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Let’s Share the Fruit of Fate!:
Self-Sacrificing Love and Samurai Spirit in Mawaru Penguindrum

Jessica Yang #5228 By

According to Japan’s annual kotoshi no kanji (kanji of the year) event, 1995 was voted via national ballot
as the year of the shin (quake). During that year, Japan was assaulted by two of the most devastating
catastrophes it has ever experienced in recent times. On January 17, 1995, the Great Hanshin earthquake
struck and caused over six thousand deaths. On March 20, 1995, the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack occurred,
resulting in 12 deaths and over a thousand people suffering minor to severe injuries. Many years later in
2011—coincidentally the same year Japan was hit by the Tohoku earthquake, the most powerful earthquake
Japan has ever recorded—anime director Kunihiko Ikuhara launched his new series Mawaru Penguindrum

after a near decade of absence in the anime industry.

While Ikuhara is well-known for creating his brainchild Revolutionary Girl Utena and directing the
Sailor Moon series, Mawaru Penguindrum never did receive wide recognition akin to the scale of these
classics. Nevertheless, Mawaru Penguindrum gained cult success among its viewers. Ikuhara prefers
provocative tales told in a symbolistic and surrealistic fashion, and Mawaru Penguindrum is his daring
retelling of the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack. This attack is never directly referred to in the series, but refer-
enced indirectly through the number 95 appearing below the series title during the opening sequence, or the
20th referred by the character Ringo Oginome as the date her older sister Momoka died. References towards
the subway attack and its culprit, the doomsday cult Aum Shinrikyo, have been discussed by anime fans,
and while some have delved into its Japanese context, few have addressed its specifically Japanese

elements, which I believe merit further exploration.

Supposedly, the reason Mawaru Penguindrum has attracted scant attention is that the plot is difficult
to pin down. As mentioned above, Ikuhara favors obscure storytelling, and to muddle matters further,
Mawaru Penguindrum sits in between several genres. At first glance, it seems to be a whimsical drama with
fantastical elements, following the Takakura brothers, Kanba and Shoma, as they attempt to save their
terminally-ill sister Himari by obtaining the mysterious Penguindrum. However, the story soon veers
towards a surreal and dark direction. TV Tropes, a wiki dedicated towards commentary on all forms of
creative work, describes this anime as “Genre Roulette,” for it “at first seems like a touching Slice of Life
comedy, picks up Ecchi and fantasy content before veering into tragic realism. Then the Science Fiction and
Fantasy elements are upped and the characters find themselves in a crime thriller with gunfights and secret
organizations...” (Anime). I propose situating Mawaru Penguindrum within the disaster genre, or
(post-)apocalyptic, which is the more common label used. The singular approach I am proposing attempts

to address how the core message in the series bears close ties to Japan’s history of disasters.
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Earthquakes. Tsunamis. Nuclear disasters. Japan has survived through numerous calamities, and
these experiences are rooted in the Japanese psyche, as well as reflected in their cultural productions, with
the most famous cultural icon being the nuclear-influenced monster Godzilla. First appearing in Ishird Hon-
da’s 1954 film Godzilla, this destructive creature serves as a fundamental text in Japanese popular culture
that confronted “Japan’s postwar traumas—atomic bombings, defeat, occupation, dependency, and insecu-
rity in the cold war world” (Tsutsui 4), and ever since innumerable works have populated the (post-)apoca-
lyptic genre. Angela Drummond-Matthews traces out anime and manga that center on the conflict between
nuclear power and disaster, especially after the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster on and after March 11,
2011, observing the overall lack of direct criticism towards nuclear power (311). However, discourse in
anime and manga regarding World War II, earthquakes, and nuclear disasters abounds, whereas near to none
exists on the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack, save several works, such as Naoki Yamamoto’s Believers, which
touch on the influence of religious cults akin to Aum Shinrikyo. Interestingly, the storyline in the mecha

classic Neon Genesis Evangelion was altered by the director Hideaki Anno after the subway attack:

the original scenario is so shockingly close to the political motivation of the Aum Shinrikyo group
... abstract characteristics of the enemy are very close to the conception of Aum as enemy (e.g.
poison gas) which [Anno] admitted. He also admitted the similarity of Evangelion with Aum. Never
theless it is too simple to conclude that Anno was sympathetic with Aum. He emphasizes the closed

ness and exclusiveness of this group. They lost any contact with reality. (Woznicki)

