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Abstract of Thesis 
  
  

From Animality to Humanity: Confucian Ethics and the Literary Humanization of Fox 
Spirits in Liaozhai Zhiyi. 

 
  

 This Thesis takes Pu Songling’s Liaozhai Zhiyi from the Qing Dynasty as the core 

text and combines relevant literary works from pre-Qin dynasty to modern times to 

systematically examine the evolution of the image of fox spirits in Chinese literature. 

Previous studies have mostly understood the changes in the image of fox spirits from the 

perspective of “humanization”, suggesting that foxes have gradually transformed from 

animals and anomalies to humanoid beings with emotional and social relationships. 

However, this thesis argues that this “humanization” process is not a neutral literary 

development, but gradually formed under the influence of a specific ideological system, 

in which the definition of “how to become a qualified human” by Confucian ethics 

played a key role.  

 Through comparative analysis of relevant texts in the Classic of Mountain and Sea, 

Soushen Ji, Guangyi Ji, and Liaozhai Xinyi with Pu’s Liaozhai Zhiyi, this article points 

out that: In the pre-Qin period, foxes mainly existed as mythical animals and omens, 

retaining significant animalistic and symbolic qualities. During the Wei and Jin dynasties, 

Confucianism became the mainstream, the fox spirits began to take on human form and 

attempted to enter human society, but their humanization was still in an unstable stage. In 

Tang Dynasty works, fox spirits were further secularized and humanized, but they were 
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not fully incorporated into Confucian ethical norms. By the Qing Dynasty’s Liaozhai 

Zhiyi, fox spirits not only possessed a stable human form, but also demonstrated clear 

Confucian values in marriage, family, and social relationships, becoming an 

“understandable” and “evaluable” subject at the ethical level.  

 On this basis, this thesis further examines the rewriting of the image of the fox spirit 

in the modern context by comparing it with Wang Zengqi’s Liaozhai Xinyi. Research has 

found that with the weakening influence of Confucianism in modern society, fox spirits 

no longer strictly follow traditional ethical structures. Their emotional expression and 

behavioral choices exhibit stronger subjectivity and individual consciousness, reflecting a 

readjustment of existing gender and moral norms. 

 Therefore, this thesis believes that the evolution of the fox spirit image in Chinese 

literature is not only a transformation from animal to human form, but also a continuous 

process of reshaping the understanding of “human nature” by different historical 

ideologies.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In contemporary Chinese language contexts, the term “Hulijing” (狐狸精), whose 

meaning in English is “fox spirit,” often carries obvious negative connotations and is 

commonly used to refer to women who disrupt existing relationships by seducing others’ 

partners. However, this meaning is not the essential attribute of this image, but the result 

of long-term literary writing and cultural discourse that constantly shapes it. Throughout 

the history of Chinese literature, the image of the fox spirits has undergone significant 

changes: it was once a symbolic mythical animal in very early history; and then it was 

perceived as a dangerous demon during the Wei and Jin dynasty. In later literary 

narratives, it has increasingly become a “humanized” existence that can enter human 

society and be understood by the Confucianist ethical field.  

Existing research has indicated that fox spirits are not a fixed and unchanging literary 

image, nor a purely folkloric residue. Rania Huntington believed that the fox spirit in late 

imperial literature is a liminal being, an intermediate being between humans, beasts, 

ghosts, and immortals. In her point of view, the “humanization” of fox spirits is not a 

complete transformation towards humanity from animals, but a continuous process that 

approaches human culture, family, and social relationships. In other words, the more the 

fox spirit approaches similarity to humans, the more the humanized fox spirit can help to 

define the boundaries of that which a human should be. However, these boundaries 

couldn’t be dissolved (Huntington 4–5, 330–31, 341). Another scholar Xiaofei Kang 

emphasizes the fox as a multivocal religious and social symbol, whose power relies on its 
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marginal illicit and highly personalized nature. She claimed that fox spirit cult was 

embedded deeply into Chinese people’s daily life and fox spirits were the powerful 

mediators when people negotiated private interests, gender relations, local power, and 

official order. Furthermore, the literary writing about fox spirits was not external to fox 

belief, but participated in shaping, reshaping, and transmitting fox representations (Kang 

16-18, 20-21). Matthew H. Sommer in 2024 put fox spirits into the broader history in 

gender-transing during late imperial China. Sommer points out “the strange” fictions, 

legal cases and newspaper that together helped render gender, influenced each other, and 

jointly shaped people’s understanding of gender boundaries. This makes them visible and 

interpretable in a society centered on Confucian ethics and family order (Sommer 1-3, 

19-23).  

Based on the studies above, this thesis moves further a specific question: What kind 

of humanity and culture are fox spirits in literary works being drawn toward? Previous 

scholarship has explained the way and the reason that fox spirits become increasingly 

“human,” however they paid less attention to how those “humanizations” are shaped by 

cultural and ethical frameworks. This thesis argues that the literary humanization of fox 

spirits is not a neutral process of assimilation but is gradually shaped by Confucian 

understanding of what it means to be human.  

Confucianism, as a doctrine that teaches “how to be human,” has long held a 

dominant position in Chinese history. It provides a dominant discourse on “修⾝，⻬

家，治国，平天下”, self-cultivation, family organization, governance of a country, and 
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ruling the world peacefully (Liji, ⼤学), which were the standards of being a person in 

ancient China. The authors drawing fox spirits in their works into human society tend to 

model them on implicit ideals of personhood embedded within this ethical framework. 

This thesis adopts a comparative text analysis method centered on Liaozhai Zhiyi. 

Different from presenting a simple fox spirits literary historical review, this thesis uses 

selected texts from different periods as analytical reference points: such as early pre-Qin 

dynasty texts, the Classic of Mountains and Seas (⼭海经) and the Book of Songs (诗经). 

They depict foxes primarily as auspicious or mysterious omen animals without any moral 

characterization. During Wei and Jin dynasty, this thesis selects work Soushen Ji, in 

which the portrayed fox spirits already have the shape of a human, but they still are 

regarded as demonic and dangerous beings because they still remain morally unstable. 

From the perspective of the Tang dynasty, Guangyi Ji present fox spirits as more 

secularized and humanized, but they did not consistently maintain a strong Confucian 

ethical personality, because they were created in the cultural environment where multiple 

discourses of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism coexisted. Compared with previous 

works, Liaozhai Zhiyi, as the core text of this thesis, presents its fox spirits as a more 

mature personality and social role that is more in line with Confucian moral ethics. This 

thesis uses Liaozhai Xinyi as a reverse comparison to see how authors have rewritten the 

Confucian moral structure in the image of fox spirits after the weakening of 

Confucianism. 

The comparison focuses on four key dimensions, firstly the form of fox existence, 
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which means in what form do they appear in the textual depiction, whether they are 

animals, humans, or immortals. Secondly the humanization level of foxes, that is, 

whether they only have human form or have further acquired human emotions, 

personality, self-cultivation, and social behavior. Thirdly, their status and function in 

society and family, whether can they enter into social relations such as marriage, families, 

and friendship. Fourthly, whether their morality and behavior are understandable within 

the Confucian value system.  

Through the analysis of these dimensions, this thesis aims to demonstrate that the fox 

spirit in Liaozhai is not just a “humanization”, but is increasingly shaped into a 

personality subject that can be understood, praised, and disciplined by Confucian ethics. 

Because Liaozhai Zhiyi was originated in the Qing Dynasty, and the elite literary 

production of the period was deeply influenced by Confucian ethical discourse (Tan, 

106), Liaozhai became a key text for observing how the “humanization” of fox spirits 

was made ethical and personified. In this sense, the transition from “animality” to 

“humanity” is not only an evolution at the narrative level, but also a process of constantly 

reshaping “what is human” within the framework of Confucian moral imagination. 

1. FOX SPIRITS BEFORE CONFUCIAN MORALIZATION 

In pre-Qin and early imperial texts, foxes are not yet moral subjects. Rather than 

being judged within an ethical framework, they function as animals, omens, or 

supernatural signs. However, at this stage they were not yet influenced by Confucianism 

which was just a newly emerging school of thought. 
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In the pre-Qin period, even earlier, there were many literary works about foxes in 

China. Some scholars believe that this stage of Chinese literature is the embryonic stage 

of fox culture (Gao, 7). At that time, the images of fox spirits usually have strong 

animality. During the pre-Qin Dynasty, Confucianism, as one of the Hundred Schools of 

Thought (诸⼦百家), did not occupy the mainstream position of values in society. 

Therefore, there is not much Confucianism in literary works, and foxes are like wild 

beasts in such works. Foxes do not have the appearance of humans, and their association 

with humans themselves is relatively small. Most of the time, literary authors see it as a 

tool for expressing emotions, a sign or an omen of auspicious. 

1.1 The animality of fox spirits in the Classic of Mountains and Seas 

The earliest fox image, which could be found currently, is the classical Chinese book 

called the Classic of Mountains and Seas, it recorded the image of foxes with nine tails 

(九尾狐). In the Classic of Mountains and Seas, the nine tailed fox is completely molded 

into an animal image with a special physiological composition: “⼜东三百⾥，⽈⻘丘之

⼭，其阳多⽟，其阴多⻘雘。有兽焉，其状如狐⽽九尾，其⾳如婴⼉，能⻝⼈，⻝

者不蛊,” it means (From Ji mountain) to the east, about 300 Li away, there is a mountain 

called “Qing Qiu”. There are many jade stones to the south of the mountain and many 

blue minerals that can be used as pigments to the north. There is a wild beast in this 

mountain that looks like a fox, has nine tails, and makes a sound like a baby crying. It can 

eat people, and if humans eat its flesh, they will not be attacked by toxic gas (Shan Hai 

Jing Guang Zhu, 6). In the Classic of Mountains and Seas, foxes are mentioned three 
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times and emphasized that they have nine tails and live in Qing Qiu. The fox it depicts 

has strong animal characteristics. Apart from its fox-like form and nine tails, its only 

relationship with humans is that the nine tailed fox can capture and eat people. This is an 

animal’s hunting instinct. These actions are not framed as moral transgressions, but as 

part of the natural order. 

The fox spirits in Liaozhai Zhiyi also hunt. While the fox in the Classic of Mountains 

and Seas consumes humans as part of its natural behavior, the fox spirit in “Dong Sheng” 

operates within a moralized framework. In addition, the way foxes hunt is also more 

subtle. Her actions are interpreted through concepts such as desire and transgression, and 

are ultimately subject to judgment and punishment. In this story, a Confucian student Mr. 

