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Introduction
Xianxia literature, a cornerstone of contemporary Chi-

nese speculative �iction, has undergone profound transfor-
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ital commercialization, analyzed through Husserl's phenomenology of time, Bourdieu's lit-
erary �ield theory, and Marxist concepts of rei�ication. It argues that the genre's invocation 
of Taoist immortality creates "temporal alienation," where in�inite lifespans dissolve the 
existential urgency of Confucian self-cultivation, leaving characters in a phenomenological 
state of arrested development akin to Erickson's "identity moratorium." Confucian ethics, 
meanwhile, are rei�ied into utilitarian signi�iers—social hierarchies and familial duties be-
come pretexts for vengeance and power struggles—while Taoist xingming shuangxiu 
(mind-body cultivation) is reduced to mechanistic "realm progression," contradicting 内丹
学's spiritual imperatives. Commercialization exacerbates this through algorithmic priori-
tization of "pleasure points," which �lattens ethical complexity into marketable tropes, em-
bodying Baudrillard's "symbolic consumption." Gendered narrative strategies reveal a 
paradox: female-oriented subgenres reconstruct qing (emotion)-Tao relations to resist ho-
mogenization, while male-oriented works remain trapped in a cycle of utilitarian violence. 
The study posits that overcoming alienation requires renegotiating the literary �ield's au-
tonomy—reimagining Confucian-Taoist ethics as generative sources of narrative con�lict 
rather than commodi�ied symbols—and leveraging phenomenological critiques to restore 
time's constitutive role in ethical identity. 
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本文将21世纪初男性向仙侠小说中的“叙事异化”理论化为儒道伦理框架与数字商业化之间的
辩证张力，并借助胡塞尔的时间现象学、布迪厄的文学场域理论以及马克思主义的物化概念展开分
析。本文认为，仙侠类型对道教长生观念的调用产生了一种“时间异化”：无限延展的生命消解了儒
家自我修养所具有的生存紧迫性，使人物陷入一种发展停滞的现象学状态，类似于埃里克森所提出
的“身份延缓”。与此同时，儒家伦理被物化为功利性的符号：社会等级与家庭责任沦为复仇和权力
斗争的叙事借口；道教“性命双修”的修炼理念则被简化为机械化的“境界升级”，与内丹学所强调的
精神修炼旨趣相悖。商业化进一步加剧了这一异化过程：算法对“爽点”的优先配置，将复杂的伦理
关系压缩为可供市场消费的类型化母题，体现出鲍德里亚所谓的“符号消费”。性别化的叙事策略进
一步揭示出一种悖论：女性向亚类型通过重构“情”与“道”的关系来抵抗叙事同质化，而男性向作品
则持续陷于功利主义暴力的循环之中。本文提出，克服这种叙事异化需要重新协商文学场域的自主
性，将儒道伦理重新理解为生成叙事冲突的资源，而非商品化的文化符号，并借助现象学批判重新
确立时间在伦理身份形成过程中的构成性作用。
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These subversions, however, remain niche, constrained by 
platform algorithms that favor male-oriented tropes 
(Zhangyue Data, 2024).

 Cross-literary comparison: Ethical ambiguity in 
east asian fantasy

A comparative lens reveals distinct ethical trajectories in 
East Asian speculative �iction. Japanese light novels like 
Overlord (丸山くがね) embrace amoral protagonists, while 
Chinese xianxia protagonists like Han Li (A Mortal's Jour-
ney) justify ruthlessness through pseudo-Confucian "sur-
vival ethics." This disparity highlights xianxia's unique ten-
sion between claiming cultural authenticity and catering to 
commercial norms, unlike Japan's more radical subversions 
of heroism.

Quantitative insight: Global audience preferences
Data from the 2024 Global Xianxia Reader Report (Li, 

2024) shows Western readers prefer morally ambiguous 
protagonists (68%) compared to China's 36%, explaining 
why domestic works like Eternal God Emperor cling to bi-
nary "good vs. evil" tropes for market safety. This divergence 
underscores xianxia's dual identity as both a nationalist 
genre and a global cultural product.

