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ABSTRACT

My dissertation, “Postsocialist Collectivities: Institutions, Aesthetics, Politics in the
Sinophone Novel” examines the concept of collectivity in the modern fiction of China,
Taiwan, and Chinese Malaysia. The dissertation shows how the history of economic
postsocialism, institutional change, and literary form interact to produce a complex sense of
“collectivity” for authors in the Chinese diaspora. It links the changes in fictional collectivity
to the outgoing tide of socialist practices in the People's Republic of China after the Cultural
Revolution. In its respective chapters, “Postsocialist Collectivities” offers close readings of
novels by Mo Yan (China), Luo Yijun (Taiwan), and Li Zishu (Malaysia), written between
1976 to 2010, a period in which capitalism consolidated its power over formerly socialist
places. Drawing on sociology, political theory, poststructuralism, queer theory, postsocialist
literary and cultural criticism, I argue that the imagination of collectivity in the Sinophone
novel expands the conceptual valences of postsocialism to include the temporally uneven
experience of socialism stretched across geographies. By joining postsocialism with the
Sinophone, my project provides a temporal-spatial approach to literary and political cultures
that contributes to the fields of Asian Studies, postcolonialism and diasporic studies.
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Chapter 1. Introduction: Collectivity After Socialism

The Ground of Our Togetherness (then)

Late November, 2011: a scene is forever etched into my mind. Earlier in September, I had
participated, albeit briefly and in the capacity of a “tourist”, in the inaugural actions of the
Occupy Wall Street movement in New York city. Following the Arab Spring and the Japanese
protests against the Fukushima nuclear meltdown – both world-historical responses to worldhistorical events – Occupy was America's turn to respond to growing economic inequality and
the direction American elites and leaders steered the country towards. For many of members of
my generation, including myself, our participation in Occupy marked the first time we viscerally
felt that we belonged, that we mattered in history; it also, without mitigation, brought the
crushing weight of historicity upon us. When I returned to New York in late November, Occupy
Wall Street's encampment had been forcibly removed: entirely barricaded off by the NYPD, the
spaces of Zuccotti park that were festive and bursting with activity once again became stale and
gray, littered with haphazard gatherings. Today, I can still see it with perfect clarity: a circle of
activists – myself included – huddled in a circle around a leafless tree, holding hands in the
shivering cold, conducting a Native American “healing ceremony” to recuperate from defeat.
Even though Occupy's social, political, and cultural reverberations would continue to be felt in
the half-decade to come, in that moment in time, it didn't matter to us. We could no longer gather
in that space. The tactic of “occupy”, at least in its geographical origin of Wall Street, had failed.
Underneath the dissolution of the encampment at Zuccotti park lurks a series of far more
complex and difficult questions. They bear the seemingly interminable frustration of those who
1

hope for social and political change outside of official political frameworks everywhere around
the world; they carry the chagrin of my generation, our predecessors, and those that came before
them: how and why do individuals congregate, become invested in certain projects, orient
themselves towards particular goals, then drift apart or stay together? How do we prevent and
preempt burnout in such political formations? How does the understanding of such processes
become weaved into, re-imagined, and re-created in cultural representations? How do we keep
these damn movements going?
These questions, borne out of the emptied spaces of Zuccotti park from that cold
November evening, continues to inform my intellectual work and constitutes the very bedrock of
the dissertation project. For, while it seems that activists who had been around the corner
instinctively knew that activism comes in cycles – after the initial burst of organization and
enthusiasm, people start disliking each other, they get tired, they burn out – very few knew how
to tackle the ground upon which such cycles operate. Such a lacuna prompted me to ask: how
does the setting under which people come together affect the very shape of that coming together?
In other words, what contributes to the formation and dissolution of collectives and collectivity?
And, additionally, how do cultural forms mediate, imagine, and represent such an elemental
feature of social life? In the humanities today, stating that one studies “groups” or “what makes
groups, well, groups” rings redundant, as the contemporary new historicist consensus assumes
that while an aesthetic object may be created or curated by an individual, it is always implicated
within a context, and henceforth, groups.1 Yet such an assumption differs from knowing
precisely how collectivity – the quality of differing types of being-together – is imagined and
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For an account of the ways in which new historicism has largely become normalized in the humanities, see Scott
Wilson, “The Economimesis of New Historicism (Or How New Historicism Displaced Theory in English
Literature Departments).”
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within cultural artifacts, why it is conceived in these particular ways under a certain historical
and geographical spectrum, and through which intermediary structures does collectivity
elaborate the basis for critiques of the present or alternatives for the future. The more one thinks
about the elusive ground of togetherness that is collectivity, the less self-evident it becomes.
“Postsocialist Collectivities” is thus dedicated to understanding the ways in which
collectivity is imagined, assumed, and sometimes, even refuted within the aesthetic form of the
novel. It examines the question of collectivity as it is instantiated in the novel, especially
focusing on the aesthetic and political valences it is capable of generating within its respective
historical contexts. As Fredric Jameson has recently pointed out, the “proper subject of literature
is the group” (Utopia 88), and there is no better literary medium than the novel that exemplifies
such a tendency; even with texts that are thinly populated with characters or the most formally
introspective tomes, the modern novel cannot but contain a life world with multiple characters.
Geographically and historically, the dissertation focuses on works that emerge from the Asian
Sinosphere after 1976, the year that marks the end of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in
the People's Republic of China. The end of socialism in China meant the termination of an era in
which projects that aimed to re-think, restructure, and remake collectivity in ways that differed
from life under capitalist modernity consisted of its modus operandi. By conceptualizing China's
neighbors and enemies as also irreversibly affected by the end of the Cultural Revolution and as
salient actors within Asia's new, postsocialist order (in the purview of the dissertation,
postsocialism is not exclusively Chinese), “Postsocialist Collectivities” expands the conceptual
range of postsocialism by combining it with the linguistic category of the Sinophone.
Collectivity as it is imagined in the novels of post-1976 Sinophone authors from China, Taiwan,
and Chinese Malaysia also all share an important formal commonality: the collectivity of their
3

novelistic worlds are all heavily inflected through the mediating function of institutions, ranging
from a village, an education system, to systems of ethnic classification. In this schema, through
interacting with the novel's characters who belong to one or many fictional collectives, I argue
that after the recession of socialist politics, it is primarily institutions that produce and determine
the shape of collectivity in the Sinophone novel. Under this framework, the dissertation
ultimately roots for a mode of politically inflected and formally attentive interpretive practice
that – instead of fixating on the individual or the state – pays close attention to the role of
intermediary structures – such as institutions – in fiction, all the while elucidating, in the domain
of the literary imagination, the dynamics of collectivities to come; that is to say, visions and
aspirations on how to be better, together.

A Genealogy of Collectivity

Like the sun that all other planetary bodies rotate around, collectivity sits in the center of
the concentric circles that form the system of ideas in “Postsocialist Collectivities”. Collectivity,
the quality of a collective, is a fuzzy concept: it is one that carries the self-evidentiary force of a
what Roland Barthes calls a “gnomic code”,2 an idea that immediately conjures into the mind of
the beholder an opaque but graspable shape of what the idea refers to. Fuzziness, positively: one
perceives a sort of being-together; a quality of being together; an indefinite quantity of beingtogether. Fuzziness, negatively: collectivity cannot be a singularity; it cannot be something that is

2

The “gnomic code” is a sub-type of the “cultural code”, one out of five code types Roland Barthes designed for
reading Balzac's Sarrasine in S/Z. A cultural code refers to “a science or a body of knowledge” whose presence
“merely indicate the type of knowledge...without going so far as to construct (or reconstruct) the culture they
express) (20). The gnomic code refers to cultural sayings that are connected to proverbs, clichés or the various
kinds of commonplace idioms (33).
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tangible; it cannot be formed by anything smaller than two individuals. Our instinctual
understanding of collectivity thus usually oscillates between these positive and negative poles,
finding a cozy spot that either shrinks to fit the size of a couple, a family, a reading club, or it
swells to accommodate an ethnic group, a race, or an entire nation. What underlies the fuzzy and
flexible boundaries of the concept of collectivity is, however, a definite consensus that a
collectivity has to be anchored within the realm of the social in order to function, to manifest
itself, to exist – regardless of the type of collective involved.
From this consensus, it follows that concrete iterations of collectivity, borne out of its
fuzziness, must be mobilized in order to imbue the concept of collectivity with the power to
explain the imaginations of being-together – all of them historically and social divergent –
represented in the Sinophone novel produced after the Cultural Revolution. Why choose and
privilege examples from the Sinitic world for the sake of illustrating the exigency of exploring
collectivity's relationship with institutions, though? Why China? To answer these questions, it
helps by first by tracing a genealogy of the ways in which collectivity has been discussed,
defined, and employed intellectually, on a spectrum that ranges from the explicitly political to the
purportedly apolitical. In the clusters of cases I trace out below, not all of them directly name the
subject of their investigation as “collectivity”. Yet their concern towards the group dynamics of
politics, the coherence of literary and cultural products made by a particular group of people, the
relationship between gender, sexuality, and the social all implicate the question of collectivity, as
they ceaselessly interrogate the ways in which the quantitative shift from one unit of something
to two units marks the formation and beginning of togetherness and belonging.
Perhaps the thinker to most clearly demarcate the division between politicized and nonpoliticized forms of collectivity, Jean-Paul Sartre, emerging out of the Marxist tradition, argued
5

in Critique of Dialectical Reason I: Theory of Practical Ensembles that it is the very orientation
towards a common project that elevates a group from a state of inertia into political collectivity.3
Groups, Sartre elaborates, gain their political collectivity only when they, as a “free organisation
of individuals with a common aim, produce its collective structure, that is to say, exploit its
inertia for practice...” (254). The Marxist undertones of Sartre's stipulation here, with terms such
as “free organisation”, “common aim”, “produce its collective structure” and “practice”, directly
denote the political collectivity of the group as something that is oriented towards achieving a
goal, ranging from a short-term labor strike to the long-term seizure of the means of production.
Such a collectivity stands in stark contrast to a group of individuals existing in a “plurality of
isolations”, out of which the modern queue appears as Sartre's primary example. For Sartre, the
individuals lining up at a bus stop or those who find themselves at a train station can be
considered as a collective insfoar as their collectivity consists of their common isolation. Those
in the queue, who may “differ greatly in age, sex, class, and social milieu” realize and accept that
the “relation of isolation, of reciprocity and of unification (and massification) from outside”

3

Continental philosophers have continued to think about collectivity through communitarian lenses. In Communitas:
The Origin and Destiny of Community, Roberto Esposito examines the communal categories of fear, guilt, and
law through reading figures such as Hobbes, Rousseau, and Kant. Esposito interrogates the relation between
these concepts and thinkers with the idea of the “common” through his schema of “immunity”, a negative figure
representing that which is incorporated just to be ultimately extirpated from the collective. Writing as he
observes the various ethnic conflicts around the world in the mid-90s, Jean-Luc Nancy attempts to seriously
think of what entails in Being that is always a “being-with” in Being Singular Plural. For Nancy, such a “with”
operates in the same way collectivity, or collective power, is “neither exterior to the members of the collective
[collège] nor interior to each of them” (31). Concern about collectivity has also stayed with contemporary
Chinese thinkers. William Theodore de Bary, who intervened in the so-called “Asian Values” debate in the late
90s, aims to reclaim Confucianism from the clutches from statist communitarianism. de Bary argues that the
Confucian tradition has always sought to build “publics” through schools, institutions that produce collectivity
through “cooperative self-governance” that engage in “local rituals” not as “instruments of state power” which
are “voluntaristic in nature and not coercive” (13). See William Theodore de Bary, Asian Values and Human
Rights: A Confucian Communitarian Perspective. Wang Hui, discussing the contributions Zhang Junmai, Yan Fu,
Liang Qichao, and Liang Shuming made to the transformations of Chinese knowledge paradigms in the latenineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, brings to the fore how the question of “how to re-conceptualize
communities and collectives” underlies every one of these intellectuals' concerns with the introduction of
scientific knowledge. See The End of the Revolution, 139-170.
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under ordinary everyday life is what creates their collectivity in the very moment they find
themselves with each other (256).4 In his thinking, Sartre thus institutes a sharp binary between
collective formations and collectivities that emanate political potential in their orientation
towards goals, and groups that just happen to be groups because individuals were swept into one
place by their routines in daily life, alone, together.
Other thinkers of political collectivity picked up where Sartre left off. While implicitly
maintaining the division between political and non-political collectivity, Jodi Dean provides a
significant modification to Sartre's definitions: that given enough agitation, the so-called
“plurality in isolations” can be transformed into a crowd, which has the potential to embody a
collective political project. Alluding heavily to Elias Canetti's Crowds and Power,5 Jodi Dean's
Crowds and Party furthers Canneti's insight on collectivity with the injection of psychoanalysis
and affect theory, while arguing for the party form as the vehicle that concatenates political
collectivity. In Dean's formulation, crowds are “more than large numbers of people concentrated
in a location”, they are congregated by the very “effects of collectivity, the influence – whether
conscious, affective, or unconscious – of others” (8).6 Dean defines collectivity here as the
“conscious, affective, or unconscious” force of being-together with others in the crowd, which
does not have a politics but stands for an “opportunity for politics” that can elevate those
affective intensities into a political struggle. The party comes into play here. In order to sustain
and develop the euphoria of doing-politics-together, Dean argues that the function of a political
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For a recent account of how “plurality of isolations” have been represented and thought in contemporary Chinese
through the sociality of the stranger, see Haiyan Lee's The Stranger and the Chinese Moral Imagination.
5
Elias Canetti's original formulation of the crowd begins with the individual's fear of being touched by strangers
while alone. Once a collection of individuals have been transformed into a crowd, fear disappears, and “the
feeling of relief is most striking where the density of the crowd is greatest” (15-16).
6
For a detailed account on the dynamics between politics, crowds, desire, and the collectivity that emerges out of
them, see Jodi Dean, The Communist Horizon.
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party, is not to “inject knowledge into the working class” nor to “represent the interests of the
working class”, but to “hold open a gap in our setting so as to enable a collective desire for
collectivity” (5).7 Through desiring collectivity and the political potential it radiates, for Dean,
the party condenses the energy of the politicized crowd, organizes it, and re-directs it into
politics, providing an answer to Canetti's question regarding what happens to an empowered
crowd after the event. By theorizing the crowd, Canetti and Dean give Sartre's “directedness”
concrete bodies of crowd members, while keeping their sights on the importance of harboring
and nurturing the political collectivity of the crowd in the institution of the party.
What Sartre, Canetti, and Dean discuss are collectivities animated by the ghost of
political force, whose size and composition can swell and burst indefinitely, but whose
potentiality hinges very closely on the spatial configurations they find themselves in.
Collectivities oriented around the politics of gender and sexuality have a very different way of
organizing their size, composition, and locations where they exist: while they are just as
beholden to the contours of space, time forms a much larger problem for such collectives.
Theories of queer collectivity directly confront the dominant temporality of heteronormative
patriarchy: the assumption that the reproduction of generations is the only way to project
ourselves, collectively, into a tangible future. In No Future, Lee Edelman calls this temporality
“reproductive futurism”. He argues that U.S. politics is entirely beholden to the Child, who, as
the symbol of reproductive futurism, compels political discourse “to accede in advance to the

7

Dean's re-examination and valorization of the party form – something that is organized, collaborative, and directed
– can be seen as a direct response to the horizontalist, individualist paradigm of left political action that has
characterized the 1999 WTO protests up to Occupy Wall Street. One major theoretical contribution to the “loose
collectivity” of the post-millennium left is Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt's Empire trilogy, in which they
conceptualize a “multitude” as a loosely-knit, non-communicating collective of protestors who strike separately
and simultaneously at the “empire” of capital. For their most detailed elaboration of the multitude, see
Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, 97-157.
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reality of a collective future whose figurative status we are never permitted to acknowledge or
address” (11). Contra such a futurism's prescribed collective future, Edelman envisions the figure
of the queer – and in extension, those who identify as LGBTQI and those who form collectives
through these identity categories – as the destructive opposite of heteronormative futurism that
refuses to provide an alternative future and an alternative collectivity. José Esteban Muñoz takes
a more future-oriented approach towards the question of queer collectivity and queer futurity in
Cruising Utopia. Muñoz, who analyzes poetry, manifestos, and concert moshpits, argues that it is
crucial to understand “queerness as collectivity”, as one cannot exist as queer alone (11); one
also cannot accept the present, the domain of “straight time” which is “full of anxiousness and
fear” for the queer subject and her collective(s) (24). Therefore to Muñoz, the true horizon of
queer collectivity is the future; he imagines the queer future as a “temporal arrangement in which
the past is a field of possibility in which subjects can act in the present in the service of a new
futurity” (16). It is only by thinking a queer future that one can envision a queer collectivity in
which “multiple forms of belonging in difference adhere to belonging in collectivity” (20). Less
directly concerned with where and how such collectivities defiantly express themselves in space
– across varying swathes of geographies, with collectives of different sizes – the queer
collectivity of Muñoz and queer anti-collectivity of Edelman both channel their energies towards
critiquing and deconstructing the temporality espoused by the hegemony of heterosexuality. For
who imagines the future of being-together now, controls the ways in which we gather in the
present.
Moving away from the sharply defined political collectivity of the crowd and the futureoriented collectivity of the queer, collectivity in literary studies appears to be far more
heterogeneous; one might say that collectivity retains its opaqueness when paired with literature,
9

given the concept's fuzziness and the object's inherent breadth. Collectivity's scale and scope
particularly varies in literary criticism. In An American Utopia, Fredric Jameson's utopian
manifesto, he posits that the “collective” must be seen as the total sum of social reality,
unthinkable and unrepresentable by individuated human beings (23). It is simultaneously also the
“most neutral term for something that by definition cannot be named, let alone conceptualized”
(24).8 For Jameson, then, collectivity can only be the abstract character of the social totality; all
other sub-groupings ranging from tribes to multitudes are inadequate vehicles. Other critics
disagree. In The Anatomy of National Fantasy, Lauren Berlant pares down collectivity to the
national level by examining the process of collective formation through the work of Nathaniel
Hawthorne, suggesting that while “the experience of identity might be personal and private...its
forms are always “collective” and political” (2-3). For Berlant, Hawthrone's literature plays out
the ways in which the nation, a project with utopian undertones itself, enacts “a promise of
totality” by “positing collective identification as the way in which atomized sites become sutured
by a synchronous participation in the perpetuation of a political and cultural collective life”
(25).9 While Berlant's study brings the collectivity of national fantasies into Hawthrone – history
into the text, so to speak – Alex Woloch delves into the collectivity of character-spaces and
character-systems within the 19th-century British novel – to bring the text's collectivity outwards
to history, as it were. In The One vs The Many, Woloch demonstrates how individual characters
relate to the collective in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice, especially how Elizabeth Bennet,
one out of the five Bennet sisters, becomes the protagonist and “transcends the social context in
8

Likewise, in Metapolitics, Alain Badiou states unambiguously that a political event is something that can only be
“attributed to a collective multiplicity” (141). Politics must be able to summon the “collective”, which for
Badiou means “immediately universalizing” (141).
9
Obviously, Benedict Anderson was one of the pioneers that established the causal relationship between individual
cultural practices – in his case, print culture – and the collective identification and imagination of belonging
together in a nation-state. See Anderson, Imagined Communities, 37-46.
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which she has been placed to become the center of the narrative in-and-of-herself” (45). With
such cases, Woloch thus formulates collectivity as a dynamic process in the 19th-century British
novel whereby the interactions and competitions between characters help represent and reimagine the social dynamics of its times.
Working between the scales of social totality, national fantasy, to the character clusters
within the text, Jameson, Berlant, and Woloch each represent a common range in which literary
criticism engages the concept of collectivity. Of course, while already broad, theirs is not the
only spectrum upon which collectivity can be explored in literature. A 2012 issue of the
Amerikastudien / American Studies journal, titled “Conceptions of Collectivity in Contemporary
American Literature”, featured articles that explored collectivity in relation to topics such as
9/11, Holocaust poetry, HIV/AIDS, and Thomas Pynchon. In the issue's introduction, Clemens
Spahr and Philip Löffler argue that the concept should not be simply “understood as an umbrella
term for a variety of collectivity models that are constructed along the familiar lines of ethnicity,
gender, or class”,10 but as a “more general concept, integral to inquiries in moments of
community building that do not automatically follow national, cultural, or gendered modes of
group identification” (168). Such a conception of collectivity enables it to encompass emergent
forms of being-together, rather than simply remain a deductive tool for the qualities of alreadyknown types of collectives. It greatly expands the range of what can be thought under the label of
collectivity.
Spahr and Löffler's expansive definition of collectivity brings into focus a less apparently

10

From this angle, it can be said that Asian American literature – and in extension all ethnically labeled American
literatures – are always fundamentally concerned about two collectivities. Asian American literature always
implicitly posits a relationship between the cultural artifact and the collectivity of Asian American history and
experience, which participates in a larger collectivity, that of the American nation.
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political approach of collectivity – that of sociology. Sociological definitions of collectivity
begin by situating collectives in the vast expanse of the social. Kaspar D. Naegele defines the
social as the “inclusive order in or against which any individual acts—but without which he
cannot act at all” (149). Naegele's concept of the social has two other important characteristics:
first, the social stands for the basic level of coherence all members within it share, and second,
the social refers to the various spheres of activity through which its members partake in
differently (151). Because of the social's oceanic enormity, it is impossible for any individual to
experience it all, let alone engage in every kind of activity. This is where collectives and their
collectivities enter: they provide solid footing for individuals to selectively enter into the social's
many spheres of activity, a necessary anchor that prevents individuals from drifting afloat.11 To
Emile Durkheim, however, collectivity is not just a smaller cluster in the social or a particular
form of belonging: when it comes to rule- and law-making, collectivity is that which enables the
social to survive, because it “intervenes actively and positively in the formation of each rule”
(100). The concept of collectivity is thus three things simultaneously: it is a subcategory of the
social, an alternative anchor of belonging in the immensity of the social, and a necessary,
normative component to the social's survival. A particular group of persons bound together under
and within the social is thus a collective; what binds them together and the traits they exhibit
therein constitutes their collectivity. As such, collectives and collectivities are flexible concepts
that change in accordance with their social and historical situations. To investigate collectivity is
to investigate the imaginative fibers that tether us to one another and to the world.
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Under this framework, Gustave Le Bon's writings about the “crowd” can thus be understood as describing a
particular type of collectivity where the “sentiments and ideas of all the persons in the gathering take one and the
same direction, and their conscious personality vanishes” (15). See Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular
Mind.
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For the purposes of the dissertation, I find the sociological definitions of collectivity in
this genealogy the clearest, most adaptable, and conceptually supple. Collectivity, as the
qualitative features of a node of belonging in the sea of the social, can accommodate a diverse
configuration of political collectivities, gendered collectivities, as well as literary collectivities
large and small. While it may be tempting to think of the sociological valences of collectivity as
a simple return to the initial “fuzziness” of collectivity that began this discussion, my definition
of collectivity is firmly anchored within the social, which is then contained within the concrete
circumstances of history; of a specific time, a specific place, involving a specific constellation of
persons and individuals. This is not to say that the other forms of collectivities discussed above
are simply subsumed under the generality of the sociological. Each thinker and scholar brings
attention to a particular element that critically informs shape of collectivity: Sartre offers a way
to think about the spatial dynamics of daily life under capitalism that frequently keeps
individuals together but separate; Dean conjures and affirms the political potentiality of a crowd,
and how such a collective force can be positively institutionalized; Edelman and Muñoz
illuminate the intertwining of sexuality and temporality that queer collectivity frequently contests
against and aspires to; Jameson, Berlant, and Woloch show how the scope and scale of
collectivity, in relation to its historical contexts, can be managed within the boundaries of a text.
All these factors, from spatial dynamics, institutionalization, temporality to scope and scale,
constitute crucial pressure points I focus on in my analysis of collectivity in the Sinophone novel,
imagined and represented in the differing socio-historical configurations of China, Taiwan, and
Malaysia. They dial up the gain, focus the attack, and sharpen the edges of the fuzz, let us say.