Dong met a fox spirit who transformed into a beautiful woman, and he had an affair with 

her. Later, Dong’s body became very week and sick. He was worried then went to see a 

doctor; the doctor told him that his pulse felt like “demon pulse”. It means his body is 

being eroded by a demon. Dong was afraid of it, he tried to refuse the seduction of the 

fox spirit girl, but he failed. He died several days later. Dong went to hell to report to the 

King of Hell, saying that the fox spirit had an affair with him to cultivate the Golden Pill 

and collect his essence. Finally, the fox spirit dies because her fox body was ruined by 

others. Comparing this story with the the Classic of Mountains and Sea, in Pu Songling’s 

story, the hunting method of the fox spirit is not directly captured and they do not 

consumed human flesh. They often appear in human form and use the method of 

“collecting Yin and supplementing Yang” to consume male human “Yang” energy. The 
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theory used here is traditional Chinese medicine health preservation: the combination of 

Yin and Yang. In traditional Chinese medicine theory, male semen is equivalent to the 

essence and qi of the human body. Ancient Chinese believed that to become healthy, 

people must guard their essence and prevent leakage (Zhou and Wu, 5). If a man engages 

in frequent sexual activity, it can lead to his body becoming weak and even dying.  

However, for fox spirits who engage in sexual activity with these men, they can 

receive nourishment and assistance from it. In the research of Zhou and Wu, the 

traditional Chinese medicine theory of “collecting yin and supplementing yang” was 

mentioned, which means that men can obtain the effect of prolonging life through female 

bodily fluids during sexual intercourse (5). Pu Songling reversed the subject and object of 

this theory as the basis for fox spirits to hunt and harm human.  

In the stories of Liaozhai, the animalistic nature of the fox spirit has been greatly 

reduced, and the characteristics of human nature have been added. Their hunting method 

is no longer as mentioned in the ancient legend of the Classic of Mountains and Seas, 

which involves consuming human meat. Rather, they gather the “qi, 炁” they need 

through a more human like approach.  

1.2 The omen and symbolic function of fox spirits in the Book of Songs 

The poems In the Book of Songs (诗经) contains a lot of descriptions about foxes. 

The Book of Songs generally holds a positive attitude towards the image of foxes (Jia, 

63). Generally, foxes are regarded as a symbolic omen. 

In the poem “Wei Style, You Hu” (卫⻛·有狐) : 有狐绥绥，在彼淇梁。⼼之忧
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矣，之⼦⽆裳。There is a fox, whose tail is big and fluffy, and is walking alone the 

stone bridge of Qi River. My heart’s full of sorrow and worried, because you didn’t bring 

any clothes with you.  

In Jia Yao’s research, the element of the fox represents married men in ancient 

Chinese poetry (Jia, 64). In this poem, the author uses a fox as a metaphor for his 

husband who is about to embark on a long journey. On the literary surface, it is a 

statement of concern about her husband not bringing enough clothes, but in reality, it 

expresses sadness and reluctance towards this separation. In this poem, an omen is 

created called “The fox crosses the water” (狐渡⽔). This poem consists of three lines, 

and the second sentence of each line describes the fox slowly walking by the river as its 

fur is getting wet. By using this to emphasize the emotion of worry is heightened, 

because the phenomenon of “foxes entering the water” is not a good sign. In the 

traditional divine book Zhou Yi (周易), there is a hexagram called “When a fox goes into 

water, its tail gets wet” which indicated that an ongoing task may have a good start but 

often cannot be successfully completed (66).  

The use of foxes to express a premonition also occurs in ancient myths and legends. 

Such as in Shanhaijing Guangzhu (⼭海经⼴注) cited a reference, “《⽥俅⼦》⽈：殷

汤为天⼦，⽩狐九尾”, that means Shang Tang built Shang Dynasty, and a white fox 

appeared (Wu Renchen, 6). There is also a famous story about the King Yu the Great, that 

says Yu was already over thirty years old, but he never achieved anything and never got 

married. Then one day, a white fox with nine tails appeared in front of him, indicating 
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that his marriage was coming, his family would become prosperous, and he would have 

great political achievements (Kang, 29).  

The fox representing omen, also appears in the Records of the Grand History (史记). 

“Chen She Shi Jia” recorded the history in which the Qin Dynasty was destructed, and 

Han raised up. When Chen She, who was the peasant uprising leader planning to 

overthrow the Qin regime, he used the strategy of omen sign. He dispatched his partner 

Wu Guang that hid in a temple, pretending to be a fox and crying in the middle of the 

night, saying: “The Great Chu Kingdom is about to rise up, and Chen She is about to 

proclaim himself king.” (Sima Qian, 2366). 

In ancient China, people believed that the appearance of foxes represented 

auspiciousness, imperial power, and the submission of the entire Chinese people to the 

emperor. At this time, foxes have a sacred feeling. They are usually seen as signs from 

heaven to the mortal world, with a characteristic of spiritual animals. Therefore, at this 

stage, the characteristics of people with fox images are relatively weak. At this stage, 

foxes can be summarized as having animalistic, divine, and mysterious characteristics, 

but not possessing human characteristics. However, Pu Songling’s foxes do not have the 

function of an omen, and the characteristics of being messengers from heaven are 

weakened in them, while many human traits are added. 

Firstly, in terms of appearance, Pu’s fox spirits all have human faces and bodies, such 

as Ying Ning. When Wang Zifu saw Yin Ning for the first time, she mingled with the 

crowd to play on the Lantern Festival event. She is a fox spirit, but her fox character was 
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not revealed at all at the time, and instead, was portrayed as a very beautiful girl with a 

smile on her face (Pu Songling, 297). Even throughout the story, Yin Ning maintained her 

human shape. If it weren’t for student Wu revealing the fact that her mother was a fox 

spirit, no one would have known that she was an alien. In other words, the animal 

characteristics of the fox spirit have become less important in this story. This is 

completely different from the legend of fox spirits in the ancient times.  

Secondly, in ancient legends, foxes have strong natural attributes and possess a wild 

nature, indicating that they have not been constrained or educated by the moral standards 

of the world. However, Pu Songling’s foxes clearly carry the imprint of Confucian 

principle and education. The nine tailed fox recorded in the Classic of Mountains and 

Seas can eat humans, which is clearly the behavior of a wild beast, but the classics record 

it without making any judgments. However, in Liaozhai Zhiyi, the behavior of fox spirits 

is clearly constrained. They usually need to follow certain rules of human society. Of 

course, there are also fox spirits who break the rules or violate them. But they are usually 

portrayed as villains in fictions and will eventually receive punishment. Besides the 

previous story “Dong Sheng” we mentioned before, the story “Painted Skin” (画⽪) also 

speaks of the same values. Although the original text did not directly mention that the 

Painted Skin Ghost in this novel is a fox spirit, later generations assumed that the ghost is 

also a fox. In the 2008 film based on the same name, “Xiao Wei,” the Painted Skin Ghost 

acted by Zhou Xun, where she is the identity of a fox spirit.  

This thesis believes that “Painted Skin” embodies the Confucian thinking and values 
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orientation in Liaozhai Zhiyi.  

First of all, the male protagonist of the story, Wang Sheng, is a Confucian scholar 

whose surname is Wang. However, what he did went against Confucian values because 

he was a married man who had an affair with someone else’s concubine. It wasn’t until he 

met a Taoist that Wang Sheng realized that the woman was a painted skin ghost. Later, 

Wang Sheng was killed by the ghost for his actions. Wang Sheng’s behavior here goes 

against the teachings and values of Confucianism, so he ended up with death. In the 

annotated edition of Liaozhai Zhiyi edited by Yu Tianchi, the commentator notes that, in 

the patriarchal social structure of ancient China, having an affair with someone else’s 

wife or concubine was against human ethics (Yu, 239). In other words, if Wang had an 

affair with an unmarried woman, it is highly likely that he will not receive punishment. 

Secondly, the virtue of Wang Sheng’s wife led to his ultimate resurrection. She went to 

the market to find a beggar and suffered humiliation from the beggar in order to save her 

husband. The beggar asked Wang Sheng’s wife Chen three questions. “佳⼈爱我乎? ⼈

尽可夫也，活之何为? 异哉!⼈死⽽乞活于我。我阎摩耶? (Pu Songling, 246)” He 

said: Do you beautiful lady love me? Anyone can become a husband, why you save this 

person (Wang Sheng)? That’s really strange! You begged me to save this person after he 

died. Am I the King of Hell? According to the Taoist in the original text, this beggar has 

the ability to save Wang Sheng. But he used these three questions to make things difficult 

for Chen. And these three issues all touch upon the underlying logic of Confucianism, 

namely “loyalty” and “righteousness.” Only when Chen passed the test of these three 
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questions and finally swallowed the beggar’s phlegm, could Wang Sheng be saved. At the 

end of the novel, Pu Songling shared his own views: 然爱⼈之⾊⽽渔之，妻亦将⻝⼈

之唾⽽⽢之矣。天道好还。Which means, he (Wang Sheng) was greedy for other 

people’s beauty, so he went to hunt her down. His wife would also willingly eat someone 

else’s phlegm because of this. This is really retribution. A Confucianism “Yi Li, Sangfu, 

Zixia’s bio” (仪礼·丧服·⼦夏传) said, 妇⼈有三从之义，⽆专⽤之道，故未嫁从⽗，

既嫁从夫，夫死从⼦, woman has a ritual call “three rules about “obedience”.” If she is 

not married, then she should obey her father. In contrast, if she is already married, she 

should obey her husband. If her husband dies, she should obey her son (Peng Lin, 368). 

Therefore, in Confucian philosophy, the husband’s behavior is to some extent the 

responsibility of the wife. This is precisely why Pu Songling believes that a husband’s 

infidelity leading to his wife being humiliated is a form of retribution, even though the 

wife didn’t do anything wrong. 

