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Series Editor’s Preface  

Family may appear to be a relatively innocuous term, yet as these two 
volumes make clear it comes freighted with controversy. The first, most 
obvious, question to ask is: does it pre-exist any specific kinship formation, 
whether Asian or Western, or do these have their own distinctive genealo-
gies? Biologically, the imperative of reproduction might be regarded as 
species-universal, though in an increasingly post-human world, even this 
might be regarded as an optional variable. The monogamous couple 
appears a narrow, frequently oppressive, bond: why not, for example, 
prefer Genji’s practice of adding new wings to the palace to accommodate 
his multiple ex-mistresses? More specifically, is the nuclear family in Asia 
an indigenous development and how things inevitably turn out in any 
society, or is it an imported model that is as coercive as it is normative? 

One may turn to early European philosophy for the initial definition 
of the relation between oikos and polis. In an aggregative model, the 
household precedes the state, but it is only the latter that brings about 
the conditions that permit the former to flourish. Patriarchal control is 
undisputed: women and children are frequently grouped alongside slaves, 
and even animals, as devoid of reason and therefore of rights. Fulfilment 
through conjugal love is seldom advocated, and even the bond of parent 
and child is regarded with some scepticism. 

Plato’s doctrine of anamnesis in the Socratic dialogues Meno and 
Phaedo posits a preformed soul falling into existence. Yet in the Republic, 
education is of crucial importance to the interest of the state—even
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Homer’s poetry is banned because of its unworthy gods. The bond 
between the guardians is homosocial, sometimes openly homoerotic. 
Procreation may be necessary for the eugenic improvement of the race, 
but ultimately heterosexual desire and parental attachment prove unwel-
come distractions to the extent that Socrates even proposes holding 
women and children in common. 

Though Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics may appear more accommo-
dating to the family unit, it is still the welfare of the polis that takes 
precedence over the prior condition of that which constitutes it. Its 
cohesion is underpinned by the fulfilment of life aims and the ethic of 
friendship among adult male citizens, to which marriage and procreation 
remain subordinate, to the extent that anxieties about surplus population 
permit the practice of infanticide. Though Politics closes with a discussion 
of education, it is uncertain how the transition from child to citizen is 
possible, for if a social contract model is invoked, at what point is consent 
expressed? 

In these texts, the celebration of the family as a monogamous unit 
founded on heterosexual desire is conspicuously absent. Pederastic bonds 
are valued more highly. Attachment to wife and children offers not pride, 
stability, and contentment but partiality, self-interest, and indulgence of 
emotional avarice, for the temptation to give priority to personal affection 
over public justice is considered intrinsically corrupting. The psycholog-
ical trauma of repression and retribution is vividly dramatised in both 
the Oedipus and Oreisteia trilogies, and little support is offered for the 
assumption of the nuclear family as foundational to European culture. 

One might expect the Judeo-Christian tradition to be more hospitable 
to the monogamous unit with which family is now often associated, but 
in the Old Testament, conjugal loyalty led to the loss of Eden and subse-
quent history of oppression, concubinage, and polygamy. The anti-family 
emphasis in the New Testament is often as pronounced as Buddha’s 
renunciation of domestic responsibilities, for Christ insists “if you will not 
leave your parents you cannot be my followers” (Luke 14.26), and while 
Paul concedes that it is “better to marry than to burn” (Corinthians 1 
7:9), the assumption that sexual desire is at best a necessary evil continues 
in the insistence on celibacy within Catholic clergy. 

Prior to the eighteenth century, in Europe aristocratic unions were 
primarily motivated by dynastic alliance, with the lower classes often 
opting for a range of informal liaisons, as was still evident in Defoe’s 
Moll Flanders (1722). What becomes obvious, then, is that the modern
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nuclear family derives not so much from philosophical or religious tradi-
tions as from the rise of the novel. The marriage plot predominates 
as a companionate if not necessarily romantic bond, addressed to a 
property-owning bourgeois audience preoccupied with wealth transfer 
between generations. Its characteristic milieu, somewhat less patriarchal 
than the contemporary legal definition, forms the basis of nineteenth-
century European realism (Austen, Balzac, Tolstoy, Mann), which defines 
the family ties of obligation and duty, compulsory heterosexuality, and 
aspiration to collective upward mobility. As one such pertinent example, 
Roweena Yip’s essay on Ong’s adoption of King Lear, seen in Volume II 
of this collection, makes evident the absence of nuclear family in the early 
modern period: no Queen Lear; no children for any of the daughters 
(unlike the sources), and ultimate uncertainty about who inherits— 
circumstances in distinct contrast to the Anglo-Irish poet Nahum Tate’s 
1681 adaptation, which novelises an Edgar-Cordelia pairing ensuring 
clear succession. 