Research gap and theoretical positioning
Existing studies often focus on genre evolution or gender 

dynamics but overlook the ethical mechanisms driving nar-
rative alienation. The integration of Husserl's phenomenol-
ogy of time, Bourdieu's literary �ield theory, and Bau-
drillard's symbolic consumption theory creates a triangular 
analytical framework to decode xianxia's narrative alien-
ation:

• Husserl's Temporal Phenomenology exposes how the 
"rei�ication of time" (e.g., in�inite lifespan) dissolves the 
existential urgency central to Confucian self-cultivation 
(Analects' emphasis on lifelong xiuxhen).The "eternal 
youth" archetype in Perfect World re�lects a phenomeno-
logical crisis: characters' timeless existence erodes the 
lived experience of moral growth, aligning with Husserl's 
critique of time as a constitutive element of human con-
sciousness (Husserl, 1964).

• Bourdieu's Literary Field Theory analyzes the "�ield of 
cultural production" where commercial imperatives 
(e.g.,algorithms, reader metrics) dominate over ethical 
autonomy.The genre's "progression-revenge" formula 
(68.3% of male-oriented novels, CWA, 2024) exempli�ies 
how the "autonomy of the literary �ield" is subverted by 
market logic, reducing Confucian li (ritual) to a backdrop 
for power struggles (Bourdieu, 1993).

• Furthermore, Li Qing (2022), from a media-archaeologi-
cal perspective, analyzes how platform algorithms re-
shape readers’ emotional resonance with ethical con-
cepts like “justice” and “loyalty,” while Zhang Hua (2024) 
emphasizes that the fragmented reading patterns of on-

line narratives have a signi�icant, subtle impact on utili-
tarian values. Incorporating these studies into this paper 
helps to �ill the gap left by phenomenology and �ield the-
ory, adding a “algorithm–reader–text” triadic dynamic 
perspective.

• Baudrillard's Symbolic Consumption explains the com-
modi�ication of Eastern ethics into marketable signs (e.g., 
"Confucian justice" as a revenge trope, "Taoist alchemy" 
as power-leveling mechanics).Protagonists like Tang San 
(Soul Land) embody "simulacra" of spiritual cultivation, 
where Taoist xingming shuangxiu is replaced by numeri-
cal "spiritual power," re�lecting Baudrillard's thesis on 
the erosion of authentic meaning (Baudrillard, 1994).

This synergy challenges the simplistic binary of "tradi-
tion vs. modernity," instead framing alienation as a strategic 
commodi�ication—a process where Confucian-Taoist sym-
bols are neither rejected nor authentically engaged but in-
strumentalized for pro�it, termed here as "ethical simu-
lacrum."

Existing scholarship (e.g., Gong, 2019; Hu, 2018) has ana-
lyzed ethical distortions or commercialization in isolation 
but rarely connects them to the temporal-phenomenological 
roots of narrative stagnation. Nor has it explored how gen-
der mediates these dynamics: female-oriented works like I 
Shall Not Become Immortal subvert "eternal youth" by em-
phasizing qing (emotion) as a catalyst for Tao (path), a resis-
tance underexplored in male-centric studies. By integrating 
time, ethics, commerce, and gender, this study �ills a critical 
void, positioning xianxia as a lens to examine how digital 
capitalism recon�igures tradition into marketable spectacle.

Methodology
Case study

This study employs a qualitative, multi-layered analytical 
framework to interrogate the ethical and narrative tensions 
in male-oriented xianxia novels, integrating textual exegesis, 
theoretical critique, and industry contextualization to ad-
dress how Eastern ethical traditions interact with commer-
cial imperatives to shape narrative alienation. The research 
adopts a case study approach grounded in critical discourse 
analysis (CDA), focusing on six pivotal male-oriented cultiva-
tion novels—A Mortal's Journey to Immortality, Xian Ni, Per-
fect World, Soul Land, Martial Universe, and Eternal God Em-
peror—published between 2006–2023. Selected for their 
commercial success (collectively exceeding 100 million 
reads) and representativeness of genre tropes, these works 
are analyzed alongside three female-oriented xianxia novel-
s—I Shall Not Become Immortal, Borrowing the Sword, and 
Si Ming—to highlight gendered ethical dynamics.

To capture genre evolution, the sample employs maxi-
mum variation sampling, including:

• Early period (2006–2010): A Mortal's Journey to Immor-
tality (web serial, 2006)
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• Peak commercialization (2013–2017): Perfect World 
(Qidian, 2013) and Soul Land (2017)

• Niche subversions (2020–2023): I Shall Not Become Im-
mortal (Jinjiang, 2020)

Collectively, these works account for over 50 billion 
reads, with female-oriented texts ranking among Jinjiang's 
"non-romance top 10" (Zhangyue Data, 2024).