Thirdly, even if the Painted Skin Ghost, which is an alien, Pu Songling still judges it 

within the framework of Confucian narrative, even if this judgment is very subtle. The 

reason for the tragedy in this novel is that they violated the etiquette system. In this 

scenario, the subject of this behavior must be two people, one is Wang Sheng and the 

other is the Painted Skin Ghost. Confucianism emphasizes personal moral cultivation and 

advocates overcoming human animal attributes to adapt to social rules (Sun, 51). But in 

this illicit relationship between men and women, both Wang and the ghost violated 

Confucian teachings and disrupted social rules due to their nature. Wang satisfies his 
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sexual desires, while the ghost satisfies its hunting desires for killing and eating human 

hearts. Therefore, both of them suffered varying degrees of negative consequences. This 

is completely different from the values expressed in ancient legends. In the Classic of 

Mountains and Seas, the Nine Tailed Fox’s cannibalism is an animal attribute, and can 

even be seen as its nature. In the principles of natural laws, there is no judgment of right 

or wrong, and there is no punishment for cannibalism. Therefore, in Pu Songling’s view, 

even demons and monsters should be restricted by the social norms of the time in their 

behavior. In this case, the social norm was the “scholar culture” dominated by 

Confucianism (Zhao, 140). Otherwise, the demon and ghost should be killed by the 

Taoist. In the article of The Painted Skin Critical Analysis, the author claimed that, when 

the Taoist priest first appeared, he did not kill this ghost. Because he believes that this is a 

tragic woman who follows social rules but is forced and harmed by society and family 

(“‘Painted Skin’ Critical Analysis.”) However, later he realized that the truth was not as 

portrayed in his imagination, and the Painted Skin Ghost was not a good woman. It 

would destroy marital relationships and eat human flesh, which is why he killed this 

creature. Therefore, it can be inferred that if an alien followed the mainstream values of 

society at that time, was taught by Confucianism, and possessed morality and etiquette, 

they could live and exist. 

In summary, compared to Liaozhai Zhiyi, the fox spirits in ancient legends tend to be 

more natural and animalistic, and are not subject to discipline or education. Firstly, apart 

from some special features, such as having nine tails, fox spirits maintain the appearance 
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of fox, which has always been their most important animal attribute. They don’t need to 

have any similarity with the human body. As for the habits of animals, ancient fox spirits 

were also well preserved. They will attack and consume humans, and humans also 

recognize their attributes and will not judge them as good or evil based on this. It can be 

said that this stage is not yet dominated by a Confucian moral framework, and foxes are 

not interpreted as ethical subjects within human society. 

2. FOX SPIRITS IN SOUSHEN JI AND THE INCOMPLETE HUMANIZATION 

BEFORE LIAOZHAI 

Compared with pre-Qin texts, fox spirits in Wei-Jin narratives are no longer merely 

strange animals or omens; they have begun to assume human form, enter social contact 

with humans, and even engage with the symbolic world of Confucian learning. However, 

this early humanization remains unstable, foxes are still frequently marked by seduction, 

deception, and moral ambiguity. 

1.1 Foxes began to be included in the narrative scope of Confucian ethic propaganda in 

the Wei and Jin dynasty. 

Due to Confucianism being regarded as the orthodox discipline, the image of fox 

spirits in literary works has been slightly influenced since the Qin and Han dynasties. In 

the Wei and Jin dynasties, the Confucian characteristics of fox spirits began to become 

apparent. 

In fact, during the pre-Qin period, Confucian culture attempted to interpret and shape 

the image of fox spirits in the literary field. For example, the Huainanzi (淮南⼦)records: 
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“⿃⾶反鄉，兔⾛歸窟，狐死⾸丘，寒將翔⽔，各哀其所⽣”, Birds fly away and 

return to their homeland, and rabbits also return to their nests. The fox died, but its head 

was facing the hill where it lived. Cicadas in autumn fly close to the water surface. These 

creatures are all attached to their living environment (Liu An, 974). The Book of Rites 

(礼记) says: 君⼦⽈：禮，不忘其本。”古之⼈有⾔⽈：”狐死正丘⾸，仁也。” 

(Zheng Xuan, 7) The Confucian gentleman said, the rites are not to forget one’s roots. 

The ancient people said, a fox died but its head directed to its hill, that is what we call 

“benevolence.” In the Confucian concept of pre-Qin times, the fox was a positive image. 

Its behavior is placed on an equal footing with birds and rabbits to demonstrate the 

Confucian values of “benevolence” and “loyalty.” But at this stage, the fox does not have 

the shape of a human.  

Until after the Han Dynasty, fox spirits began to appear in literary works in human 

form. Guo Pu, a scholar from the Wei and Jin dynasties, explained the origin of fox spirits 

in Xuanzhongji (⽞中记) : 狐五⼗岁，能变化为妇⼈；百岁为美⼥、为神巫，或为

丈夫与⼥⼈交接。能知千⾥外事，善蛊魅，使⼈迷惑失智。千岁即与天通，为天

狐。At the age of fifty, fox spirits can transform into women. At the age of one hundred, 

it can transform into a beautiful lady, a powerful witch, or become a man and have sexual 

intercourse with women. It can know things that happen thousands of Li away and is 

skilled in using witchcraft and seduction to make people lose their minds. When it 

reaches the age of a thousand, it connects with heaven and becomes a “heavenly fox” 

(Guo Pu). This phenomenon, some scholars believe, originates from the Confucian idea 
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that “after a long period of time, objects will produce monsters” (物⽼为怪). Confucius 

once said, 吾闻物⽼，则群精依之。物⽼则为怪。I heard that after a long period of 

time, an object will have groups of spirits attached to it. Thus, as objects age, they will 

develop monsters, and in the Chinese concept, any item that is of an ancient age may 

transform into a monster and harm the world (Zhang and Liu, 129). Therefore, as time 

goes by, more and more stories of foxes turning into humans appear in literary works. 

Soshenji (搜神记) is a collection of short stories written by a scholar named Gan Bao 

during the Eastern Jin Dynasty. Roll 18 records large number of stories about fox spirits. 

Soshenji is a representative work of literature on demons and ghosts during the Wei and 

Jin dynasties. The stories and images of demons and ghosts recorded largely represent the 

common views and cognition of people towards this type of alien at that time. Foxes are 

usually portrayed in a negative light in this book, they also have several characteristics. 

Firstly, the fox spirits started to transform themselves into human appearances. Secondly, 

in these fox spirit stories, many foxes began to learn Confucian knowledge in order to 

integrate with human society, hoping to portray themselves as scholars. These 

characteristics indicate that Confucianism has gradually integrated into fox spirit literary 

works and begun to influence the author’s creation and the portrayal of foxes.  

2.2 Fox Spirits remain Threats in Human-Shaped. 

The fox spirit has departed from its ancient animal form and has begun to transform 

into a human. However, they remain the threats and harmful to real human beings. In 

Soushenji, there is a very famous story called “The monster in the mountains is called A 
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Zi”(⼭魅阿紫). The story tells of a person named Wang Lingxiao during the Eastern Han 

Dynasty. One day, he left home for no reason and ran away. His boss Chen Xian is very 

angry and wants to catch him. A few days later, Chen Xian discovered Wang Lingxiao in 

an empty tomb outside the city. But his behavior was the same as that of a fox. He could 

not speak, only cried, and kept shouting “A Zi”. After he woke up, he told Chen Xian that 

he had seen a fox in the corner of the house before, which had transformed into a 

beautiful woman. This beautiful woman invites Wang Lingxiao to have sexual intercourse 

with her. He lost consciousness. A Taoist said that it must be a monster in the mountains. 

The fox was an ancient courtesan named A Zi. Later, she turned into a fox. Therefore, 

these fairies all call themselves “A Zi”(Gan Bao, 407-408). The fox in this story is a very 

traditional fox spirit type. She appeared in the story as a beautiful woman and never 

showed her fox-like appearance. She is a lewd, morally corrupt, seductive, and harmful 

female image.  

The same fox spirit image also appears in Liaozhai Zhiyi. For example, there is a 

story in Liaozhai called “Conquering the Fox” (伏狐). An official was deceived by a fox 

spirit, causing his body to become weak. Later, he met a quack who gave the official a 

medicine. After taking it, the official’s mating time with the fox spirit became very long, 

and in the end, the fox died. Another story also tells a similar narrative. Pu Songling 

believes that male humans have conquered the fox spirit by their strong body (Pu 

Songling, 590). However, this kind of fox spirit image is not commonly seen in Liaozhai 

Zhiyi. The fox spirits described by Pu Songling have a small amount of evil and 
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lascivious traits, which are consistent with the traditional image of fox spirits. However, 

he also gave them a bad ending in the novel to express his contemptuous attitude towards 

these fox spirits.  

2.3 The Confucian world slowly invades the narrative of fox spirits novels. 

In the stories of Soushenji, fox spirits are not exclusive to women, many images of 

them are the male fox spirits. Furthermore, these male fox spirits began to gradually 

approach Confucianism, and they began to try to learn Confucian morality and imitate 

human social patterns.  

In the story “Dong Zhongshu Teasing the Old Fox” (董仲舒戏⽼狸), the fox turned 

into a guest to listen to Dong Zhongshu’s lecture. After a while, the guest said “it’s going 

to rain”, and Dong Zhongshu said he could tell the weather from inside the house, so it 

must be either a mole or a fox. So, the guest transformed into his original form, just an 

old fox (Gan Bao, 400). In this story, it is not specifically mentioned whether the guest 

who the fox turns into is a man or a woman. However, according to the behavioral logic 

of ancient Chinese people, the possibility of a fox spirit becoming a male is greater. The 

historical period in which Dong Zhongshu lived was the mid-Western Han Dynasty. He 

was a promoter of Confucianism at that time and once said: 诸不在六艺之科、孔⼦之

术者，皆绝其道，勿使并进. Any other subject that is not within the scope of the “Six 

Arts” or does not conform to the methods promoted by Confucius should be cut off from 

their path and not allowed to coexist with Confucianism (Ban Gu, 570). That is to say, 

Dong Zhongshu suppressed the spread of various schools of thought and only promoted 
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Confucianism. Confucianism advocates that men and women should maintain a distance 

and not even transmit things to each other. Not to mention women were not allowed to 

enter male led classrooms. Therefore, in the story of Soushenji, the fox who transformed 

into a human appearance to attend Dong Zhongshu’s class can be confirmed to be male. 

And he has a certain interest and preference for Confucianism. In addition to this story, 

“The Old Fox of Wuxing County” (吴兴⽼狸), “Liu Bozu and the Fox Immortal” (刘伯

祖与狸神) etc. Those are all stories about male fox spirits. But some of these male fox 

spirits are kind, while others are evil. They also harm people in various ways, which is 

very different from female fox spirits who harm people solely through sexual intercourse.  

There are also some male fox spirits in Liaozhai. But the quantity is far less than that of 

female fox spirits. In the story “The Fox Married His Daughter” (狐嫁⼥), a family of 

fox spirits is mentioned. The story goes that during the Ming and Qing dynasties, there 

was an official named Yin Tianguan who made a bet with his friends to live in a house 

haunted by fox spirits. In the middle of the night, while he was sleeping, he heard 

someone inviting him to a wedding banquet. It turns out to be an elderly person. Mr. Yin 

happily agreed and attended their banquet. He saw a lively scene, the bride was very 

beautiful, and the utensils were gorgeous. He drank a lot of alcohol and fell asleep on the 

table, but accidentally hid the gold cup he used for drinking in his sleeve. However, when 

he woke up, the members of that family were gone, leaving only the golden cup behind. 