Perhaps what is most striking about the Asian family in recent decades 
is the accelerated transformation that it has undergone. It is possible, as 
Bernard Wilson and Sharifah Aishah Osman point out, to exaggerate the 
dominance of a patriarchal Confucian-based model given the range of 
ethical and religious traditions. However, it is undeniable that previously 
relatively conservative societies have been confronting and absorbing 
neoliberal imperatives of individual freedom, consumerist globalisation 
and diasporic mobility. Challenges to traditional assumptions are arguably 
in advance of Western debates, such as the sharply declining birthrates in 
Korea and Japan indicating the individual, the nation (and perhaps even 
the species) unable to perpetuate themselves. The family itself becomes 
the problem rather than resolution—it being “paradoxically synonymous 
with guidance and order but also with control and repression”, as the 
editors note. 

Given these considerations, it is notable that the novel appears to 
possess relatively less importance within the diverse range of media treated 
in the collection. Some forms—short stories, daytime soaps—remain 
broadly within a realist tradition, but the media representing the twenty-
first-century Asian family appears largely post-novelistic. Min Jin Lee’s 
Pachinko (2017) is one of the exceptions, and perhaps the most notable 
recent example of a multi-generational family saga, tracing as it does the 
Korean Zainichi experience in Japan through the course of the twentieth 
century. The two essays discussing it, the first by Cristina Naranjo-Lobato,
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and the second by Bettina Charlotte Burger and Lucas Mattila, prefer to 
redefine its multi-faceted genealogy in terms of fissiparous life-writing and 
traumatic collective memory, for if it is “History [which] has failed us”, 
as Lee’s famous opening line puts it, the novel’s capacity for mimesis, 
reshaping and giving intelligible form through merging abstract concept 
and individual circumstance allows us to reinterpret and reengage that 
past. There are only two essays which focus on concerns in India (Vandana 
Saxena on surrogacy narratives in two recent Indian novels, and Sony 
Jalarajan Raj and Adith K. Suresh on Malayalam cinema), and more atten-
tion to such major practitioners of the novel of manners by Indian authors 
such as Anita Roy, Kiran Desai, and Vikram Seth would have altered the 
overall balance. However, the focus of both volumes is most particularly 
on emergent rather than residual forms. Also significant is that less interest 
is shown in family-defining nation as a form of collaborative narration 
than as a mode of hierarchal indoctrination (The sensitivity of the topic 
is indicated by the multiple rewrites demanded of comedy sketches for 
China’s CCTV Spring Festival, the most viewed televisual event on the 
planet). Thus, it may be argued, that the Asian family moves from pre-
modern rigidity (if Confucian ethics may be so broadly categorised) to 
post-modern fluidity, with little pause for modernity. This collection poses 
the question of what happens when the family (and the nation which it 
frequently foreshadows) have become, as Wilson and Osman conclude, 
“no longer sacrosanct”, and the imperative of reproduction itself has 
become outmoded. The dynamism and heterogeneity of response by its 
contributors give intimations of the multiplicity of possible futures for the 
family in Asia and beyond its borders. 

Steve Clark



Foreword 

Volume 1 of The Asian Family in Literature and Film addresses ways 
in which creative arts are representing one of the most pressing social 
issues in East Asia, the impact of economic, demographic, and cultural 
transformations on traditional family structures. Over the millennia of 
human existence, society and family have been inextricable and changes 
within one are in some way reflected or duplicated in the other. These 
essays explore how twenty-first-century creative minds are responding to 
perceived changes in the family. Scholarly (and popular) debates about 
the traditional family—Is it disappearing? Should it be preserved? Is it 
just developing new, more pluralistic forms?—have predominantly dealt 
with Western societies and are more recent in the East. Conversations 
about socio-cultural shifts in East Asia effectively began with Ochiai and 
Hosoya’s collection, Transformation of the Intimate and the Public in 
Asian Modernity (2014), but there was little attention to literature and 
media there and it has remained uncommon. Now this impressive collec-
tion represents the contributions of thirty-three authors, from a variety of 
disciplinary perspectives, to the development of this emerging topic and 
to the identification of its core elements. While the focus is on corpora 
drawn from literary and multimodal sources, especially film, and analysis 
is primarily from a critical content approach, the collection demonstrates 
that the field is most productively explored from areas as varied as soci-
ology, political sciences, cultural history, literary studies, media studies, 
psychology, and cognitive studies.