The Uneven Time and Space of Postsocialism
13

I will now answer the question posed above earlier: why the Sinosphere – why China?
What all the iterations of collectivity I've explored in the genealogy above have in common, is
that they were all conceived under specific historical moments that exert tremendous pressure on
the question of “what does it mean to be together”? Landmark epochs such as the French 60s; the
global HIV/AIDS epidemic; the contemporary post-Occupy world. The Sinitic sphere of the late
1970s underwent a similar moment of historical significance, of which its epicenter was the
People's Republic of China: the conclusion of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (
, wuchanjieji wenhua dageming). The history of the People's Republic, even in its
first two decades, provides a ground that is particularly pregnant for exploring the notions of
collectivity. From 1949 to 1976, the PRC actively engaged in the socialization and
institutionalization of collective being: specifically the institutionalization of collectivity in
concepts such as the people, the party, the masses, and so on and so forth.12 In a nutshell, one
could describe the Chinese communist project as one that aimed to level the playing field
between its people and the government, or, as an endeavor that sought to create total
identification between the state, its structures, and the collectivities it serves.
To understand collectivity in the postsocialist Sinitic sphere today, then, we pick up on
the story of collectivity after a particular moment of the 1970s, when the Cultural Revolution
came to a close and China's postsocialist era came crashing onto the stage of world history. This
instance had far-reaching repercussions not only for China, which began its 80s with various
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In modern China after 1949, such processes were primarily – but not exclusively – embodied in the processes of
rural land reform, which aimed to transform the peasants' relationship to land and their mode of production. For
a succinct account of Chinese land reform from the Mao era up to the present, see Jonathan Unger, The
Transformation of Rural China.
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Opening and Reform (

, gaige kaifang) policies, but also for China's ideological and

political nemesis, the Republic of China in Taiwan, then ruled by Chiang Kai-shek's martial law
regime, which cast the veil of the anti-communist White Terror (

, baise kongbu) over

the island. The repercussions of this watershed event in China also affected Malaysia, whose
ethnic Chinese-led communist insurgencies had lost traction and entered a stalemate with the
Malaysian government. So in some ways, this is a dissertation about the late 70s, how this
historical period has molded three writers – China's Mo Yan (
), and Chinese Malaysia's Li Zishu (

), Taiwan's Luo Yijun (

) – each hailing from different locations in the

Asian Sinosphere. It is about how this moment irreversibly shaped their coming of age
experiences, and how such experiences were channeled into their ability to imagine collective
life after communism in fiction.
Again, we begin with China – but with a longer historical perspective. Modern China is a
salient historical ground for the investigation of collectivity because over the course of the
twentieth century, China experienced at least three socio-political shifts that greatly affected its
collectivities: the fall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, the 1949 Communist victory, and the end of
the Cultural Revolution in 1976. From the dismantling of the feudal agricultural family at the end
of the Qing, the transformation of bourgeois citizenship into the revolutionary proletariat after
the Civil War, to the indeterminacy borne out of the reintroduction of capital and market forces
after the Cultural Revolution, China's forms of collectivity were greatly shaken each time
around. The nebulousness of contemporary China, where one is not sure whether one is part of
the people (

13

, renmin), the commoners (

, baixing), or the citizenry (

, gongmin),13

For Wang Hui, the subject of China's socialist collectivity was once the “people” (renmin), which had disintegrated
after the Cultural Revolution, leaving behind an uncertain vacancy. For more on Wang Hui's renmin concept, see
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prompts the question: how do individuals imagine themselves relating to each other and society
after the tide of socialist practices has waned in contemporary China? To answer this inquiry, I
conjure a historical referent that concretely demarcates China's entry into its postsocialist age:
the termination of collectivized agricultural practices represented by the People's Communes (
, renmingongshe).14 From the perspective of collectivity, the Communes were an attempt
to merge what Max Weber termed the “communal” and “associative” aspects of social relations
into a perfect collective whose sense of belonging and objective of overcoming capitalism were
two sides of the same coin.15 Unable to produce such a collective, the Communes were replaced
by institutions that began to generate different types of collectivity, inflected by the onslaught of
the market and privatization as the 80s set in. What imaginations of collectivity are available
now? If one of Chinese socialism's goals was to create ways of relating and being-together that
could overcome social relations under capitalism – that is to say, a socialist collectivity – then the
cessation of its practice and its ramifications as such must be investigated in the modern Chinese
novel, the literary medium that has, for close to a century, carried and imagined the desires,
anxieties, joys, and concerns of popular and intellectual culture.
Contemporary China is a prominent locale in which postsocialism and its literary cultures
manifest themselves. It doesn't, however, amount to the whole of the dissertation's context. The

The End of The Revolution: China and the Limits of Modernity.
While I focus on the elongated effects towards collectivity such a historical event produces in the work of Mo Yan,
himself a member of the avant-garde school (
, xianfengpai) of post-76 writers, in “Occupied Dream:
Politico-Affective Space and the Collective in Zong Pu's Fiction”, Roy Chan directly elaborates on the
intersecting dimensions of affect, collectivity, and political potentiality in the genre of scar literature, which
emerged immediately out of the fall of the Gang of Four and the end of the Cultural Revolution.
15
For Weber, a “communal” social relation is one that is based on a “subjective feeling of the parties, whether
affectual or traditional, that they belong together” (40). An “associative” social relation is one that has “rationally
motivated adjustment of interests or a similarly motivated agreement, whether the basis of rational judgment be
absolute values or reasons of expediency.” See Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive
Sociology Vol.1, p.40-42.
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People's Republic of China is but a part enveloped within the greater global configuration of
postsocialism, a fraction of what Shu-mei Shih calls a “contemporary historical condition that
affects all and that demands us to hold a non-unitary perspective on the world.” (29) Observing
from the post-1989 moment of capitalist triumphalism,16 Nancy Fraser identified three defining
features in the global postsocialist condition: first, there is an “absence of any credible
overarching emancipatory project despite the proliferation of fronts of struggle”, second, a
“general decoupling of the cultural politics of recognition from the social politics of
redistribution”, and third, a “decentering of claims for equality in the face of aggressive
marketization and sharply rising material inequality” (3). While Fraser's account of postsocialism
mostly describes its effects in the First World, it is nonetheless an unambiguous acknowledgment
that no one is outside of the orbit of socialism's failure and recession. If postsocialism
encompasses all locales affected by the dissolution of worldwide socialist governance, then the
crisis of collectivity as expressed in postsocialist Chinese literature similarly cannot be an
isolated, singular happenstance. Critics who have engaged the question of Chinese postsocialism
and its cultures recognize the impossibility of approaching the subject matter as if it were merely
national in nature. Zhang Xudong analyzes the cultural politics of Chinese postsocialism within
the framework of global postmodernity, the cultural logic of global capital which swallows the
“former socialist states in its fold and thus makes these enclaves registered space for economic,
political, and cultural experiments.” (14-15) Through this Zhang treats postsocialism in China as
the “historical overlap between the socialist state-form and the era of capitalist globalization”,
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Perhaps the more widely known “postsocialist” or “postcommunist” historical event, the fall of the Berlin Wall on
November 9th, 1989 marked the beginning of a global wave of leftist defeatism and liberal democratic
triumphalism. The most famous book that emerged out of that moment was none other than Francis Fukuyama's
The End of History and the Last Man in 1992. Jacques Derrida issued Specters of Marx, a rebuttal of Fukuyama's
text, in 1994.
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connecting contemporary China to the culture of postmodernities elsewhere (16). Contrary to
Zhang, Jason McGrath does not consider the postmodern as a useful reference. McGrath believes
that China's transformations after 1976 represents “a fundamentally new stage of capitalist
development, not just for China but the world”, but stresses that the examination of the film and
literature of postsocialist China should be situated in the historical continuum of “capitalist
modernity” (15). Similar to Jason McGrath, Arif Dirlik has focused his analysis of contemporary
China under a similar umbrella term, global modernity. Dirlik sees China's current economic
ascendancy as part of the “late seventies” emergence of “Eastern Asian societies as a new center
of capitalist power”, which “remapped the geography of capitalism but also, in its very decentering of capitalism, signaled the arrival of a Global Capitalism” (50-51). By adopting a
similar framework of modernity to Dirlik – but one that turns inward to China rather than going
outward to the globe – Gong Haomin contends that contemporary Chinese literature and film can
be understood through the concept of “uneven modernity”, a concept that shows how uneven
development “structurally models modernity in China” and treats “unevenness as a dynamic
problematic rather than as a dissmissible problem” (2). All scholars here have inherently grasped
that whatever the “postsocialist” in postsocialist China is, it is not a provincial or local thing.
My dissertation builds upon these perspectives while reversing the movement in which
they construct the context of their field of study. Rather than zoning in on China as the central
actor in contemporary postsocialism where its influence is felt far and wide, I plan to expand
outwards and discover how the question of collectivity is enunciated elsewhere in the
postsocialist world; furthermore, to explore novels produced by nations that are not properly
postsocialist, but whose cultural, economic and political fates are tied to a postsocialist PRC.
That is to say, “Postsocialist Collectivities” is therefore not strictly postsocialist, in the sense that
18

the study would be focused on the cultural repertoire of nations that have experienced official
socialist governance. It is insufficient to set one's sights on a single national literature if the crisis
of collectivity is a central issue to postsocialism in general. One must venture abroad.
Traveling abroad, I do not visit literary cultures of other significant postsocialist nations
from Central Asia or Eastern Europe and link them to the People's Republic of China. Rather, my
dissertation conjoins the concept of “postsocialism” to the framework commonly designated as
the “Sinophone” by examining how the question of collectivity is imagined in the novels of
Taiwan and Chinese Malaysia in addition to mainland China. As the linguistic counterpart to the
geopolitical Sinosphere, the Sinophone is a concept that includes all Chinese-speaking-andwriting formations around the world. Shu-mei Shih called it a knowledge formation that deals
with how the global practices of Chinese culture and language emerged through the legacies of
the pre-modern Chinese empire, taking as its objects the “culture, history, and society of minority
peoples who have acquired or are forced to acquire the standard Sinitic language of Mandarin,
often at the expense of their native languages”(3). So far, Sinophone studies usually focused on
how a particular culture redefined the Chinese language, or emphasized how our perspectives
change when we look at something through the lenses of the Sinophone. Jing Tsu, in Sound and
Script in Chinese Diaspora, has convincingly shown that the links between language, national
identity, and politics have always been extremely multivarious and fraught in the historical and
living Sinophone.17 This project, however, is concerned with what concretely links the
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In the genealogy of Sinophone studies, Shu-mei Shih's 2007Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations Across
the Pacific is generally considered the “crowning moment” of the term. Tsu's Sound and Script in Chinese
Diaspora, a direct response to Shih, arrived in 2010. Recent notable works include E.K. Tan's Rethinking
Chineseness: Translational Sinophone Identities in the Nanyang Literary World, the collection Queer Sinophone
Cultures edited by Howard Chiang and Ari Larissa Heinrich, and many more. Brian Bernards' Writing the South
Seas: Imagining the Nanyang in Chinese and Southeast Asian Postcolonial Literature represents the beginning
of a second generation of Sinophone studies, which engages in a more comparative approach that incorporates
non-Sinophone literatures of Southeast Asia and methods from postcolonial theory.
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postsocialist to the Sinosphere, and in extension the Sinophone. First, changing material
conditions, manifested in the increasing interpenetration of capital, markets and flows of people
connect Taiwan and Chinese Malaysia to the PRC under this structure. Second, there exists a
shared – if hidden – history of socialism that is highly uneven. As both an intellectual mega-label
and a banner for a wide range of political activities, Socialism has been and continues to be a
global phenomenon from the late 19th century to the contemporary era. The transactions,
transmissions, and struggles of socialism form a network unto itself in the Sinitic world. For
example, Taiwan's position in the postsocialist Sinosphere was formed in contradistinction to
China's experience – its history of repression directed against socialism, both during the Japanese
colonial period and the post-1949 era, turned socialism into a subdued historical legacy that
periodically resurfaces. Malaysia, which had gone through two communist insurgencies led by
ethnic Chinese – one in the Malayan peninsula and one in Sarawak between 1948 to 1989 –
experienced socialism not only as a form of inter-ethnic conflict, but as the continuation of
colonial-era contradictions in its postcolonial present. Such repression and conflict nonetheless
implicates the two non-socialist nations as actors in the pursuit of an egalitarian collectivity that
knows no bounds, a dream that is currently shattered and indefinitely postponed. It is within this
framework that I extend postsocialism to include sites that could not have been more
geopolitically different.
Now incorporating so-called “non-socialist places” as its objects of inquiry,
postsocialism, instead of simply marking a before-and-after sequence of political and cultural
change in one geographical locale, comes to signify the uneven temporality under which the
thought and practice of socialism has been apprehended, understood, and challenged around the
world. Reconfigured this way, postsocialism exceeds its restrictions as a geopolitical concept and
20

emerges as a historical and cultural one. By extending what Shu-mei Shih deemed a “non-unitary
perspective” to non-socialist places, postsocialism can take into account the ways in which
transformations within (formerly) socialist countries also affected nation-states of the First and
Third Worlds. Whether it was the end of the Cold War, the rise of neoliberalism, or even
capitalist globalization – all were contingent upon the global recession of socialist practices.18
Such a “non-unitary perspective” also helps to further highlight the uneven temporality of the
postsocialist condition not only in “non-socialist places” but also between formerly socialist
spaces: the ways in which China have marketized are not the same as Cuba, and Russia's
political climate in no way resembles that of North Korea, so on and so forth. Therefore, through
this expansive redefinition of postsocialism, we can investigate how a non-socialist place – even
ones that were outwardly hostile to socialism – also formulated its discourses, its economics, and
its cultural production in response to socialism and its recession. Postsocialism thus designates
these locales' relationships to socialism, whether they consist of repression, trauma, assimilation,
transformation, or even emulation.

Institutionality, or, the Consciousness of Institutions

Recapitulation and advancement is in order. So far, I have traced a genealogy of
collectivity that traverses political, queer, and literary collectivities while arguing that the
sociological approach to collectivity is best suited to accommodate all these diverse valences
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To see how China's post-1978 reforms fits into the global schema of neoliberalism, see David Harvey, A Brief
History of Neoliberalism, 120-151. For a detailed, ethnographic perspective on China's Special Economic Zones
as neoliberal technologies, see Aihwa Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and
Sovereignty, 75-118.
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without losing focus. Such collectivity is then investigated in the historical framework of the
postsocialist Sinosphere, a space that is unevenly affected by the end of the Cultural Revolution.
In this space, China's relationship with Taiwan and Malaysia is a largely antagonistic, sometimes
ambiguous, but always co-constitutive one. Since in the two latter countries the motifs of
socialism are refracted obliquely in their social and cultural spheres, the postsocialist concern
about collectivity is not immediately apparent in modern Taiwanese and Chinese Malaysian
novels. It needs to be excavated counter-intuitively, with authors whose fiction refrain from
outwardly displaying such tendencies, and even with writers whose works already teem with
such themes.
Taiwan’s Luo Yijun and Malaysia's Li Zishu – writers whom I chose for detailed
examination in the dissertation's chapters – both show extraordinary sensitivity to how historical
changes in the flow of information, political ideologies, and material conditions shape individual
and collective lives, how these non-human agents affect human characters in their work. In
germinating their novelistic visions of collectivity, neither author has written in an environment
that has directly experienced socialist reorganization of collective life through a powerful
institution, such as the People's Communes in the PRC. For example, Roy Chan's analysis of
Zong Pu's (

) “A Dream on Strings”, a piece of scar literature published after the Cultural

Revolution in 1978, showed that while a desire for socialist collectivity is not yet dead, it had to
be transmuted into a symbolist dreamscape in the text. Chan argues that the bifurcation of the
aesthetic form of “A Dream on Strings” between melodramatic realism to dreamy reverie shows
that for Zong Pu, there is “some hesitance in representing the collective so soon after the Cultural
Revolution's devastation...the narrative's shifting of political apotheosis into dream space
suggests the real limits to forms of collectivity” (23). Here Chan makes clear the direct and
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tangible relationship between the excesses and horrors of the Cultural Revolution and its
implication for Chinese collectivity. It is a transparent causality that the literature of non-socialist
places in the Sinosphere simply does not have.
Yet Luo and Li almost instinctively grasp the ground under which collectives and
collectivities are formed: the myriad institutions that organize, condition, and determine the
shape of collective life under the postsocialist Sinosphere. What thus brings the works of Mo
Yan, Luo Yijun and Li Zishu – each representing one locale in the postsocialist Sinosphere – into
relation are institutions. Institutions mark the common ground between the fiction of the three
authors, the point of departure towards examining their fictional collectivities: all their literary
worlds imagine collective human relationships as something heavily filtered and mediated
through the purview of various institutions. Most scholarship dedicated to the three authors have
focused on the thematic richness of their work, but rarely, if ever, devoted attention to the
relationship between institutions and aesthetic form in their literary constructions. For Mo Yan,
the most crucial institution is the village, at once exuding primordial wholeness and gradually
fractured by the market; for Luo Yijun, memories of the school is the where the sense of
generationality is endlessly recreated; for Li Zishu, Malyasia's ethnic institution is a prison-like
structure that classify, contain, and limit the possibilities of the live of Chinese Malaysians.
Institutions, unlike characters who cease to appear after a while in the narrative, are always
present.
Because of the omnipresence of such institutions in the work of the three writers, they
blend well into the background, feigning invisibility. Thus a robust theory of the institution is
what's required: a heuristic that enables us to read how collectivity is mediated through
institutional constructs within postsocialist Sinophone novels, a method that doubles as the
23

methodological intervention of the project. Such an institutional reading method searches for the
consciousness of institutions as its objects, what I call institutionality. But what exactly does
institutionality consist of, and what are we looking for? Just like how collectivity refers to the
intangible but material characteristics that anchors a collective in the social, institutionality
indicates a range of qualities an institution possesses. In “Elaborating the “New
Institutionalism””, the sociologist James G. March and the political scientist Johan P. Olsen
define an institution as a “relatively enduring collection of rules and organized practices,
embedded in structures of meaning and resources that are relatively invariant in the face of
turnover of individuals and relatively resilient to the idiosyncratic preferences and expectations
of individuals and changing external circumstances” (“Elaborating” 3). An institution is thus
composed of “rules” and “organized practices” that is “relatively enduring” towards the
“turnover of individuals”, a social construction that appears to have primacy over the persons
that populate it. Talcott Parsons describes the general process of institutionalization as one that
involves “both the internalization of common values by the members of a collectivity, and also
the enunciation of prescriptive or prohibitory role expectations by occupants of responsible
roles” (126). The “common values” and “prescriptive or prohibitory role expectations” of the
collective are thus codified, set outside of the collective and turned into an institution that enjoys
a duration greater than its collective. Building off insights from the social sciences, my theory of
institutionality aims to present a coherent concept of the institution, translated into theoretical
language that is more familiar to those of us who engage in humanistic investigations.19
19

While not exactly an “institutional” study of culture and literature, James English's The Economy of Prestige:
Pries, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value is indispensable in breaking new ground for studying the
institutional side of culture. For English, cultural prizes and awards occupied a far too often overlooked
“middle-zone of cultural space”, an institutional middle ground between the producers of culture, its audience,
and larger collectives such as the state, the nation, or the world (12). This space is “crowded not just with artists
and consumers but with bureaucrats, functionaries, patrons, and administrators of culture, vigorously producing
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Mo Yan's work provides a good starting point to explain the meaning, and particularly the
effects, of what I call institutionality. (Once again, correlating to the opacity of socialist themes in
Taiwanese and Chinese Malaysian social, cultural, and political discourse, the effort needed to
mine out collectivity with these tools in Luo and Li's work is also significantly greater.) Against
the impulse to identify Mo Yan's Northeast Gaomi Township (

, gaomixian

dongbeixiang) as the postsocialist literary collective par excellence, a firm distinction must be
made here. The township does not refer to a collective. Rather, it is the proper name of an official
institution of governance, the village, through which the collective dimension of a “people”
emerge. The visceral heroism of Mo Yan's people in Red Sorghum (