After a few years, he passed the imperial examination and became a Jinshi, became an 

official in the town name Feiqiu. A local famous family named Zhu served him with the 
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same cup as his gold cup. Mr. Yin only found out after inquiring that this is the property 

of the Zhu family that the golden cup was lost many years ago. So, Mr. Yin returned his 

golden cup to them. Then they realized that even distant objects could be obtained by fox 

spirits (Pu Songling, 102-111).  

The protagonist of the fox spirit in this story is the old man who behaves very much 

like a human. Not only does he look like a person, but also his language and actions 

imitated humans. The wedding held by the fox family also imitates human customs and 

etiquette. In the annotation of Yu Tianchi, he mentioned that a fox marrying off its 

daughter is no different from a human parent marrying off their daughters. The wedding 

process mentioned in the story should be a classic procedure from the Ming and Qing 

dynasties, which is a good reference for folk customs (Yu, 103). Gao Xiaoxiao also said 

that during the Wei and Jin dynasties, fox spirits showed new characteristics. They broke 

away from the appearance of beasts, learned human language, and had a closer 

relationship with humans, actively integrating into human life. These features blur the 

boundary between the animalistic and human nature of fox spirits (Gao, 10).  

Wise foxes also developed during the Wei and Jin dynasties, and these foxes are 

familiar with Confucian classics, and even their behavior conforms to the standards of 

Confucian etiquette. They bear a heavy imprint of Confucian culture on their bodies.  

In Soushenji, another story name “The Fox spirit Doctor’ Lecture” (狐博⼠讲书) 

mentioned a wise fox spirit. This fox is the image of an elderly man with outer hair and 

has read many books. He called himself Dr. Hu and set up classrooms to teach some 
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Confucian scholars. Later, some people found that there was an old fox having a lecture 

in an empty tomb. His fox students were afraid of humans, except for him (Gan Bao, 411-

412). The same character setting is also present in the story of “Zhang Hua Capturing the 

Fox Demon” (张华擒狐魅). An old fox lived for many years and was familiar with 

various classics. He therefore wanted to visit the famous local official Zhang Hua. 

Therefore, he became a young and handsome scholar, discussing knowledge with Zhang 

Hua. Zhang Hua believes that humans cannot be so cultured, so he infers that he must be 

a fox. Zhang Hua was jealous of this fox, so he caught and killed it (401-402). Adding the 

previously analyzed story “Dong Zhongshu Teasing the Old Fox”, it can be seen that in 

Soushenji, the fox gradually began to learn about the knowledge and culture of human 

society. They gradually connected with Confucianism, and their words and actions were 

also influenced by Confucianism’s theory and culture. In the famous religion and folklore 

scholar Kang Xiaofei’s research, those images of fox spirits are all created by male 

scholars. Therefore, these male fox spirits possess elegant demeanor, extraordinary 

talents, and impressive knowledge, these all reflect the most desired pursuits of literati in 

that era (Kang, 43).  

2.4 From social imitation to ethical legibility, when comparison with Soushen Ji.  

Compared with Soushen Ji, what becomes more developed in Liaozhai is not merely 

anthropomorphism, but ethical legibility. In Liaozhai Zhiyi, there are also male fox spirits 

who possess wisdom and Confucian knowledge. However, during the period of Pu 

Songling, the number of male fox spirits was significantly lower than that of female fox 
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spirits. The most representative novel is “Hu Shi”, means a person whose surname is Hu. 

In this story, Hu is a fox who becomes a human scholar and serves as a private school 

teacher for wealthy families. However, he fell in love with his female student, who was 

the daughter of this wealthy family. He repeatedly requested to marry this girl to the male 

host, but the host never agreed. Finally, Hu asked the male host the reason, and he said it 

was because he did not want to be relatives with other species. Hu was very angry, so he 

led the fox family army to attack this family. After the two families fought, Hu reconciled 

with the male master and married his fox sister to the male host’s son (Pu Songling, 577-

585).  

In the story “Hu Shi”, this wise fox is not only the image of a scholar, but also very 

knowledgeable. He has read many Confucian classics and can even serve as a private 

school tutor for wealthy families. In addition, his way of doing things also has a strong 

Confucian style. In the story, he personally recommended himself to be a private school 

tutor. The original text says: “直⾪有巨家，欲延师。忽⼀秀才，踵⻔⾃荐。” In the 

Zhi Li city, there was a wealthy and influential family, who planned to hire a private 

school tutor. One day, a scholar suddenly came to recommend himself (Pu Songling, 

578). Pu Songling used a Confucian allusion here called “踵⻔⾃荐”. Mencius the Duke 

Tengwen (孟⼦·滕⽂公) said: “有为神农之⾔者许⾏，⾃楚之滕，踵⻔⽽告⽂公”, 

There is a person named Xu Xing who studies the theory of Shen Nong, he came from 

the State of Chu to the State of Teng and visited the Duke Tengwen at his doorstep (Meng 

Zi, 95). Therefore, “踵⻔⾃荐” is now a Confucian gentleman’s etiquette humbly 
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recommending his own. Hu used Confucian etiquette to visit this family and successfully 

became their tutor. Under the mainstream social trend at that time, the courses of his 

teaching would also be Confucian classics. Furthermore, Hu proposed to the daughter of 

this family using the Confucian ritual system. Confucianism adheres to the principles of 

propriety, and there is a classic called the Book of Rites (礼记) which records the 

Confucian order that human behavior should follow. According to the Book of Rites, “是

以昏礼,纳采、问名、纳吉、纳征、请期、迎亲” , The etiquette for marriage should 

be: inviting a matchmaker to propose, asking for the name, using name divination, the 

man giving the bride a dowry, choosing the wedding date, and welcoming the bride (Li Ji, 

357) , these six stage called “Six Rites (六礼)”. On that day, Hu found an excuse to take a 

leave of absence and asked one of his friends to act as a matchmaker to propose marriage 

to the male host of the family. This is exactly the first step in the “Six Rites”. At the end 

of the story, Hu planned to marry her sister to the son of this family. The story says: “主

⼈喜，即同定期⽽去。⾄夜，果有舆⻢送新妇⾄，奁妆丰盛，设室中⼏满。” 

(When Hu told the host that his sister had reached the age for marriage), the host was 

very happy, so they agreed on a wedding date and left. On the evening of the agreed upon 

day, there was indeed a carriage carrying the bride, and her dowry was very generous, 

almost filling the living room (Pu Songling, 584). This description is the last two steps of 

the “Six Rites”.  

In summary, Soushen Ji marks an early but incomplete stage in the humanization of 

fox spirits, they have already human form, entered intimate contact with humans, and 



 

 Zhang 24 

even approached the symbolic world of scholarship, but they remain morally unstable 

and only partially attended into human society.  

By the Wei and Jin Dynasty, the image of foxes had already departed from the 

physical characteristics of animals and transformed into humans. In addition to their 

appearance, their ideological and moral character, as well as the knowledge they have 

learned, have begun to be initially influenced by Confucianism. Soushenji is a very 

famous book from the Eastern Jin Dynasty, which records many legends about demons 

and ghosts. There are many legends about fox spirits in this book, which have human 

form and behavioral characteristics, and they possess wisdom. They can read Confucian 

classics and even give lectures to humans.  

By comparison, more fully realized in Liaozhai zhiyi is not merely 

anthropomorphism, but the fox spirit’s emergence as an ethically legible subject. The 

Confucian traditional characteristics of the fox spirit in Liaozhai Zhiyi are more 

prominent. Their behavior has fully followed the rules and etiquette of Confucianism, and 

their image is usually portrayed as scholars with profound knowledge and gentlemanly 

demeanor. In addition, the number of male fox spirits in Liaozhai is very small, and the 

female fox spirits written by Pu Songling also have strong characteristics of Confucian 

model women, which we will discuss later. 

3. FOX SPIRITS IN LOVE AND SOCIETY, HUMANIZATION WTHOUT FULL 

MORALIZATION IN GUANGYI JI. 

Tang fox spirits are more fully humanized than their Wei and Jin predecessors, yet 
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this humanization remains primarily social and affective rather than consistently ethical 

in a Confucian sense. 

The Tang Dynasty provides a significance important context of understanding the 

transformation of fox spirits narratives. Although Confucianism remained the official 

ideological framework of the period (Cai, 276), the intellectual and religious landscape 

was very diversified. In addition to Confucian thought, the Buddhism and Taoism 

prosperity also developed, forming an open culture environment which was named “The 

three thoughts coexistence” (三教合⼀) (Cai, 281). That diversity didn’t displace the 

stage of Confucianism, but it reduced its exclusive dominance over culture and moral 

discourse. 

During Tang dynasty, there were stability policies, the economy was prosperous, and 

the whole country was relatively open to external culture influences. The imperial court 

kept contact with regions such as India and Central Asia, contributed to broader cultural 

environments, no matter in culture, religious or supernature theories (Chen, 133). In 

literary representation, this reflected in the flexible attitude toward animal beings. Fox 

spirits were no longer be regarded as a sort of dangerous “alien kind”, they were 

increasingly depicted as capable of interacting with humans within shared social and 

emotional spaces. 

It doesn’t mean that the Confucian values disappeared since Tang literature. In 

comparison with the late empire of Chinese fiction, Liaozhai Zhiyi, Confucian ethical 

concerns, especially those related to family hierarchy, ritual propriety, chastity, are less 
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emphasized in Tang fox narratives. As the result, the stories collections such as Guangyi 

Ji are often represented with characters which are socially integrated and emotionally 

intelligible, and have the ability to build relationships with humans but are not fully 

constrained by Confucian moral framework. 

Furthermore, the associations between fox spirits and Daoist are also reactivated in 

Tang narratives. Entities such as fox spirits have a historically link with the female god, 

the Queen Mother of the West, and were believed to possess protective or transformative 

powers (Kang, 36; Li, 115). Because of this, fox spirits in Tang literature are not only 

social figures, but also beings shaped by religious beliefs, which makes their role less 

strictly defined by Confucian moral frameworks.  