xi
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As contributors to this collection concur, Confucianism, which consid-
ered the family to be the foundation of society, overtly or implicitly 
informs conceptions of the family across East Asia. However, the tradi-
tional families of Chinese, Korean, Japanese, and Taiwanese cultures were 
always structurally and culturally different from each other and have been 
challenged and modified in different ways and at different times, between 
Japan’s Meiji revolution (1868), China’s tumultuous upheaval after 1949, 
and South Korea’s “compressed modernity” in the later twentieth century 
(Chang 2014, etc.) So while the Confucian base assumes that individual 
people are merely members of the family unit and are duty-bound to 
fulfil assigned social roles, various elements of individualism now modify 
or challenge that assumption. Nevertheless, the consistent respect for 
Confucianism across time has contributed to the unique dynamics that 
characterise family life today. 

Because modernisation processes, industrialisation and economic 
development have occurred within a short time span, East Asian societies 
are marked by “the dynamic coexistence of mutually disparate historical 
and social elements” (Chang 38). The concomitant cultural transforma-
tion has included some dramatic changes to family structure and family 
life. Changes such as revisions to marriage law and the weakening of the 
Confucian principle of filial piety have occurred at different times and 
at different rates across and within the region, and in urban and rural 
communities, so a research collection that addresses familial rights and 
responsibilities in an atmosphere of changing values and demographics 
across the region is a very welcome contribution to knowledge. 

Despite the challenges posed in recent decades, the conceptual basis of 
the family in the institution of marriage and the separate spheres of men 
and women remains substantially unchanged in East Asia, in contrast to 
the declining commitment to marriage in the Western world. But it has 
been and remains under pressure because of several key factors which 
the creative works analysed in this collection engage with both directly 
and obliquely. Special attention has been given to the strong focus on 
family in the films of Kore-eda Hirokazu, which range from the claus-
trophobic family environment of Still Walking (2008) to the ebullient 
disregard for blood connections in Shoplifters (2018). On the other hand, 
motifs of social change may be an unmarked flicker in the discourse: 
for example, the 2018 Japanese remake of the South Korean film Sunny 
(2011) introduces such small local changes as when the lead protagonist 
Nami (Shinohara Ryoko) reveals that she married young because of an
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“oops marriage”. It is helpful for viewers to know that the average age 
at which Japanese women marry passed 29 in 2013 and that the number 
of marriages prompted by pregnancy had increased to 25.3% in 2009. As 
Ochiai Emiko comments, “The gap between the frequency of premar-
ital sex and the contrasting conservative standards has presumably been 
responsible for this increase in ‘oops marriages’” (“Unsustainable” 74). 

Although it seems that across East Asia the importance of the institu-
tion of family in terms of duty and responsibility remains intact, Ochiai 
aligns the extreme decline in fertility and the increase both in divorces 
and in age at first marriage with desires to avoid or flee the burden of 
a family (“Unsustainable” 78). Other domains which may function as a 
deterrent to embracing family life are the heavy commitment of resources 
to the raising of children and the required delivery of the intergenera-
tional transfer of advantage; the viability of support for elderly relatives 
in ageing populations; the endemic failure to establish gender equality in 
the workplace; the persistence of son preference in China, Taiwan, and 
South Korea, along with the acute gender imbalance produced by persis-
tent practice of sex-selective abortions; and the increasingly ambiguous 
status of filial piety. 