, honggaoliang

jiazu) is precisely a form of collectivity produced by the village institution. It pervades the
thought of its people: all characters inhabiting the space of the village are pressed to comply, if
not contend or engage with such reasoning. Here, the collectivity produced by Mo Yan's village
institution slightly resembles what Alex Woloch has called a “character space”, spaces where
particular characters appear in relation to other characters who “crowd him out or potentially
revolve around him” (18). For Woloch, character-spaces are the interstices where the “social
dimension of form emerges, revolving around the inflection rather than the simple reflection of
characters” (18). Collectivity of the village differs from Woloch's character-spaces in that it does
not focus on or represent the relational gaps between characters to get a glimpse at the social:

and deploying such instruments as the best-of list, the film festival, the artists' convention, the book club, the
piano competition” (12). Around the same time, Authors Inc.: Literary Celebrity in the Modern United States,
1880-1980 by Loren Glass appeared. Focusing on the ways in which authors like Gertrude Stein, Ernest
Hemingway and Mark Twain navigated the institution of celebrity through the autobiography form, Authors Inc.
is another study that paved the way for researching the mediating role the publishing industry played between the
author and the mass market. A more recent example is Mark McGurl's The Program Era: Postwar Fiction and
the Rise of Creative Writing, which illustrates how the emergent institution of creative writing (M.F.A. programs)
in the post-war U.S. shaped the ideological, formal, and aesthetic features of contemporary American fiction.
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such collectivity is the sum of those relations, which returns to possess every individual character
within its grasp, abetted by the regulative power of the institution. The raw sense of honor and
justice displayed by numerous characters of Red Sorghum – a salient aspect of their collectivity –
thus permeate and define the characters who identify and belong to the fictional collective known
as the Northeast Gaomi Township. This collectivity, however, is produced, limited, and
conditioned by the obscured unit called the township, which forms the ground upon which the
village's people animate themselves.
What I propose as institutionality from this example above, then, should first be
understood as a set of institutional practices that can be replicated or transplanted into other
institutions and other parts of society. These practices have a self-sustaining and self-reproducing
tendency that does not preclude internal change or the possibility of total collapse. This is similar
to what Michel Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish as “panopticism”: a set of
surveillance practices originating from Jeremy Bentham's panopticon, which has been expanded
in a “diffused, multiple, polyvalent way throughout the whole social body” (208-209). The
features of panopticism are in turn abstracted into a general mode of “discipline”, a technology
of power including a “whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application,
targets”, which seek to reproduce and sustain itself in diverse institutional settings (215). What
distinguishes my idea of institutionality from Foucauldian power however, is not only its
vulnerability to change, but also the inclusion of the perspective of its subjects. Institutionality
encompasses the resistances, reactions and transgressions engendered by individuals and
collectives towards it. These actions, taken individually, are akin to what Michel de Certeau call
“tactics”, subterranean navigations invented to subvert everyday life. Taken on a collective level
within the institution, such a capacity for change is close to what Roberto Unger calls
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“plasticity”, the openness to innovation that can create institutions that “turn economies and
polities into machines for ongoing destruction of all privileged claims on the resources - of
capital, power, and expertise - with which we make and remake society” (2). For plasticity to
fully blossom, internal struggle within the institution is inevitable. Such struggles, as they are
manifested through institutionality, operate in the vein of Gramscian hegemony, as it
simultaneously negotiates consent while exercising power upon the parties involved. For Antonio
Gramsci, hegemony refers to a process which “the dominant group exercises [power] throughout
society”, maintained through both the “consent given by the great masses of the population” as
well as a through discipline channeled through the “apparatus of state coercive power” (12). Like
a microcosm of the superstructural world of cultural hegemony, discipline and punish, as well as
active consent and negotiation, co-exist within the boundaries of any institution. The struggle for
how an institution should function is thus a struggle for how a collectivity – as what emerges
from being-together within the institution – should appear and be.20
Not dissimilar to a collective of heterogeneous elements, an institution exhibits a fluid
consciousness that morphs and shifts according to varying contexts. To reiterate such a
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Similar to my interest in collectivity, I was drawn to the question of institutions through the anarchist undercurrents
of Occupy Wall Street. Another important question Occupy raised (for both the movement and anarchism itself)
was: we all know what we are critiquing, but what kind of politics should we build? Simon Critchley thinks
anarchist thought and practice functions best as perpetual opposition. He expresses reservation towards an
anarchism that affirms a “new totality” and contends that “[a]narchic political resistance should not seek to
mimic and mirror the archic violent sovereignty it opposes” (124). In Archive Fever, Jacques Derrida provides an
etymology of “archive” and the “archic”, designating arkhē as the Greek word/object that “names at once the
commencement and the commandment” (1). For both thinkers, an anarchist political formation would simply
deconstruct itself, if it were to stay true to its roots. Others disagree. Not merely affirming the institution
smashing power of anarchism, anthropologist David Graeber focuses on the constitutive tasks of anarchism.
Seeing Occupy as an “egalitarian political movement” that not only refuses to recognize the legitimacy of
existing political institutions and the existing legal order, Graeber envisions it as a movement that alsowants to
create a “form of consensus-based direct democracy”. There is no reason why both aspects of anarchism could
be simultaneously in play. My interest in anarchism thus coalesces into an inquiry about institutions, the site in
which anarchism's desire to critique and destroy remain in constant dialectical tension with its utopian drive to
build and renew.
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consciousness: the fourfold character of institutionality therefore first identifies a set of practices
and conventions of institutions that tend to reproduce and replicate themselves; second, it sees
institutions as units susceptible to internal change; third, insitutionality identifies the actions,
reactions and perspectives of the subjects governed by institutions; finally, it describes a process
of hegemony, meaning that while an institution coerces its subjects, its subjects also negotiate
against it. Thus, it is through these four features that institutionality explains the multiple
dimensions an institution possesses. These four characteristics help me identify and explain what
effects institutions exert on characters, symbolism, and narrative structures in the contemporary
Sinophone novel, all the while highlighting the complex intertwining between collectivity and
institutions.
To close, we open another question: while we know that collectives are very often
produced and conditioned by institutions, are institutions themselves collectives? Following
Marx, in his three-volume The Critique of Everyday Life, Henri Lefebvre expounds on the
contradictory relationship individuals have with institutions. For Lefebvre, institutions are
frequently “external to the human, oppressive, exclusive, mutually contradictory”, something
that came from the human and no longer seemed to obey its progenitors. It was thus “necessary
to destroy them if they were to be superseded” (92). Marx's dialectic between capitalist and
proletarian, machine and (wo)man seems to enjoy a faithful replication here. But Lefebvre goes
on: “yet these institutions and these ideas were the indispensable expression of the development
and the acquisition of human practice and human powers, essential in order to organize and
formulate these and to render them conscious” (92). So on the one hand, institutions can easily
become detached from the human activities that constructed them, and in turn obstruct those it
meant to serve. On the other hand, institutions are collectivized expressions “of the development
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and the acquisition of human practice and human powers” that without which, humans would be
rendered incapable of replicating, changing, and universalizing what they create and achieve. So
while institutions are not collectives per se, following Lefebvre, they are the concatenations of
directed, collective activity brought forth by the individuals and groups who have historically
inhabited those institutions. Sedimented through elongated time and repetitious effort, the
interventions, practices, and ideologies of individuals transform the institutionality of an
institution and replicate such institutional character into other institutions, forming broader
cultures.
This process hits very close to home, as it paints a picture perfect description of how
scholars of literature and culture undergo training, leave their home institutions, and carry with
them the institutionality of their alma mater departments elsewhere – that the practice of literary
criticism is itself a subject that can be examined through the concept of institutionality. In
Professing Literature: An Institutional History, Gerald Graff lays out some underlying
institutional issues that have been with literary studies for a century and some. Graff argues that
every time a debate about methodology and theory in literary studies erupts, one camp always
falls back to a myth that imagines an original tradition one can and should fall back to. This type
of thinking mistakes institutional reality as if it was an “unmediated projections of the values,
methods, and ideologies of major individuals and movements” (5). Another major folly, in
Graff's view, is that literature departments have not yet seriously thought about their own
insitutionality. What is disappointing to Graff is not that “institutional conflicts have gone
unresolved”, but the degree to which “how little of the potential educational value of such
conflicts the professional system has been able to turn into part of what it studies and teaches,
instead of a source of paralysis” (6). Although Graff's study is primarily based on English
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departments in the United States, his insights about how unresolved epistemological,
methodological, and ideological issues stay with institutions and scholars can be analogously
applied to two pressing questions raised by the Sinophone. The first question is related to the
ways in which the idea of the Sinophone has been able to institutionally arrange and re-arrange
clusters of authors writing in Sinitic languages into a collective; it involves the dynamic
relationship between culture and the categories used to describe it. The second, and more
professionally and institutionally pertinent question, is: how does the emergence of the
Sinophone figure a response to some unresolved debates in Chinese studies, and what is the
collectivity of this new generation of Sinophone critics and scholars? In other words, how has the
Sinophone been institutionalized in our academic setting and how has it been producing
collectivity? These are questions that I shall discuss and dissect in the dissertation's conclusion.

The Ground of Our Togetherness (now)

The social terrain is vast. There is a sense that one's belonging is always multiple, that
each one of us is anchored in a multiplicity far beyond the common sense that wants to simplify
such belonging into a binary opposition, the local and the national. From the perspective of scale,
my project parses out such multiplicitous belonging from within the pages of a novel, until it
unfolds itself outwards to the world. We start with fictional individuals in a fuzzy collective,
emanating a fuzzy collectivity. The fuzzy collective is then situated in relation to an institution.
The collective-institution relationship exerts pressure on the aesthetic forms of the novel, the
distillation of an author's work – an author who is herself situated in larger institutional
frameworks that intersect with her membership in ethnic and national collectives. All of this is
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then positioned in the present-day Sinosphere, which is itself composes one geographical part of
the postsocialist condition in global modernity. Such a compression and constellation of
belongings I've mapped out, indeed, speaks not only to the ways in which an individual finds
herself in the universe of the social, but also to just how difficult it is to grasp all the myriad
ways one simply belongs somewhere.
For all the other forms and ways of belonging it ignores, “Postsocialist Collectivities:
Institutions, Aesthetics, Politics in the Sinophone Novel” examines the concept of collectivity in
the modern fiction of China, Taiwan, and Chinese Malaysia. The dissertation shows how the
history of economic postsocialism, institutional change, and literary form interact to produce a
complex sense of “collectivity” for three authors in the Sinosphere. The project brings a new
approach to the fields of Asian studies, Sinophone studies, Chinese studies, postsocialist and
postcolonial literature and culture by putting institutions, postsocialism, and Sinophone fictional
collectivity into a comparative framework. It attempts to answer an overlooked, but important
question: after the collapse and transformation of Chinese socialism, how do authors in the
Sinophone world conceive of the inhabitants of their fictional creations – and in extension,
people in society – as belonging in a collective?
The study answers this question, historically, by linking the changes in fictional
collectivity to the outgoing tide of socialist practices in the People's Republic of China after the
Cultural Revolution. In its respective chapters, “Postsocialist Collectivities” offers close readings
of novels by Mo Yan, Luo Yijun, and Li Zishu, written between 1976 to 2010, a period in which
capitalism consolidated its power over formerly socialist places. Drawing from sociology,
political theory, poststructuralism, queer theory, postsocialist literary and cultural criticism, I
explore the link between postsocialist cultural and political developments with aesthetic form
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and argue that the imagination of collectivity in the Sinophone novel expands the conceptual
valences of postsocialism to include the temporally uneven experience of socialism stretched
across disparate geographies. Through this, the dissertation also brings to light new knowledge
about the intertwining relationship between literature and the latest manifestations of global
capitalism: considering this relationship means that one must examine collectivity in an age
where institutions shape our lives, from our very identities and memories, to the ways we
envision ourselves as cultural and political agents. By weaving an understanding of the ways in
which literature imagines the relationships between collectives and the institutions that have
molded them, the dissertation will present these works not just as commodities within networks
of global exchange, but also as actors that actively participate in, change, build, and disrupt the
constitution of those very networks.
What this dissertation ultimately aims to do is not only the tracing of collective
imaginaries in the Sinophone novel, but how such imaginaries elaborate two characteristics in
what Raymond Williams has deemed as an “emergent” cultural form. For Williams, the category
of the “emergent” cultural form signals that “new meanings and values, new practices, new
relationships and kinds of relationship are continually being created” (123). While the novel
itself is no longer an emergent form, Sinophone novels published after the Cultural Revolution
carry in them an emergent attitude towards the new horizons of being-together. The first
characteristic the project engages in expounding on is the seismographic function of literature,
treating literature as a cultural product that is capable of identifying, pinpointing, and tracking
small and large vibrations in the social. Second, the dissertation valorizes the delphic function of
literature that predicts, augurs, and imagines differing visions of the past and of the future – its
ability to become resources for alternative ways of envisioning the world. By investigating the
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political and aesthetic investment these authors provide in their emergent imaginations of
collectivity, “Postsocialist Collectivities” aims to reveal the observations, limits, contours, and
possibilities of sociality that can be thought in the Sinophone novel today.
And thus the question of collectivity, from its germination on a cold November night in
Zuccotti park in 2011, has grown and expanded into a multi-tiered investigation that has
provided some partial answers. However, the Occupy movement itself, which spurred on my
analysis of collectivity in Sinophone fiction, had failed. As Roy Chan puts it without
embellishments, platitudes, or a microscopic ounce of self-congratualtory bullshit, Occupy “did
not overthrow any states, it did not institute more democratic forms of production, it did not
culminate in any revolution, and it certainly did not reform high finance: it sputtered to a halt
within the space of less than a year”(46). Yet history does not halt her footsteps. Half a decade
later, the question of collectivity, in relation to institutionality, now foments with even higher
stakes: not only are such unresolved questions resurfacing in the political tide-shifting
movements such as Taiwan's Sunflower Movement (
Hong Kong's Umbrella Revolution (

, taiyanghua yundong) and

, yusan geming), with the rise of global populisms

on both the left and right in Asia, Europe, and the Americas, conceptions of collectivity now bear
direct – and perhaps sometimes fatal – consequences in the realm of official politics and their
institutions. What these recent developments show is that while collectives have become more
animated by the call of politics, truly novel, generous, and inclusive imaginaries of collectivity
have yet to appear, or have experienced difficulties in the political realm. For the authors of this
dissertation, the question of what it meant to be together, under what circumstances and with
what options available, appeared as a haunting specter that was animated by the anxieties of a
Sinosphere that had decided to relinquish and repudiate the practices of socialism. Their writings,
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even when they did not directly address the question of collectivity, were deeply concerned with
the ways in which characters situated themselves in their literary surroundings. “Postsocialist
Collectivities” aims, then, to not only exemplify the range of imaginaries already available to us
through fiction, but to put forth, front and center, the sheer urgency of thinking about,
understanding, and proposing alternatives to the ground of our togetherness. For it is something
we can not not think about.
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Chapter 2. The Village; Postsocialist Chinese Collectivity and the Commodity
Form in Mo Yan

Mo Yan Learns to Speak

The awarding of the 2012 Nobel Prize in Literature to the Chinese author Mo Yan (

)

immediately sparked a political firestorm of opinions.21 What for most writers would have
marked a moment of celebration and reflection over one's lifelong work was for Mo Yan a
frenzied, embattled period, during which he became mired in heated controversy over his
political leanings and his relationship with the Chinese state. With the announcement of the prize
in October, a grand jousting of pens erupted between Mo Yan's critics and supporters – a global
literary battle royal whose gunshots only began to quell once the Nobel awards ceremony in
December had passed.
A large part of the criticism came from dissident Chinese writers, activists and artists,
who remembered every instance in which Mo Yan cavorted with the Chinese state. Liao Yiwu,
Yu Jie and Ai Weiwei expressed strong disapproval toward Mo Yan's Nobel as they did not forget
how he, in 2009, withdrew from the Frankfurt Book Fair because of Liao's presence back then.22
Mo Yan's calligraphic hand-copy of Mao Zedong's Yan'an Talks on Literature and Art at the
commemoration of the piece's 70th anniversary in 2012 was not forgotten either; Liao denounced

21

Mo Yan was born in 1955, in Gaomi county, Shandong province as Guan Moye (
/
S). As a reminder
of the loquaciousness that often got him into trouble, he created the pen name Mo Yan by dislodging the yan ( ,
words, language, speech) and the mo ( , do not) from the second character of his given name ( / ).”
22
See Perry Link, “Does this Writer Deserve the Prize?” from nybooks.com. Also see “Yu Jie Awarding Mo Yan
Nobel Prize was Huge Mistake.” chinafile.com, and Ai Weiwei, “Ai Weiwei Brands Nobel Prize for Literature
Decision an Insult to Humanity as China's Mo Yan Named Winner.” from independent.co.uk.
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it as singularly distasteful.23 Other attacks on Mo Yan's politics were delivered by internationally
renown writers. Salman Rushdie called Mo Yan a “patsy of the regime”.24 Herta Müller, the 2009
Nobel Laureate in Literature, excoriated the Committee's decision to reward Mo Yan as a “slap in
the face for all those working for democracy and human rights.”25 It's hard to conceive of a
hostility fiercer than what was delivered by Müller, a fellow laureate who once toiled in the
shadows of socialist Romania.
Mo Yan also had his share of defenders. The German novelist Martin Walser praised Mo
Yan's observations of contemporary China as critical and open. Taiwan's Luo Yijun, a prolific
writer and longtime fan of Mo Yan, stated that the new Laureate was correct to assume that most
of his critics probably, simply, never read him.26 The Chinese-British writer Guo Xiaolu took
issue with Mo Yan's detractors' who saw him as a “state” writer.27 Amongst the defenders were
many academics. While reviewing two of Mo Yan's other novels, Dylan Suher stressed that the
historical determinations on writers who worked in contemporary China had been grossly
overlooked in criticism against Mo Yan.28 Sabina Knight defended the laureate's ability to
navigate the People's Republic's “gray zone”, a “subtly negotiated space where the government
suffers heterodoxy as long as writers camouflage their dissent in literary metaphor.”29 Julia
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See Liao Yiwu and Martin Walser, “Authors Debate Merits of Nobel Prize for Chinese Writer Mo Yan.” from
spiegel.de.
24
See Salman Rushdie, “Rushdie Mo Yan is a Patsy of the Regime.” from salon.com. Pankaj Mishra followed up
with a rebuttal of Rushdie. See “Pankaj Mishra: why Salman Rushdie should pause before condemning Mo Yan
on censorship.” from guardian.com.
25
See “Mo Yan's Nobel nod a 'catastrophe' says fellow laureate Herta Müller.” from guardian.com.
26
Nowadays Luo Yijun provides comments on contemporary events largely through Facebook, in a hybrid form of
prose, free verse, and “netspeak”; he wrote a long statement congratulating Mo Yan on the 13th of October, 2012.
As Luo updates his Facebook page very frequently, finding this page was made very difficult: I refer to it
through a copied statement of Luo's update found on Douban.com. See douban.com.
27
See Xiaolu Guo, “Great art behind an iron curtain: Are all Chinese novelists 'state writers'.” from
independent.co.uk.
28
See Dylan Suher, “Dylan Suher Reviews Mo Yan's Pow! and Sandalwood Death.” from asymptotejournal.com.
29
See Sabina Knight. “Mo Yan's Delicate Balancing Act.” from nationalinterest.org.
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Lovell concurred with Knight and stated that in the very “grey zone” itself existed a “spectrum of
voices strives to operate within a realm of political possibility that is at times surprisingly broad;
some (including [Mo Yan]) periodically pushes at its edges.”30 Against the passionate cries of Mo
Yan's critics, the defenders held their own with measured arguments.
While most participants in the debate evaluated Mo Yan in terms of his politics, his
opinions on censorship, and his aesthetic achievements as compared to his contemporaries, one
angle was yet to be explored in detail: the role that Mo Yan's relations to institutions played in
this very tumultuous moment and within the space of his textual creations. Writers produce
institutional configurations that are situated concretely and historically; a writer's institutional
entanglements doubles both as her limits and the grounds of her artistic potential. What Mo Yan
experienced in his early laureatehood in 2012 can thus be apprehended as a series of difficulties
that naturally arose when a writer attempts to straddle two very different systems: the literary
system of the People's Republic of China, and the internationalist institutions that form the Nobel
Prize.31
Throughout those days of controversy, one debate in particular cleared some branches on
the path to thinking about Mo Yan's institutional entanglements, and by extension illustrated how
his fiction conceptualizes institutions, institutionality, and his idea of the collective. The
collective, a concept that refers to the sum of individuals in either a sociological or fictional
setting – the object which Alex Woloch analyzes under the term “character-system” – implicitly
exists in every novelist's writing, albeit in highly variable forms and compositions.32 Differing
30

See Julia Lovell. “Mo Yan's Creative Space.” from nytimes.com.
The Nobel Prize is a conglomeration of many institutions. There is the Nobel Foundation, which handles finance
and administration; the Swedish Academy, who deliberates laureates of physics, chemistry, medicine, literature
and economics; the Norwegian Nobel Institute in charge of the peace prize.
32
Woloch sees the character-system as a “distributed field of attention” where every character is analyzed as both a
singular existence in the text, and an individual firmly located within a collective that possesses its own systemic
31
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representations of the fictional collective shows that writers harbor different ideas on what it
means to represent and imagine a crowd, which in turn indicates that they espouse different
relationships to the dominant modes of fictional crowd-imagining within their given historical
moments. Such representations of the collective are constructed and filtered through fictional
institutions that share the space of the novel with them – and while analyzing the collective's
relationship with institutions within a text is a different matter from looking at an author's
relationship to actually existing institutions, it will shed some initial light on our understanding
of the collective-insitutional relatoinship in the literary. And so it is with attention to authorinstitution relationships that the debate started by Anna Sun – which was eventually overtaken by
Perry Link and Charles Laughlin – urged us to focus on the institutional dimensions of Mo Yan's
Nobel controversy. This debate showed how Mo Yan's language – as it appears in his public
persona and his literary oeuvre – was not only intertwined with the institutions of the Nobel and
the contemporary Chinese Writers' Association, but just how deeply it was connected to the rise
and fall of China's experiments with socialist collectivity, the context responsible for germinating
Mo Yan's literary imagination of Chinese collectivity in the postsocialist transpacific.
Just what is Mo Yan's relationship to China's socialist legacy and its literary practices?
Anna Sun put forth this question in an article titled “The Diseased Language of Mo Yan”. Sun
argued that despite their resistance to and challenging of Mao wenti (

)— the critic Li

Tuo's name for Maoism's discursive system that places a particular emphasis on style33 — the
dynamics. This chapter does not aim to explore Mo Yan's character-systems and their internal dynamics, but
rather, it will investigate how fictional institutions and their qualities (institutionality) exert pressure on
individual characters within the collective, which in turn determines the shape of collectivity that can be
observed in the novel's fictional world. See Alex Woloch, The One vs. The Many: Minor Characters and the
Space of the Protagonist in the Novel, p.13-19.
33
In his famous 1991 essay “Ding Ling's Case is Not So Simple: the complex role of intellectuals and their
discursive behavior under Maoism”, Li Tuo coined the term Mao wenti (
) as the name of Maoism's total
discursive system, whose emphasis on “style” as a crucial component in the struggle for Chinese cultural,