In this sense, Mawaru Penguindrum is a remarkable feat, since it perceives the Aum in a sympathetic light.
Ikuhara sides with them not to justify their actions, but to raise awareness towards the problems that led to
this tragic outcome. What Ikuhara accomplished is similar to “a Western TV show that, while not forgiving
the actions of those who conducted 9/11, understood their perspective and demonstrated that while it wasn’t

acceptable, it was also inevitable given American imperialism” (Zeria).

Ikuhara’s response to the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack emphasizes unconditional love and compas-
sion towards others regardless of their adverse fates. That said, a paradoxical tension runs beneath the
surface. By demonstrating the long-lived samurai spirit through vivid imagery, I argue that Mawaru Pen-
guindrum portrayals self-sacrificing love as an enigmatic force able to save Japan from crisis, as well as the
antinomy between resorting to violence to ensure peace and survival. Though the Japanese warrior, i.e. the
samurai, has become a figure of the past, the spirit of the samurai still lingers in the present. Ikuhara’s
appeal towards social consciousness becomes more apparent with his clear references to two acclaimed and
beloved Japanese authors: Kenji Miyazawa and Haruki Murakami. In the first section, I will juxtapose
Miyazawa’s Night on the Galactic Railroad with Mawaru Penguindrum to address shared motifs. In particu-

lar, the Scorpion Fire is crucial to understanding the meaning behind the Penguindrum. The second section
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discusses how Mawaru Penguindrum manifests the samurai spirit by incorporating “honorific individual-
1sm” (Ikegami 1995) and referring to selected works by Murakami. The last section concludes that a funda-
mental violent mentality reflecting the Japanese core value bushido (way of warrior) dwells beneath the
bright and bizarre narrative. Nevertheless, this resilient sense of violence possesses potential to generate

social change.

1. What is the Penguindrum?

Embarking on a mission to find the Penguindrum, the Takakura brothers initially assume the Penguindrum
to be Ringo’s diary, which she calls unmei nikki (diary of destiny). This diary in fact belongs to her
deceased sister Momoka, who somehow has written her future on its pages, along with the procedure to
transfer fate: one utters the spell “let’s share the fruit of fate,” albeit in exchange the conjurer will be injured
or even killed, depending on the degree that fate is altered. In order to save her loved ones, Momoka initiat-
ed the spell in 1995 to stop Sanetoshi Watase, the schemer behind the subway terrorist attack. However, the
spell partially succeeded, saving only half of the passengers, and Momoka and Sanetoshi perish as their
souls split into halves. Since the Takakura brothers attempt to change fate by saving their sick sister, the

Penguindrum can be understood as an object that able to reform the future at the price of self-sacrifice.

In other words, the Penguindrum is self-sacrificing love. Mawaru Penguindrum elaborates on this
theme by adapting symbolism from Kenji Miyazawa’s Night on the Galactic Railroad, especially the 1985
anime film version. The protagonists Giovanni and Campanella board a mysterious train heading towards
the afterlife, visiting various constellations throughout the galaxy. They witness the Scorpion Fire, the sign
of Scorpio, and are fascinated by the parable of the creature transforming into eternal flames as self-sacri-
fice for the greater good. Their journey ends when Giovanni wakes up in reality to find that Campanella has
died to save a friend. Giovanni then solemnly swears to live life to its fullest like the Scorpion Fire. Shouma
and Kanba can be seen as incarnations of Giovanni and Campanella, as they not only share similar-sounding
names, but characters are depicted as cats in the film, with Giovanni and Campanella respectively blue and

red colored, which match up with the hair colors of the Takakura brothers.