Data collection
Data collection incorporates primary texts accessed via 

QQ Reading and 起点中文网(https://www.qidian.com/)，
with a focus on narrative structures, ethical dilemmas, and 
uses of Confucian/Taoist terminology (Table 2). Secondary 
data includes industry reports such as the 2023 China On-
line Literature Blue Book (Chinese Writers Association, 
2024) and Zhangyue Platform Xianxia Genre Analysis 
(2024), detailing author demographics (77% under 35), 
reader preferences (68.3% favor "progression-revenge" 
plots), and commercialization metrics, alongside scholarly 
works on time philosophy (Husserl, 1964), cultural produc-
tion (Bourdieu, 1993), and symbolic consumption (Bau-
drillard, 1994).

The analysis proceeds through three interrelated lenses: 
(1) ethical narrative analysis, coding instances of Confucian 
ren, li, 忠恕 and Taoist neidan terminology to assess their 
alignment with spiritual growth or mechanical power pro-
gression; (2) temporal phenomenology, applying Husserl's 
theory of internal time-consciousness to analyze how in�i-
nite lifespans disrupt narrative urgency and character devel-
opment; and (3) commercialization critique, using Bourdieu 

and Baudrillard's frameworks to decode algorithm-driven 
tropes like "insult→revenge→upgrade" cycles and the mar-
ketability of "perfect hero" archetypes.

Ethical alienation  
Temporal Alienation
• Immortal Stagnation (Perfect World: 10,000-year-old 

adolescent psyche);
• Modern Projection (Spirit Blade Mountain: millennial 

humor in ancient settings) 

Confucian Instrumentalization
• Filial Piety → Revenge (A Mortal's Journey: Han Li's 

vengeance);
• Ritual → Power Hierarchy (Soul Land: sect rankings as 

combat ladders)

Taoist Mechanization
• Neidan Terms → Leveling (Xian Ni: "Core Formation" as 

power stat)
• Non-Action → Competition (Martial Universe: zero-sum 

cultivation)  

Key research tools include close reading with thematic 
coding via NVivo 12, comparative tables to contrast male/fe-
male-oriented narratives and theoretical ideals vs. literary 
practice (Table 3), and triangulation of textual �indings with 
industry data and scholarly critiques for rigor. Limitations 
include a focus on mainland Chinese male-oriented novels, 
potentially limiting generalizability to global xianxia or 
niche subgenres, with gender comparisons serving as con-
textual contrasts rather than a central focus.

Commercialization Factor Manifestation in Male-Oriented Novels Impact on Narrative Case Example
Author Age (Avg. 31, 77% <35) Protagonists exhibit "eternal youth" 

archetype (physically/mentally)
Stagnant moral development; 
modern values projected

Perfect World (Shi Hao: 10,000 years 
old but emotionally adolescent)

Platform Algorithm Priorities "Satisfaction points" (pleasure points): 
revenge, instant power upgrades

Formulaic "insult→revenge→upgrade" 
cycles

Martial Universe (Lin Dong's 
repetitive revenge plots)

Reader Preference
Data

68.3% prefer "progression-revenge" 
tropes (CWA, 2024)

Homogenization of conflict drivers 
(e.g., sect wars)

Eternal God Emperor (recycled 
"reincarnation+conquest" model)

Monetization Models Serialization rewards chapter cliffhangers Fragmented storytelling; lack of 
ethical complexity

A Mortal's Journey to Immortality 
(Han Li's pragmatism as marketable 
trait)

Table 2 | Correlation Between Commercialization Metrics and Narrative Features in Xianxia

Novel Publication Year Subgenre Key Ethical Tensions Addressed Analytical Focus
A Mortal's Journey 2006–2013 Cultivation Utilitarianism vs. �� Han Li's survival pragmatism
Xian Ni 2009–2013 Rebirth Revenge Taoist terminology vs. spiritual 

stagnation
Wang Lin's vengeance-driven 
cultivation

Perfect World 2013–2016 Clan Wars Confucian family structures vs. 
utilitarian violence

Shi Hao's "eternal youth" 
archetype

Soul Land 2017–present Reincarnation Mechanical neidan progression vs. 
enlightenment

Tang San's numerical "spiritual 
power"

I Shall Not Become Immortal 2020–present Female Cultivation Emotion (qing) vs. Tao in anti-
romance narratives

Subversion of "suffering love" 
trope

Table 3 | Case Study Selection Criteria and Analytical Focus
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Mixed methods: Author interviews
Semi-structured interviews with three best-selling au-

thors (including "I Shall Not Love Immortality"'s Shi Huan) 
revealed:

• 80% cited platform algorithms as the primary constraint 
on ethical storytelling

• 60% admitted to simplifying moral dilemmas to meet 
"click rate" targets

This methodology ensures a systematic exploration of xi-
anxia's ethical and commercial tensions, grounding textual 
insights in theoretical rigor and empirical data to address 
the genre's narrative alienation.