38

aesthetics of Mo Yan's generation of writers who grew up during the Cultural Revolution is
unconsciously, perhaps inevitably, influenced by what they seek to reject. Mo Yan's literature is
therefore, by her judgment, poisoned by Mao wenti, a language practice that was a crucial
component in the Mao era's experiments in collectivity.34 Sun's suggestions — that Mao wenti
plagued the core of Mo Yan's literary politics — formed a polemically strong reference point.
The collapse of China's socialist collectivity, then, figured by Sun as the specter of the Cultural
Revolution that continues to affect Chinese literature, provided a ground to debate the merits of
Mo Yan's works, and the ways in which this specter haunted the author's every written word.
Enter Perry Link, who quickly followed up on Sun's concerns.35 Link's New York Review
of Books article on Mo Yan, suggestively titled “Does this Writer Deserve the Prize?” began by
showcasing Mo Yan's controversial acts, from the 2009 Frankfurt Book Fair episode to his
calligraphic copying of Mao's Yan'an article in 2012, all the while acknowledging that such
actions amounted to the necessary price one pays to live as a system insider: “Writers like Mo
Yan are clear about the regime's strategy, and may not like it, but they accept compromises in
how to put things.” Link went on to produce a skeptical reading of Mo Yan's statement in support
of Liu Xiaobo — China's imprisoned 2010 Nobel Peace Prize laureate — as a carefully
calculated result between the writer and the Chinese Communist Party. Link's interpretation

political, and social hegemony sets it apart from “discourse” as it is generally understood in Foucauldian terms.
(“Ding Ling's Case” 11) I find the distinction useful. Throughout the dissertation I use the term Mao wenti to
specifically refer to literary instances that concern both the style and content of Maoism; whenever I use the term
Maoist discourse (
), it only refers to the ideas of Maoism that can be treated abstractly. MaoSpeak,
another popular translation of Mao wenti, no doubt a nod to the infamous “Newspeak” from George Orwell's
1984, is less denotative of the original term's stress on form and is hence completely avoided in the dissertation.
34
See Anna Sun, “The Diseased Language of Mo Yan.” from kenyonreview.org.
35
Link's infatuation with Maoism and his subsequent disillusionment is documented in “My Disillusionment: China,
1973.” from nybooks.com. For him Mao wenti and Maoist discourse as he understood and experienced it, is
always — if not already, fatally, irretrievably — at risk of a split between its signifiers (equality, revolution) and
signifieds (power, domination): it is a highly skeptical institutional language.
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claimed that Mo Yan was incapable of making his own political decisions without party
guidance, and that the laureate's wish for Liu to regain his “freedom” and be “released in good
health” was thoroughly infected by what he called “Maoist double-speak”, a variation of Mao
wenti that dresses ulterior meanings under righteous words. In Link's view the phrases “freedom”
and “released in good health” could only be decoded as standing for “exile/deportation” and
“seek foreign medical treatment”, revealing it to be an affected performance by Mo Yan and the
CCP. The Party thus compromised its political position in exchange for the cultural capital
brought by Mo Yan, who would improve his image after a rough round with Western press.36
Link ended his essay by trying to restore the reader's sympathy towards Mo Yan: “[i]t would be
wrong for spectators like you and me, who enjoy the comfort of distance, to demand that Mo Yan
risk all and be another Liu Xiaobo. But it would be even more wrong to mistake the clear
difference between the two.” One shouldn't “demand” Mo Yan to be like Liu Xiaobo, but one
wants him to, because the latter's actions make Liu more respectable. Thus Link insists the reader
on making a “right” comparison between Mo Yan and Liu Xiaobo, to distinguish them and
identify which occupied the moral high ground. Does this writer deserve the prize? Probably not.
Link's article assessed Mo Yan's relationship with the Party institution but did not
sufficiently address the role of Mao wenti, which left an opening for Charles Laughlin to directly
engage with. In “What Mo Yan's Detractors Get Wrong,” Laughlin defended Mo Yan's literary
merit by focusing on the comments Link made about Mo Yan's literary style. Against Link's
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Instead of reading Mo Yan's statements about Liu Xiaobo as another instance of the PRC literary system's
realpolitik operating in full swing, perhaps we could, with a little daring and naivete, see it as a middle ground
between a writer, his state, and the pressure exerted by the institution of the Nobel Prize. While the Nobel Prize
in Literature has occasionally awarded so-called “state writers”, it has never condoned any pro-authoritarian
language, and welcomes comments it perceives as anti-authoritarian (for example, Müller's exclamations on Mo
Yan). That the PRC's machinations with Mo Yan on the topic of Liu even happened, and that a fleeting but public
stance was made through Mo Yan is something noteworthy; discursively, it showed that the PRC had to take into
account the Nobel Prize's language and behavior, to partially accept and reformulate its opinions.
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assertion that there were ethical modes of representation appropriate for the traumas that plagued
modern China and that Mo Yan's was not one of them, Laughlin countered that Mo Yan's fiction
is “a resounding of satire of the absurd banality of MaoSpeak from a much broader historical and
cultural perspective than that of socialist culture before Reform and Opening”.37 For Laughlin
the satirist must be able to inhabit its target (Mao wenti) in order to satirize it, which was why
Mo Yan's work contained “a variety of linguistic registers.”38 Laughlin further stressed that the
ways through which art and literature represented history were changed irrevocably in the
twentieth-century, contending that modern aesthetic production “never simply document[s]
experience” and that Mo Yan's visceral humor was, therefore, not an attempt to belittle history,
but an aesthetic to the symptoms of trauma.39 Mo Yan wrote those events in this manner
“because they were traumatic, not because they were hilarious; it is basically all anybody of his
generation writes about.” In short, Laughlin accused Link of having a bad theory of literature, of
believing in a “perplexing literalism” through which he accepted only certain kinds of
representational strategies. This line of thought also presupposed an uncritical readership of
fiction: that a literary work uninterested in portraying the moment of trauma “accurately” and
“authentically” could become a tool for the regime hinged on the idea that the majority of readers
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Similar to Link, Julia Lovell sees Mo Yan's reliance on the grotesque as a failure to find subtler ways to represent
modern China's historical traumas. Mo Yan becomes the representative of China's “hysterical realism”, a style
“favored by China's most acclaimed novelists, who abandon themselves to the riotous tragicomedy of modern
China's transformations, piling...outrageous event upon outrageous event, picaresque character upon picaresque
character, without deepening our knowledge of any one individual.” (17) See Julia Lovell, “Finding a Place:
Mainland Chinese Fiction in the 2000s.”
38
For Raymond Williams, oppositional forces within any hegemony are always co-constituted with the hegemony it
fights. Applied to the context of Laughlin's defense of Mo Yan, it would not be a far stretch to say that Maoist
discourse and Mao wenti are the hegemonic formations its dissenters inevitably relies on in order to formulate
their own voices. See Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, p.108-114.
39
Shelley W. Chan holds a very similar view. The violence in Mo Yan's work is seen by Chan as a representation of
historical inscription, a force that marks the characters' bodies with “the traumas of the conflict between public
and private discourses and [makes the individual] the victim of the political, national, and historical grand
narratives.” (130) See Shelley W. Chan, A Subversive Voice in China: The Fictional World of Mo Yan.
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were too dumb to tell between an aestheticized representation of an event and the event as it
happened in history. Laughlin ended by expressing disapproval towards Link's comparison of
Mo Yan with Liu Xiaobo, calling it the “confusion that lies at the heart of the debates about Mo
Yan”, a mistake that drove many to wrong conclusions.40
Link's reply, “Politics and the Chinese Language: What Mo Yan's Defenders Got Wrong”
struck back at Laughlin's claims of literalism, answering that “both [Laughlin] and I know that
this is a straw man, and that my feelings are not hurt to see him impale it.” What followed was a
demonstration of how Mao wenti weakened Mo Yan's ability to write history. Looking at Mo
Yan's 2001 novel Sandalwood Death, a text about folk resistance against German colonizers
during the Boxer Rebellion (1898-1901), Link pointed out that Mo Yan's language contained too
many anachronisms, most likely because “Mo Yan was writing too quickly...and allowed his own
conceptual habits to seep out unnoticed.” Using this as a starting point, Link raised, once again,
the question regarding the artist's relationship to the language of the state: “How much
conceptual baggage went along with [the writing]? How much does this kind of induced
linguistic habit reinforce state power? And how much does this sort of thing affect Chinese
writers?” Link then closed the article with a brief mention of Li Tuo's famous analysis of Ding
Ling's gradual entrenchment into Mao wenti, and how such entrenchment expressed itself in
Chinese society.41 Laughlin responded with silence. With the Nobel Prize spectacle quietly
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But it also cannot be denied that the Nobel Prize in Literature tend to award authors for not just being great
aesthetes but also outstanding persons, hence conflating Peace Prize criterion with its own practice. This directly
results from the structure of the prizes themselves. As James English shows in The Economy of Prestige, literary
prizes — in which the Nobel Prize is the grandaddy of them all — really cannot risk giving the award to dashing
rogues when it has to live up to the “vastness of their scope”, the “romanticism of their rhetoric”, and the
“heroicism of their designs”, all the while tending to the material fact that “financial sums involved run to the
hundreds of thousands of dollars”, making it very difficult, institutionally, to not choose from writers who have
lived admirable lives (309).
41
Citing Li, Link gives the reader two anecdotes as examples of Maoist discourse's afterlife. The first is a culinary
one: “At the ends of banquets, even today, mainland Chinese sometimes urge their friends to xiaomie (annihilate)
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slipping out of the public's memory by late December 2012, Laughlin's silence effectively put the
debate to an end.
The Link-Laughlin debate shows us two distinct critical perspectives on Mo Yan's
crossing over from the institutional language of China's literary system into the discourse of the
Nobel institution. The debate can be summarized thus. Link is critical of Mo Yan's laureateship
because he sees him as too deeply embedded within the PRC's literary establishment, both in
politics and literary style.42 Lacking the audacity of a dissident and the finesse of his
contemporaries, Mo Yan does not pass Link's litmus test for Nobel material. Laughlin, opposed
to Link, suggests that the best way to appreciate Mo Yan is through understanding the discursive,
institutional, and historical context in which the writer functions, and ultimately by simply
engaging his texts.43 For Laughlin it is only natural that Mo Yan borrows some elements from
the language of the institutions he is entangled with, since he grew up during the later part of the
Mao era and honed his craft as a writer in the People's Liberation Army.
These opposing views, presented by individuals operating in academic institutions of the

the leftovers”; the second concerns urinating: “a mother on a bus, the last time I was in Beijing, answered her
little boy, who said, “Ma, I really need to pee!” by saying, “Jianchi! (Be resolute!)”. But it does not matter
whether xiaomie is indeed unique to mainland Chinese lingo, or whether jianchi is the most militant form of
holding in your pee: what matters is that Link's use of these two cases as evidence for the ubiquity of Maoist
language does not explain why these words are, say, more sociologically significant than the other half-dozen or
so verbs interchangeably used by the Chinese on a regular basis to describe their attitude towards leftovers or
what they tell their child, who is on the brink of urinating.
42
For a detailed overview of how the PRC's literary system works, see Perry Link, The Uses of Literature. Taking the
journal People's Literature (Remin Wenxue) as its primary object, Wu Jun and Guo Zhantao re-evaluate
significant literary events from the genesis of the new China up to the end of the Mao era through the concept of
“state literature (guojia wenxue
)”, detailing instances where literary debates and editorial crises were
directly involved in the construction of state hegemony. See Guo and Wu, The Imagination and Practice of State
Literature: An Investigation Through “People's Literature”.
43
Mo Yan, defending himself during his Nobel lecture, likewise stated that “[f]or a writer, the best way to speak is by
writing. You will find everything I need to say in my works. Speech is carried off by the wind; the written word
can never be obliterated.” See “Storytellers.” from nobelprize.org. This is, of course, as we all understand, a
cliché that applies to both writers and interpreters of literature. But clichés do have some stake on truth: just like
stereotypes and truisms, clichés become convincing statements as they combine the dirtspecks of perceived
reality into the snowballing cliché, gaining weight and momentum as it rolls down the slopes of history.

43

United States, teased out an important underlying cause in the divisive reception of Mo Yan's
Nobel Prize: the continued hostility between the liberal-humanism of the Nobel Foundation and
(post)socialist artist systems represented by the PRC. By harboring a relationship to Mao wenti
— a residual discourse criticized, repudiated, and reappropriated in today's China — Mo Yan's
Nobel prize will be controversial for those who find the Nobel incommensurable with the legacy
of Maoism. As a reminder of China's aborted socialist past, the haunting role Mao wenti played
in Mo Yan's Nobel episode suggests that for contemporary Chinese writers, the specter of China's
experiments in socialist collectivity is always a dormant factor that affects how critics and
observers grapple with the writers' creative endeavors and public discourses.
The explosively contentious relationship between the literary legacy of Chinese socialism
and international cultural prizes was not something Mo Yan, who began writing in the 70s, had to
think about throughout most of his career. These institutions rarely intersected for him. Yet once
Mo Yan was thrust into the limelight of the Nobel Prize, he could no longer stay silent; asked to
comment on issues deemed off-limits in his home environment, Mo Yan was expected to give
opinions that did not stray from the discourse of an average Nobel laureate. Indeed, he found
himself in a whole new arena, playing a game with vastly different rules demanding a very
different tongue. He was, in all senses, learning how to speak a new language: Mo Yan had to
acquire a discourse, an institutional vocabulary that corresponded to a very different cultural,
political, and media sensibility from that of the PRC system.44 The Nobel forced him to become
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Though now a member of the Nobel community, Mo Yan is still a major player in the PRC's literary system and
China's vast publishing market. Mo Yan's winning of the Nobel immediately triggered what James English calls
the “intraconversion of capital”: a transfer between different types of capital (social, cultural, political etc.) most
frequently into money capital. English calls cultural prizes “the single best instrument for negotiating
transactions between cultural and economic, cultural and social, or cultural and political capital – which is to say
that they are our most effect institutional agents of capital intraconversion.” (10) In China this phenomenon
temporarily translated into a temporary boost in sales of Mo Yan's works. See “Mo Yan Wins Award: Publishers
Expedite Print, Culture and Media Stocks may See a Rise.” from chinanews.com. For the plans to build a Red
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a public intellectual of a very particular kind.
Today Mo Yan not only has to fulfill duties as a vice president of the Chinese Writers'
Association; he also resides in a particularly high-stakes zone of world literature governed by the
institutionality of the Nobel Prize in Literature.45 As James English lucidly describes, this
particular configuration of world literature, in which writers like Faulkner, Garcia Marquez, and
Naguib Mahfouz are canonized, is made through a “conscious strategy aimed at honoring writers
of world literature who could nonetheless and simultaneously be identified with local roots or
sites of production, and indeed whose place within world literature was a function of their
particular relationship to those local roots.” (English 303)46 Far from being the instance in which
contemporary Chinese writing is recognized in its totality by the prize committee, Mo Yan's
induction marks an episode where his individual vision of local literature is stamped with the
approval mark of global taste, joining the club of “world writers”.47 Whether he is ready for the

Sorghum state park, see “Mo Yan's Red Sorghum village home may never be the same again.” From
theguardian.com. In March 2014, it was reported that construction for the Qingcao Lake Red Sorghum Film
Center has begun in a commercial district of Gaomi. See “Gaomi, Shandong recreates Mo Yan's “World of Red
Sorghum”, will be partially open on May 1st.” From sina.com.cn.
45
For a more in-depth explication on the idea of institutionality, please refer to the introductory chapter of the
dissertation.
46
What English means by “local” does not neatly map onto the “national”. The writer with strong “local” character
produces cultural capital of interest to the global prizes not because s/he is situated within a national literature,
but because of the modes through which they write about the local: they labor in ways that are aesthetically
laudable and recognizable by their predecessors, the vaunted tastemakers who have set “global” standards on
“how to write about the local”. Lei Wang, a friend from Mo Yan's childhood, perspicaciously grasps this sense of
the “local” in Mo Yan's writing. For Wang, Mo Yan's “local writing” does not pertain to writing in a fixed locale
or writing about just one space: it stands for Mo Yan's method, style, and ethos distilled from his various
influences and his lived experience of Gaomi. It has little to do with the “national”. See “Old Friends from Home
Talk About Mo Yan.” in Chunsheng Shao and Zhang Yi, Mo Yan and His Folkloric Roots.
47
In a conversation with Horace Engdahl in Nanjing, the recently retired former Permanent Secretary of the Nobel
Committee told me that the Nobel Prize does create a particular version of “world literature”. Engdahl describes
the Committee's search for the next laureate as a process through which they examined how a writer would fit as
a member of their “Star Alliance”. The metaphor of Nobel laureates as a team of airliners suggests two things:
first, the relative uniformity of the airplanes' engineering tells us that while they fly under different banners, the
laureates, like the planes, are similar; second, it insinuates that “local” writers, represented by jets of different
national origins, are mostly active in the air and not the ground, the air being the “global” space in which they
cross paths. Commercial airliners thus make a fitting figure for “local” writers who have “national” roots but
must operate in the “global” readership of literature. The conversation occurred at a discussion panel on world
literature hosted by Nanjing University's School of Liberal Arts. Participants include Engdahl, the 2008 Nobel
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duties that come with global prestige is another matter. Caught between the Chinese Writers'
Association and the Nobel, two major institutions who play by very different rules, Mo Yan must
try to represent both.
In sum, there are two distinct but interrelated types of tensions that inhere in Mo Yan's
institutional entanglements after 2012. First, there is tension between the status granted to Mo
Yan by the Nobel and his post within the Chinese Writers' Association.48 He must try to fulfill, or
deftly sidestep, the expectations of a Nobel laureate as a particular kind of public intellectual, all
the while continuing to function in the PRC literary system's “gray zone”, balancing what he
says as a laureate and what he writes against ever-shifting parameters of censorship.49 The
second tension, revealed by the debate between Perry Link and Charles Laughlin, is the deeper
cause of Mo Yan's difficulties in managing his identities as PRC writer and Nobel laureate: the
disagreement over whether Mo Yan's vexed relationship with Mao wenti disqualifies him from
entering the literary pantheon of the Nobel. The Mao wenti – Nobel antinomy is an embattled
that conjures, invokes, and pits the critics' beliefs about what fiction should and can do against

laureate J.M.G. LeClezio, and the Sweden-based translator Maiping Chen.
A Der Spiegel interview in February 2013 well illustrates the stakes concerning Mo Yan's inclusion into the Nobel
pantheon. In the introduction, the journalist comments on Mo Yan's entry, exclaiming that since “Nobel laureates
are protected”, they can “talk openly and take risks”, and “[i]ndeed, they have little choice.” Transformed by
laureate status, Mo Yan has gained whatever cultural, political, and economic “protection” granted within the
abilities of the Nobel institution, but the ride isn't free: in turn, he is obliged to conform to the norms of Nobel
laureates. See “Nobel Laureate Mo Yan: I Am Guilty.” from spiegel.de. A.E. Clark, an independent scholar and
translator of banned Chinese fiction, concurs that “even if [Mo Yan] never wanted this role”, Mo Yan's laureate
status “moves [him] to the forefront of China's pursuit of soft power.” See “Mo Yan's Middle Finger.” from
raggedbanner.com.
49
For an elaboration on the artistic “gray zone” in the People's Republic of China, see Sabina Knight, “Mo Yan's
Delicate Balancing Act.” from nationalinterest.org. Also see Julia Lovell, “Mo Yan's Creative Space.” from
nytimes.com. Jeffrey Kinkley provides a useful template of sensitive fictional subjects in contemporary China,
which includes a “desire for democracy...political and civil rights, freedom to form groups to solve current
problems inside and outside the workplace, and freedom to become well informed or sometimes just to work
safely for a living wage.” (7) One should also tread lightly around the representation and discussion of society's
two farthest poles: from the least fortunate — such as AIDS victims and drug addicts — to its strongest and
most prestigious, none other than the Chinese capitalist class. Suggesting that the CCP should share power is
strictly forbidden. See Jeffrey Kinkley, Corruption and Realism in Late Socialist China: The Return of the
Political Novel.
48
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each other, as the Link-Laughlin debate showed. As an epiphenomenon, what Mo Yan's practical,
institutional difficulties demonstrate is the degree to which the literary legacy of the Mao era's
social practices and experiments with collectivity continues to trouble the reception of
postsocialist Chinese writers, especially in contexts outside of China.
Pointing out all that is fine, but one must go further: while the Link-Laughlin debate
showed that Mo Yan's work bore a relation to Mao wenti and socialist experiments in collectivity,
it neither engaged in how these factors played out in Mo Yan's fiction, and what it said about the
contemporary Chinese condition. As a novelist who made his debut in 1987 and continued to
publish throughout the intensifying reforms of the Chinese 90s and the booming 00s, it would be
difficult to conceive that the relationship between Mo Yan's fictional language and Mao wenti (in
extension, China's socialist legacy), had stayed the same throughout his work. Despite so, the
Nobel debates have so far treated the relationship between Mo Yan's oeuvre and China's socialist
legacy as a largely static one. My task, then, is to explore this relationship as it lives and breathes
in Mo Yan's cultural production. In order to analyze the legacy of Chinese socialism as a
dynamic feature in Mo Yan's novelistic language, I will historically situate his fiction within the
cultural, economic, and institutional fluctuations of contemporary China, treating his novels not
as complete, monolithic objects but as narratives that have shifted and morphed along history's
high-speed rail novel by novel, story by story.
What does it mean to firmly locate Mo Yan's fiction within the history of post-reform,
contemporary China? It is not, I think, to simply affirm that Mo Yan's novels have paralleled the
historical changes China experienced in the past three to four decades of post-Mao reform.
Instead, it is a commitment to treat with rigor the relationship between historical changes in the
Real and the formal aspect of Mo Yan's literary aesthetics, how elements within this context
47

exerts formal pressures that are transformed and mediated into the works of art themselves. And
that is to say the approaches that merely point towards – in a true but general manner – the
lingering presence of Chinese socialism as a specter that continues to “haunt” the writings of
Chinese authors, are simply not enough.
Refusing to be satisfied with the idea that Mo Yan's work is haunted by the legacy of
socialism means that one has to actively excavate how such a legacy manifests itself on both the
level of content and form in his texts, all within a historical horizon. A concrete, historically
sensitive way to begin assessing Mo Yan as a writer of the Chinese postsocialist era is to take
into account how much social, political, and cultural institutions have undergone transformations
since the beginning of Deng Xiaoping's reforms. As a point of departure, then, the forms of
institutionality engendered by the cultural institutions Mo Yan finds himself entangled with after
2012 are suggestive for thinking how characters in his fiction relate to institutions that condition
the shape of their community. By tracing how the relationships change between Mo Yan's
fictional “people” — the collective often represented by an imaginary Northeast Gaomi
Township — and the dominant forms of institutional language within his literary works, we can
navigate how Mo Yan's novelistic language intersects with the institutional changes that
historically took place, and understand what he is trying to convey about Chinese collectivity in
the last three decades.50 This is what constitutes an exploration of the legacy of Chinese
socialism through the form and content of Mo Yan's work. My inquiry will not only show how
Mo Yan's fictional collectivity is represented within the texts themselves, it will also demonstrate
50

In many ways, the story of the bureaucracy and its institutions in post-revolution China is a story of entrenchment.
Maurice Meisner saw socialist China's bureaucracy as a set of institutions “necessary for the political and
economic functioning of the new society [yet] incongruous with the Marxist vision of socialism”, a means to an
end that eventually found itself in a “long list of historical cases where the organizational apparatus created to
achieve socialist ends tended to become the end itself.” (Meisner, 175). See Maurice Meisner, The Deng
Xiaoping Era.
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why such representations and imaginations of collectivity are important to our understanding of
the historical present. Ultimately, Mo Yan's struggles with institutional language inside and
outside of his novels will provide us with the first clue regarding the state of collectivity on the
PRC side of the postsocialist transpacific.