Another allusion related to the Penguindrum is the apple. In Night on the Galactic Railroad, a
human man along with two children, who are all hinted as the dead from the Titanic shipwreck, aboard the
train. The man mulls over death from a Christian perspective, and then all passengers share apples by magi-
cally duplicating the fruit. Bonding with each other regardless of one’s differences, such as religion or race,
1s expressed twofold in Mawaru Penguindrum: On one hand, the apple is represented as the actual fruit.
Initiating the spell “let’s share the fruit of fate” reveals an apple as its fruit. Sharing the fruit of fate means
choosing to share destinies, and to be chosen is to be accepted.The Takakura siblings are later revealed to

be completely unrelated, with Shouma being the sole member of Takakura lineage. As children disregarded
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by their parents, Kanba is the one destined to receive the fruit of fate, but he shares it with Shouma, who
then shares with Himari. In the first episode, two passerby children discuss the significance of the apple in
Night on the Galactic Railroad, and one refers to Miyazawa’s interpretation: the apple resembles the
universe itself, thus holding it in one hand equals grasping the entire world. The child continues on that the
apple not only connects the living and the dead, but is the reward for people who sacrifice themselves in the

name of love.

On the other hand, the apple is represented by the character Ringo, whose name means apple in Japa-
nese. Because she was born on the day Momoka died, Ringo believes she needs to become her sister to save
her broken family, which has drifted apart after Momoka’s death. Ringo goes to great lengths to ensure their
happiness, to the point of initiating “Project M”—the M meaning “Maternity”— in which she attempts to
stalk and rape Momoka’s childhood friend Keiju Tabuki, because Momoka has predicted she will married
Tabuki in her diary of destiny. Ringo eventually gives up on Project M after realizing she has feelings for
Shouma, as well as seeing how her parents have moved on from Momoka’s death, but she continues down
a self-destructive path by activating the magic spell to save Himari. As shown in the opening sequence and
last two episodes of the series, Ringo bursts into flames of the Scorpion Fire. This decision for self-destruc-
tion in order to save others is mirrored by the Takakura brothers, and in turn all three resemble the Scorpion
Fire from Night on the Galactic Railroad.

2. Saving Japan with “Survival Strategy”

In Mawaru Penguindrum, the train towards the afterlife from Night on the Galactic Railroad and the train
from the crime scene in the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack emerge as a train able to transfer fate. This train
stops at Unmei No Itaru Basho (Fate’s Destination) to activate the ultimate Seizon Senryaku (Survival Strat-
egy) that exchanges lives with the Scorpion Fire. The Survival Strategy first occurs when Himari is revived
by a mysterious penguin-shaped headdress possessing the entity Princess of the Crystal. The headdress
transports the setting across a subway ticket barrier into a vibrant dimension overflowing with symbols and
sparkles. A white rocket engine fires out, bursting into the white bear-shaped machine called Teddydrum, in
which Princess of Crystal emerges yelling “Imagine!” amidst falling pink petals. From the white Teddy-
drum shoots out a cord that attaches onto a black Teddydrum, and Princess of Crystal struts down the cord
to open up the strategy meeting for capturing the Penguindrum. This recurring transformation sequence not
merely represents a bizarre blend of military operation and extravagant animation, but indicates that

Mawaru Penguindrum is a modern tale of the samurai.
Within East Asian societies, Japan stands out for the lengthy history of its dominating warrior class.

As such, bushido is a core value manifested in many aspects of Japan. In The Taming of the Samurai: Hon-