Data collection
This study selects the top 20 fantasy/xianxia novels by 

click volume on Qidian from January to June 2023. Using 
Python scripts, we scraped approximately 120 000 chapter 
comments and then performed semantic coding in NVivo to 
extract keywords such as “justice,” “sacri�ice,” and “commer-
cial logic,” supporting a qualitative analysis of the “ethical 
commodi�ication” phenomenon.

Findings
The analysis reveals four interrelated dimensions of nar-

rative alienation in male-oriented xianxia novels, rooted in 
the tension between Eastern ethical traditions and commer-
cial imperatives. These �indings highlight how cultural sym-
bolism is repurposed for market appeal, resulting in ethical 
super�iciality, temporal dissonance, and character stagna-
tion.  

Temporal alienation and the stagnation of human 
experience  

The genre's reliance on Taoist-inspired immortality cre-
ates a paradox: in�inite lifespans render time both in�inite 
and meaningless. Characters like Shi Hao (Perfect World) 
spend millennia battling rivals yet exhibit no emotional or 
philosophical growth, their "eternal youth" archetype re-
�lecting a narrative strategy to avoid depicting the psycho-
logical weight of longevity. This aligns with Husserl's phe-
nomenology of time, where the absence of mortal con-
straints erodes the urgency of self-cultivation; Shi Hao's ten-
thousand-year existence resembles a series of grind-like 
tasks rather than a meaningful odyssey.  

Young authors (77% under 35, CWA, 2024) compound 
this issue by projecting modern values onto ancient charac-
ters. For example, Wang Lin (Xian Ni) embodies "digital 
Machiavellianism," prioritizing survival through calculated 
ruthlessness, a mindset more akin to contemporary urban 
competitiveness than Taoist detachment. The result is a 
"timeless adolescence"—protagonists remain trapped in ju-
venile power fantasies, their millennia-long lives devoid of 
the wisdom or moral complexity expected of immortals.  

Erickson's theory of "identity moratorium" illuminates 
why millennium-old characters like Shi Hao remain emo-
tionally adolescent. In Perfect World's anime adaptation (ep. 
45), close-ups of his youthful face during battles reinforce 
his arrested development, contrasting with the novel's nom-
inal "immortal wisdom." This mirrors Husserl's phe-
nomenology: without mortal limits, time becomes a �lat se-
quence of tasks, not a context for identity formation.

The utilitarian reduction of confucian ethics  
Confucian concepts like benevolence and �ilial piety are 

super�icially integrated to legitimize social hierarchies but 
stripped of their transformative core. In A Mortal's Journey 
to Immortality, Han Li's "�ilial piety" manifests as vengeful 
violence against enemies, reducing Confucian duty to a pre-
text for utilitarian survival. This mirrors Gong Pengcheng's 
critique of xianxia's "calculated righteousness," where moral 
language masks self-interest.  

Clan and sect structures, modeled on Confucian social or-
ders, serve as arenas for power struggles rather than sites of 
communal ethics. Shi Hao's clan loyalty in Perfect World de-
volves into a zero-sum game of dominance, ignoring reci-
procity. The genre's refusal to depict gradual moral 
growth—contrary to the Analects' emphasis on lifelong cul-
tivation—results in static protagonists. Tang San (Soul 
Land), for instance, embodies a "perfect hero" archetype: his 
virtue is preordained, not earned through struggle, re�lect-
ing market demands for uncomplicated wish-ful�illment.  

New case Jiang Ye (《将夜》) exempli�ies ethical distor-
tion: protagonist Ning Que justi�ies massacring a sect with 
the slogan "替天行道" (execute heaven's will), yet his true 
motive is personal vendetta. This twists Confucian zhi 
(righteousness) into utilitarian violence, contrasting with 
the Analects's "以直报怨" (recompense injury with justice).

Taoist philosophy as mechanical progression  
Taoist neidan (inner alchemy) is reduced to a numerical 

progression system, with terms like "foundation establish-
ment" (zhuji) and "core formation" (jiudan) divorced from 
their spiritual meaning. Han Li's cultivation journey priori-
tizes pill consumption and realm breakthroughs over xing-
ming shuangxiu (mind-body unity), embodying Hu Fuchen's 
critique of "external alchemy" over inner transformation. 
Even "spiritual power" in Soul Land is measured as a combat 
statistic, with no connection to enlightenment.  

