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  Chapter 1


  Individuality in the Rapidly Changing

  Chinese Society


  Society is changing at an unprecedented rate: that is the perception commonly shared by most Chinese over the last three decades. Confronted with radical economic, environmental, and political shifts on every front, traditional cultural norms and social paradigms seem to have lost their meaning. These changes prompt this question: how should the individual construct and preserve a continuous sense of self in the context of this radical social change? I have pondered this question, having been impelled by far more than mere academic curiosity as I absorb the tragic news of skyrocketing suicide rates among the young people of my generation. In this radically changing society, it is easy for people to lose their perspective on life and find themselves unable to resolve the tensions that exist between the past and the present, the self and others, and the known and the unknown.


  I have turned my thinking toward the concept of individuality. Is there something we can refer to as “individuality” that can identify a person as the person, not anybody else? In other words, given the current social context, can the individual truly be said to have their own mind? I use the word “individuality” to address this question because it does not include only “the qualities that make one person different from other people”;1 it also indicates the relationship of the individual with the world or with others. How has the individual’s mind evolved in its interaction with the world? How does the individual possess “an
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