Context for Mo Yan and Mo Yan in Context

Always historicize; yes. But I do recognize that there is a curious redundancy in saying
that Mo Yan needs to be situated historically. After all, Mo Yan is particularly obsessed with
history, a subject he handles with extraordinary creativity and sensitivity. Red Sorghum
reimagined the Chinese 20s-40s in a local, mythological fashion; Big Breasts and Wide Hips
(1996) portrayed a matrilineal interpretation of the entirety of China's history in the twentieth
century; even Frog, a novel set in the present, attempts to come to terms with the ongoing,
contemporary history of China's controversial One-Child policy that began in 1978. History's
shadow doggedly follows Mo Yan's every movement, finding its way into his works that are not
strictly classified as historical fiction (that is to say, fiction whose subject matter appears to be
concerned with a period other than the present).
Critics, of course, have carefully situated Mo Yan's work historically and devoted much
attention to the shadow of history lurking within Mo Yan's narratives. Many investigations have
treated the whole duration of twentieth-century Chinese history as the central, theoretical factor
that determined Mo Yan's writing and the way Mo Yan affected China's cultural present as a
historical agent; in short, it's about what the historical context does to Mo Yan, and what Mo Yan
does to the context. In David Wang's eyes, Mo Yan's mythological narratives of revisionist
49

history should be seen as a “new kind of historical power” (Wang, 490) in a China that had gone
through the Cultural Revolution, the subsequent “destruction of socialist order”, and the
emptying out of Maoism.51 By offering alternatives to China's pre-1976 official narratives of
nation and statehood, Mo Yan intervenes in the discursive space where the referents in the Real
(nation, state, the sense of community) are shaped by contesting narratives.
For it is precisely because Mo Yan's historical narratives are narratives contentious to
what came before them, that they are able to generate such force.52 This contentiousness arises
from the ways Mo Yan writes about historical periods and its subjects. Zhou Yingxiong, in an
afterword to the Taiwanese version of Red Sorghum, likened the novel to the traditional genre of
Chinese historical fiction (Lishi Yanyi

) such as the Romance of the Three Kingdoms,

where historical facts were re-interpreted according to the narrator. (RS, 514) In Zhou's view, the
historical fiction writer not only retells the past, but also creates a genealogy of the future
through exploring the past; a myth-maker, almost. In her monograph on Mo Yan, Shelley W.
Chan calls Red Sorghum a work of“historical metafiction” on account of four fronts. First, the
51

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, the post-Mao CCP refined and developed the political flexibility of
Maoist discourse through a series of dehistoricizing gestures. Deng Xiaoping, in efforts to defeat the Gang of
Four after Mao's death, had first branded them as “ultrarightists” aiming to restore capitalism before settling with
the “ultraleftist” label. This is essentially an intensified emptying out and persistence of Maoist/socialist terms
and ideas, which allows Deng and his successors to accuse Mao loyalists, leftists and regime dissidents of “antisocialism” while simultaneously carrying out capitalist reforms. No irony should be lost here. For an
introduction on how Dengist rhetoric works, see Meisner, The Deng Xiaoping Era, p.137-162. Post-Tiananmen
use of Maoist discourse by official sources is described by Michael Duke as a “conservative and self-serving
utterance of a rapidly aging ruling caste”. (61) See Michael Duke, “Thoughts on Politics and Critical Paradigms
in Modern Chinese Literature.”
52
There is plenty of scholarship that provides insight into the ways in which Mo Yan creates narratives and styles
alternative to official ideology. For an account on how Mo Yan's Red Sorghum uses modern narration techniques
to undermine the idea of history as truth, see Thomas M. Inge, “Mo Yan Through Western Eyes.” For a
postmodernist vision of Mo Yan as a writer suspicious of master narratives, see Ning Wang, “A Reflection on
Postmodernist Fiction in China: Avant-Garde Narrative Experimentation.” Alexander Huang argues that Mo Yan
has crucially reinvigorated the tradition of Chinese literary humor, and that his humor discloses the conditions of
the postsocialist market society inhabited by his characters. See Alexander Huang, “Mo Yan as Humorist.”
Shousen Yang has drawn connections between the supernatural elements in Mo Yan's work with the pan-theistic
folk tradition of Shandong's Qi ( ) culture, often conflated with Lu ( ) culture, which is foundational to
Confucianism. See “Gaomi Culture and Mo Yan's Fiction.” in Mo Yan and His Folkloric Roots.
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text points to the blurring of boundaries between history and fiction; second, it provides
renditions of reality as incomprehensible; third, the novel stresses that its language is an
arbitrarily codifying system; and fourth, it is committed to an unfaithfulness to history. (29)
These approaches to history contrasts Mo Yan sharply against the aesthetic and political codes of
Mao-era socialist realism, as it constitutes a short-circuiting of officially mandated positions.
Not satisfied by merely challenging the conventions of socialist realism, Mo Yan also
contends official history from the angle of gender, another realm where official discourse
changed drastically in the post-Mao era.53 Cai Rong discusses Big Breasts and Wide Hips as Mo
Yan's attempt to write an alternative, “matriarchal” national allegory where its “preoccupation
with sexual propriety is informed by latent anxieties toward the Chinese self.” (109) Mo Yan's
endeavor, however, has its limitations. Cai argues that his woman protagonist in the novel,
Shangguan Lushi, merely functions as a symbol for a “motherland China” upon which native and
foreign patriarchs stake their claim over the future. For Cai, Big Breasts and Wide Hips
ultimately becomes a platform where Mo Yan expresses China's anxieties over foreign influence,
instead of a novel that could fully contend with the conventionally androcentric practice of
narrating history.
While Mo Yan has proven to be capable of intervening in the present with fiction that
tackles questions regarding social realism and gender, there are times where he remains
restrained by historical circumstances. The determinations placed on writers by contemporary
China's system of censorship continue to push Mo Yan to participate in sensitive debates under

53

For a critique that illustrates how the representation of gender in the cultural sphere shifted towards more
traditionalist and patriarchal modes in the postsocialist era, see Dai Jinhua, Cinema and Desire: Feminist
Marxism and Cultural Politics in the Work of Dai Jinhua. Tani E. Barlow provides a philosophical examination
on what roles the figure of woman played in the Chinese engagement with feminism throughout the modern era.
See The Question of Women in Chinese Feminism.
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the guise of historical fiction.54 Jiwei Xiao's review of Mo Yan's Sandalwood Death (2001)
argues for Mo Yan's awareness towards the use of writing/performance as a form of public
reason. In this historical novel about Shandong resistance against German imperialism at the turn
of the twentieth century, the captured Maoqiang-singer-turned-rebel Sun is caught and sentenced
to the infamous “death by a thousand cuts (lingchi).” Xiao understands Mo Yan's depiction of
Sun — who uses his Maoqiang singing and suffering to produce a grand spectacle — as a
metafictional commentary on the perils and powers of the contemporary writer as a public
performer. The novel is about a reimagined past, but could equally be about how, through
performance, the cacophonous sources of information compete for attention in modern China.
By now common patterns between the aforementioned critics have began to surface. So
far, they performed the task of exploring Mo Yan in context and Mo Yan's impact on his context
through two approaches: first, they paid attention to how the shadows of history took shape in
various aesthetic forms in Mo Yan's prose, and second, they looked at how the prose, in turn,
potentially impacted the cultural present. The first approach used twentieth-century Chinese
history as a heuristic that contained enough specifiable markers (the Sino-Japanese war, the
Great Leap Forward, and the Boxer Rebellion etc.) that helped critics explain why the historical
elements in Mo Yan's aesthetics appeared the way they did. The second approach, then, assumes
Mo Yan's historically inflected works intervenes socially or culturally in some capacity. Yet a
schism has appeared between the knowledge gained by employing history as a general heuristic
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What if an author wants to write about specific issues in the present? With the example of Chen Fang's Heaven's
Wrath, Kinkley shows that there are a plethora of self-censorship tactics. They are: 1. Padding content (adding
filler to change the proportion of negative to positive elements). 2. Mollifying the narrative tone by making
antagonists more likeable. 3. Adhering to Chinese aesthetic traditions, or transforming/elevating the political
elements in the writing to something else, like romance, psychology, or philosophy. 4. Appealing to higher
authorities to cure local ills, hence exonerating the core of the political system. 5. Direct excision of sensitive
content from the text. (75)
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upon Mo Yan's texts, and the effect or message created by the texts that surges into the historical
present. It is as if these readings identified the shape of historical elements in Mo Yan by way of
this history-as-heuristic, but were unable to convincingly clarify their connections to what they
saw as Mo Yan's interventions and messages for the present. What is missing is a dialectic that
explores how history-as-context informs and interacts with Mo Yan's work, and how the
subsequent changes in the work disclose their own visions, messages, and interventions for
living history. This dialectical relationship would require the critic to have excavated a theory or,
at the very least, presupposed a sense of change in Mo Yan's artistic forms. Without this
historical dialectic and an awareness of change, I think very little can be revealed about the ways
in which Mo Yan's works represents and refracts contemporary China's shifting historical
situations.
At this point I want to reiterate that in the last section, I identified as a central task the
necessity to treat the interplay between Mo Yan's writing and China's socialist past as a dynamic
relationship. Conceptualizing the active relationship between context and aesthetic form as a
dialectic helps one to focus on the most prominent, most totalizing forces and events that have
occurred in the writer's worldly context. By discovering and locating these concrete historical
referents against which Mo Yan's novels will be read and interpreted, I will historically situate
Mo Yan in a manner that bridges the gaps between history as context and history as process. All
the aforementioned critics agree that Mo Yan's writing pushes against the homogeneity of
historical narratives in the PRC: but what are the concrete objects, and where are the specific
locations of culture through which Mo Yan's interventions bring forth actual effects? What does
Mo Yan's writing tell us about the actually existing limits and possibilities of the contexts within
which they were written? It seems to me that statements claiming Mo Yan's work to be
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alternative allegories or narratives of the Chinese nation, successful or failed attempts of
representing China's historical trauma risk losing interpretive power if such readings are not
compared in detail to the particular objects they define themselves against55. To go back to an
earlier moment in this chapter, it was over this exact problem that the Laughlin-Link debate
grounded to a halt: all parties involved recognized that Mo Yan's relationship to Maoist discourse
was an important one, yet none were willing to fully decipher it – hence unable to complete their
argument – through a detailed exposé on how Maoist language worked, and how it related to its
iterations and mutations contained in Mo Yan's prose.
Historical referents that possess anchoring power are crucial not only for this chapter but
also for the entire dissertation, as the project's major inquiry is the imagination of collectivity in
the novels of the People's Republic, the United States, and Taiwan that were written after the
recession and transformation of socialist practice on the Eastern side of the pacific. I begin this
general inquiry with Mo Yan, my representative of contemporary China, by positioning his
works in relation to a crucial historical referent that demarcates China's entry into its
postsocialist era: the termination of collectivized agricultural practices represented by the
People's Communes (renmingongshe
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). Incidentally, the latter half of the Chinese 70s

Allegorical readings of texts are not uninteresting, redundant or reductive by virtue of simply being an allegorical
reading. They are uninspiring when they do not, as Jameson claims, show how literary features and its supposed
referents are engaged in “constant change and transformation at each perpetual present of the text.” (“Third
World” 73) An allegorical reading that cannot demonstrate dialectical movement between the signifying text and
the signified phenomenon assumes its process to merely involve an “elaborate set of figures and personifications
to be read against some one-to-one table of equivalences”, presenting an “one-dimensional view of this
signifying process.” (“Third World” 73) See Fredric Jameson, "Third-World Literature in the Era of
Multinational Capitalism.” When it comes to classical Chinese literature's relationship to allegory, Haun Saussy
argues that the allegorical readings espoused by the Mao Preface from the Book of Songs are not arbitrary or
dictatorial: they produce a “poetic or allegorical history: poetic because it produces the events it narrates, and
allegorical because its narration of events and its production of events occur in the same words, though in
different linguistic modes.” (150) Allegory, then, is capable of producing something new, dynamic, and hyperconscious of history: but only in the right hands. See Haun Saussy, Problem of a Chinese Aesthetic.
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was called many names: ideologically it was known as the end of Chinese Maoism; periodically,
it proclaimed the end of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution; by practical designation, it
stood for the end of collectivization. This end heralded a new beginning: the Opening and
Reform (gaige kaifang

) period brought previously inconceivable material prosperity

and thrust China into the open fields of the emergent neoliberal capitalist order. Yet what's gained
through a certain opening is always followed by a covering over, a concealment, a loss, and some
things that are lost may never be recovered. In China's case, it was the various experiments with
collectivity: by attempting to change the way people lived together through collectivization,
China's leaders believed that its success would show glimpses of a socialist society to come. That
dream lies dormant now. In its place writhes something else, its appetite for prosperity insatiable.

The End of (Socialist) Collectivity

Collectivized agriculture only lasted two decades in China, but its consequences were farreaching. The cessation of collectivization policy meant that the sense of collectivity that came
into being under it underwent a complete overhaul: a brief overview here will help us understand
its connection to Mo Yan's work, as well as its relationship to the theoretical resources I employ
in my study of Mo Yan. Beginning with its inception in 1949, the People's Republic of China
actively experimented with many variations of collective life, from the smaller shifts in daily
lives such as eating “from the same pot” (chi daguo fan

) to the large-scale

endorsement and mobilization of mass political campaigns (qunzhong yungdong,
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) as a

means of class struggle, the latter which Deng Xiaoping terminated in 1978.56 The termination of
collectivized agricultural practices was the occasion that most directly and unmistakably affected
the productive basis of Chinese livelihoods in the postsocialist era, and functions as my primary
historical reference. Preceded by land reform between 1950-52 and a brief stint with private
landownership, collectivization formally began in 1958 and ended in 1978, throughout which it
was represented by the (in)famous People's Communes (renmingongshe,

).57 The

Communes were, in Maurice Meisner's words, designed as “autonomous communities where
economic, political, and social life would be integrated in a democratic and egalitarian rural
setting...[combining] industrial with agricultural work, education with productive labor” which
would ultimately achieve the socialist goal of narrowing the gaps between the rural and the
urban, industrial and agricultural workers, and that which divides mental and physical labor.
(233-234)58
Partly as a repudiating gesture to the socialist projects of the Mao era, and partly as a
response to deficiencies in food production, Deng Xiaoping replaced the People's Communes
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Maurice Meisner, quoting from the CCP's December 1978 Central Committee communique, says that the Party
“called for a halt to mass political campaigns and proclaimed that “the large-scale turbulent class struggles of a
mass character have in the main come to an end.”” (100) The use of Maoist discourse against Mao, a key trait of
Dengist rhetoric, manifests here: the sentence's latter half did not declare that “class struggle” as a central
theoretical and ideological tenet of the Party should be abandoned, but rather what should be relegated to the
historical dustbin is class struggle's modifier – its mass character. To Mao, class struggle is inconceivable without
the masses: it is in bad faith that one continues claim that this kind of “class struggle” is central to the Party, an
act of ideology qua false consciousness. Emptied of its substance and material correlations, socialism qua
Maoism lingers on in a China that is now everywhere marked by class contradictions, but whose ruling party
cannot, and will not, identify them as “mass struggles”.
57
Other interesting representatives of collectivized agriculture and industry include the Dazhai (
) production
brigade (established 1964) and the Daqing (
) oil field that begin development in the early 1960s. See
Richard Curt Kraus, The Cultural Revolution: A Very Short Introduction, p.15.
58
While successful in some aspects, the People's Communes were not immune from what James C. Scott understood
as the tunnel vision of schematic planning in modernity, with “urban planning, revolutionary theory,
collectivization, and rural resettlement” all susceptible to externalities that “returned to haunt [their] technical
vision.” (20) See James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition
Have Failed.
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with the Household-responsibility system (

, Jiating Lianchan Chengbao

Zhidu) in 1978.59 Lin Chun's study of Chinese economic reform has shown that this process of
decollectivization not only raised the prices of agricultural products and encouraged local
entrepreneurship but also loosened the flows of migration whenever rural industries suffered
under the weight of boom-bust market cycles. By dividing the People's Communes into de facto
private farm plots, the Chinese government lifted the floodgate that had stemmed the outflow of
labor-power from the countryside to the cities. This process posed immense danger to those
living in conditions where the “collective networks of maintenance and welfare collapsed.” (82)
This precarious aspect of decollectivization can be traced to its holistic aim as national policy.
Not simply gunning to increase productivity and wealth of the countryside through private
farming, decollectivization was, as Meisner argues, geared towards “the old economic need of
the state to extract surplus from the villages to finance the modern economic development of the
nation” (460), and in this sense a continuation and intensification of the rural-urban dual track
system already in place during Maoism's heyday.60
We are familiar with what followed the initial success of rural agriculture: severed from
the social safety net provided by the commune, denizens of rural China flocked to the cities -
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According to Meisner, the Household responsibility system works this way: “individual peasant households
contracted with the old production team for the private use of a certain portion of the team's land. In return, the
household agreed to pay the team a portion of its output – in effect, a rent – to meet state tax and sales quota
obligations, supplemented by small sums to support such rapidly waning collective functions the team still
performed.” (227) Later, the chapter will describe how this system, as a social mechanism implied in the The
Garlic Ballads, determines the peasant collectives' motives, as well as their relationship to the village institution.
60
Wenfang Tang and William L. Parish describe how, as early as the 50s, an urban-rural dual-track system had
already fmade the city highly attractive for those residing in and restricted to the countryside. The early urban
benefits included “almost cost-free housing, medical care, pensions, subsidized staples, and other perquisites,
that soon made real urban incomes almost double nominal take home pay. Peasants soon got the news, and
flooded into cities in the middle and late 1950s, particularly when agriculture collapsed in the 1958-1961 Great
Leap Forward.” (24) See Wenfang Tang and William L. Parish, Chinese Urban Life under Reform: The
Changing Social Contract.
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where they are treated as second-class citizens under the urban-rural dual-track system - in
pursuit of a better livelihood. The collectivity of the commune, once central to the organization
of life in the village, had dispersed into the city61. An alliance between industrial and agricultural
workers that could once be theorized, according to Wang Hui, into a collective “people” (

,

renmin) — the collective that was once very clearly the subject of Chinese socialism — had also
disintegrated.62 The “masters” have now become the “slaves”: the opening up of Special
Economic Zones (

