” (20 July). In each of our 2-hour sessions, presenters gave a 20-minute report, followed by a 5-minute comment from a previously assigned respondent. The remaining time was for general discussion. 

In our first session, Azadeh Hashemian (University of East Anglia) started off with her presentation “Wearing Stories: Clothing, Memory, and Iranian Women’s Lives”. Reading clothing as a form of social history, Azadeh examined four key moments of significant historical shifts and parallel transformations in Iranian women’s clothing in the 20th and 21st centuries. Bringing these historical moments into dialogue with each other, she tried to demonstrate that Iranian women have used clothing both to communicate resistance against imposed constraints among themselves and to push the boundaries of a patriarchal order. Braedon Pauzé’s (University of British Columbia) presentation “The Fascist Soul Muntined: Memory, Fantasy, and a Sociology of Literary Expression” conducted a close reading on the chapter “Why windows are important to me” in William H. Gass’s 1995 novel The Tunnel. Aiming to learn something socially significant about fascist minds when reading literature written by antifascist authors, Braedon examined the everyday psychodynamics that precede individual participation in fascist or otherwise authoritarian politics. Arguing that fictional and non-fictional ideation share a paranoid character, he conducted this literary analysis to engage with wider theoretical concerns of social understanding, including, for example, Georg Simmel’s concept of “mutual exchange” and theories of expression espoused by Freud, Adorno, and Kristeva. Anchit Sathi’s (independent scholar) presentation on “Outside the World Republic: Long-Exile Communities and the Sociology of Literary Statelessness” situated itself within his monograph in progress Literature Without Return: The Poetics of Permanent Exile. Anchit examined the unique features of literatures produced by what he defined as “long-exile communities”, including the Parsis, the Sephardic Jews, the Tibetans, and the Armenians. These communities have produced continuous literary traditions without state patronage, without national languages that function as world-literary vehicles, and without the prestige capital. Anchit proposed that these communities constitute a structurally different mode of literary production, circulation, and preservation, which poses a challenge to the current nation-state-centered concept in world literary sociology against which diaspora and exile are usually measured.

As one participant withdrew due to health issues, the second session included only two presenters. Our first presenter Eray Kaan Erkoca (Binghamton University) did his report on “Possibilities and Limitations of Trauma-Informed Reading: Islamized Armenian Memoirs in Post-2000 Turkey”. It provided a close reading of published memoirs by second- and third-generation Islamized Armenians in post-2000 Turkey. Questioning the Euro-Western framework of trauma, the report explored the possibilities and limitations of trauma-based politics and trauma-informed reading, particularly in relation to Armenian Genocide memory. Ultimately it proposed to refine our theories of trauma, especially in relation to class, gender, and ethno-national and religious identity. Chunxiang Li’s (Inner Mongolia Normal University) presentation on “Depictions of Rural India and the Ideal Peasant Figure in Rabindranath Tagore’s Writings” examined the body of literary works by Tagore on rural themes. She argued that by producing a body of ideal farmer figures, for instance the impoverished child breaking free from the mother’s embrace, the humble yet dignified peasant, and the courageous individual defying outdated customs, Tagore’s literary representations of rural India under British colonial rule expose problems plaguing rural India and advance his own rural reconstruction initiatives.

In the third session, Miqi Parisa Yang (Wenzhou-Kean University) presented first under the title “Reconstruction of Female Subjectivity: Self-naming and the Ghostly Return under Patriarchal Naming Violence in Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior”. Miqi argued that naming in patriarchal discourse functions as a mechanism of social discipline and symbolic erasure and thus does violence to women. However, in Kingston’s novel, the author reconstructs female subjectivity through persistent, ghostly presence and performative self-naming and turns patriarchal naming violence into a site of resistance and transforms naming from a tool of patriarchal control into a medium of female agency and narrative rebirth. Ellysia McElroy’s (Louisiana State University) presentation on “The Limiting of Female Autonomy in The Painted Veil and North and South” also dealt with the issue of female autonomy but its analysis was more socio-historically oriented. Comparatively examining the English, middle-class female protagonists in the two novels against their contemporary British society in mid-19th and early 20th centuries, Ellysia uncovered how marriage intertwines with financial and social pressures for women and how women’s structural dependence on men leads to the low amount of female autonomy within these texts. Yueran Zhao’s (City University of Hong Kong) presentation on “Writing to Survive: Discovering the Healing Power of Literature through Xiao Hong’s Autobiographical Fiction” situated female agency in a more general social context (rather than a specific patriarchal system) to demonstrate how literary writing can work as a practical form of therapy. Examining the narrative techniques in the two stories by the Chinese writer Xiao Hong, Yueran argued that the writer’s use of “sensory distancing” and “childlike perspective” described her body almost like an outside object and allowed her to view cruel events through the innocent eyes of a child to avoid heavy emotional judgment. This created a safe mental space, allowing the writer to process painful memories and severe personal trauma without being overwhelmed by them.

In the final session, Andre Bouyssounouse (University of Virginia) first presented on “Social Realism and Romanticism in ‘Life in the Iron-Mills’”. He traced the influence of Hawthorne and the generic makeup of Rebecca Harding Davis’ seminal short story, through an exploration of its central images and its chief character, Hugh Wolfe. He saw it as a step towards a larger argument about “proletarian fiction” and how genre is wielded by various authors as a tool for social empowerment, as well as how genre delimits and contains the material it discusses. Yushang Ni’s (University of Hong Kong) presentation “Aging Bodies and Everyday Relations: Middle-Aged and Older Women in Millennials Body Writing” examines how millennial Chinese women writers reconfigure body writing through representations of middle-aged and older women. Yushang argued that post-2015 works’ representation of aging, exemplified by Shen Rong’s At Middle Age, introduces a more temporally layered and reality-oriented mode of embodiment in comparison to earlier works on body. This renewal of body writing happens not simply by expanding subjects, but also by formal rearrangements: bodily residue after marital return, belated reconciliation between mother and daughter, and metamorphosis produced by domestic contraction. By doing so, millennials body writing of aging reshapes ethics, family roles, and spatial experience of women. The final presentation by Qingquan Qiao (Hunan Normal University) on “The Theatrical Imagining of Diasporic Modernity in Shih-I Hsiung’s Lady Precious Stream” examined the representation of class (relations) in the 1934 English spoken drama Lady Precious Stream adapted by Shih-I Hsiung from traditional Chinese opera. He argued that the play performed class mobility in the transnational Anglo-Chinese context in the 1930s at multiple levels: the male protagonist’s upward social mobility from laborer to king, the play’s transformation from being a melodrama in the context of traditional Chinese opera into being a classic Chinese play in Britain’s chinoiserie discourse, and the playwright Hsiung’s own upward mobility from being an unknown Chinese student into becoming a renowned British Chinese director in London due to the play’s commercial success. Thus, he demonstrated how multiple forces were at work in the process of a transcultural translation. 
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