Guangyi Ji (⼴异记) is a collection of demon and ghost novels that appeared in the 

Tang Dynasty. It records many stories of fox spirits. Moreover, the fox spirit in Guangyi 

Ji achieved comprehensive “personification”. Their human nature begins to overshadow 

animal nature, and they can even possess higher moral character. They are no longer a 

feared “alien”, and humans no longer hold any discrimination against them. They can live 

normally in human society and integrate into the human community environment. This is 

completely different from the “Hu Shi” in Liaozhai.  

3.1 Fox Spirits as Social Companions and Marriage Partners 

The story “Li Yuangong” in Guangyi Ji, says in Tang Dynasty, there was an official 

in the Ministry of Personal named Li Yuangong, and he has a granddaughter whose 

surname was Cui. One day, Miss Cui fell ill with a disease called “seduced by foxes” 
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from a fox spirit. This fox spirit is very powerful and cannot be expelled by a Taoist 

priest, so Li wanted to communicate with the fox spirit and get a good relationship with 

him. So, he asked if the fox spirit had read any books. The fox was very happy, so he 

turned into a male scholar to chat with him, they became very good friends. This scholar 

of fox transformation called himself “Mr. Hu”. Mr. Hu taught Miss Cui a lot of 

knowledge and artistic skills. One day, Li Yuangong’s son asked Mr. Hu if he was willing 

to marry Miss Cui, and also asked where his home was. Mr. Hu is very happy but he is 

also worried that his low status does not match Miss Cui’s. Later, he revealed his home 

address. Unexpectedly, Li Yuangong’s son found his home and killed all Hu’s family (Li 

Fang, 3671-3672).  

The story “Li Yuangong” and the story “Hu Shi”, which comes from Liaozhai, have 

very similar plots. Fox spirits have both turned into young male scholars with profound 

cultural backgrounds, and they both capable to become teachers for young ladies from 

wealthy families. In addition, they all maintain a friendly relationship with the male head 

of the family. But in the end, both the fox spirit and these human families turned against 

each other. However, upon closer analysis, the reasons for their conflict in the two stories 

are different.  

In the story “Hu Shi” from Liaozhai, the male host of the human family explicitly 

opposed the proposal of the fox spirit scholar marrying his daughter. Because he believes 

that fox spirits are another species which is different from human, his daughter cannot 

establish marital relationships with an “alien”. His own family cannot become in laws 
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with a group of foxes. This is a typical psychology of the “蛮夷之辩”, which influenced 

by Confucianism. Moreover, his opposition was seen by foxes and other monsters as a 

form of racial discrimination, which angered the aliens and directly led to a fierce battle 

between them and the human family. It can be seen here that there is a divergence 

between humans who have been educated by Confucianism and foxes who have not been 

domesticated in terms of ideology. Even though the fox spirit is familiar with Confucian 

classics and was a knowledgeable scholar, he does not deeply agree with Confucius’ 

theories from the cockles of his heart. 

However, in the story “Li Yuangong”, that is the fox thought he couldn’t marry a 

human at very beginning, even though he later agreed to the plan. But his reason for 

disagreeing is not because there is a species difference between humans and foxes, but 

because he considers himself to have a “low status”. When Li Yuangong’s son asked 

whether Mr. Hu wants to marry Miss Cui, Hu answered: “亦久怀之。所不敢者，以⼈

微故尔。” I have had this idea for a long time, and the reason why I didn’t say it, 

because the status of mine is too low (Li Fang, 3672). In the Tang Dynasty, due to the 

decreasing influence of Confucianism, some of Confucius’ ideas were also impacted. Li 

Yuangong believes that whether Mr. Hu is a human or a fox does not affect their 

friendship. Even later, when his son asked Mr. Hu to marry Miss Cui, he did not say any 

clear opposition either. Therefore, the species differences between fox spirits and humans 

are no longer the determining factor for whether the two families can form a marriage. 

Similarly, Mr. Hu had long wanted to marry Miss Cui, but his considerations were more 
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focused on practicality. For example, he would self criticize his social status and his 

economic situation, because at the end of the story, it is written that the whole family of 

Mr. Hu lives in a mud cave. Mr. Hu’s evaluation criteria deviate from the Confucian 

legislative standards but are a question that a normal man who is about to enter marriage 

will consider.  

3.2 Romance without Confucian Restraint. 

Scholars in Guangyi Ji often indulge in dating fox spirits, neglect their studies, and 

underestimate their own career prospects, which conflicts with the basic principles of 

Confucianism. However, scholars in Liaozhai Zhiyi have a strong drive for progress. 

They take it as their task to win the imperial exam and gain the fortune, and their fox 

spirit wives will provide them with help as virtuous wives.  

There is a story called “Wang Bao” in Guangyi Ji. Wang Bao lives in the city name 

of Wujun. When he was young, he learned from a Taoist named Ye Jingneng. Later, he 

left Ye and became a Confucian student at the Imperial Academy (国⼦监). A woman 

came to stay at his house, so Wang Bao had a relationship with her, and the two of them 

had a particularly good relationship. Wang Bao went to see Ye Jingneng again, and Ye 

told him that he had the scent of a fox spirit on his body. So Ye gave Wang Bao a 

talisman. After Wang Bao used the talisman, the woman turned in to an old female fox. 

She went to Ye Jingneng’s place to apologize on her own (3677).  

Wang Bao is a student of the Imperial Academy, and he usually studies Confucian 

classics. People who come to this place share a common goal of taking the imperial 
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examination and becoming officials in the court. In The Analects (论语) a word said: “学

⽽优则仕。” If you study well, then you should become an official. Confucius believed 

that the “way” is in cultivating oneself, then can become an official (Luo, 105). In the 

theory of Confucianism, the only and best way for men is to study hardly and finally 

become officials. Especially after the rise of the imperial examination system, Chinese 

men at those periods, seem to have embarked on the path of taking exams and competing 

for the opportunity to enter the court. However, as a Confucian student, Wang Bao 

addicted in a romantic relationship with a fox spirit, which even delayed his studies and 

exams. The Confucian concept of cultivating oneself and governing the country was put 

on hold. And the fox spirit in this story presents a characteristic of detachment from the 

secular world. She didn’t think the imperial examination was very important thing, and 

she didn’t intend to harm Wang Bao either. She simply followed her own nature, fell in 

love and had sexual relations with Wang. 

3.3 From Humanized Freedom to Ethical Domestication. 

The scholars in Liaozhai Zhiyi are more in line with the qualities of “true gentlemen” 

advocated by Confucianism. Pu Songling himself is a Confucian scholar. He was born 

into a family of scholars and was deeply influenced by Confucianism. Therefore, his 

concept is to actively participate in official positions (Tan, 106). His traditional 

intellectual thinking also had a significant impact on his works. In his novels, the primary 

job of scholars is to read, and they usually cannot give up their pursuit of knowledge. A 

very small number of scholars have given up their ideals of becoming officials and 
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returned to their families, which must be something more valuable. Such as story “Chen 

Yunqi”, the scholar Zhen Sheng abandoned his study path because he must take care of 

his seriously ill mother (106). Besides scholars, the demons and ghosts in Liaozhai also 

attach great importance to the imperial examination. Even if they cannot participate 

themselves, but they will still practice the moral concepts advocated by Confucianism 

and teach their descendants.  

Firstly, the fox spirits in Liaozhai have been completely domesticated by 

Confucianism. In fact, in Liaozhai Zhiyi, the gender of the protagonist of the fox spirit is 

mostly female. For example, in the story “Qing Feng”, the protagonist of the fox spirit is 

a young girl named Qing Feng. She has a large fox spirit family living together in a big 

house. However, this large house is the real estate of an official surnamed Geng. Geng 

Qubing is the nephew of this official Geng. One day, he lived alone in this big house and 

saw a gathering of fox spirit families, but he was not afraid and instead joined in. He met 

Qing Feng at the banquet. He and Qing Feng fell in love with each other and secretly 

went on a date night. Unexpectedly, it was discovered by Qing Feng’s uncle, who 

believed that Qing Feng was corrupting the family tradition and was therefore very angry. 

Later, Geng Qubing saved Qing Feng’s uncle from a fox hunter, and Geng Qubing and 

fox spirit families became very close relatives. In this story, the fox spirit family is very 

human like, they are rational, pay attention to family genealogy, and also have family 

education. They are very refined and has good etiquette (Yu, 224). In addition, the fox 

spirit family has strong Confucian characteristics. Firstly, when Geng Qubing peeked at 
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the fox spirits’ family gathering, he saw their seating arrangement sequence. The original 

text states: “⼀叟儒冠南⾯坐，⼀媪相对，俱年四⼗馀。东向⼀少年，可⼆⼗许，右

⼀⼥郎，裁及笄⽿。” There is an old man wearing a scholar’s hat, sitting facing the 

south. There is an old lady sitting across from him. They are all in their forties. A young 

man sitting facing east, about twenty years old. On the right is a girl, she is only fifteen 

years old (Pu Songling, 226). On Chinese dining tables, the order of seats is very 

particular. Chinese people emphasize the Feng Shui theory “sitting north and facing 

south” (坐北朝南), so many emperors in history have sat in the north position, with their 

faces facing south. This is because China is located in the northern hemisphere, and 

sunlight often shines from the north to the south. The emperor faces south, and his face 

appears very bright due to the sunlight. In ancient China, there was a saying in 

physiognomy that “Face and forehead are very shiny” (印堂发亮), which means that 

such a person is healthy and dignified. In the seating order of a family, this position is 

usually reserved for the male head of the household. Therefore, in this story, the highest 

elder of the fox spirit family is Qing Feng’s uncle, who sits in the most noble position. 

His wife sitting across from him also secretly conforms to the ancient Chinese concept of 

male superiority and female inferiority. His son faces east, which is another auspicious 

Feng Shui direction called “sitting west facing east” (坐⻄朝东). Because the east is 

where the sun rises. Their seats are very rigorous and conform to traditional ideas of 

superiority and inferiority as well as the father son relationships. It can be seen that in 

Liaozhai Zhiyi, fox spirits have fully complied with the education of Confucianism, and 
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their words and deeds are all based on it. 