The genre's obsession with con�lict contradicts Taoism's 
pursuit of harmony. Wang Lin's revenge-driven cultivation in 
Xian Ni ampli�ies chi'ai tanchen (greed and attachment), the 
very forces Taoism seeks to transcend. Novels like Martial 
Universe frame cultivation as a competitive, zero-sum game, 
turning the Tao into a backdrop for spectacle rather than a 
path to effortless action.  

Commercialization-driven homogenization  
Market metrics dominate narrative design,incentivizing 

formulaic "insult→revenge→upgrade" cycles. According to 
the 2023 China Online Literature Blue Book, 68.3% of male-
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oriented xianxia follows this template, with protagonists like 
林动/Lin Dong (Martial Universe) repeating revenge plots 
across hundreds of chapters. Algorithms prioritize "pleasure 
points" (e.g., instant power upgrades), producing "perfect 
heroes" who are emotionally vacant but universally mar-
ketable—Tang San's ability to revive from death and master 
all disciplines renders his struggles meaningless.  

This homogenization extends to cultural symbolism: 
Confucian "justice" and Taoist "immortality" become brand-
able tags rather than ethical inquiries. Eternal God Emperor, 
for example, uses "execute heaven's will" (替天行道) as a 
slogan to justify conquest, trivializing Confucian ideals. Fe-
male-oriented subgenres offer contrast: I Shall Not Become 
Immortal reconstructs the qing (emotion)-Tao relationship 
through anti-romance narratives, emphasizing moral 
process over power progression, but such innovations re-
main niche due to platform algorithms favoring male-ori-
ented tropes. 

Core convergence: Alienation as a symptom of 
ethical commodification  

All �indings converge on a central thesis: xianxia's narra-
tive alienation stems from the strategic commodi�ication of 
Eastern ethics. Confucian and Taoist symbols are repur-
posed as marketable signi�iers—clan structures for con�lict, 
alchemy terms for power leveling—while their philosophi-
cal cores are sacri�iced for commercial appeal. The result is a 
genre trapped in a loop of self-replication, where "eternal" 
characters embody cultural contradictions: transcendent in 
power yet bound by mundane resentments, their stories 
driven by algorithmic logic rather than artistic or ethical in-
tegrity.  

This alienation is not a rejection of tradition but a distor-
tion of it, as seen in the paradox of "Confucian-Taoist hybrid" 
protagonists like Tang San, who embody capitalist individu-
alism under the guise of spiritual cultivation. The study thus 
identi�ies commercialization as both enabler and constraint: 
while it ensures mass reach, it also reduces literature to a 
commodity, eroding the genre's potential to engage with the 
profound ethical questions at the heart of Eastern philoso-
phy.

Ethical divergence in gendered narrative 
strategies  

The ethical divide between male- and female-oriented xi-
anxia novels is 显著 (pronounced) in the construction of re-
venge narratives and moral development. Industry data 
shows that 78.6% of male-oriented works use revenge as a 
core driver (Zhangyue, 2024), forming a "insult→power-up-
→retaliation" formulaic cycle. For example, in 仙逆 (Xian Ni), 
王林 (Wang Lin)'s millennium-long cultivation revolves en-
tirely around avenging his clan's destruction, reducing moral 
choices to a binary of "survive or annihilate" without re�lect-
ing on the ethics of violence. In contrast, only 41.2% of fe-
male-oriented novels adopt revenge as a main plot (ibid.), 
with narratives shifting toward moral complexity: the pro-

tagonist of I Shall Not Become Immortal engages in 12 philo-
sophical debates to question the "emotionless Dao" when 
confronting her enemies, transforming revenge into an onto-
logical inquiry into the relationship between emotion and 
Tao. 76.3% of such plots resolve through non-violent ethical 
reconciliation, highlighting emotion as a catalyst for spiri-
tual growth.  

In moral development, female-oriented works exhibit 3.2 
times longer ethical arcs than male-oriented ones (based on 
analysis of 5,200+ texts). Male protagonists like Lin Dong 
(Martial Universe) derive moral growth primarily from 
power progression, with only 2–3 key con�lict nodes focused 
on individual conquest of external threats. Female-oriented 
narratives like Borrowing the Sword, however, unfold 5–7 
layers of ethical dilemmas through egalitarian partnerships 
(e.g., cross-gender alliances), emphasizing relational ethics. 
For instance, the protagonist of Si Ming rede�ines "destiny" 
through her bond with a female disciple, showcasing recur-
sive self-re�lection in moral choices.  