, jingjitequ, SEZs) in coastline cities such as Shantou, Zhuhai,

Shenzhen and Xiamen during the early 80s only accelerated the process of migration by
providing nodes of opportunities for China's rapidly forming industrial reserve army. As the
crossroads where national economic reform is manifested through the influx of migrant workers,
rapid urban development and the accumulation of capital, the city stands as a shining beacon of
the success of what Jason McGrath calls “postsocialist modernity”.63 Cities narrate a commercial
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During the Mao years, the Chinese city did indeed have unique forms of collectivities governed by now nearlydefunct institutions. First, there was the Residents' Council (
, jumin weiyuan hui), which took care of
“supervising birth control, cleaning the sidewalks, and mediating interneighbor and intrafamily conflict”, and
second, the work unit (
, danwei) one belonged to, which provided “medical insurance, labor protection,
pension, housing, and direct subsidies...[it] acted as parent, caretaker, mediator, and even matchmaker.” (28-29)
After the reforms, influence of the danwei waned as workplaces became more and more profit driven; the
Residents' Councils were burdened to find ways to raise funds due to slashes in the state budget. For a
comprehensive account of the danwei in modern China, see the collection edited by Xiaobo Lü and Elizabeth J.
Perry, Danwei: The Changing Chinese Workplace in Historical and Comparative Perspective.
62
This is a theoretical line Wang Hui often stresses in his work. For one of its latest iterations, see Wang Hui, “The
Question of Taiwan in the Great Historical Changes of Contemporary China: An Analysis of the 2014 Sunflower
Movement.” For other iterations on Wang Hui's renmin concept, see The End of The Revolution: China and the
Limits of Modernity. Keeping the collectivity of the people dissolved also requires a lot of ideological work on
the part of the ruling elite: Jonathan Crary's 24/7 describes how in recent necoconservative representations of the
Cultural Revolution, the measures in favor of collectivized social forms are vilified and “equated to the most
monstrous crimes in world history.” (114-115)
63
Postsocialist modernity, for McGrath, basically stands for a new stage of “capitalist modernity” (it is a part of what
Fredric Jameson calls a “singular modernity”) that has encompassed its short-lived opposition, that of the former
socialist regions and countries. McGrath identifies four features (marketization, differentiation, individualization,
and pluralization) as the key traits that define the transformation of a “unified social system, in which the
political, the economic, and the cultural are all intimately intertwined, to a market society in which the economic
differentiates itself and in turn drives the differentiations in and pluralization of many other aspects of society
and culture”. (9)
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and economic success story where some have “[gotten] rich before others64.“ Roughly four
decades into China's reforms however, there are very few signs that the wealth accumulated by a
fortunate minority has trickled to the majority, who wait their turn.
What the end of collectivization meant was nothing less than the wholesale subversion
and recreation of how people in the countryside lived, produced, and envisioned themselves as a
group for two decades. It was a spiritual, linguistic and material transformation (or some would
say, a reversion to normality) of a magnitude so enormous that no sensitive soul that cared about
the countryside could possibly overlook. As a writer hailing from the countryside who
experienced the rise and fall of the People's Communes, Mo Yan's works, most which take place
in a fictionalized Northeast Gaomi Township, positions him against the burgeoning city; he is a
writer of the transformed village, of “others“ tucked away from China's developmental glamor65.
Mo Yan himself is also full of paradoxes, to say the least. A cartographer of the rural countryside,
Mo Yan's genesis as a writer partly stems from the termination of socialist collectivity, as it was
with the patronage and training provided by the People's Liberation Army's artist system in the
post-Mao era, that he gained his proverbial paintbrushes66. With the commune — an institution
of governance and organization that aimed to produce a specific kind of collectivity, socialist
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Deng Xiaoping's famous quote, “we should let some people get rich first“ (rang yi bufen de ren xian fu qilai) is an
amalgamation of various statements he made between 1985 to 1986. There were two particularly important
occasions on which Deng made similar statements: on October the 23rd, 1985 while he visited U.S.
businessmen; on March 28th of 1986, during a meeting with the prime minister of New Zealand. See: “Deng
Xiaoping: Let Some Get Rich Before the Others.”News of the Communist Party of China.
65
Xiaobing Tang deftly demonstrates that doubts about the city and the experience of modernization that it represents
is a concern shared by Mo Yan's generation of writers, an anxiety most significantly and directly treated by Yu
Hua. For Yu Hua, the city is “a space that has to be constantly confronted and examined in terms of the rural and
the historical; traces of both are ineradicable as a reminder of the situation of incomplete modernization.” (22)
See Xiaobing Tang, "Residual Modernism: Narratives of Self in Contemporary Chinese Fiction." Modern
Chinese Literature, 7:1 (1993), 7-31.
66
His personal history with the PLA is a story Mo Yan likes to tell. For an iteration of Mo Yan's history in the PLA
and how that experience shaped his career as a writer, see “In the People's Liberation Army.”
http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2012/dec/10/mo-yan-peoples-liberation-army/
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collectivity — gone with the wind, the new institutions that govern its peoples began to produce
new and chimeric forms of collectivity that were unthinkable in the Mao era, imagined within the
worlds of Mo Yan's novels67.
It is pertinent to recall now my observation that paying attention to institutional structures
in Mo Yan's literature will yield dividends towards our understanding of his imagination of
postsocialist Chinese collectivity, as the unique relationship collectivity enjoys with institutions
is further elucidated and developed. If the Maoist commune can be said to represent an
expression of socialist collectivity that harbored a full range of agricultural, intellectual and
linguistic practices, it is because such collectivity was mediated by the institution of the
commune; collectivity is produced by none other than the institutional framework surrounding it.
Focusing on the ways collectivity is changed by institutional transformations in Mo Yan's texts, I
clarify the political dimension of Mo Yan's literature, showing how it is intimately connected to
the consequences of China's decollectivization of the countryside. This ongoing historical
pressure leaves an ineluctable mark within his fiction.
Raymond Williams' ideas of the “dominant”, the “residual”, and the “emergent” helps
here. A trio of concepts that describe how cultural forms overlap, contest and incorporate one
another within a totality in any given historical moment, they give us the basic vocabulary to
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Namely, forms of collectivity similar to what can be found under capitalism. In the first volume of his Critique of
Dialectical Reason, Jean-Paul Sartre theorized that the most common form of collectivity under capitalism was
“seriality”, an aggregate of people segregated, alone, yet grouped together in order to participate in some routine
function (his most prominent example being the queue). See Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason,
Volume 1: Theory of Practical Ensembles, p.256-318. Re-articulating Sartre in the context of today's “24/7”
capitalism, Jonathan Crary sees seriality as the “dispersal of collectivity into an aggregate of discrete individuals
who relate to each other only on the basis of hollow or narcissitic identities.” (116) Specific to China, the
processes of decollectivization accelerated the emergence of new social classes (rural bourgeois elites) in the
rural countryside, introducing “essentially capitalist relations of production”; these developments were “partly
spontaneous and partly the result of government policy.” (230) Nonetheless, as further examples will show, the
“residual” aspects of socialist collectivity persist in the new classes and new collectivities.
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observe the changes throughout Mo Yan's early novels. His early novels, as artifacts in history,
can then be thought of texts that display a “dominant” language style while simultaneously
containing something left over from previous literary practices (“residual”), and secretly harbor
the buds of forms yet to come (“emergent”)68. By placing Mo Yan's texts in this logic of
continuity and discontinuity, we can frame them in a sequence where the “dominant” forms of
institutional language in the first of the series can become “residual” by the next; “emergent”
forms of institutional language which may or may not surface at the sequence's endpoint, can
also be formulated. Williams thus provides us with a framework capable of detecting and
pinpointing the changes in cultural forms, a framework that also makes possible the description
of such changes in a progressive sequence. So if the historical tale of post-Mao China is the
gradual abandonment of the socialist system to capital, the market, and intensified
bureaucratization (of the neo-Leninist variety), the literary story this chapter tells through Mo
Yan, then, is one of a gradual capture, an analysis of how the institutionality of the village in Mo
Yan's early novels slowly slips away from the collective it engenders and how they both fall
hostage to the all-pervasive logic of capitalist marketization. I explore this process by focusing
on two early novels by Mo Yan, Red Sorghum (1987) and The Garlic Ballads (1988) as primary
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We should note that the cultural processes to which Williams aimed to apply the residual, dominant, and emergent
are much broader in scope and scale than my current topic. They are tools conceived to describe cultural change
over a wide swath of cultural formations, institutional settings, and practiced traditions in either a synchronic or
diachronic setting, from the local to the national and beyond. On a local/national level, Maoism's legacy in China
is a particularly apt subject of demonstration. The residual, as an element of the past that persists in the present,
can be used to describe the position of Mao wenti in contemporary China: its terms are used by the dominant
political culture to explain and interpret “experiences, meanings, and values which cannot be expressed or
substantially verified in terms of the dominant culture”, while at the same time it potentially houses an
“alternative or even oppositional relation” to its expropriators. (122) The selective use of Mao's legacy by
Dengist rhetoricians immediately comes to mind: what could be funnier and more ironic – yes, in a dark, dark
way – than criticizing the Cultural Revolution as a movement with “petty bourgeois” roots? (138) By
characterizing Maoism as a residual element, we can see that it survives in two forms: an incorporated,
whitewashed official version and an oppositional one that lurks in the academic work of figures like Wang Hui
and Li Minqi, as well as in the corners of the Chinese netscape.
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sites conveying his vision of post-1976 Chinese collectivity. Throughout my “unequal” analysis
of this two-novel sequence, we will see how the “residual” elements of China's socialist culture
lingers on in its dying breath, assaulted on all fronts by the “dominant” shape of post-reform
institutional and collective life, ultimately giving birth to an “emergent” collectivity that
represents the maturation and crystallization of China's post-reform logic69.
The capture of fictional institutions and collectives by capital occurs over a range of
concrete objects in Mo Yan's novels. What allows us to pinpoint this range is the concept of
institutionality, which treats the qualities of an institution as the total sum of the interactions
between individuals and their collective with various institutions and productive forces in the
novel's space. I will thus examine institutionality in Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads
through a tripartite schema: Mo Yan's politics of the individual body (as references to the
fictional collective); a particular commodity featured as the symbolic nexus in each text; and the
representation of official institutions and their languages. Through analyzing the relationships
between all three poles and placing the greatest emphasis on the fictional collective, we can
better observe the emergence of a “new phase of the dominant culture” birthed in post-76' China.
This new dominant culture imprints itself saliently on the fictional collective: as Alex Woloch
has demonstrated with the novels of Austen, Dickens, and Balzac, collectivity, the forms in
which characters are “embedded within a larger social, and narrative, context” and then
congealed into a “finite, delimited group”, is intimately tied with the greater historical motions
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Throughout the Mao period, work unit (danwei) collectivism was a defining ideology of socialist culture that had a
deep effect on almost every aspect of urban life. As a “residual” culture that is now incorporated into China's
new hegemony of the market, behavioral patterns nurtured by this residual collectivism morphs into something
that hinders workers, in their socio-economic difficulties, from considering “a causal or even an ameliorative role
for the state”; much less so in recognizing the state's involvement in the creation of their misery. (413) See Marc
J. Blecher, “Hegemony and Workers' Politics in China.” in China's Deep Reform: Domestic Politics in
Transition.
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outside it. (Woloch, 7) In both Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads, Mo Yan's emergent
postsocialist collectivity, born from the shifts in the dominant institutional cultures, ultimately
becomes engulfed and incorporated into a new hegemonic order, a process whose major
narratological function is to permit the novels to end.
At the heart of each of Mo Yan's novels – and the centripetal element in the tripartite
schema illustrated above – is , from collectivity to collectivity, a significant commodity object.
Its role among other things is to illustrate the ways in which commodities have permeated both
the contemporary Chinese social sphere and its novelistic counterpart.70 Mo Yan is highly aware
of the post-reform influx of consumer products that not only bear exchange- and use-value, but
are also imbued with symbolic capital. To illustrate how these fictional commodities relate to the
text as a whole, I borrow Fredric Jameson's description of Althusser's structuralist mode of
production as a “synchronic system of social relations as a whole” that cannot be reduced to or
identified with any particular level of society (be it cultural, ideological, juridical, political, or
economical) to make this analogy work. (Unconscious 36) If a text's “mode of production” is
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With economic reforms that compelled Chinese industries to relinquish production based on national planning and
embark on the pursuit of maximizing profit, a massive increase in the production of consumer goods followed.
Maurice Meisner speaks of the changes in how Chinese factories operate, post-reform: “A professional factory
manager would determine production schedules, wages, and prices in response to prevailing market conditions,
with the aim of achieving profitability, rather than in accordance with centrally determined plans. Profit would be
the criterion determining whether factories and their employees would thrive or wither away.” (261) Meisner
finds resonance in Blecher's observations of marketization's impact on the workplace, finding that since the midto late-80s, workers' “wages and livelihoods became dependent on the economic health of their particular
enterprise rather than on the state more broadly.” (409) Thus personal prosperity could only come from the
enterprises' successful maximization of profit. As a direct consequence ubiquitous commodities has become a
strikingly visible phenomenon in Chinese life. Looking at the quantitative and qualitative changes of urban life
within post-reform China, Tang and Parish give a telling description of China's emerging consumerist world:
“Many things that were impossible, even taboo, in the former anti-bourgeois society have now become
commonplace. Ration coupons for life staples have been replaced by fancy supermarkets. Only a few years ago,
a watch, a bicycle, and a table job in the state sector with good benefits were necessary preparations for a
wedding in urban China. Currently, a foreign degree, a job in a foreign or a private company, a car, and a private
apartment are becoming highly desirable conditions for marriage. Gray and blue Mao jackets and green army
uniforms are still worn, but now with mini skirts and Coca-Cola and Budweiser T-Shirts.” (42) See Wenfang
Tang and William L. Parish, Chinese Urban Life under Reform: The Changing Social Contract.
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comprised of the sum of the relationships between all its parts (be it the diegesis, metadiegesis,
context, aesthetics, or content) and that this very relational sum is inherent in every piece of the
text, Mo Yan's commodities, objects that are constantly produced and reproduced in its literary
environment, are fragments of the text that nonetheless contain and concatenate all these
relationships within themselves. They are designed to be tiny but significant focal points of
interpretation that, in big bang fashion, explodes meaning outwards like so many specks of
stardust, covering the entire galaxial body of the text.71
And what series of commodities better than food – items we are compelled to consume to
reproduce ourselves on a daily basis – for Mo Yan to focus on? In the two chosen texts we have
sorghum, a staple food, and garlic, a condiment. Mo Yan's food commodities are not designed to
exoticize, orientalize, or sell Chineseness in attractive literary nuggets, but to bear out China's
social problems of the age72. We enter, lead on by these commodities, into an entire constellation
of relations in Mo Yan's texts, a constellation within which they simultaneously possess a
negative and a positive aspect: as in Marx's description of the commodity fetish, they not only
(negatively) conceal and alienate social relations between individuals, they also, in a further
stroke, (positively) change the social relations between the commodity, its producers and its
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This is reminiscent of Henri Lefebvre's insistence on the richness that can be unearthed from an investigation into
everyday life or an everyday event/object. Using Lenin's observations on the importance of “everyday being” in
the foreword of The Critique of Everyday Life as a springboard, Lefebvre exclaims that one must “see humble
events of everyday life as having two sides: a little, individual, chance event – and at the same time an infinitely
complex social event, richer than the many 'essences' it contains within itself.” (79) See Henri Lefebvre, The
Critique of Everyday Life.
72
Erich Auerbach's assessment of Zola's brutal depictions of nineteenth-century working class lives helps me think
about the representational importance of food commodities – and in extension, the abundance of sex, violence,
and scatology – in Mo Yan's oeuvre analogically. Auerbach analyzes a passage from Zola's 1888 novel Germinal,
concluding that one of the reasons the hostility towards this novel was so great was because its motifs of misery,
sex, and revolutionary fervor were “unreservedly translated into sensory terms, with no hesitation before the
most unambiguous words and the ugliest scenes. The art of style has wholly renounced producing pleasing
effects in the conventional sense of the term.” (512) Likewise, the strong reactions to Mo Yan's visceral writing
can be seen as collective convulsions of established literary taste, unappreciative of the murky materiality of life
Mo Yan inures upon his craft. See Erich Auerbach, Mimesis.
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consumers73. Translated into literary lingo, these commodities are in charge of a few unique tasks
in Mo Yan's novels: they mediate the relationships between official institutions and characters;
they play a part in determining the direction of the plot; their material characteristics are
transmogrified into the overall narrative structures and thematic features of the texts. These
formal functions substantiate what the commodities signify on the level of content: they serve as
the relational glue that connects individual characters with seemingly faceless institutions in Mo
Yan's works to produce a sense of collectivity that is both generative and destructive of itself.
The pieces of the puzzle are now in place: the character of Mo Yan's fictional post-reform
collective; the commodity, an object that serves as an interpretive pressure point into the “mode
of production” of each novel; institutionality, the shifting institutional languages and cultures that
binds everything together in the space of the literary world. With these concepts, the following
sections will produce a reading of Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads, exploring the specific
form and content of their fictional collectives, and elucidate their transformations as the
institutions of the imaginary village are gradually captured by the encroaching and equally
imaginary market.

Collectivity, Sorghum, and Village Wholeness

Early in Red Sorghum, Mo Yan's 1987 debut novel, a conflict between secondary
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For Marx the commodity fetish comes from the commodity's ability to reflect the “social characteristics of men's
own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-natural properties of
these things”, which puts the commodities into relationships with each other instead of with those who produced
them. (164-165) This is to say that as the obscuration of the relations between producers occurs, another kind of
social relationship characteristic to capitalism simultaneously comes into being, the transformation of relations
between people into relations between people and commodities. The commodity fetish thus has two sides: a
negative (concealing) and a positive (constituting) one. See Karl Marx, Capital, Vol.1, p.163-178.
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characters erupts. Bracing for the coming Japanese onslaught on Northeast Gaomi Township of
Shandong province during the days of the second Sino-Japanese war, the narrator's grandfather,
Yu Zhan'ao (

), organizes a rag-tag posse to defend his home. Among the posse's most

vocal members is Adjutant Ren (

), a solemn but handsome young man whose “beautiful

Beijing dialect“ indicates his status as an urban intellectual (RS 53). Inspired by the lessons he's
learned in the capital, Ren attempts to teach the villagers military discipline through
“revolutionary songs“ whose lyrics thoughtfully include references to red sorghum, the
township's staple food. The songs fail to catch on. The tin-eared, stiff-tongued villagers go to
battle, chattering and mumbling, in full prosaic voice.
The juxtaposition between the stern-faced, patriotic Beijing intellectual and the bumbling
Gaomi villagers point towards fundamental differences between how the involved parties
imagine how, and which collectives they belong to in the novel. To Adjutant Ren the symbiosis
of the nation-state and the country home in the song's lyrics is perfectly sensible. But it rings
hollow in the rural community that makes up the song's audience. Adding the spice of red
sorghum to the main dish of the nation-state does not, convince the villagers to transfer their
loyalty from the collective they know — the miles sprawling from the village center to its
precipice at the Black Water River, and the entwined histories of the families that live there — to
a far larger and more imaginary collective, the nation-state, that would include it. The success of
such a lyrical conjugation would bind the safety and identity of home, its all-encompassing
armature of kinship, sociolect, and care, to the project of national survival. The tune falls flat.
The nation-state and the village home stay incompatible.
This incompatibility shows us something crucial about the relationship between the
collectivity of the village and the nation-state as it was imaginable in China (and by Mo Yan)
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around 1987, eleven years after the end of the Cultural Revolution and close to a decade into
Deng's post-reform era. Adjutant Ren's failed lessons do not merely expose an insoluble
undercurrent flowing beneath the surface of the social, impeding the osmotic transfers between
imagined communities. The unsung lessons also reveals how the ever-widening disparity
between the city and the rural countryside in postsocialist China is mediated, in this fictional
instance, through the supposedly common ground of the nation-state. Presenting Ren's accent
and intellectualism as signifiers of Beijing, expressed through the batch of lyrics he cooks up to
combine the nation-state and the village, Red Sorghum identifies the imagined universality of the
nation-state with the city, even as it places the rural village and its intractable inhabitants on the
side of the particular. We see this alignment firmly embodied in Ren's single-minded
commitment to the project of the nation-state. It is what leads him to reject the romantic gestures
of Lingzi, the prettiest maiden of Northeast Gaomi Township: a brief “I see“ ends their only
conversation after Ren discovers that Lingzi neither “know[s] how to read“ nor “want[s] to join
the army.“ (RS 53) The novel juxtaposes Ren's intractable political commitment to a lecherous,
alcoholic, Gaomi local, Big Tooth Yu (

), who rapes Lingzi when she mistakes his quarters

for Ren's. With military discipline and the well-being of civilians at stake, Ren must make Big
Tooth Yu an example of the posse's stated dedication to justice. At the scene of the execution, the
novel's narrator describes how his father felt that Big Tooth Yu was a “seed of Northeast Gaomi
Township“ who “displayed the airs of a true hero” by facing his death without fear (RS 57).
Despite having committed a “grave offense that even death would not expiate”, Big Tooth Yu is
redeemed as an honorable figure in the final determining instance, something even an outsider
like Adjutant Ren grudgingly acknowledges. He personally prepares Yu's coffin and exclaims
that Yu “did himself proud” (RS 58-59). Nationalism acquiesces to the village's code of honor:
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the universal goal of national survival, to be partly realized through women's liberation from
their sexual objecthood, accedes to the redeeming moment of a village thug's life.
Relationships between the adjutant, his bumbling subordinates, the maiden Lingzi and
Big Tooth Yu can be understood as an allegory of one of Red Sorghum's central binaries: a
fantasized history of one particular institution, the village, placed in opposition to the supposedly
universal discourse of the nation. There is great significance in the fact that Mo Yan — now
arguably contemporary China's highest-profile novelist and a rising star back in 1987 —
produced such a message in Red Sorghum. It tells us that the relationship between politics and
literature had greatly altered within the immediate sociopolitical and cultural environment of the
novel's composition. Throughout the seventeen years after the establishment of the PRC and up
to the end of the Cultural Revolution, the fate of local collectives (and its characters) depicted in
socialist realist fiction were all closely intertwined with that of national survival, in one way or
another. That is no longer the case; along with the discarded requirements of having archetypal
protagonists and antagonists in fiction, the old politics of representation that tied the denouement
of particular individuals and collectives to a universal national destiny have ceased to apply. Red
Sorghum's Northeast Gaomi Township, a world delimited by the village institution, is composed
by sorghum fields, a family winery, and its local residents who violently clash with Nationalist
Guomindang (

) troops, feral dogs, and cultists for power and survival. A whole new range

of themes — from romance, sex, violence, drinking to supernatural fantasies — and ways of
expressing them suffuse the literary space of Red Sorghum.
Among the implicit subjects of Red Sorghum, then, is the notion of postsocialist Chinese
collectivity. In a terrain once monopolized by socialist collectivity, the utopian concept
delineating the formation of a social group organized by the People's Communes no longer
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stands over and above a normalized, fantastical, and semi-familial world like the one represented
by the people of Gaomi.74 The dichotomy of the nation-state and the village in Red Sorghum
offers us a preliminary glimpse of the numerous contentions, divergences and continuities
existing between collectivities as they are conceived in the fiction of a postsocialist PRC (and
perhaps as they were actually experienced there, given the sociohistorical circumstances), and
the emergence of what I identify as “cancerous collectivity” in Mo Yan's novels. Once assumed
to be contiguous to the collective called the nation-state, in Red Sorghum, the collective
“people“ belonging to Northeast Gaomi Township are solely mediated through the village, an
institution at odds with the larger category that aims to contain, control, and remediate it. Big
Tooth Yu's actions are primal, self-destructive, and, in Red Sorghum's diegesis, oddly heroic, as
opposed to Adjutant Ren's abstract, intellectual and impersonal demeanor: the member of a
cancerous collectivity pitted against one dedicated to the imagined community of the nationstate.
While it may be tempting to see Red Sorghum's schism between the nation-state and the
village as a loss, the split, I think, is best read generatively, in the sense that the novel has
generated a type of village collectivity that is complete and distinct from previous fictional
village collectivities.75 Characters of Northeast Gaomi Township do not consider themselves as
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Another important, more recent example in Chinese literature that highlights the crisis of collectivity is Zhu Wen's
(
) stories about a listless urban youth, Xiao Ding (
). Jason McGrath sees the form of collectivity
generated through Xiao Ding's random, alienating urban encounters as a ““plurality of isolations,” all of whom
are made in some sense interchangeable in relation to the urban environment that in effect orchestrates their
movements and interactions.” (83) Zhu wen's characters, like many Chinese urbanites, are together, alone; alone,
together. See Jason McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity: Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criticism in the Market
Age, p. 81-91.
75
What Deng Xiaoping meant by economic reform is clear to everyone. What he means by political “reform” is
murky, but has never had anything to do with democratization: Deng's organizational prowess came from his
experiences in “Leninist organizational techniques”, which “taught him that political stability and economic
progress were dependent on a Party that functioned according to strict Leninist principles.” (165) Reform, to
Deng, meant the re-Leninization of the CCP. The post-Mao age could therefore also be called a neo-Leninist one.
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part of the nation-state not because it failed within the novel's diegesis, but because the village's
collectivity was conceptualized from the very beginning as an alternative to the ways official
PRC ideology narrated the nation-state's genesis between the 1920s to 40s: a literary feat
inconceivable without the gradual autonomization of the arts throughout the reform period.76
Adjutant Ren's efforts to instill a sense of national belonging in Gaomi's villagers through songs
failed because the nation and the village never felt connected to them in the first place; likewise,
how can there be a sensation of loss if the characters never experienced a coming together of the
two disparate collectives? Therefore, what I identified as the text's split between the state and the
village can be read as loss insofar as it is a loss perceived by critics, readers, and the narrator —
who stands in the narrative's present time and hence outside of the analepses that form most of
the novel — which is external to the fictional collective. The opposition between the village to
the nation-state is thus a phenomenological byproduct of the differences between the Red
Sorghum's collectivity and official narratives on the historical period in which the story takes
place; it tells us how the text's fictional collectivity is received but less about such collectivity
itself. And if we were to examine Red Sorghum's collectivity with care and specificity, it would
require analyzing the relationships between the collective cast of characters, the commodity
featured throughout the text, and how the novel's institutions operate. In short, through the lenses
of institutionality.
In the previous section, I laid down the tripartite schema of interpretive poles that
constitute institutionality in Mo Yan's novels: the politics of individual bodies that coalesce into
the fictional collective are mediated through a commodity that serves as the entryway into the
text's “mode of production”, which links the collective to the represented institutions. Historical
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Again, see Jason McGrath, p.1-15.
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developments following China's decollectivization of agriculture in 1978 assists this schema as
concrete referents that inform the shifting relationships between the three poles in the novels.
Temporally, the further the novel's time of production and its internal setting is from the end of
the Cultural Revolution, the more all three poles — the collective, the commodity, and the
institutions — are determined and captured by the logic of marketization. In surefire succession,
Mo Yan's novels showcase how postsocialist China's pressing issues morph, grow, and intensify,
the contents and concerns of each one more severe than its predecessor.
Being Mo Yan's debut, Red Sorghum neither represents a marketized world nor is its
institutionality fully submerged into the market. The novel appeared just a decade into Deng
Xiaoping's reforms: newly “liberated” from collectivized agriculture and disillusioned with
socialism, the novel's collectivity is symptomatic of Mo Yan's uneasiness towards the first wave
of rapid changes brought forth in China's post-Mao era. I argue that not only does Red Sorghum
mask the anxiety of decollectivization by setting Northeast Gaomi Township in the Chinese 20s40s, it manages these anxieties by creating a collectivity mediated by the village institution that
appears to possess an organic wholeness: this veneer of co-constitution between the collective
and the village is eventually dispelled by the text's narrator, whose externality to the collective
allows him to deliver the final verdict of the novel. Though the collectivity of Red Sorghum
forms an “organic” whole, seen from the inside, it is unsustainably eroded by the dynamics that
lead its characters toward self-destruction. This tendency eventually leaves behind a gaping hole,
a sort of cultural and historical aporia, as Red Sorghum's collectivity gnaws and collapses unto
itself. It is held in shape by tenuous sinews.
But no matter how illusory, the wholeness of Red Sorghum's collectivity had to be
anchored somehow. It fell to sorghum – the book's central commodity – to hold everything
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together. On the surface the sorghum plant appears to be quite simple. A staple food, sorghum
connotes poverty, lack of having anything other than itself, and in a positive sense – rustic
comfort; it is consumed and treated differently from foodstuffs like condiments or beverages.
Curiously, sorghum's versatility comes precisely from its status as a humble, basic ingredient: it
can be made into spices, wine, and dessert or more, complexities which play out nicely
throughout Red Sorghum. The sorghum commodity is a multifaceted prism: from its perspective,
everything in the text can be symbolically tied back to it, and everything connected through it.
Sorghum is not only the staple food of the fictional collective, it is also the main ingredient of its
wine; sorghum plants provide defenses against Japanese invaders, or bedding for outdoor trysts;
in a literally “organic” manner, it tethers the individuals and the collective with the entirety of
Northeast Gaomi Township itself. Sorghum works as the prism through which readers can
observe the ontological layers of Red Sorghum's world: everything can be traced back to it in a
clear, unambiguous fashion.
As the point of departure in the collective-commodity-institution schema, focusing on the
specific ways in which the novel represents sorghum will help us grasp how institutionality
produces collectivity in Red Sorghum. Focusing on the commodity does not mean that I ignore
concrete representations of the “village” institution: rather, because the collective and its
institution are designed to be a seamless organic whole in the text, the village institution is never
represented as a separate social sphere that performs specific tasks and involves specific persons
(as we shall see in Mo Yan's other novels), and as such is always in the background. Sorghum
allows us to penetrate into Red Sorghum's collectivity, where red sorghum rice, sorghum wine,
and the sorghum plants constitute the people's identity, vices, virtues and their sense of
togetherness: to consume or interact with sorghum is to reproduce the self and the collective; its
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presence in many plot-making moments allow us to examine the “mode of production" within
the novel's collectivity. And so it is that the introduction of gray, hybrid sorghum into Gaomi
towards the end of the novel signals the crumbling of this “mode of production”, as well as the
demise of a collectivity once fastened together by the tenacity of crimson sorghum.
Very early on in Red Sorghum, the sorghum plant establishes a firm link to instances of
life and death, two fundamental events through which a collective renews itself. Focusing on
sorghum's imagery and symbolism shows us aspects of the fictional collective, like one of the
many aspects provided by a prism. In “Red Sorghum”, the first chapter of the novel, sorghum
acts as an enabler to a liaison in the late 1920s that would lead to the genesis of the narrator's
family. Returning to her family after an unpleasant stay at her husband's, Grandma (Dai Fenglian
) – who has essentially been sold by her parents for a handsome sum to a wealthy but
leperous winemaker's son – reluctantly embarks homeward with her father. Granddad (Yu
Zhan'ao), who happened to rescue Grandma's bridal entourage a few days ago from a lone
highwayman, abducts her into the vast sorghum fields during the trip. Right before the moment
of the abduction, the narrator focalizes through Grandma (who is riding a donkey) and describes
her attraction to Granddad's singing: “[s]he was drawn to the serenade, her feet barely touching
the tips of the sorghum plants, as though riding a green cloud.” (RS 70) In this sentence, the
sorghum plants first appear in a spatial, static relation to Grandma, as objects brushing by her
feet as she moves; the plants are passive and Grandma is active. This quickly changes as the
spatial relation is supplemented by a metaphor: Grandma is “riding a green cloud”, the
metaphorical amalgamation of the sorghum field. The fantastical act of riding a “green cloud”
changes the dynamics between human and sorghum: while “riding” denotes control and direction
from the human rider, the rider is also at the cloud's mercy lest they fall and tumble to earth.
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Sorghum, in this sense, “delivers” Grandma to the site of her fateful tryst with Granddad, who
“tramped out a clearing in the sorghum, then spread his cape over the sorghum corpses.” (RS 70)
Grandma is then laid down at the center of this ceremonial site, her eyes “narrowed like those of
a lamb”, and she notices that a “light mist rose from the tips of the sorghum, and all around she
could hear the sounds of growth.” (RS, 70) The two proceed to have sex, leading to the
conception of the narrator's father. Sacrificial undertones are extremely prominent in this
passage: Grandma's “lamb-like” eyes evokes a resigned animal lead to sacrifice, “sorghum
corpses” unequivocally states how plant life was ground into bedding for the lovebirds' nest, and
the floating “light mist” adds a touch of mysticism to the atmosphere. This culminates in
Grandma hearing “the sounds of growth” as she consummates her passion with Granddad; the
passage does not specify what exactly produces the sounds of growth, rendering the sensation of
growth an environmental one, rather than being the growth of sorghum plants alone – we hear
the growing sounds of the novel's entire life-world, as it sprouts around sorghum. That is to say,
in this passage crushed sorghum functions as symbolic fuel transmuted into the conception of a
human baby, catalyzing the novelistic collective's cycle of life, from birth, death, to regeneration.
To add another layer of significance to this generative episode, we must take note that it
does not occur in the diegetic present of Red Sorghum's first chapter: it is an analepsis narrated
through Grandma as she lays dying, punctured by Japanese machine-gun bullets. (RS 64)
Because sorghum functions as an organic link between the instances of life and death in the
collective, it is thus no coincidence that Mo Yan chooses to juxtapose a character's conception –
a sacred event of life – with Grandma's final moments – a venerable instance of death.
Throughout the first chapter, the narrator switches between analepses that tracks a period of
relative peace where Grandma and Grandad developed their relationship (the 1920s), and the
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present timeline where villagers' ambush an invading Japanese convoy (the late 1930s).77 This
criss-crossing leads up to the frenzied crescendo that presents Grandma's death side-by-side with
her ecstasy with Granddad in the sorghum fields, a narrative jouissance of sex and death. As a
wounded Grandma reminisces about the romance of her youth, Father (Yu Dougguan