Secondly, the concept of educating daughters by fox spirits is also consistent with 

Confucianism. The Book of Rites states that: “昏姻冠笄，所以别男⼥也。” Marriage 

and coming of age ceremony demonstrate that there is a difference between men and 

women (Li Ji, 192). The Book of Rites has long talked about the marriage system and the 

coming of age ceremony for both sexes, stating that men and women should maintain a 

distance before marriage (Zhu, 20). This theory was originally intended to protect the 

stability of the family. Later on, after the adoption of Confucianism, Mencius developed 

the concept of “Men and women cannot directly pass things through their hands.” (男⼥

授受不亲). Therefore, Confucianism advocates that when a young man and woman are 

not in a familial or marital relationship, they should not approach each other. Otherwise, 

it would be a loss of virtue. This moral standard did not exist among the fox spirits of the 

Tang Dynasty. For example, in the story of “Wang Bao”, the female fox spirit and Wang 

Bao have no marital relationship but engage in sexual activity, and she does not have any 

moral burden. However, in Qing Feng’s family, they have very strict education and 

management systems for female children. When Geng Qubing and Qing Feng were 

having an affair in the middle of the night, Mr. Geng requested sexual intercourse from 

Qing Feng. Qing Feng did not readily agree to him like the well-known fox spirit, she 

instead said: “惓惓深情，妾岂不知，但叔闺训严，不敢奉命。” Your sincerity and 

deep affection, how could I not know? But my uncle is very strict with me, and I really 

dare not obey your demands (Pu Songling, 231-232). Later, her uncle, the old fox spirit, 
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discovered their secret and was very angry, constantly blaming Qing Feng. His wording 

is very typical of parents under the Confucian education system, scolding children who 

have made mistakes in chastity: “贱婢辱吾⻔户！不速去，鞭挞且从其后。” You, how 

a lowly woman you are! You have insulted the reputation of my family. If you don’t leave 

soon, I'll use a stick to hit you later (232). Qing Feng didn’t refute her uncle either, she 

just kept crying. According to the research of scholar Chen Junjie, before the Song 

Dynasty, there were not many requirements for women’s “chastity” in society (Chen, 99). 

When Neo Confucianism emerged in the Song and Ming dynasties, the imperial power of 

the country was highly concentrated. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the emperor’s 

governing philosophy was to strengthen moral standards and emphasize the importance 

of “loyalty”. Therefore, values such as rank, chastity, ethics, etc. have been elevated to a 

very high level. There have also been more constraints and training for women. In order 

to uphold the ethics of society, deepen the ethics of the family. And it gives family 

members the responsibility and power to restrain women in the family, and sometimes 

they can punish women who violate ethical and moral standards, and sometimes even kill 

them. During the Ming and Qing dynasties, women who lost their chastity committed 

serious sins. Qing Feng is in this situation because she went against the wishes of her 

parents at home, so in Confucianism, she is considered unfilial. In addition, she met 

unfamiliar men privately and even acted intimately, she is impure.  

In the stories of Liaozhai, the fox spirit and humans pay attention to etiquette and 

status when they fall in love, emphasizing the differences between men and women. 
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Marriage should also follow the Confucian prescribed procedures and cannot go beyond 

the opinions of parents. However, in the Guangyi Ji of the Tang Dynasty, the practices of 

fox spirits were more in line with their nature. She doesn’t have many Confucian 

etiquette restrictions, nor does she have the procedure of marriage with Wang Bao. The 

fox spirit and humans secretly fell in love, abandoning the rituals and laws advocated by 

Confucianism.  

Thirdly, in another story, the fox spirit directly helped her husband take the imperial 

examination and encouraged him to study. It is already a typical Confucian scholar’s 

ideology. There is a story in the book called “Feng Xian”. There was once a scholar 

named Liu Chishui. One day, when he returned home, he found someone on the bed and 

realized it was a group of fox spirits. The fox spirit sent her sister Feng Xian to Liu 

Chishui to marry him. Later, Liu Chishui went to a gathering at the Fox Family and found 

that Feng Xian’s sisters had got married very promising men. The eldest sister also 

married a fox spirit, and the second sister married a wealthy businessman. Therefore, Liu 

Chishui and Feng Xian felt the wealth gap. Feng Xian gave him a mirror, which 

contained Feng Xian’s reflection. Whenever Liu studies hard, the Feng Xian in the mirror 

smiles at him. If he doesn’t work hard, the Feng Xian in the mirror will cry. She used this 

method to motivate Liu Chishui to study hard, take the imperial examination, and 

ultimately achieve fame (Pu Songling, 2259-2275).  

In this story, the fox spirit Feng Xina has become completely like humans. She has a 

human like family environment. Like many ancient Chinese women, she did not marry 
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and therefore lived with her elders. There is a Chinese word called “a girl waiting for 

marriage in her own room” (待字闺中). This is different from Chinese women after the 

Qing Dynasty. During the Republic of China, many traditional customs originating from 

Confucianism were abolished, leading to the lifting of social restrictions on women. 

Many young women, even if they are not married, will leave home to pursue their own 

careers. Such as the famous literary figure Lin Huiyin went to study at the University of 

Pennsylvania with her fiance Liang Sicheng. In ancient times, women were generally not 

allowed to leave the gates of their residential yards. Famous Confucian scholar Sima 

Guang said: “妇⼈⽆故不窥中⻔，有故出中⻔，必拥蔽其⾯。” Women cannot leave 

the second door of the house for no reason. If there is a reason to go out, she must cover 

her face (Sima Guang 43). These rules require women to stay with their families. As soon 

as Feng Xian appeared, she appeared at a fox family gathering as an unmarried woman. 

Compared to the fox spirits of the Tang Dynasty, it is obvious that there were not as many 

rules in the Tang Dynasty. In Wang Bao’s story, the fox spirit can leave home and move 

around freely, and even break into a stranger’s room at night to have sexual intercourse 

with him. 

In addition, Feng Xian values her husband’s fame and career more than the fox 

spirits of the Tang Dynasty. The fox spirits of the Tang Dynasty also possessed magic. 

But her magic is used to transform into a beautiful woman and seduce men. However, 

Feng Xian’s magic is used to motivate her husband to read the books of the sages. The 

male protagonist Liu Chishui in the story “Feng Xian” is actually a person who is not 
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engaged in his profession. He hasn’t read books seriously since he was fifteen years old, 

and although his family conditions are not good, he spends a lot of money on his daily 

life. If he didn’t get help from Feng Xian, he wouldn’t have been able to pass the imperial 

examination and become an official later on. This is actually a story about “A prodigal 

son returned home is worth more than gold” (浪⼦回头⾦不换) . The image of Feng 

Xian is actually a good wife that Pu Songling deeply desires in his heart. He said at the 

end of the story: “惜⽆好胜佳⼈，作镜影悲笑⽿。吾愿恒河沙数仙⼈，并遣娇⼥昏

嫁⼈间，则贫穷海中，少苦众⽣矣。” Unfortunately, there are no strong willed 

beauties who can create this kind of mirror that can express emotions. I hope that many 

immortals will marry their lovely daughters to the world, so that in the sea of poverty and 

suffering, there will be fewer people in pain (Pu Songling, 2274). Many ancient Chinese 

literati would fantasize about having a beautiful, wealthy woman who would selflessly 

offer and help them during their low point. Compared to the fox spirits of the Tang 

Dynasty, the fox spirits of the Qing Dynasty had many selfless and dedicated traits. This 

trait meets the expectations of Confucianism for women: “Three Obedience and Four 

Virtues” (三从四德). In other words, female fox spirits have become a “model woman” 

from a Confucian perspective. And their ultimate fate is also linked to whether they 

conform to the Confucian perspective of being a good woman. In the values of Liaozhai 

Zhiyi, if they are rule-abiding women, they may receive kindness or be saved. On the 

contrary, if they do not abide by the rules set by Confucianism, their fate will not be 

good. Therefore, scholar Wang Haiyan believes that Liaozhai Zhiyi “humanized” the fox 
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spirits by concealing their “animalistic nature”, that is, by integrating them into 

practically hierarchical framework under the Confucian system (Wang, 213).  

In short, Guangyi Ji marks a stage in which fox spirits are already highly socialized 

and emotionally humanized, because they can love, negotiate status, and enter intimate 

relations with humans. But this humanization remains comparatively loose in 

Confucianism ethical structure. In Liaozhai Zhiyi by contrast, fox spirits are more 

systematically controlled by Confucianism framework, such as family hierarchy, ritual 

order, gender norms, and literati aspiration. From the Tang to the Qing, the key change is 

not just that fox spirits become more human, but that their “humanity” is increasingly 

defined by Confucian moral values. In other words, during the Qing Dynasty, when 

Confucianism was highly concentrated, its ideas had the greatest impact on the portrayal 

of fox spirits in literary works.  

In Liaozhai, male fox spirits are committed to becoming gentlemen scholars from a 

Confucian perspective, while female fox spirits should abide by female virtues, maintain 

chastity, and even follow the Confucian model of female behavior: “Before marriage, 

obey your father; after marriage, obey your husband”. In addition to obedience, the fox 

spirits in Liaozhai also taken on the task of persuading their husbands to study hard. In 

Confucian allusions, there is a story of “Mencius’ mother’s three migrations” (孟⺟三迁), 

which tells the story of Mencius’ mother, she belief that the behavior and occupation of 

neighbors would have an impact on her child’s education. Therefore, in order to create a 

good reading environment for him, she moved three times (Liu Xiang, 7).  
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Since this allusion, the standard for a Module Woman in China has been added, 

which is to assist the male members of the family, educate their sons or persuade their 

husbands to stay away from worldly pleasures, focus on reading the books of the sages, 

and then follow Confucianism to become an official and govern the world. The female 

fox spirits in Liaozhai Zhiyi have all achieved the above points.  

Therefore, the influence of Confucianism on the portrayal of fox spirits in literary 

works was concentrated during the Liaozhai Zhiyi period of the Qing Dynasty. 

4. REWRITING THE FOX SPIRIT, LIAOZHAI XINYI AND THE DECLINE OF 

CONFUCIAN MORAL AUTHORITY. 

Unlike the earlier comparative sections, this chapter does not trace a previous stage 

in the formation of the fox spirit. Instead, it turns to a rewriting of Liaozhai itself in 

modern period of China. Wang Zengqi’s Liaozhai Xinyi (聊斋新义) offers a particularly 

useful counterpoint, because it shows what happens when a Liaozhai story is retold in a 

twentieth-century literary and ideological context in which Confucian moral authority no 

longer structures character and desire in the same way. 

4.1 Historical overview, reason why Wang Zengqi wrote Liaozhai Xinyi in 1980s. 

Liaozhai Xinyi, the modern rewriting of Liaozhai Zhiyi, should be understood in the 

context of the profound intellectual changes that reshaped twentieth-century China. 