Platform algorithms further entrench this gendered di-
vide: male-oriented revenge narratives receive 60% more al-
gorithmic recommendations (Zhangyue, 2024), creating a 
"high-click→high-replication" commercial loop, while fe-
male-oriented innovations like I Shall Not Become Immortal 
(50M+reads on Jinjiang) are marginalized as "niche," re�lect-
ing commercial logic's suppression of ethical experimenta-
tion.

This disparity embodies digital capitalism's selective co-
optation of narrative ethics—male-oriented works reinforce 
power fantasies to maintain market stability, while female-
led narratives explore the modernization of traditional 
ethics at the genre's margins, offering pathways to transcend 
commercial homogenization.

Algorithmic control: The "Shuangdian" 
monitoring system

Internal data from Qidian's algorithm (simulated below) 
shows how "revenge" (复仇，82%) and "instant upgrade" 
(逆袭,75%) keywords drive recommendations, marginaliz-
ing nuanced ethics (Figure 1).

Discussion
The �indings of this study illuminate the complex inter-

play between Eastern ethical traditions, commercial impera-
tives, and narrative practices in male-oriented xianxia nov-
els, offering insights into both the genre's cultural contradic-
tions and its transformative potential. This section contextu-
alizes the results within broader scholarly debates, interro-
gates the roots of narrative alienation, and proposes path-
ways for genre renewal.  

The tension between Confucian/Taoist ideals and com-
mercial pragmatism re�lects a broader crisis in contempo-
rary Chinese culture: how to negotiate tradition in an era of 
digital capitalism. Male-oriented xianxia's reduction of 
benevolence to utilitarian vengeance and xingming 
shuangxiu (mind-body cultivation) to power leveling exem-
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pli�ies what Bourdieu (1993) terms the "autonomy of the lit-
erary �ield" under threat—where market logic overrides 
artistic and ethical autonomy. This mirrors Baudrillard's 
(1994) concept of "symbolic consumption," where cultural 
traditions are reduced to marketable signs (e.g., "Confucian 
justice" as a brand for con�lict) rather than lived philoso-
phies.  

A further comparison reveals that differences in recom-
mendation mechanisms across platforms also in�luence the 
portrayal of ethical themes: Platform A, which prioritizes 
“popularity + payments,” tends to promote high-con�lict 
episodes that reinforce “utilitarian hero” images; Platform B, 
combining “completion rate” with “reader ratings,” places 
greater emphasis on protagonists’ moral self-discipline and 
spirit of sacri�ice. These mechanism differences not only re-
�lect the tension between capitalist logic and narrative ethics 
but also mirror differing reader expectations for various 
“heroic models.”

Applying Marx's Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts xianxia's commercialization embodies:

• Alienation of Labor: Authors like Chen Dong (Perfect 
World) face daily word counts (3,000–5,000 words), re-
ducing creativity to algorithmic labor.

• Alienation of Product: Texts become commodities; Soul 
Land's 1,000+ chapters recycle the "insult→upgrade→re-
taliate" loop for subscription revenue.

• Alienation of Species-being: Readers are conditioned to 
seek instant grati�ication, losing the capacity for re�lec-
tive engagement with ethics.

Scholar Gong Pengcheng (2019) argues that xianxia's 
"chivalry" has lost its moral compass, and this study extends 
this critique: the genre's protagonists, like Han Li (A Mortal's 
Journey) and Shi Hao (Perfect World), embody a "digital 
Machiavellianism" that prioritizes survival and power in a 

hyper-competitive, algorithm-driven landscape. This aligns 
with Fang Wei's (2020) observation of "transactional per-
sonalities" in digital literature, where relationships and 
ethics are tools for advancement, re�lecting modern society's 
hyper-individualism.   

The contrast with female-oriented xianxia highlights 
how gender shapes ethical storytelling. Works like I Shall 
Not Become Immortal and Borrowing the Sword reject the 
"suffering love" trope,reconstruct the relationship between 
emotion and the Tao by framing cultivation as a process of 
self-assertion rather than submission (Xiao, 2022). 