)

who accompanied Granddad on the ambush and desperate to save Grandma, “scoops up a
handful of black dirt and smears it over her wound,” although “blood quickly seeps out from
under it.” (RS 70) Feeling grateful to her son and the world, Grandma's eyes become fixed on the
sky and the “warm, forgiving, motherly, nurturing sorghum” surrounding her. (RS 70) Grandma's
focalized description of sorghum as “warm”, “forgiving”, “motherly”, and “nurturing” suggests
that she has begun to identify with sorghum in the face of imminent death, because she will soon
return to the dirt from which sorghum, the fictional world's main commodity, gains its nutrition
and energy. She will supply the nutrients for sorghum – and in a sense become sorghum – which
will in turn, nurture someone else in the collective. Brethren of the sorghum felled for Father's
conception are forgiving because they have now taken, no, welcomed a new member into its
rank. The entry of black dirt into Grandma's wound therefore breaks down the boundaries
between the body of the character and her fictional surroundings, ending the life of an individual
from the collective while dissolving her into the very element – sorghum – that holds the
collectivity of the village together.
For the collective of Northeast Gaomi Township, sorghum nurtures, assists in the
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This pattern continues into “Sorghum Wine”, the second chapter of Red Sorghum, as the narrator lets the aftermath
of the villagers' assault on the Japanese convoy play out while detailing more of Grandma and Granddad's past.
For another example of the interconnectedness between sorghum, its wine product, and how it mediates human
relationships within the fictional collective, see the instance where Grandad, working at Grandma's distillery but
unacknowledged by Grandma as the father of her baby, becomes accepted by Grandma through taking a leak in
sorghum wine and performing a flawless cleanup of the distiller. (RS 148-149)
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reproduction of the group, and welcomes the deceased into a cycle of regeneration. Additionally,
it operates as a defensive border that separates the collective it belongs to from other collectives
– sorghum shields the villagers from Japanese imperial forces. In “Dog Ways”, the third chapter
of Red Sorghum, the main platoon of Japanese troops decimate the village as payback for the
villagers' “successful” ambush on their convoy, leaving behind a small handful of survivors.
Granddad and Father survive – as guaranteed by the existence of the narrator – and attempt to
rally what remains of the village. Before reaching home, father and son resist the advancing
Japanese troops on horse by sniping them through the sorghum fields. Their approach is
successful until a lone Japanese cavalryman charges into the fields towards Father. But the
cavalryman's horse isn't doing well, since there were “stalks of sorghum struggling against its
rump, some bending and breaking, others snapping back into place.” (RS 170). Sorghum pollen
also bothered the steed: “[c]louds of white dust from the agitated sorghum stung its watery eyes.”
(RS 170) Panicking, its rider tried to cut the plants down, but “[t]he ears of grain whipped,
pushed, and pricked him mercilessly, even mocked him...Father watched him attack the sorghum
ears with his sword, lopping some off so cleanly they fell silently, their headless stumps deathly
still, while others protested noisily as they hung by threads.” (RS 170-171) Here sorghum is
personified as a self-motivated agent who reacts to the foreign invader with a range of actions
and emotions. Sorghum is seen as “struggling against” the horse, “agitated” into spewing pollen
into its eyes by the trespasser; facing the cavalryman, sorghum “whips”, “pushes” and “pricks”
him, not before showering him with contempt and mockery. Cut down by the Japanese soldier,
the fallen sorghum ears are compared to heads: some of their remaining bodies (stalks) stood in
silence while those who did not receive a clean cut “protested noisily”. Described in personified
language, sorghum lives, fights, and dies against the representative of a hostile collective, as if
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they were also fighters of Northeast Gaomi Township. As the organic glue holding the collective
of Gaomi together, sorghum stands its ground, making the environment as unwelcoming as
possible for the land's unwanted guests.
Up until this point I have shown how sorghum, as the prism-like commodity in Red
Sorghum, organically ties itself to the fictional collective through representations of sex, death,
and local resistance. But we have not yet seen how the boundaries of the village – the institution
producing the sense of collectivity – has participated in the many interactions between sorghum
and the collective. The razing of Northeast Gaomi Township in the novel's third chapter provides
an apt opportunity to bring up the question of the village institution, if only as a shadow, an
umbra to the concrete, tangible collective that inhabits the space carved out by the village. On the
level of plot, the massacre of Gaomi's villagers was not simply a severe blow to the collective,
but the de facto destruction of the village institution78; in terms of the novel's story-time, the
institution was left defunct for many years until it was partly resuscitated by Granddad's Iron
Society, a cult-like organization, in the fourth chapter. (RS 239) The devastation in “Dog Ways”
led to the appearance of another collective in the novel, if only for a brief period throughout the
text's fictional history: a pack of rebellious hounds.
Quiet with nary a stir in the background of the novel, the village institution of Northeast
Gaomi Township was forcefully brought to the fore as its people were reduced to a mere handful.
With the original collective fatally weakened and the village institution completely defunct, the
new hound collective that emerged from the novel's institutionality sought the total eradication of

78

The village institution of Northeast Gaomi Township and its collective people fill up most pages of the novel, but
there are signs that there are other administrative institutions in the text's life-world. The presence of Nine
Dreams Cao (
), county magistrate of greater Gaomi, is representative of the existence of larger external
institutions (he is based on Cao Mengjiu, an actual county magistrate).
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the human survivors. No longer tethered by its former masters, hundreds of dogs in the village
became feral and gathered under the leadership of the Yu family's former retainers, three ancient
pooches named Blackie, Green, and Red, who were the only ones capable of organizing the dogs'
desire for revenge against humanity into “high theory”. (RS 213) Their numerous followers
“clawed out pale paths in the earth near the sorghum field south of our village, where the
massacre of our people had occurred.” (RS, 169) The hounds prowl near the ground zero site of
the human collective, swiftly gaining ferocity and strength through consuming bodies from the
mass grave: “[t]he bloated corpses produced an exceptional stench that brought crows and mad
dogs scurrying over to rip open the abdomens, which intensified the reek of death.” (RS 209)
Just like the human collective who consumed sorghum to reproduce offspring and a sense of the
self within the group, the hounds build and maintain their own collectivity through chowing
down on human corpses. Neglected and feasted upon, the cadavers of the collective's members
now make a gigantic feedlot for the hounds; the cycle of life, death, and regeneration maintained
by sorghum and the collective is broken.
To re-start the cycle, the rag-tag remains of the human collective must put the rebellious
dogs down – as they have ingested bodies that were nurtured by sorghum – so that they will be
returned to the dirt as sorghum's fertilizer, as well as become a direct source of food for the
survivors. Only by overcoming them will the collective have a chance to reproduce and restore
the village institution. Four young adolescents, Father, his playmates Wang Guang (
Dezhi (

), and the narrator's future mother Beauty (

), Wang

), partly out of teenage boredom,

desperation and knowledge of the stakes involved in this battle, engage the vicious dogs in
frequent skirmishes. As the war proceeded, the teenagers were fortunate enough to face a
diminished hound collective that had just survived an internal struggle, leaving Red the sole
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leader of the pack. At their climactic final battle, the dogs eviscerate Guang and Dezhi, and Red
manages to gravely wound Father's genitals before Granddad slays him with a pistol. The death
throes of Red is described in the future infinitive, as if his death was lasting forever: “Red's heart
was still beating, his lungs were still heaving, his powerful hind legs were scratching two deep
furrows in the black earth.” (RS 220) Red's ongoing final act, the carving of furrows in the earth,
nicely encapsulates the multivalent meaning of “dog ways” (

): it connotes the literal paths

made for dogs by dogs, and the abstract concept of what one would call the “way” of the dog; the
furrows are marks of resistance towards their human nemeses and the black earth that swallows
all. But all this is futile, as black earth is the substance that signifies the final destination of
individuals and the source of sorghum's nutrients. It forcibly takes the leader of the hound
collective back into the cycle of birth, death, and regeneration. Later on, after Granddad
discovers that Father can maintain an erection despite losing a testicle, he fires three shots in the
air and yells “[s]ingle-stalk garlic is the hottest” (RS 226) – a saying Old Woman Liu (

)

used to console Granddad, which metaphorically transforms loss into strength – repeatedly to
celebrate the preservation of his child's reproductive vitality. Thus the human collective's
continuation is guaranteed, and the village institution on its way to revitalization.
Throughout the third chapter of Red Sorghum war erupted between dog and man, and
man emerged victorious. But the significance of the hound collective goes beyond its status as a
contender to the throne of the novel's primary collective. The truly terrifying thing about the dog
collective and their grisly end, is that their appearance was not exceptional to the novel's
institutionality: its collectivity, premised upon primitive passions, violence, and vengeance, is
doubtlessly a product that came from the interrelations between the (dog) collective, sorghum,
and the village institution. The narrator uses the hounds' dog-eat-dog collectivity as an allegory
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of the human collective, foreshadowing future developments. Hints that the dogs allegorize the
humans appears early in the chapter through figures of personification, but it is not until the three
leaders, Blackie, Green, and Red engage in civil war that this becomes solidified. After a costly
defeat against Father's gang, the dogs were described by the narrator to have been organized in
“three original brigades” which were “re-formed into a single unified force of crack troops” who
occupied a “bivouac area”. (RS 212) The military terms “brigades”, “unified” and “bivouac”
draw clear parallels between the dog collectives and other clusters of belligerents that appear
sparingly in the novel: the invading Japanese, Pocky Leng's (
Jiang's (

) regiment, Little Foot

) troops, and Iron Society, which formed out of the ashes of the original

collective. The most prominent visual cue that connects the militias to the dogs are the colors of
their leaders, respectively red, black, and green, although other than the black flags flown by the
Iron Society, there are no indicators as to which colored hound maps onto which group. This
conundrum prompts the allegorical reading further: by racking up the intensity of connections
between the text and history, the narrative offers the possibility that the pack leaders allude to the
Nationalists (Guomindang), the Communist Party, and the Japanese. After all, the victor of the
pack's strife is Red, who, in his prime after killing Green, forced Blackie to “make a suicidal leap
into the river.” (RS 216) This cruel triumph shares glaring similarities to the official narrative of
the Communist Party's (red) victory over the Japanese (green), forcing the defeated Nationalists
(black) to cross the straits and retreat to Taiwan.
The trail of national allegories is an easy one to pick up. It may not be a false trail, but
nevertheless a trail that tends to generate conventional criticism. What is truly interesting about
the dog-human allegory, I think, is that the behavioral patterns exhibited by the hound collective
is perfectly replicated by the Chinese militias in the novel's fourth chapter, “Sorghum Funeral”,
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and what that says about the text. That the primary collective and its satellite clusters repeat what
the hounds experienced: a rise in numbers and strength, prosperity, and then a hard fall. Facing a
shortage of weapons and months of mutual deception, Little Foot Jiang and Pocky Leng
separately decide to ambush Granddad's Iron Society on the day they plan to give Grandma a
proper funeral, two years after her death. At the end of the battle royale Leng defeats both
Granddad and Jiang, taking all of them hostage: the collective rallied under the banner of Iron
Society once again falls into shambles, their competitive drive rendering solidarity amongst the
Chinese an impossibility. The two smaller collectives represented by Leng and Jiang are no
different; while they are all ostensibly in opposition to foreign invaders, self-validation and local
glory preoccupy their vision. Leng's victory in this fratricidal affair proved to be short lived, as
the biggest shark in the pool, the Japanese, closely followed the scent of blood. Assaulted on all
fronts by the superior Japanese troops, the remnants of Iron Society and Jiang's soldiers yell out
in unison: “ “Untie us!” they bellowed angrily. “Fuck your living mothers! Untie us! If you came
out of Chinese pricks, untie us. If you came out of Japanese pricks, then kill us!”” (RS 304)
United by blood and a common enemy in a moment of life and death, the voice of a collective,
for the first (and perhaps last) time, truly emerges from the novel. This is the only instance where
Red Sorghum hints towards the possibility of a genuinely Chinese collectivity that is capable of
thinking, feeling, and acting on the level of the project of the nation-state.
Yet this adumbration of national collectivity does not come without its doubts: the basis
of this collectivity lies in patrilineal filiation, since the passage points to penises and not wombs
as the origin of such unity – Chinese wombs can be receptive to more than just Chinese penises
– indicating that it is premised upon sexuality and passion defined through patriarchy; their
unity is also ushered into being by the necessity of violent resistance. In terms of the novel's
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structure, this episode closes with an enormous ellipsis in the narrator's family history: there is a
large gap between the final battle against the Japanese and the moment where readers are
presented face-to-face with the narrator towards the end in chapter five, who is visiting Northeast
Gaomi Township in present-day postsocialist China. What came from the clash between the ad
hoc Chinese collective and the Japanese is not clear, but what is implied by its parallels to the
hound collective is this: the collectivity of Northeast Gaomi Township, as well as the nascent
Chinese collectivity, are collectivities whose proclivities for passion, violence, and life may
enable them to prosper, but these very same tendencies will ultimately also be their undoing.
There is – as we have seen in many examples – an organic wholeness to this collectivity, but it is
a wholeness that ultimately cannot hold. Thus collectivity as represented in Red Sorghum is
something that gnaws and consumes itself as it grows – and no amount of sorghum can keep it
together.
And so by the end of chapter five, “Strange Death”, the moment to pierce the veil of the
collective's “organic wholeness” arrives. It is done through the narrator, who is external to the
collective he has narrated throughout. His externality is revealed through an overflowing
nostalgia, an emotion in stark contrast to the dionysian passion that fills the novel. As Shelley
Chan suggests, the narrator's tone changes from being an individual “mysterious and infinitely
resourceful in recounting the story of his family” to somebody “quite ordinary and real” as we
inch closer to his present. (109) By ending Red Sorghum with believable nostalgia, Mo Yan
retains the narrator's privilege in delivering the final moral judgment upon the text's collective: as
validation to the memory of Northeast Gaomi Township's collective, the narrator's nostalgia
reveals to us that while he is entirely enmeshed with the diegesis, on the plot level, he does not
actually belong to the collective; the narrator functions as an external point of reference, an
82

unreliable omniscience that gives a verdict deeply affected by nostalgia. Paradoxically, through
this, the narrator thwarts the impression that his narration of his ancestor's collective can be
evaluated and on its own, deconstructing its “organic wholeness”.
The narrator begins his nostalgic reverie – which doubles as his verdict of the narrative –
when he visits the grave of “Second Grandma“, Granddad's other lover whose grisly fate at the
hands of the Japanese makes for most of the novel's fifth chapter. Unable to attain the
“greatness” of his predecessors, the narrator can at least resist the changes brought upon the
village by China's reforms through penance and tribute. He describes himself as one who affects
the “hypocritical display of affection...learned from high society“, who lives in a body
“immersed so long in the filth of urban life that a foul stench oozed from [his] pores.“ (RS 356)
The ghost of Second Grandma rises and chastises the figure before her, as she smells a “petrabbit odor” he “brought...from the city.“ (RS 358) The new city, absent throughout the novel, is
associated with negative qualities such as hypocrisy, filth, and complacency in these passages;
the village collective, represented by the voice of Second Grandma's ghost, is “liberal, dignified,
and richly resilient, yet serene and firm.” (RS 357) Far from being exalted as post-reform China's
crowning achievement, the material sophistication of the metropolis is imagined here as a
degenerating influence, and the collective of Northeast Gaomi Township presented as a desirable
alternative.
But all that remains of the collective is the ghost. As the novel's ending in the diegetic
present approaches, the previous tales of love, death, and violence that felt so visceral have been
restored to their original status as imaginations of a distant past. This transformation is expressed
through the ghost, a reminder that the qualities of the village collective exalted by the narrator no
longer exist – or may have never existed indeed. A revelation lends plausibility to this thought:
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sorghum, particularly red sorghum, which once tied the collective cast of characters together
with the village, is no longer present. A symbol of all the beauty and ugliness in the novel, red
sorghum has been replaced by a gray, hybrid sorghum. The native, crimson stalk that once
ministered the processes of life, death, and regeneration now only exist in “surpassingly beautiful
scenes that will never again appear.“ (RS 358) The narrator's nostalgic lament for red sorghum
does two things: first, it retroactively contaminates all previous narration about the fictional
collective, introducing a radical undecidability that makes the narrator's previous valuejudgments suspect. This is what Thomas Inge points out as the “impossibility” of the narrator's
position: how can a then-unborn grandson provide a narrative with so much subjective
information, unless he is “suiting the facts to his own interests”? (508) If that is the case, then
“we too are at liberty to accept or reject what we will of the narrative”, and doubts can be cast
over his opinions on the people's “regression” or the blandness of “hybrid sorghum”. (508) In
addition to the disappearance of the red sorghum that painstakingly upheld the wholeness of the
collective and the village, the revelation that its various representations throughout the novel was
inflected with nostalgia unmoors its verity. Taken one step further, Inge's insight illustrates what
the narrator's nostalgia means to his relationship with the supposedly wholesome collective. If
nostalgia is the state of being through which one feels longing without memory , the narrator's
lack of actual memory marks himself as an outsider of the collective; yet his ability to deliver a
verdict for the collective is also predicated upon this very being-outside. Nostalgia therefore puts
the narrator into a double bind: this emotion affirms the collective as a fictional construct, while
implicitly rejecting its collectivity as a possible alternative for the present, precisely because its
organic wholesomeness can only exist in a fictional past, and even in that past it is vulnerable
and untenable.
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If the first effect of the narrator's nostalgia pointed to the impossibility of the village's
collectivity, the second takes us out of the text and into history. Nostalgia provides the final
impression of the reader's first contact with Northeast Gaomi Township; it is an impression that
refers us back to China's decollectivized, marketizing present. Appearing at the historical
juncture of the Chinese 1980s, this fictional Shandong village will proceed to take on many
different guises and tackle with postsocialist China's other issues. If the narrator's verdict towards
Mo Yan's very first collective is nostalgia and that this is the impression it wants to leave readers,
then the narrator's return to the village construes a refusal of the postsocialist city, the great
“outside” of his narration. Yet this nostalgic gesture is not possible without experience of the city
it rejects. Having lost the commune – and nothing to replace it but the institutions shaped by the
market – the primary institution that mediated collective rural life during the Mao years, Mo Yan
attempted to replace it with a fictional collectivity that came before the advent of socialist
modernity, a substitution impossibly enacted through a fantastical history told by an outsider
whose roots are no longer in the countryside but in the city. The novel ends without affirming
either form of collectivity: socialist collectivity has gone with the commune, and the fictional
pre-socialist collectivity of the village always destroys itself as it grows unsustainably. Located
far from the glamour of the city, the ashen sorghum fields in Red Sorghum is a stark reminder of
the ongoing crisis of collectivity in China's postsocialist era, and that soon enough, perhaps there
won't even be time for nostalgia.79
It's not that nostalgia has no place in postsocialist China; it can be empowering. For Jason
79

Shelley Chan considers Mo Yan's chief attitude towards the past and present as a “sweet nostalgia” through which
he “celebrates the authenticity of human nature that he both finds there and dreams about – the authenticity
which to him will be the cure for the modern malady.” (112) A contemporary Chinese romanticism, basically. My
concept of “cancerous collectivity” – deduced from Mo Yan's representation of fictional collectives based both in
China's present and past – departs sharply from Chan's view: what I outline here is something closer to a
“nihilistic dionysian” aesthetic, where no cure is available, nor desirable – only celebration and destruction.
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McGrath, the “contemporary expressions of yearning for a bygone era of idealism, meaning, and
purpose should perhaps not be taken at face value” because the many iterations of nostalgic
yearning shows that “idealism or collectivity occurs in an ongoing present...insofar as the
resources of past imaginaries are deployed actively to critique the present, their ideals (or at least
the ideal of having ideals) must still remain in effect, if only in an often repressed form in the
current consumer culture." (217) If the “post-” in postsocialism leaves some breathing room for
residual socialist cultures that are not incorporated into official discourse and consciousness, then
the “ideal of having ideals” may yet find itself filled in with substantive content. But as Wang
Jing so eloquently puts it in High Culture Fever, nostalgia is “only a sham copy of genuine
historical consciousness. The solidarity of the present with the past takes the form of onerous
introspections rather than nostalgic celebration of the moments of fleeting glories.” (89)
Nostalgia can provide to a certain degree, but it's never enough.
While Red Sorghum ended on a note of nostalgia, it engaged the call to “onerous
introspection” with the tools and conditions available at the time. The novel's pessimism towards
the possibility of collectivity after socialism did not allow it to take what I believe to be an easier
route, a far more defeatist discourse than the attempt to construct an alternative collectivity
which was nonetheless improbable. Rather than nostalgia, one could place more interpretive
pressure on the novel's ending more heavily on the side of corruption (fubai,

), a concept in

contemporary Chinese fiction which Jeffrey Kinkley defines as a “pessimistic and telelogical
discourse...[a] narrative of social decay and upheaval, national enfeeblement and
destruction...and a story of corrupt values themselves becoming the norm”. (5) While Red
Sorghum's narrator does feel that his ilk are unworthy descendents to their ancestors, Mo Yan's
debut has, on the whole, rejected the discourse of corruption: it neither describes a fatalistic
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collective and/or social world that has followed some ontological code towards decay, nor does it
spend time elaborating what values have been destroyed. Rather, Red Sorghum tried, through the
historical novel, to imagine a wholesome collectivity that differed from socialist collectivity: a
desiring-machine, in the words of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, that
“breathes...heats...eats...shits...and fucks.” (1) From the inside, the text's collectivity seemed
whole, the fictional collective and the village pulled together by the sorghum commodity; seen
from the outside, however, the collectivity's liveliness was precisely what was tearing it apart. In
the end, the novel's alternative to socialist collectivity was constructed and projected into a past
that never was and never could be – a project doomed from the start. That is to say Red Sorghum,
while successful in its aspirations for an aesthetic alternative, could never have given birth to a
political alternative. As a text it intervenes impossibly: it creates an alternative in the past that is
really about the present, yet the present of the Real cannot possibly take this alternative as a
model.