Starting from the New Culture Movement, many writers, scholars and reformers 

launched strong critiques of traditional thought, such as hierarchy, monarchy, and 

Confucian morality. At the same time, they are promoting new values from western 
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countries such as democracy, science, and individual freedom. Lu Xun’s famous attack 

on the language of “benevolence, righteousness, and morality” (仁义道德) as a disguise 

for “cannibalism” vividly illustrates how strong of this anti-traditional critique was (Lu 

Xun 15). At the same time, reformers such as Liang Qichao also challenged older gender 

structures by advocating women’s education and questioning the Confucian that had long 

time confined women to the domestic sphere (Yao 154). Later political and cultural 

campaigns, especially in the mid-twentieth century, further declined the of Confucian 

ethics’ public authority and weakened its role as the dominant framework for judging 

character and gender (Zhang and Schwartz 197).  

By the 1980s, when Wang Zengqi wrote Liaozhai Xinyi, the issue was no longer 

simply whether tradition should be rejected, but how it might be reworked within a 

modern literary context. As Yang Zhao notes, Wang’s 1987 visit to the United States 

deepened his belief that realism and modernism, as well as Chinese tradition and foreign 

literature, could be productively combined (Yang 6–7). Wang’s rewriting of Liaozhai 

aimed to presents the stories through a more modern perspective shaped by twentieth 

century thought (Wang 60). This change is clear in Wang Zengqi’s rewriting of “Twin 

Lights,” where the fox spirit is no longer shaped by Confucian expectations of how a 

“proper” woman should act. 

4.2 Rewriting “Twin Lights”: From Moral Restraint to Emotional Choice. 

Wang Zengqi adapted a novel related to fox spirits, called “Twin Lights”. The story 

of Liaozhai Xinyi has a similar structure and story line to Liaozhai Zhiyi. Their difference 



 

 Zhang 41 

lies only in some minor details.  

This story tells of a man named Wei Yunwang. His family didn’t have enough money 

for him to study, so he followed his uncle to sell alcohol. One night, a group of fox spirits 

came looking for him with twin lights. The leading male fox said, “My sister has a 

marriage with you, so I brought her here to marry you.”. This fox spirit girl is very 

beautiful, and she accompanies Wei Yunwang with twin lights every night. Half a year 

later, she came again, but this time she came to say goodbye to Wei Yunwang. Then she 

left with the light. That night, everyone in the village saw these two bright lights on the 

mountain. 

Liaozhai Xinyi made some very small changes to this story, but these changes are 

enough to modernize the old ideas of the era. 

Firstly, about the male protagonist Wei Yunwang, Wang Zengqi did not make too 

many changes to the design of him. He just made some modifications in terms of Wei’s 

family situation and personality. In Liaozhai Zhiyi, he is a man who has no money to 

study. The reason why he has no money is due to the decline of his family’s financial 

situation, which makes it impossible to pay for his tuition fees. But Wang Zengqi 

changed him to “His parents died”, and he directly made Wei Yunwang an orphan. In 

Confucianism, “filial piety” towards parents is an extremely important part. Scholars do 

not speculate that the parents of a scholar who has experienced a decline in family 

financial have passed away, as such unfounded speculation goes against the basic moral 

principles of Confucianism. It can be preliminarily seen that Wang Zengqi’s way of 
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thinking was no longer constrained by traditional Confucianism when adapting.  

In addition, Wang Zengqi described that Wei Yunwang liked to lie upstairs and recite 

“Thousand Family Poems” (千家诗) when the restaurant closed. The “Thousand Family 

Poems” were compiled by Xie Fang in the Song Dynasty, which included famous poems 

written by people during the Tang and Song dynasties. There are various schools of 

poetry with different themes, some depicting scenery, some reminiscing about friends, 

and some depicting pastoral scenery. As a former Confucian scholar, Wei Yunwang still 

had the habit of reading and studying after leaving school. However, what he read was 

not the classics revered by Confucianism or the sayings of any sages, but rather some 

poems expressing emotions. Therefore, in Wang Zengqi’s view, learning well and 

becoming an official is no longer the essence and sole purpose of studying. Reading and 

studying are the pleasurable things for oneself, and it is not necessary to read textbooks 

that deal with the imperial examination like ancient Confucian scholars did. Learning 

should be a very enjoyable thing, not something with Confucian utilitarianism, not only 

classical books are valuable, reading literary works is also good for everyone. This is 

contrary to what Confucianism advocates.  

Even from the perspective of Confucian values, reading other books is an act of 

“neglecting one’s proper profession” and not the right path. Therefore, ancient Chinese 

scholars often held a critical attitude towards reading miscellaneous books. Just like in 

the Dream of Red Chamber, Jia Baoyu did not like to read Confucian classics but liked to 

read drama scripts such as “The West Chamber” and “Peony Pavilion”, which was made 
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him laughed by his sisters.  

In Pu Songling’s “Twin Lamps”, after Wei Yunwang gave up his studies, Pu never 

mentioned that Wei had studied again in the story. Because Wei went to sell alcohol, he 

became a merchant. In the eyes of Confucian scholars, human work is divided into four 

levels: officials, farmers, workers, and merchants. Merchant is the lowest end of the four 

types of jobs. Wei Yunwang was demoted from a scholar who had the potential to become 

an official to a businessman, so he no longer had the qualifications to acquire knowledge 

and read the books of sages.  

Secondly, the fox spirit gril in Wang Zengqi’s story no longer admires and respects 

Confucianism and scholars. When the fox spirit first came to date Wei Yunwang, he was 

very shy and embarrassed to talk because he thought the fox spirit girl was too beautiful. 

At this moment, the fox spirit girl said a sentence to encourage him. This sentence in 

Liaozhai Zhiyi is: “君⾮抱本头者，何作措⼤⽓?” You are not the kind of scholar who 

only knows how to read, why do you have a sense of being a destitute literati (Pu 

Songling, 1090-1094)? This sentence is essentially meant to ease the awkward 

atmosphere and lure Wei Yunwang to get closer to her. This sentence is said in Liaozhai 

Xinyi as follows: “你不是念‘⼦⽈’的，怎么书呆⼦⽓？” You are not someone who 

recites “Confucius said” every day, why do you have a bookworm temperament (Wang 

Zengqi, 51)? Here, the fox spirit girl directly used “⼦⽈” instead of the original “抱本头

者”。 The literal meaning of “抱本头者” this word is someone who keeps reading while 

holding a big book. Pu Songling’s writing of this word tends to be a broad concept, which 
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means he is more like referring to a person who likes to stay in one place to read and 

rarely socialize, and this person does not specifically represent Confucian scholars. The 

trait of such people is that they are dull and not clever. However, in Wang Zengqi’s 

version, he directly used the word “⼦⽈”, which originated from one of the most core 

Confucian textbooks, the Analects. This is a book that records the daily communication 

and teaching contents between Confucius and his disciples. Confucius is referred to as 

“⼦”, which means “夫⼦”, Master or Teacher. The word “⼦⽈” means the Master 

Confucius said. Therefore, word “⼦⽈” is usually refers to Confucian classics. The fox 

girl said, “You’re not a Confucian scholar, you shouldn’t be like a bookworm.” The 

implication of this sentence is that Confucian scholars are bookworms. This proves that 

her attitude towards Confucianism and Confucian scholars is at least not so worshipful, 

and even carries a hint of mockery. This is completely different from the fox spirit in 

Liaozhai Zhiyi. For example, Feng Xian and Qing Feng mentioned in this thesis. These 

two female fox spirits both have a high respect for Confucian etiquette and law. They 

abide by women’s virtues, are very sensible, obedient to their parents and husband, and 

even encourage their husband to take the imperial examination. Feng Xian once said: “⻩

⾦屋⾃在书中，愿好为之！” The house made of gold is in the book, you must read it 

well (Pu Songling, 2268). They take Confucian scholars as role models and cannot utter 

mocking words.  

Thirdly, Wang Zengqi deleted the line in the original version about the fox spirit 

girl’s self deprecation. In Pu Songling’s story, when the fox spirit girl first came to date 
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Wei Yunwang, she smiled and said: “痴郎何福？不费⼀钱，得如此佳妇，夜夜⾃投到

也。” Where did the kid get his fortune? You can get such a beautiful woman without 

spending a penny, and she comes to your door every night voluntarily (1092). This 

sentence was deleted by Wang Zengqi. Scholar Liu Chengcheng believes that Wang 

Zengqi places great emphasis on the subjectivity of female roles and the expression of 

gender equality relationships (Liu, 162). In the original text, the meaning conveyed by 

this sentence is that men should pay for women’s sexual services. This statement itself is 

not a problem in the ancient environment, because the Qing Dynasty was an era when 

sexual transactions were legalized. However, this sentence itself carries a kind of 

perspective that places women in an object that can be bought and sold. Wang Zengqi 

deleted this sentence, making the relationship between the two characters more pure, 

reflecting that the fox spirit girl is in the main position in this relationship, and she chose 

to have sex with Wei Yunwang herself. 

Fourthly, Wang Zengqi made significant changes to the reason for the departure of 

the fox spirit girl and their final conversation. In Wang Zengqi’s version, the fox spirit 

girl directly expressed that the reason she chose to leave was due to her inner feelings for 

love.  

In the original text of Liaozhai Zhiyi, when the fox spirit girl bid farewell to Wei 

Yunwang, she only said one reason: “魏惊叩其故，⼥⽈：姻缘⾃有定数，何待说

也。” Wei Yunwang was very surprised (she suggested breaking up) and asked her why. 

This fox spirit girl said: “The fate of marriage is determined by God, why do you ask?” 
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(Pu Songling, 1093). In this situation, the fox girl’s words revealed a sense of 

helplessness of her own. It seems like she doesn’t want to leave either, but due to the so-

called “God’s decision”, she had to leave. In other words, the fox girl has no decision-

making power over the beginning and end of this relationship. Because at the beginning, 

she didn’t actually come to find Wei Yunwang on her own initiative. At the very 

beginning, she was brought by her brother and left directly in the room of Wei Yunwang, 

a stranger man. In the end, her departure was only due to fate forcing her to do so.  

Therefore, from beginning to end, the fox girl in Liaozhai Zhiyi did not have the right 

to make decisions about her love and marriage. Actually, this is in line with 

Confucianism. The Confucian view of marriage emphasizes “following the orders of 

parents and the persuasion of matchmakers” (⽗⺟之命媒妁之⾔). In addition, there is 

also the concept of “elder brothers are like fathers” (⻓兄如⽗) in Confucianism. 