orific Individualism and the Making of Modern Japan,Eiko Ikegami discusses the Japanese culture of
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honor, emphasizing the cultural development of the samurai class. Ikegami explains how the samurai
culture of honor is based on coexistence between control and change. In particular, change allows the samu-
rai to embrace what Ikegami refers as “honorific individualism,” that is, “resilient individuality emerged in
expressions of self-assertiveness combined with dignity and pride” (330). This fierce sense of independence
paves the way for social change in opposition to conformist norms, and originates from the famous bushido
classic Hagakure, which describes samurai Yamamoto Tsunetomo’s interpretation of the ideal bushido.
Hagakure itself means “in the shadow of leaves” (Ikegami 290), and the title is believed to derive from
Japanese poet Saigyd Hoshi’s work, “Hagakure ni chiri-todomareru hana nomi zo, shinobishi hito ni au
kokochi suru (Hidden away under leaves, a blossom still left over makes me yearn to chance upon my secret
love this way)” (Tsunetomo 24). Addressing the internal struggle of the samurai during the Tokugawa
shogunate period, Tsunetomo declares that the samurai must view himself as a dead man to serve his master
without restraints, further defining relationship between samurai and master as shinobu koi (secret love), in
which the vassal must desire for his master “without expecting any reward or reciprocity” (Ikegami 289).
Due to promoting an extremely aggressive “cult of death” and “militant stoicism” (284), Hagakure was
considered controversial in its times, but rose in popularity during the Pacific War when the Japanese mili-
tary adopted its mentality in slogans such as “gyokuasi (shattering like a jewel) ” and “jiketsu (self-determi-
nation, suicide).” In the present climate, Hagakure has faded into a product of a specific past, though as
Ikegami observed, the Japanese culture of honor continues to act as “a resource for individualistic initia-

tive-taking in a society in which Western-style ideologies of individualism never struck deep roots” (366).

This underlying sense of samurai culture can be seen in Mawaru Penguindrum, as the self-sacrific-
ing spirit of the Scorpion Fire corresponds to honorific individuality from Hagakure. In the opening
sequence of the second cour, Kanba and Shouma appear amidst fluttering crimson penguin-shaped pieces,
which strongly resemble falling petals. Such imagery resonates with the death aesthetics of the samurai and
the falling sakura (cherry blossom). In this regard, the opening hints at the deaths of Kanba and Shouma as
they risk life and limb to rescue Himari. In order to find the Penguindrum, the brothers resort to shady
tactics: besides both stalking Ringo and breaking into her house, Shouma also helps Ringo stalk Tabuki to
initiate her “Project M,” though not without hesitation. When a friendship begins to grow between Shouma
and Ringo, Shouma breaks it off due to his guilt towards his parents participating in the subway attack that
shattered Ringo’s family. Ultimately, Shouma decides to save Ringo when she attempts to activate the
magic spell. As he takes her place to be consumed by the Scorpion Fire, Shouma confesses to Ringo,
“Thank you . . . I love you.” In contrast, Kanba is more abrasive and calculating, even agreeing to do dirty
work under Sanetoshi to afford to purchase the expensive medicine that Himari needs. Kanba is implied to
harbor romantic feelings for Himari, and his obsession with saving her can be described as the “death
frenzy” of the samurai (Ikegami 288), especially in the end when he erupts into a thousands bits of

penguin-shaped pieces, the particles now signifying both falling petals of sakura and spurting drops of
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blood. Both Kanba and Shouma are akin to samurai in secret love, whereas Himari and Ringo serve as their

objects of hidden affection.

Other than the Takakura brothers resembling samurai, the duality of Himari and Princess of the
Crystal implies Himari as Amaterasu, whom 1is the Japanese sun goddess. One aspect is the image of her
body. Mawaru Penguindrum often engages in fan sabisu (fan service), which refers to anime or manga
displaying sensual scenes to gratify viewers. For instance, as a high school student, Ringo is for the most
part clad in school uniform, and sometimes the screen trails down her short pleated skirt and legs, or teas-
ingly attempts to capture her underwear. On the contrary, Himari bears a childlike figure that is only sexual-
ized in certain scenes, such as episode 12, in which she becomes completely naked. While these scenes can
be described as erotic, Himari more so displays the haunting image of a pure and sacred body. Another
aspect is Himari’s association with light. Her name written in kanji is %%k, which means “a ball of
sunshine.” Several random scenes feature Himari situated in the center of the screen, her forehead emitting
bright golden rays. At first, her shining forehead seems to be a quirky detail, yet after Kanba and Shouma
have changed the future, a slight scar appears on Himari’s forehead. Himari becomes an ordinary girl who
no longer battles terminal illness or possesses the divine presence of Princess of Crystal. Since Amaterasu
serves as an representative of Japan, as shown from the sun symbol on the Japanese flag, to save Himari

from her ill health is to save Japan from its depraved society.