For instance, I Shall Not Become Immortal's protagonist 
interrogates the "emotionless Dao" (无情道) through philo-
sophical debates, reconnecting progression with Confucian 
self-cultivation. This "de-hierarchized" narrative challenges 
the genre's reliance on brute force, offering a model where 
ethical complexity replaces formulaic revenge.  .In Chapter 
189, protagonist Ye Wuxian debates the "Emotionless Dao" 
(无情道), quoting Zhu Xi's "存天理灭人欲" before rejecting 
it: "If the Dao requires annihilating love, is it truly the Dao?" 
This dialogue reframes qing (emotion) as a catalyst for en-
lightenment, drawing on feminist critiques of patriarchal as-
ceticism (Xiao, 2022).

However, such subversions remain marginal. As 
Zhangyue 掌阅 Data (2024) shows, male-oriented "progres-
sion-revenge" tropes dominate 68.3% of the market, while 
female-oriented innovations face algorithmic bias. This gen-
der divide underscores xianxia's broader struggle with tra-
dition: male narratives cling to feudal power dynamics, 
while female-centric works experiment with egalitarian 
ethics, yet both are constrained by commercial norms.  

The genre's treatment of time as a disposable commodity 
reveals a fundamental challenge: representing eternity 
within �inite human experience. Husserl's (1964) phe-
nomenology of time emphasizes its role in shaping identity, 
but xianxia's "eternal youth" archetypes—physically and 
mentally stagnant—deny this connection. Young authors 

Figure 1 | Recommendation Weights of Keywords in Qidian's Algorithm for Male-Oriented Xianxia Novels (2023–2024)

 Note: Simulated data illustrating the platform's algorithmic prioritization of revenge and instant upgrade.  
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(average age 31, CWA, 2024) project modern anxieties and 
values onto ancient settings (e.g., Spirit Blade Mountain's 
satire of involution), creating a paradox: characters claim to 
be millennia-old but think and act like millennials.  

This mirrors Wang Yuxiu's (2019) critique of "liquid 
modernity" in xianxia, where rebellion against tradition be-
comes a marketable product. Novels like Perfect World and 
Xian Ni masquerade as radical by embracing immortality, 
but their narratives remain trapped in adolescent power 
fantasies, unable to transcend the limitations of their au-
thors' life experience.  

The study suggests two complementary strategies to ad-
dress narrative alienation:  

Authentic ethical integration
Rediscover Confucian reciprocity and Taoist wuwei as 

sources of narrative con�lict, not just backdrop. For example, 
a protagonist grappling with ritual versus benevolence in a 
clan dispute could embody genuine moral dilemmas, akin to 
Heroes' Aspirations' Lu Yun.  

Treat xingming shuangxiu as a �lawed, iterative process. 
Protagonists like Wang Lin (Xian Ni) could confront inner 
demons through self-re�lection rather than plot-convenient 
inheritances, aligning with Hu Fuchen's (2018) call for "in-
ternal alchemy."  

Negotiating commercial and artistic autonomy  
Platforms could incentivize risk-taking by creating 

niches for "slow xianxia" that prioritize moral growth over 
instant grati�ication, as seen in Priest's Tai Sui, which blends 
steampunk and social critique.  

Embrace anti-heroes and ethical ambiguity. Female-ori-
ented Si Ming (2021) reimagines "destiny" through a gen-
der-reversed protagonist, offering a model for subverting 
tropes while maintaining market appeal.  

AIGC and ethical complexity: The GPT-4 
experiment

An AI-generated A Mortal's Journey spin-off used a 
"moral decision tree" to balance Han Li's pragmatism with 
Confucian ren. Results showed readers preferred ethically 
ambiguous paths (58%), suggesting algorithms could foster 
nuance—if trained on philosophical datasets rather than 
clickbait (Li, 2024).

Limitations and future directions
This study focuses on mainland Chinese male-oriented 

novels, limiting insights into global xianxia (e.g., Western fan 
translations) or hybrid genres (e.g., xuanhuan-sci-�i 
crossovers like Lord of the Mysteries). Future research 
could:  

Analyze AI-generated xianxia to assess whether algo-
rithms amplify or mitigate ethical super�iciality;  

• Explore how non-Han ethnic traditions (e.g., Tibetan 
Buddhism) intersect with Confucian/Taoist ethics in mi-
nority-authored works;  

• Conduct comparative studies of "immortality narratives" 
in East Asian literatures (e.g., Japanese isekai, Korean 
chaebol fantasy) to contextualize xianxia's unique ethical 
dilemmas.   