Therefore, when parents are absent or unable to intervene, older brothers can take over 

the management of younger siblings’ marriage affairs on their behalf. So, the fox spirit 

girl was sent by her brother to the Wei Yunwang family, which can actually be seen as the 

fox family following the teachings of Confucianism as the eldest brother decided the 

marriage of the younger sister. Moreover, in Confucianism, women cannot decide the end 

of their marriage. In Confucian law, it is only stipulated that men can choose to divorce 

their wives, which is called “xiuqi” (休妻). It can be seen as him driving his wife out of 

his own home, which is a serious insult and moral harm to the woman. At the end of Pu 

Songling’s version of the story, the fox spirit girl wants to leave and needs a reason. Pu 
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didn’t write that the girl wants to leave herself, but needs to give an excuse that she has to 

leave, in order to preserve the integrity of Confucian etiquette. 

In Wang Zengqi’s version, although the fox spirit girl was still sent over by her 

brother, she chose to leave in the end, as follows: 

“魏运旺：为什么要⾛？狐⼥：缘尽了。魏运旺：什么叫‘缘’？狐⼥：缘就是

爱。我喜欢你，我来了，我开始觉得我就要不那么喜欢你了，我就得⾛。魏运旺：

你忍⼼？狐⼥：我舍不得你，但是我得⾛。我们，我和你们⼈不⼀样，不能凑

合。” 

Wei said: Why do you want to leave? The fox spirit girl: Because our fate has come 

to an end. Wei: What do you mean by “fate”? The fox spirit girl: Fate means love. I like 

you, so I came here. I’m starting to feel that I don’t like you that much anymore, so I 

have to leave. Wei: Can you bear to do this? The fox spirit girl: I can’t bear to part with 

you, but I have to go. We, and I am different from you humans, we cannot compromise 

(Wang Zengqi, 52-53).  

In this story, the fox spirit girl broke the rule that Confucianism advocates. Firstly, 

she broke the rule that young women’s marriages must be arranged by their parents. 

Because in this conversation, she said she came to find Wei Yunwang because she likes 

him. The beginning of this relationship was not based on the commands of parents 

advocated by traditional Confucianism, and their marriage did not follow the basic “six 

rites.” She chose to come to Wei Yunwang because she wanted to satisfy her emotional 

needs. In this version of the story, the fox girl has a strong sense of self-awareness. She is 
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not submissive or passive, but actively chooses what she wants. The initiative of women 

is not recognized by Confucian theory. The Book of Rites states: “妇⼈，从⼈者也。” A 

woman is a submissive person to others (Li Ji, 132). In the Confucian concept, they 

should not have their own opinions, nor should they act for their own selfish desires. So, 

female fox spirits with positive images in Liaozhai Zhiyi usually play the role of very 

perfect Confucian admired women. They are filial to their father at home, respect their 

brother, and obey their arrangements. After they marry the male protagonist, they will 

take the male protagonist’s interests as their direction of effort, support them, and take 

care of them. These female fox spirits became the “model women” praised by male 

scholars in the Qing Dynasty. However, Wang Zengqi removed the “submissive” attribute 

from female fox spirits, allowing their nature and desires to be directly reflected. Fox 

spirit girls can choose their partners without considering the family’s arrangements for 

them, and even based on their own preferences. 

In addition, they can also choose to end a relationship based on their own 

preferences. That is to say, female fox spirits have broken from the restrictions of 

Confucianism and the law, and they have the right to divorce. Furthermore, Wang Zengqi 

used “love” and “liking” to explain fate. Both of these words have a highly modern 

meaning and express the inner emotions of two people in a relationship. In the original 

text, the fox spirit girl only used “the fate has ended” as an excuse, providing people a 

feeling that their love is under the control of fate. In Wang’s version, ending a 

relationship comes from the disappearance of the emotion of “love” between two persons 
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in the relationship. This kind of motivation makes the story more realistic and also 

highlights the character of the fox spirit girl. At the end of the conversation, the fox girl 

said, “I am different from you and we cannot compromise.” In scholar Liu Chengcheng’s 

point of view, this sentence represents her concept of love. The fox spirit girl does not 

have a “from beginning to end” (从⼀⽽终) mentality. Her relationship tends to be more 

focused on dating when emotions arise and separating when emotions disappear. This 

sentence completely challenged the Confucian moral requirements for women’s “royalty 

and chastity,” and elevated fox spirit girls to a more modern level. 

In summary, modern China experienced many important wars during the late Qing 

Dynasty, and the resulting campaigns had a significant impact on traditional 

Confucianism. For example, the New Culture Movement, the Women’s Liberation 

Movement, and the Cultural Revolution all held a denial, criticism, and abandonment 

attitude towards traditional Confucianism. Scholars and reformers during the Republic of 

China period believed that China’s backwardness stemmed from the limitations of 

cultural and ideological thinking. They believed that old ideas should be abandoned, new 

ideas introduced from the West should be accepted, and modernization concepts of 

freedom, democracy, and science should be promoted to save the entirety of China. As a 

result, Confucianism gradually withdrew from its mainstream position in society, and in 

literary creation, Confucianism’s constraints on people gradually decreased, leading to a 

lot of self-awareness in characters.  

Wang Zengqi created Liaozhai Xinyi, using contemporary vernacular Chinese for 
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writing and making minor modifications to the stories of Liaozhai Zhiyi. What he hopes 

to achieve is to make the “⼩改⽽⼤动,” biggest adjustments to the core of the article 

with the smallest possible changes (Wang Zengqi, 271). The male fox spirit he created 

does not psychologically recognize and obey Confucianism, and his behavior is 

dominated by his own emotions, daring to express his values and views on love.  

Compared with Liaozhai Zhiyi, the fox spirit girl in Liaozhai Xinyi is equal in 

personality to men and has a strong sense of modernization. The requirements and 

expectations for women in Confucianism are not reflected in this role at all. It can be 

considered that in modern China, the influence of Confucianism on the portrayal of fox 

spirits has been minimized. 

5. CONCLUSION 

In both traditional and modern literary works in China, the fox spirit has always been 

a mysterious and attractive figure. Foxes possess many complex traits, such as animalistic 

barbarism and greed, human intelligence and cunning, and even divine purity and 

wisdom. From the Xia and Shang dynasties until contemporary times, fox spirits have 

been frequently used as an image, and with the development of the times, female fox 

spirits have appeared frequently in literary works. Liaozhai Zhiyi is a collection of short 

stories written by Pu Songling. It was published in the Qing Dynasty and records 

hundreds of folk legends about demons and spirits, including over 80 stories related to 

fox spirits. This book includes many fox stories where fox spirits are no longer just 

strange beings, but characters who can be understood within human society. This thesis 
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argues that this change is not simply a general move from animal to human. More 

importantly, it is shaped by Confucian ideas about what it means to be a “proper” human 

being.  

In the pre-Qin period, due to the emergence of Confucianism and the lack of 

mainstream values in society, foxes were mostly described as animals or supernatural 

signs. For example, the fox spirit in the Classic of Mountains and Seas is an animal in the 

form of a fox with nine tails. Moreover, they represent the omens of immortals and are 

totemic images. In the Wei and Jin dynasties, due to the guidance of Confucianism 

established by the famous politician Dong Zhongshu in the Han dynasty before this, the 

fox spirits in literary works created during this period began to have a preliminary 

Confucian style of action. In Soushen Ji, fox spirits began to appear in the form of 

humans. And female fox spirits began to possess the skill of seducing humans. In 

addition, male fox spirits began to learn Confucian classics and attempted to debate with 

others. This shows an early stage of humanization. However, this humanization is still 

unstable. Fox spirits can enter human society, but they are still often seen as dangerous or 

morally uncertain.  

In Tang texts such as Guangyi ji, fox spirits become even closer to human life. At the 

same time, they are not yet fully shaped by strict moral rules. Compared with the fox 

spirits in Liaozhai zhiyi, Tang foxes appear more flexible and less restricted by ideas like 

family order, ritual rules, or moral discipline. During the Tang Dynasty, Chinese society 

was very free and open. In addition to Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism also held 
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important positions and became one of the mainstream values in society. It can be said 

that the Tang Dynasty was a period in which three different ideologies coexisted. 

Therefore, many people in the folk stories do not necessarily have to follow the ideas and 

rules of Confucianism, and the decline of this Confucianism is also reflected in the image 

of fox spirits. In Guangyi Ji, fox spirits repeatedly violate Confucian taboos and do not 

attach great importance to the imperial examination and the books of sages. They even 

encourage scholars to indulge in joy with them. The key change from the Tang to the 

Qing dynasty is not only that fox spirits become more human, but that their “human” 

qualities are increasingly defined by Confucian values. 

In the Ming and Qing dynasties where Liaozhai Zhiyi was republished, Confucianism 

regained its mainstream position. Due to the highly centralized power of the emperor, 

they also demanded high loyalty from officials and the people. This has also led to the 

unprecedented elevation of “loyalty” and “chastity” in Confucianism. This mainstream 

social value is also reflected in the literary works created during this period. Therefore, 

compared with the works of previous dynasties, the fox spirits in Liaozhai Zhiyi generally 

have extremely high moral standards, and they sincerely worship Confucianism, 

appreciate scholars, and regard the imperial examination as an important matter. They 

will also live according to the complete Confucian standards and engage in self-

regulation. If fox spirits do not meet or challenge the Confucian standards, they will be 

punished. Therefore, during this period, the influence of Confucianism on the image of 

fox spirits in literary works reached a new historical height.  
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During the Republic of China period, after the New Culture Movement, the 

mainstream position of Confucianism was fundamentally shaken. Scholars and reformers 

advocated for the abolition of old ideas and the absorption of new Western ideas. 

Confucianism further weakened after the Cultural Revolution. Wang Zengqi once created 

his collection of short stories, Liaozhai Xinyi, in 1988. He selected 20 novels from 

Liaozhai Zhiyi and adapted them to express Pu Songling’s story with new perspectives 

and values. In his story, the fox spirit completely breaks free from the constraints of 

Confucianism, possesses independent self-awareness, and has its own values, no longer 

becoming a vassal of the male family.  

Confucianism formed an undeniable scale of becoming human during the Wei and 

Jin dynasties. In the Tang Dynasty, Confucianism still existed in the stories of fox spirits, 

but it showed a trend of decline. However, in the Qing Dynasty, imperial power was 

highly centralized, and Confucianism became a tool of the ruling class, elevating its 

status to its peak. Subsequently, a sharp downward trend was observed. Until now, 

Confucianism may still appear in literary works, but it will no longer exist as mainstream 

ideology and core social values. 

Therefore, the history of fox spirits in Chinese literature is not simply a history of 

becoming more human. It is also a history of changing ideological frameworks that 

determine what kind of “humanity” fox spirits are allowed to be.   
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