Between the two cataclysms that struck Japan in 1995, the Great Hanshin earthquake was an
unavoidable disaster, but the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack wasn’t a random assault. Mawaru Penguindrum
heavily criticizes current Japanese society, and Haruki Murakami reflects similar sentiments in Under-
ground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese People and After the Quake. Stories. Underground is a
nonfiction work composed of interviews with survivors of the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack as well as
(ex-)members of Aum Shinrikyo. Intent on digging out the truth, Murakami conducted these interviews to
piece together “multiple viewpoints” from “flesh-and-blood material” (250), which he believes the media
and the public neglected at large in favor for the oversimplified “Us” versus “Them” mentality. In Mawaru
Penguindrum, the need to segregate members unfit for society is presented in striking imagery as the Child
Broiler. This place resembles a concentration camp, where abandoned children, shown as faceless stick
figures, are shredded into shards of transparent glass in order to blend into society. Another related imagery
is boxes. In episode 23, Sanetoshi gives a profound speech as he sets out to initiate the second subway
attack, proclaiming that human beings are isolated within boxes of “self,” which, rather than offering
protection, strip away what is important to us, and therefore we should exterminate these boxes as well as
humanity. Recalling the 1939 Nomonhan Incident and World War II, Murakami observes that overwhelm-
ing violence in Japan prevails due to the nation committing the same mistakes again and again, as secluded

authorities governing the society disregard the sufferings of people at the battlefront. In a similar vein,
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Mawaru Penguindrum emphasizes the corruption within society with the omnipresent penguin logo of
Pingroup corporation, which in fact share connections as well as similar logos with Penguin Force, the
underground terrorist organization behind the subway attack, that later rebrands and continues to operate
under the name Kiga Group. Mawaru Penguindrum criticizes the people who turn a blind eye to the prob-
lems of society. When the subway line is damaged from the terrorist attack, a new elevated subway system

Tokyo Sky Metro is built, whereas the original one is left to decay in the depths.

However, the underground is not only an enigmatic source of violence, but also the potential ground
for change. In episode 9 of the series, Himari ventures underground to the Central Library’s “Hole in the
Sky” branch, a mysterious hollow place loaded with rows of library stacks, to find a book called Super-frog
Saves Tokyo, which refers to the same-titled tale included in Murakami’s After the Quake: Stories. Muraka-
mi wrote these collection of short stories in response to the Great Hanshin earthquake. “Super-frog saves
Tokyo” tells how a giant frog requests the everyman Katagiri to help fight the enormous Worm living under-
ground and prevent a massive earthquake. Katagiri protests that he is a mere common man, but Frog replies,
“I’m the one who will do all the fighting. But I can’t do it alone. This is the key thing: I need your courage
and your passion for justice” (122). When Katagiri continues to doubt himself, Frog declares, “Tokyo can
only be saved by a person like you. And it’s for people like you that I am trying to save Tokyo” (128). This
unconditional faith resonates with the spirit of the Scorpion Fire. As abandoned children, the Takakura
sibilings manage to survive by bonding together through self-sacrificing love. The same could be said for
Ringo, who before meeting Shouma, never truly lived as herself, but as a shadow of her sister. The cast of
side characters also highlight the smoldering tension between the oppressive older generation and lost
younger generation: Keiju Tabuki with his overdemanding mother, Yuri Tokikago with her abusive father,
and Masako Natsume with her misogynistic grandfather. When Momoka appears as Princess of the Crystal
via the Penguindrum to initiate the Survival Strategy, she is attempting to rescue the generation of aban-

doned children. This is the Survival Strategy that will save Tokyo, and in turn Japan.