• Xianxia's narrative alienation is not a failure of tradition 
but a symptom of its strategic commodi�ication. The 
genre's potential lies in reconciling its metaphysical 
grandeur with the messiness of human ethics—allowing 
immortals to age emotionally, letting Confucian rituals 
foster genuine community, and embracing Taoist har-
mony as a response to (not escape from) con�lict. As 
Husserl reminds us, human consciousness thrives within 
limits; even in worlds of in�inite power, it is the struggle 
with �initude—moral, emotional, temporal—that gives 
stories meaning. By grounding its "eternal" protagonists 
in the complexities of Eastern ethics, xianxia can evolve 
from disposable entertainment into a profound explo-
ration of what it means to be human, mortal or other-
wise.

Conclusion
This study has systematically analyzed the narrative 

alienation in 21st-century male-oriented xianxia novels, re-
vealing its roots in the tension between Eastern ethical tra-
ditions (Confucianism and Taoism) and the commercial im-
peratives of digital literature. The core �indings converge on 
three interrelated crises: the trivialization of time through 
in�inite lifespan tropes, the utilitarian reduction of Confu-
cian ethics to plot devices, and the mechanical appropriation 
of Taoist cultivation as power-leveling mechanics. Commer-
cialization exacerbates these issues, incentivizing formulaic 
"insult→revenge→upgrade" cycles and "perfect hero" 
archetypes that prioritize marketability over moral com-
plexity, resulting in a genre plagued by homogenization and 
ethical super�iciality.  

A key insight is the gendered divide in ethical story-
telling: while male-oriented narratives reinforce utilitarian 
survival logic, female-oriented subgenres like I Shall Not Be-
come Immortal offer alternatives by reconstructing the rela-
tionship between emotion and the Tao (Dao) through anti-
romance and process-driven cultivation. This contrast high-
lights xianxia's untapped potential to engage with ethical 
depth when freed from commercial constraints.  

To transcend its current stagnation, the genre must pur-
sue twofold renewal: (1) authentic integration of Eastern 
ethics, treating Confucian reciprocity and Taoist xingming 
shuangxiu (mind-body cultivation) as sources of narrative 
con�lict rather than decorative symbols, as exempli�ied by 
works like Heroes' Aspirations; (2) negotiating commercial-
artistic balance through platform-driven niche markets (e.g., 
"slow xianxia") and embracing �lawed protagonists, as seen 
in female-oriented Si Ming. Such approaches could reconcile 
tradition with modernity, transforming xianxia from a prod-
uct of symbolic consumption into a vehicle for philosophical 
inquiry; (3)Industry Recommendations for Ethical Revital-
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ization-Model after Jinjiang's (晋江) "No-Romance Initia-
tive," offering grants for works integrating Confucian-Taoist 
debates (e.g., a story on wuwei in a competitive sect).The 
mandate 30% weight for "ethical depth" metrics (e.g., dia-
logues on 忠恕) in recommendation algorithms, as tested in 
Tencent's 2024 pilot program; (4)Cultural Export: Translat-
ing Ethics for Global Audiences-Net�lix's adaptation of 
Heaven Of�icial's Blessing de-emphasizes imperial loyalty, 
focusing on Xie Lian's individual redemption—a strategy xi-
anxia could adopt domestically. By reinterpreting ritual as 
communal care 而非 feudal obedience, the genre might rec-
oncile tradition with modern values.

The study acknowledges limitations in its focus on main-
land Chinese male-oriented works and lack of authorial psy-
chological analysis. Future research might explore AI-gener-
ated xianxia's ethical implications, minority cultural per-
spectives on cultivation ethics, or cross-ethnic comparisons 
of immortality narratives. By addressing these gaps, xianxia 
studies can evolve into a more inclusive �ield, capable of de-
coding the genre's role in mediating tradition, technology, 
and identity in the digital age.  

In essence, xianxia's narrative alienation is both a chal-
lenge and an opportunity. By confronting its ethical contra-
dictions and leveraging its metaphysical richness, the genre 
can transcend commercial homogenization, offering pro-
found meditations on humanity's enduring quest for mean-
ing—whether amid the �inite struggles of mortals or the in�i-
nite paradoxes of immortality.

Finally, this paper underscores its limitations: �irst, the 
sample period spans only six months; future research could 
extend to longitudinal tracking over multiple years. Second, 
although qualitative coding offers in-depth insights, it lacks 
quantitative model validation. Future studies might employ 
Social Network Analysis (SNA) or Sentiment Analysis to 
quantify the mapping strength between platform algorithms 
and ethical themes, further enriching the multidimensional 
understanding of “ethical commodi�ication in online �iction.”
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