All these challenges to the traditional family have been thematised 
or at least represented in literature and multimodal productions across 
the region. Because the various cultures have both commonalities and 
differences, there is a large scope for jumping off from specific discus-
sions in the present collection to assemble cross-cultural corpora as a basis 
for sustained, highly original comparative studies. For example, the ever-
shrinking fertility rate and the increasing number of elderly citizens are 
already beginning to produce a crisis of care, which has been represented 
in the twenty-first century from various perspectives. Living conditions of 
the elderly in South Korea, for example, especially those in depopulated 
rural villages, are the worst of any country in the developed world (Lee 
2018), and have attracted extensive attention in film and other media. 
Elderly citizens across the region often feel burdensome and lonely and 
are prone to depression. They live with the threat of inadequate care in 
the onset of dementia or related cognitive impairments. A preliminary 
research corpus for a comparative study might thus consist of something 
like the following: Mama! (dir. Yang Lina, China, 2022; aka Song of 
Spring), which is introduced here in Chapter 7 by Zou Ping, is the story 
of a mother and daughter whose responsibility of care is reversed as the 
daughter succumbs to Alzheimer’s disease at age 65; Mourning Forest
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(dir. Kawase Naomi, Japan, 2007), through the relationship between 
an elderly man with dementia and his institutional carer explores the 
ageing of contemporary Japanese society and the breakdown of the family 
system; The Way Home (dir. Lee Jeong-Hyang, 2002) and Cherry Tomato 
(dir. Jung Young-Bae, 2008), are two South Korean films which address 
the abandonment of the elderly and the expectation they will never-
theless care for abandoned grandchildren. The bleakest approach is the 
dystopian Plan 75 (dir. Hayakawa Chie, Japan, 2022), which premises a 
future society in which at the age of 75 people are offered consensual 
euthanasia. The film alludes to the Japanese folk narrative, Ubasuteyama 
(abandoning a parent on a mountain), in which an older relative is carried 
to a mountain, or some other remote place, and left there to die. A 
well-known Korean folktale analogue is alluded to in The Way Home and 
Cherry Tomato (see Lee 2018), implying that the practice has simply taken 
a less direct form. Finally, such a study might include two Taiwanese 
documentaries: City of Memories (dir. Lee Ching-Hui Jasmine, 2007), 
which explores family and marriage, and the positions of women and the 
elderly in society, and Go Grandriders (dir. Howard Hua, 2012), which 
celebrates the achievement of seventeen octogenarians who fulfilled their 
dream of riding around Taiwan by motorcycle. 

The depictions of family not as an institution but as a practice— 
the things people do—in Kore-eda’s Shoplifters or Song Hae-Sung’s 
Boomerang Family (South Korea, 2013) envisage family as more variable, 
diverse, and multi-faceted than the traditional Confucian structure, even 
if society resists the emergence of such families. I look forward to further 
research into this fluidity by contributors to this volume and scholars 
inspired by them. Wonderful opportunities for both similar and innovative 
inquiry about family life in Eastern cultures currently exist. 

John Stephens 
Emeritus Professor 

Macquarie University 
Sydney, Australia
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A Note on Name Order  

For any editors collating a large group of essays which discuss (and are 
more often than not written by) a wide range of people with varying 
Asian ethnicities, name order can be a vexing question. Though the 
Eastern name order is invariably preferred across China, Japan, Korea, 
and Taiwan, and this order influences other communities of East Asian 
ethnicity across Asia, including Malaysia and Singapore, such is not 
absolutely and consistently the case. 

Given the difference among Asian societies and Asian diaspora in terms 
of naming, we have attempted a degree of consistency, while also allowing 
for preferences in terms of family word order. These vary from country 
to country, and in some instances according to the personal preference 
of the author or director discussed and the common global usage of 
their name. Thus, a common-sense compromise has prevailed and the 
following should be noted: 

1. Contributing authors are listed with the family name last. 
2. The index is, naturally, listed with the family name first. 
3. Each individual contributor has been granted leeway in terms of 

the discussion of Asian authors, directors, and other creative artists, 
given the preference for some contributors to use family names 
followed by first names and vice versa, and in consideration of the 
more common usage of the names of authors and directors as it 
is recorded in media and public domains. Each chapter will be
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internally consistent in this regard but will reflect the usage and 
preference of that particular contributor. 

While this may perhaps in some instances call for a small degree of 
adjustment from the reader, what it more importantly indicates—and 
celebrates—is the eclectic and diverse nature of the authors, directors, 
and other creative artists under discussion.
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