
Border Town: Chapters 17 – 21 
 

“… all that Cuicui hadn’t been able to understand, now became clear.” (Chapter twenty-one, p160) 

Knowledge Check 
 
Can you answer these questions from memory? If not, skim and scan chapters 17 – 21 to find 
the answers. Discuss your findings with a classmate or your teacher; record the significance of 
these moments in the novel: 
 

1. What happens to the relationship between Grandfather, Nuosong and Shunshun in 
chapter 17? 

 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. In what ways is bamboo particularly important in this section of the novel? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

3. What happens to the White Pagoda at the end of the story?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

 
 

 



 
4. Who is Horseman Yang? What is his role at the end of the novel? 

 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

5. Look carefully at Cuicui’s actions and behaviours at the end of the story. What do you 
notice? 

 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

6. How does chapter 21 end? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

Discussion Point: funeral rites 

“There was incense, and other little candles were lit all around the coffin as the old Daoist 

priest put on his blue hempen gown and began the funeral rite of circling the coffin.” 

(p153) 

After Cuicui’s grandfather dies, he is given a 

traditional funeral according to old customs and 

traditions. What happens during this funeral? 

Who attends? Who presides over the rituals? 

How are funeral customs and traditions similar 

or different to those where you live or come 

from? 



Figurative Language: pathetic fallacy 
 
Related to personification, Pathetic Fallacy is a category of figurative language by which human feelings, 
actions or concerns are assigned to the natural world. Also called Emotional Fallacy, the term was first 
used by the Victorian writer, John Ruskin (he used the term derogatively, saying the use of pathetic 
fallacy was a ‘false association’ – that’s why it’s called a fallacy). Now, we use the term neutrally to 
describe, not criticize, the association of human attributes with the natural world. The differences 
between pathetic fallacy and personification are small: pathetic fallacy must involve a transfer of 
emotion in addition to performing an action. Moreover, personification attributes human actions to any 
non-human object (like teapots, cars and telephone poles): pathetic fallacy must involve elements of the 
natural world such as animals, the land or the weather. 

In Border Town, Shen Congwen has already established the close relationship between the people of 
Chadong and the landscape. For example, the boys in town test themselves against the river; Cuicui 
takes refuge in the bamboo grove. The events at the end of the novel play out against the backdrop of a 
violent thunderstorm: When a flood carries away the landing and marks the death of Granddad, Cui Cui 
is torn loose from her mooring, ready to face an indefinite future of love and ever-present death. The 
storm is symbolic of this important moment in Cuicui’s coming of age. Therefore, it is accompanied by 
strong emotional descriptions: for example, on page 148, Shen Congwen writes: ‘“Cuicui, there’ll be a 
heavy thunderstorm tonight… The rain tonight is going to be heavy.” Cuicui said, “Grandfather, I’m 
afraid!” But what Cuicui feared didn’t seem to be the coming thunderstorm.’ 

Through chapter 20, Cuicui must come to terms with the death of her grandfather. The action of chapter 
20 is accompanied by frequent descriptions of the natural world. These descriptions represent Cuicui’s 
emotional turmoil and are examples of pathetic fallacy.   
 

• Create a small quotation bank of examples of pathetic fallacy from chapter 20, or elsewhere 
in the story:  

 

 
‘Cuicui said, “Grandfather, I’m afraid!” But what 
Cuicui feared didn’t seem to be the coming 
thunderstorm.’ (p148) 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



Literary Context: Daoism (Taoism) and Fate 
 
Taoism (spelt ‘Daoism’ in the novel) is one of the oldest Chinese 

religious or philosophical beliefs. It was formed around the beginning 

of the sixth century BC by an ancient Chinese philosopher called Lao 

Tzu. Historical documents record Lao Tzu’s life and death in Luoyang; 

he worked as an archivist and died in the year 517BC. However, 

stories of his life accord him mystical – even magical – powers. Lao Tzu recorded the first Taoism book, the 

‘Tao Te Ching’ in which he set out the principles of Taoism. This book details famous concepts underlying the 

structure of the world, such as the masculine and feminine elements of ‘yin’ and ‘yang’ that must be 

balanced to achieve harmony, and ‘qi’, a universal energy that followers of Taosim attempt to understand 

and harness so as to bring balance and health to their lives.  

  

Although Taoism is a complex and interconnected doctrine, for the purposes of this literary study it is 

important to understand only the central tenet of Taoism; the principle of ‘go with the flow’ and allowing fate 

to direct the ‘flow of life’. Sometimes this involves periods of drifting, contemplation or even hermitage, 

where one withdraws from an active life and awaits the universe to reveal its direction. In Shen Congwen’s 

writing, you may have noticed how characters display Tao principles by remaining ‘balanced’ in the face of 

catastrophic events. For example, when Cuicui’s mother plans to commit suicide after her daughter is born, 

Grandfather acts passively. Congwen writes: ‘By now her father, the ferryman, knew what was happening, 

but he said nothing as if still unaware. He let the days pass as placidly as always.’ While this behaviour may 

seem muted or even strange to Western readers, Grandfather is displaying Taoist traits when he acts like 

this. Similarly, when the river floods and destroys houses in the town, the townspeople do not overly display 

angst or distress. They simply wait for the floodwaters to recede then carry on with their lives. From an 

outsider’s perspective they may seem doughty and resilient; this, too, is a Taoist characteristic.  
 

During Shen Congwen’s life (1902 – 1988), modernism was spreading across China, and his writing develops a 

growing contrast between two phases of the 20th century: firstly, a time of natural simplicity, moral certainty 

and happiness; secondly, the gradual erosion of moral virtue and the disappearance of an ideal way of life 

brought on by modern civilization and commerce.  Therefore, many of his characters display Taoist principles 

and behaviours that he associates with the first of these phases. 

Create a list (or visual guide) of Taoist behaviours, thoughts, snippets of dialogue, even symbols and 

images, from the novel. Pay particular attention to the last few chapters as the story ends and more 

dramatic events occur.  

For an extra challenge, research and include the principles of Confucianism as well.  

 