3. Conclusion: The world goes round and round

Nevertheless, Princess of Crystal isn’t the only one initiating the Survival Strategy. Kenzan Takakura, father
of the Takakura family, also declares this phrase during terrorist attack meetings. The Survival Strategy
treads the fine line between violence and peace. Likewise, Yagyli Munenori, a samurai from the Edo period,
specifies the contrasting “setsunintou (Killing Sword)” and “katsuninken (Life-giving Sword)” concepts in
A Hereditary Book on the Art of War, a warfare text that incorporates Zen into swordsmanship and strategy.
The samurai’s weapon can simultaneously kill and save people, hence the Killing Sword is the Life-giving
sword. For the samurai, this antinomy paves the way for survival, all boiling down to not two opposing

forces or two sides of the same coin, but in truth one side of the same coin.
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After the Tohoku earthquake in 2011, Haruki Murakami described the relationship between the
Japanese and disaster as mujo (impermanence), which he believes “has been seared deeply into the Japanese
spirit . . . since ancient times” (qtd. in Drummond-Matthews 312). Mujo is manifested with the Penguin-
drum in Mawaru Penguindrum, which represents self-sacrificing love, but essential violence is part of its
package deal. Himari owns a pink teddy bear stuffed animal, which contains an affectionate note written by
her brothers, despite that altered fate has erased their existence. In the ending, Himari discovers this mes-
sage, promptly bursting into tears although she can’t remember Kanba and Shouma. The teddy bear not only
takes form as a token of love from the brothers, but as the Teddydrum weapon able to initiate the Survival
Strategy. In this sense, Japan possesses a resilient energy capable of saving and destroying the world, but as
long as people understand the need to share the fruit of fate for the greater good, then people can survival

the outcome.
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Alumni Stories: Some Reflections on Graduate Studies

Yu-ting Huang 5 fifl #

AT THE BEGINNING

It was not a hard decision. It was not hard for me to choose to go into a graduate school for more
literature. I loved reading, I loved literature, I wanted to at some point go abroad to see how far I can go,
and after four years in college, I still did not want to do much of anything else that’s more “practical.” (I had
never taken up my parents’ suggestion that I took some useful classes like economics, and my attempts at
minoring in Psychology did not survive the two required semesters of statistics.) Going to graduate school
to read more literature for a few more years seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to do, and as it turns
out, to this day, I have kept it up for 14 more years and will keep going for some more. But I am getting

ahead of myself.

During my last year of college and as I weighed my decisions about my future, a few things came

into my view:

First, I wondered whether I should apply for a doctoral program in the United States right out of
college or whether I should stay in Taiwan for a master’s program first. Knowing that eventually I would be
interested to study in the States, I did apply for a few US doctoral programs in my senior year. At the same

time, I studied for the entrance exams for graduate programs in Taiwan.

On the US side, I only applied to the best programs since I was really only “trying my luck.” (And
no, none of the ivy schools ended up admitting me into their PhD programs.) It was a test of luck because |
had no idea what I was doing. I was a good student in college—studious and imaginative—but I did not
think about scholarship the way that I later learned to think during my graduate training. I did not under-
stand what it means to converse with other scholars, I did not know what it means to do original research,
and I did not understand what it means to discover a subject that touches me profoundly and how to build a
research career around that encounter. But really, I was not supposed to know these things yet. I spent my
college years being curious and fascinated by the literature that we read, and I still think that’s the thing to
do in college. In addition, I did some theater, I learned about cinema, I explored Taipei, and I made really
good friends. I think it was four years pretty well spent. I felt it was right that I did not get an admission
letter to go study in the States that year.
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It was really when I was preparing for the entrance exams for programs in Taiwan that I started
getting an inkling that I would be happy in a master’s program at home. I re-read as much of our textbooks
as I could and had so much fun getting re-acquainted with the literature. It was also the first time that I real-
ized how much I loved the weird long poems of Edmund Spencer and William Blake. I was drawn to their
unusual visions and the resultant exuberance in their poetic language. But Blake had an advantage because
I also loved Byron—so if | focused on the Romantics and fell out of love with Blake I would always have
a backup. I know in a master’s program we will need some kind of a concentration. By the time I completed

all the entrance exams, I could not wait to spend more time with these and other authors.

