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Abstract
Beneath the Wheel and Sinking take as representative cases a German seminary student and a Chinese
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youth studying in Japan, respectively, revealing the crisis of self-identity among youth during the
transitional period of modernity, shaped by institutional transformation and cultural conflict.
This paper adopts G. H. Mead’s theory of the symbolic interactionist self as its primary framework,
combining close textual analysis with structural comparison to argue that the crises experienced by
both protagonists exhibit “isomorphism”: societal pressure transforms the “generalized other” into
a singular, persistently present expectation, which individuals internalize as a rigid “me,” thereby
suppressing the “I” and leading to the breakdown of reflective dialogue and failure in self-integra-
tion. At the same time, cultural differences between Germany and China result in “distinctive man-
ifestations” of this crisis: in Germany, it centers on the rationalization of educational institutions
and the marginalization of individual emotional values; in China, it emerges as an amplification of
external discrimination and internal self-blame under the overlapping pressures of “salvation nar-
ratives” and traditional sexual ethics. Through cross-cultural reading, the study aims to clarify both
the universality and specificity of mechanisms governing the interaction between individual aspi-
rations and social integration during modernization.
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