So it was really just a love of literature that persuaded me to keep going. Of course, the tuition for
most programs in public universities in Taiwan was and is by international standards pretty affordable
(especially now that I have been in the States I know that so keenly), and three more years of reading things
that I love seemed a heavenly idea. I liked hanging out with my mind, and us together with one author or
another. I was not ready to give that up and do other things that may not allow my mind and my ideas to

grow 1n its fanciful ways.

THE MASTER’S PROGRAM

I felt the first real excitement about my own scholarly thoughts here, in the master’s program in
Foreign Languages and Literatures at NTU, when we started producing scholarly arguments of our own. |
still remember many of my papers: I argued for a reading of Havelok the Dane that emphasized the lower
class status of its narrator, I thought up an interpretive circle for John Donne’s Holy Sonnets, I analyzed
John Milton’s letter-writing persona, and I attempted to read one of Blake’s poems in conjunction with some
ideas by Gilles Deleuze that I did not fully understand. Moreover, I got to live and breathe William Blake’s

poems for a year and a half as [ wrote my thesis.

There was a lot of trying and sometimes failing. But my professors trained me well. Graduate semi-
nars were wonderful gatherings when we got to hear what our professors cared about and how our friends
read and think. As students and budding scholars, we were expected to speak our thoughts and to listen to
each other well. And the writing classes prepared me in some of the most important skills of an academic
career—especially now that I realize that this profession, academia, is arguably all about writing—and I
would say that I wrote well even compared to my peers when I arrived at UCLA. (I have the definite urge
right now to name all my professors to whom I am still so grateful, but I know my assignment is to share

my experience. So please just let me say thank you—I owe so much to you.)

By the end of my MA program, I knew how to read, think, and write as a junior scholar. I was ready

to keep going. I defended my master’s thesis in June 2007, and presented the gist of my research less than
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two months later at an international conference held in celebration of William Blake’s 250 birthday in York,
England. So as it happened, not two months after I received my master’s diploma, I found myself drinking
in a bar with senior scholars whose scholarship I had consulted and cited extensively in my thesis. It was

one of the most exciting moments in my life.

WHAT CAME AFTER

The three years in the master’s program thus taught me that I loved doing research and making up
new ways of readings a text and its milieu. It taught me that I had a point of view and that I had acquired
some core skills to investigate these ideas of mine. I knew at this point what I wanted to keep thinking and
writing about, should I get into a PhD program. So I applied again. This time I applied to 18 programs in
the States—15 in English, where I proposes to study working-class culture of sensibility in 1790s London,
and 3 in comparative literature (and rhetoric), where I would make connections between contemporary
global novels and 18th-century sentimental literature. Eventually, I enrolled in the comparative literature

program at UCLA in 2008, where I would graduate in 2015 with a PhD studying a totally unrelated subject.

A few things were on my mind when I applied for PhD programs in the States this time, and these
may be useful things to know for someone starting a master’s degree with a mind towards a career path like

mine:

First, I did not know my odds of getting in anything, so I went all out with my applications. I thought
I would find other jobs if I did not get into any programs in the States, and in fact, when I went on the job
market these past few years after my PhD I had the same thoughts: if I did not get a job I would find some-
thing else to do. The thing is, despite me sometimes thinking I have a very narrow expertise, the kind of
training that I have received can be broken down to many useful parts. I write well, I reason well, I am
analytical, and I have knowledge in British, Anglophone, Sinophone, and indigenous literatures. After
teaching for a few years, I also know that I am good at mentoring others’ thinking and research. There would
be many possible career paths outside of academia that answer to the core reasons why I like it in the first
place—research library positions, editing, publishing and translating, instructional design, etc. What mat-
tered to me in the end, beyond what jobs may be possible down the line, was the realization that I had the
best time of my life learning things that matter to me in my graduate studies, both at NTU and at UCLA. |
got to spend those years of my life learning and thinking about ideas with others who are passionate about
the same things. I got to go to a new exciting place. And I found out how much I can do beyond who I was
before I started.

This realization mattered because, even when I was studying for my master’s degree, I knew that the

academic job market would be rough, both in Taiwan and abroad. What made it okay was the fact that I got
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full funding for five years for my PhD study at UCLA, partially as scholarship and mostly in the form of
teaching assistantship. The two years after my guaranteed funding ran out, I got scholarships and came
home to let my mom feed me while I labored away on my dissertation. It turned out that I was given five
wonderful years living in the glamorous city of Los Angeles in my late twenties, admittedly poor but at least
not in debt, making really good friends and continuing to do the things that I love. Before I went, I did not
know whether I would love Los Angeles or find good friends—I did get lucky, and I had both—but at any
rate it was not a bad bet. No matter what I do after I get my degree, I have lived those years well. What I
want to say to those who may want to pursue a PhD in the States beyond your master’s degree is that, while
financial burden is real and budget cuts are real, many programs in the US today are still committed to fund

their students well.

I cannot remember whether I doubted my ability to handle the reading and writing in a rigorous PhD
program in the States. UCLA has a quarter system, which means that we took 3 courses every 10 weeks, 3
terms a year, and that in turn means that we wrote 3 20-page research papers every 10 weeks, 3 terms a year.
For some classes we read a book every week. The point here is that, despite the work load, I was ready
enough, and that I was at pace with everyone in the program. Most of my cohort had a master’s degree as
well before entering the program, though they were all US trained. I trust that one can adapt to the workload
even straight out of college, but it might be harder for a little bit longer. Personally, I was grateful for having
taken the time to get a master’s degree before I started, that I had learned how to read, think, and write

better, and also that I went abroad a little older and more grounded.

During the PhD, I spent a couple of years learning new things, and eventually I wrote a dissertation
that bore no outward resemblance to my master’s thesis. I wrote on contemporary Chinese settler literature
and its narration of belonging on indigenous lands across the Pacific, from Taiwan to New Zealand to
Hawai‘i. But if you would believe me, the reason why I am drawn to indigenous articulations and Chinese
settler engagement with them is the same as the reason I was drawn to Blake: they speak of alternative

visions of the world and new possibilities in strange and fascinating literary languages.

To wrap up this long narrative with what I ended up doing ten years after I graduated with a master’s
degree: after getting my PhD degree in 2015, I had a two-year postdoctoral and visiting assistant professor
position in the English department at Amherst College, a liberal arts college in Massachusetts, where |
taught postcolonial and diaporic literature and literary theory. And at this moment of my writing, [ am about
to finish my first semester of teaching as an assistant professor of modern Chinese literature at Wesleyan
University, another liberal arts college, in Connecticut. The move from English to Chinese still feels a little
strange, but this job has the best combination of elements for me. If anything, I am regretting not taking

some classes with professors in the Chinese department when I was at NTU, since my training in English is
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so much stronger because of my master’s degree in English. But life is always going to progress in unpre-
dictable ways, and I still get to read, think, write, and meet many brilliant minds around the world along the

way. In my case, it really all started with those years at the graduate program at NTU.
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Film and Literature (CEA 3/28/-3/30/2019)

Deadline for submissions: November 1, 2018

contact email: gaughrre@jmu.edu

Astor Crowne Plaza 739 Canal Street, New Orleans, Louisiana 70130

For your proposal you might consider:

* Vision or visibility/invisibility as it relates to race, class, cultures, regions,genders, or sexualities
* The iconic/iconicity in literary texts and popular culture

* Visionaries in literary texts, media, and pedagogy

» Connections between illustrations and literary texts

* Graphic novels and visual texts

» The themes of sight, vision, revision, and spectacle as they relate to literary,scholarly, or theoretical works
» Revising, re-envisioning or re-imagining pedagogy or the profession

» Revision as it pertains to the writing process

* The eye or vision as a metaphor, motif, or icon

* New visions, innovations; avant garde or experimental literature

» Envisioning new landscapes for digital humanities

Further information: http://cea-web.org/conference/

Popular Culture and the Deep Past, 2019: Fairies and the Fantastic

Deadline for submissions: October 31, 2018

Full name / name of organization: Ohio State Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies
Contact email: cmrs gaa@osu.edu

conference date: February 22-23, 2019

Further information: https://cmrs.osu.edu/events/popular-culture-and-deep-past-2019-fairies-and-fantastic
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