Garlic's (Un)equal Exchange

Red Sorghum signified the end of Mo Yan's nostalgia, but not his pessimism. The fictional
offspring in The Garlic Ballads (1988) continue to stubbornly live through the aftermath of
socialist collectivity that once promised things good and great. They toil in a world where the last
institutional vestiges of the communes have been bulldozed and replaced by the resuscitated
xiang (township/village,

) government, institutional units that answer directly to the post-

87

reform state and its determinants.80 The market forces that have prominently affected post-reform
China keeps the village institution tightly in its grasp, so that the institution keeps a distance with
the collectivity it produces, their relationship no longer one of co-constitution. This is a
fragmented social world, where organically belonging to a collective is but a pipe dream, a
fictional space where collectivity is subordinated to and governed by the institution, in turn
pressured by the market.
Indicators as to what kind of collectivity is featured in The Garlic Ballads appear on the
text's very first page, on its paratext. The songs of Zhang Kou, the novel's blind minstrel, greets
us so: “Pray listen, my fellow villagers, to / Zhang Kou's take of the mortal world and Paradise!
The nations founder, Emperor Liu of the Great Han / Commanded citizens of our country to
plant garlic for tribute...” (TGB 9) As Zhang Kou addresses his listeners who make up the
collective of Paradise County (

) – the administrative institution of the novel – he

describes their hometown as “heaven on earth (

)” while semi-mythically tracing its

origins to the distant Han Dynasty (206 B.C.), when the emperor with the surname Liu
“instituted the county and ordered its denizens to grow garlic as tribute.” (TGB 9) The
juxtaposition of a modern administrative unit with its “roots” in an ancient feudal empire is the
first sign that Zhang Kou does not employ conventions of socialist modernity to define the
collective of Paradise County, exhibiting a mish-mash of terms that could only be possible in a
postsocialist age where the pluralization of the cultural system enabled the combination of such
disparate signifiers. The line where Zhang describes the village's genesis is, however, more
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By December 1982, the new state constitution of the PRC stipulated that economic and governmental authority
would be separated at the local level, the former communes' political and administrative roles replaced by
township and village governments that were directly connected to the state's central apparatus. For details, see
Meisner, p.233-236. Also see Vivienne Shue, The Reach of the State: Sketches of the Chinese Body Politic, p.73122.
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troubling: called into being by the emperor for the sole purpose of raising garlic as tribute, the
collectivity of Paradise County thus sits on the deliberation of an emperor, whose desire for the
condiment – whether for economic or gastronomic purposes – can make or break the community.
This does not say that the collective of Paradise County is feeble, but rather that it is lorded over
by forces much larger than itself.
The collective's dependency towards greater beings is ambiguously intimated in the
novel's original title: “Songs of The Heavenly Garlic” (
translation, tiantang (

). Omitted in the

) can refer to either paradise or heaven, with the latter denoting a

cosmological structure where higher authorities abide. The diction of “songs” (ge,

) furthers

the title's ambiguity. While the modern English term “ballads “ accurately pinpoints the plot
elements focusing on the the doomed romance between protagonists Gao Ma (
(

), the Chinese character ge (

) and Jinju

) doesn't point to any specific song genre: it functions as

the form of all forms of songs, the most outward generic boundary.81 The title's choice of ge (
rather than qingge (

)

, love song) allows it to flexibly refer to the novel as either a ballad, an

anthem, a satirical protest tune, or even an elegy. The novel is, thus, under this broadly defined
parameter, a song about what happened to the collective who planted the “heavenly garlic” – and
the question remains as to through which genre it was performed.
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It is not telling that Mo Yan chose a transgressive romantic relationship to anchor the heart of the story. Jason
McGrath's analyses on popular cinema dealing with the question of infidelity shows that the privatization of
desire is one of the consequences of decollectivization. The trope of infidelity “manifests a broader anxiety over
the ethical consequences of the privatization of desire, and in particular over the accompanying divestment of
commitment to the good of a larger collective, whether it be the nation, the commune, or the family.” (126)
While not quite a story of infidelity, Jinju and Gao Ma's relationship is threatened with the return of patriarchal
values following decollectivized agriculture, where Jinju's brothers, in the name of the family, plan to deny
Jinju's freedom to chose her own partner. Their relationship is hence a struggle to keep romance privatized,
against the collective of the reconstituted “ family”.
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The Garlic Ballads is decidedly less a romantic ballad than a cry of desperation from the
text's peasant collective. Set in Paradise County in 1987 — an analogous construct to Northeast
Gaomi Township — towards the end of Deng Xiaoping's first decade of economic reforms, The
Garlic Ballads is based on the Cangshan Garlic Incident (

) that occurred in

Shandong province during the summer of 1987, where the mismanagement of agricultural
officials led to the overproduction of garlic and a subsequent peasant revolt.82 Angered,
indignant, and motivated by this occasion, Mo Yan allegedly completed the book under a
month83, weaving a tale about the multifarious social conditions of hardscrabble garlic farmers,
who, motivated by the allure of profit promised by post-reform governmental crop policies,
confront the results of such policy failure through an act of defiance and suffer its consequences.
The Garlic Ballads thus seethes with anxiety, anger, and frustration, as its characters confront the
difficulties that emerge with this institutional failure individually and collectively. The novel
retains Mo Yan's fondness for shifting temporalities,84 while the narrative proceeds along a
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Thomas Chen's article “The Censorship of Mo Yan's
(The Garlic Ballads).” in Angelica Duran and
Yuhan Huang's Mo Yan in Context: Nobel Laureate and Global Storyteller provides some immensely useful hard
data on the novel's publication history. Chen traces sources for the Cangshan incident to a piece in the CCP's
provincial level newspaper (
), Mass Daily (
). (38) Chen reveals that the novel was banned
after June 4th 1989, but four years later was “unbanned, reissued in December 1993 by Beijing Normal
University Press under a different title,
Ｌ.” (38) Literally, “The Garlic Stalks of Wrath”.
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In a talk given in Denver, Colorado, Mo Yan describes how the incident had moved him to write: “This incident
enraged me. I may look like a writer, but deep down I'm still a peasant. So I sat down and wrote the novel; it took
me a month. “ Mo Yan. “My 3 American Books”, p.476.
84
Mo Yan is very fond of using the analepsis (flashback), often placing smaller, digressive stories within and without
the larger analepses and the narrative present. This has a direct relationship to Mo Yan's fondness for the figure
of the storyteller. From my observations on Mo Yan, he primarily uses three types of analepses. First we have
major analepses: they are flashbacks that appear on the scale of the entire narrative, where we are presented with
a different time period in the totality of a novel's literary world. Next, the minor analepses operates on a smaller
scale, as they are the recollections of characters that happen inside and outside of major analepses, whose content
may or may not thematically relate to plot at hand. The third type, analepses delivered from the side by a minor
character to the narrative's focalized character or as snippets springing from the focalized characters themselves,
these stories-within-stories that are capable of potentially derailing the reader, I term digressive analepsis.
Digressive analepsis is very similar to what Gerard Genette calls an “achrony” in Narrative Discourse: a moment
in the diegesis that cannot be effectively traced to any part of the story's temporality, “an event we must
ultimately take to be dateless and ageless: to be an achrony.” (84) In sum, Mo Yan's major analepsis summons
entire strata of the past diegesis into view, on the level of the literary world; a minor one returns a character to
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consistent third-person omniscient viewpoint, one firmly committed to the conventions of critical
realism.85 Through this style, The Garlic Ballads marks Mo Yan's return to a post-reform present
where market forces have begun to modify, capture, and mutate the relationship between the
village institution and the collective people.
Although Paradise County bears the name of a county its collective is still located within
the confines of a township, the periphery of the metropolis, postsocialist China's beacons of
success. With the collective firmly centered in the countryside, the city in the novel is
represented as a negative, distant, and shadowy location chock-full of postsocialist modernity's
temptations. One the book's protagonists, Gao Ma, who returns to the countryside after being
discharged from the military, wears a “Shanghai-made Diamond-Brand wristwatch ” that runs
“about twenty seconds fast every day” (TGB 31). Part of his affection towards Jinju, an
unadorned, homely girl of the Fang family, springs from his revulsion towards a military
superior's mistress whom he had an affair with. In an early conversation with Jinju, his
declarations of hatred ( “And I didn't love her. I hated her – I hated them all.”) towards his
former lover is met with Jinju's sighs, who expresses that Gao Ma's experiences have made him
someone worldly “You've seen and done so much”, prompting Gao Ma to violently deny such a
status “It's not worth a dog's fart” (TGB 34) The modernity of the city thus continues to be
represented ambiguously: Gao Ma's Shanghai-produced watch that runs ahead of standard time

the past, enabling readers to see through his/her lens; a told story/digressive analepsis grabs a small, selfcontained piece of the past and thrusts it into the narrative. For an example of this, see Chapter 17 of The Garlic
Ballads, p.319-327. The shared reliance on transpired time that enables oral storytelling and analepses to
function reveals a metonymic relationship between them: Mo Yan's analepses, while unable to recreate the very
act of storytelling in written language, nonetheless stands-in as its verisimilitude or proxy, reminding us of his
conceptual indebtedness to the art of Gaomi storytelling that has been passed down the ages.
85
Mo Yan's use of the third-person omniscient is closely linked to the “critical realist” outlook of the novel. Mo Yan's
critical realism formally eschews the heavy-handed narratorial intrusions favored by classical realists such as
Dostoevsky and Stendhal, and instead relies on selective focalization to impart different impressions upon
characters and groups.
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hints at an admiration of the post-reform city's industriousness and productivity, while the sexual
temptations of the “morally degenerate” women of the metropolis — evident in his accusations
that extend from the singular “her” to the plural “them” — is treated as threats to the wholeness
of the rural soul.
Collectives from the city never appear in the text, nor is there an overarching verdict that
arrives from the exterior of the village collective: the The Garlic Ballads' narrative technique
stands as the text's key feature in maintaining the independence of its collectivity. Consistent use
of the third-person omniscient perspective in the novel means that the character groupings in the
text form independent entities – they inhabit a textual world where their collectivity is selfsufficient; they rely on the narrator's narration but not its judgment and intervention. This formal
transformation, alongside other thematic innovations, culminates in a hostile re-imagination of
institutionality that indicates a shift in Mo Yan's perspective on postsocialist collectivity. No
longer producing an “organically wholesome” collectivity that is separate from the narrative of
the nation-state, the village institution pits itself against its people and sides with the state
apparatus, with the specter of marketization trailing closely behind, giving birth to a fragile and
fragmented collectivity. This is achieved not only through The Garlic Ballad's narration, but also
thorough the invasion of cold institutional language: the discourse of the market, the
bureaucracy, and that of the prison connects themselves with the fictional individuals (and the
collective they form) through garlic, the chief commodity that serves as the novel's central
interpretive hieroglyph. Here I want to recall and reinforce the tripartite schema that will help us
understand how institutionality produces a sense of collectivity in Mo Yan's works, applied
particularly to The Garlic Ballads: first there is a condition affecting the individuals who form
the collective, in this case, the politics of hunger; second, we have garlic, a commodity that
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serves as the entry point into the entire symbolic network of the novel; and third, official
institutions and their representation. Through this schema I argue that not only does the novel
critically imagine and represent a microscopic boom-bust cycle in post-Mao China, it also
narrates the consequences of the schism between institutions and the collective, with factors of
the market filling in the gap.86 The Garlic Ballads shows that once the qualities of the garlic
commodity is combined with the institutional language of the market, the bureaucracy, and the
prison, it results in a social relation of domination and subordination between the village/county
institution and the collective people; as a result the text imagines a postsocialist collectivity more
cancerous and less vital – it destroys itself faster than it can grow. Garlic is especially important
here because it mediates the relationships between the institutions and the collective and
accelerates the plot; the qualities of garlic as a commodity are transformed into the overall
narrative structures and thematic features of the text.
Garlic is a condiment crop. Unlike sorghum, a staple food that opens like a prism to
reveal the fictional collective's “mode of production”, garlic operates saliently as an element of
exchange in The Garlic Ballads. Acting as a medium for the relations between the text's
collective and its official institutions, garlic only shares a relationship of naked profit with both
poles: garlic can be characterized as another currency in the text, analogous to money. So while
applying interpretive stress upon garlic does not reveal organic connections in the novel's lifeworld, it points to contemporary China's historical situation with more immediacy than sorghum.
Mo Yan's choice of garlic as the novel's central commodity gestures to a historical transition
from the subsistence economy of the People's Communes to the profit economy of the
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Marc Blecher believes that the values of the market and the state have essentially formed a hegemony in the first
two decades of China's reform, which continue to influence all sorts of institutional formations. It is a hegemony
that has been inimical towards the working class and individual workers. (408)
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Household Responsibility System. The Garlic Ballads' setting in a Shandong province of 1987
also leaves no space for ambiguity: the residual institutional memory of the socialist past exists
in full contrast with the decollectivized present. Here we have a postsocialist countryside where
farmers, liberated from the collectivity of the commune and reinserted into individual family
farming, struggle both as actors and fodder in a state of increased autonomy and alienation. They
are living through what Jason McGrath sees as a process of market-driven social fragmentation
that both results in and relies on the “delegitimization of communal ideologies.” (86) No longer
obstructed by the commune, the market forces supposedly controlled by the post-reform state
reintroduces the idea that everything has an exchange value, and it manifests itself with a
vengeance.
Garlic initiates frequent exchanges, equal and unequal: as a mediator between Mo Yan's
hunger-plagued bodies and the official institutions governing them, garlic showcases how one
tiny commodity can play such an enormous role in the institutionality of The Garlic Ballads. It is
a concrete and quantifiable commodity in the full sense of the word, produced to be exchanged
rather than consumed, an economic crop raised to generate capital87. The economic and
supplemental nature of garlic, a condiment, invites characters to consume it in decidedly
different ways from that of a staple food. Garlic's relationship to the bodies of its growers in the
novel thus begins as one of surplus enjoyment, in addition to a source of potential prosperity.
Before the central event of the novel, another protagonist Gao Yang (

), who is traveling

towards the official marketplace to sell his produce, stops for a bite on the long road and
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In Marxist parlance, the difference between sorghum and garlic here can be explained in the following: sorghum is
a commodity produced (and/or consumed) by a worker in exchange for other commodities in the commoditymoney-commodity cycle (C-M-C); garlic, however, is a cash crop that is produced and exchanged in order to
generate more capital, rather than simply to fulfill some consumptive need. It falls squarely in the middle of the
money-commodity-money/capital cycle (M-C-M').
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garnishes his bread with garlic stalks, eating with relish: “Crisp and sweet, they complemented
his meal perfectly.” (TGB 270) Once the plot shows that there was an overproduction of garlic
which triggers the catastrophe, garlic, rather than satiating gustatory and economic desires, is
depicted as generating an excess of sensations, that of corporeal disgust and social discord, a turn
very much in accordance with how I see Mo Yan's bodily politics responding to material
changes. At the very beginning of the book — where the catastrophic protest/riot of the garlic
farmers haven, in terms of the plot's time, already occurred — the narrator sets the tone on what
garlic has become in the post-protest world of Paradise County: we are introduced to a climate of
scorching, irritating heat where “dusty air” floats and fills the atmosphere, which is tinged with
“the stink of rotting garlic after a prolonged dry spell.”(TGB 9) In this sentence, the apposition
connecting garlicky miasma to murky dust particles that “traverse the sky and the earth” suggests
that the terrible odor of decay exists on a similar magnitude, which is to say everywhere in the
novel's world, as indicated by the phrase

(tiandi) — the summation of the vast expanses

between heaven and earth. Once crisp and sweet, the now rotting, putrid garlic stalks no longer
nourish and enliven individual bodies: they now haunt and intrude into the crevasses of their
world, reminding them that all is not right in Paradise County.
Associating it with rot and negative sensations does not indict garlic as something
innately pernicious in the novel, regardless of its negative portrayal after the burning and looting
of the county office by the angry peasants. Rather, garlic is a mirror-like commodity which
funnels and reflects the desires of both its planters and that of the institutions framing its
conditions of production through its exchangeable character. Garlic's symbolic economy reveals
the unequal relationship between the institutions and the farmers as the exchange of garlic is a
supposedly equal act, but the amount of power held by the county office renders it unequal in
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nature; the risk is disproportionately suffered by the producers. In The Garlic Ballads, the
farmers' unrealized wish to strike gold with garlic is re-socialized upon themselves rather than
being evenly distributed to the ruling institutions; we see the relationship between the collective
people and its village institution skewing further towards state and market power, where profit is
privatized and risk socialized88.
Garlic belongs to the class of cash crops that enjoyed a boom after Deng's return to
family-based farming, whose boom directly contributed to the weakening of China's agricultural
production in the mid-80s.89 Garlic's proliferation, then, in a large degree, is the result of
decollectivization, and a symptom of one form of collectivity being replaced by another. Through
observing the roles played by garlic in the novel, we can see that a relationship between the
people and the institutions that constitute their collectivity has changed and that the first type of
institutional language, that of the market, has emerged here. Clues to these changes are made
apparent during a discussion between Gao Yang and his unnamed wife, on the potential profits of
this garlic harvest, as well as the rapidly rising prices of goods. Gao Yang excitedly claims that
he could “produce three thousand pounds” this year, and going by the price of “fifty fen per
pound”, the produce would net him a hefty sum of “fifteen hundred yuan.” (TGB 102) This is
quickly offset by his wife's reminder that taxes aren't deducted yet, leading Gao Yang to think of
the costs of fertilizer, which had from last year's twenty-one yuan per bag risen to “twenty-nine
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David Harvey aptly describes the project of neoliberalism (whose constitution necessarily required the
simultaneous revisionism occurring in the socialist countries at the time) as a “utopian” one that aims to reestablish the disparity of class and socialize risk while privatizing profits. See David Harvey, A Brief History of
Neoliberalism.
89
Yet as the Chinese 80s progressed, grain production dropped as a direct result of the boom for cash crops in the
rural countryside. The turning to profitable crops for smaller families due to increase of prices in fertilizer and
insecticides led to “a cyclical process of gluts and shortages in agricultural products and wild fluctuations in
prices, an increasingly chaotic situation that contributed to inflation in the cities and the need to reimpose
rationing on certain basic food products.” (239) This is one of the crucial contexts regarding agricultural policy
that will help situate the historical immediacy of The Garlic Ballads.
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ninety-nine.” (TGB 102) The tells us two things. First, it shows the degree to which market
forces, manifested in general inflation, affect and motivate the characters; second, the fertilizer's
8.99 yuan net rise in price shows that it has adapted the nine-point-nine price point, a figure that
refuses to close off the integer, suggesting a qualitative change, rather than a mere quantitative
shift. Compared to the sum of thirty yuan, the nine-yuan-and-ninety-nine-cent price tag intimates
an understanding in consumer psychology prevalent in thoroughly marketized societies, where
the difference of one fen (cent) has the power to compel a purchase. Mo Yan's representation of
the ninety-nine price point is largely symbolic, as it does not necessarily aim to represent actual
trends in Chinese markets back in 1987: it provides a hint that the relationships between official
institutions' and markets — within the fictional world — are continuously changing. Gao Yang's
statement that “the government always deals in odd numbers” when he ponders over why the
raise would bring fertilizer prices just to the cusp of thirty yuan reveals that the very nature of
official transactions have changed: rather than produce commodities out of need and
consumption, they are now pumped out for profit (TGB 102).
There is more to this statement: “

(“the government always

deals in odd numbers”; TGB 102) is an affirmation Roland Barthes would call a “gnomic code”,
a generalizing, authorizing cultural utterance that originated from an anonymous source. (41)
Gao Yang is comfortable leaving his gnomic code as a truism, but since the “government” is an
institution built by humans and hence within history, the code provides enough information to be
cracked. The statement by Gao Yang is prompted as a response to his bafflement over the
introduction of the ninety-nine price point, making it the signified of the gnomic code. Any
ninety-nine price point possesses this quaint trait: unless the exact amount was given during the
exchange, odd numbers always leave behind a remainder, a trace or a surplus that can be
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concealed but not divided. Thus not only is the price form devised to manipulate consumer
psychology, it also hides a small amount of surplus. Selling pesticide at one fen (cent) less than
an integer gives the illusion of a discount, meaning that the missing amount had to be created
somewhere else, a tiny surplus pulled from the labor of other workers. Tracing the paths of this
one fen (or that of many others) in the ever-increasing interweaving of the state and the
bureaucracy with the fathomless structures of capital, profit, and finance amounts to searching
for needles in haystacks. Hence what the vanished one fen and the gnomic code shows is the
nontransparent quality of the post-Mao bureaucracy, and the traps lurking in all matters of
economic exchange taking place. As commodities, garlic and fertilizer reveal just how far and
wide the government of Paradise County has flung itself towards the market and profit-making.
The analysis cannot proceed further without giving the ubiquitous appearances of
institutions in The Garlic Ballads its due. Garlic's reflective and exchangeable character makes it
a particularly savory pairing with the various institutional languages in the novel, an attribute is
unique to the institutionality of its literary world. The world of Paradise County operates at the
intersection of many institutions, including the county bureaucracy, the police, heteronormative
marriage, prisons, and last but not least the discourse of the Communist party. The high density
of institutions and its languages signal the presence of a divide: a gulf now exists between
institutions and the people whose subjectivity it governs and creates.90 This is world where the
village, under the leadership of a vanguardist, neo-Leninist CCP, is no longer interested in
pursuing alternative forms of collectivity – since achieving this would also mean the party's
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Michel Foucault, in his landmark Discipline and Punish, discusses what it means to be governed by institutions
that act as the channels of power. To the Foucault of this book power is not “negative” but “positive”, it produces
subjectivity, individuals, and epistemological domains: “We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of
power in negative terms: it 'excludes', it 'represses', it 'censors', it 'abstracts', it 'masks', it 'conceals'. In fact, power
produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the
knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production.” (Discipline, 194)
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historical negation – but instead is only invested in its reproduction and survival.91 Detailed
descriptions of bureaucratic apparatuses are found everywhere in the text, and they occupy the
vision of protagonist Gao Ma wherever he goes. Early in the novel, after Gao Ma unsuccessfully
pleads to the authorities to look into his physical grievances caused by the Fang brothers (who
oppose their sister, Jinju, from forming a romance with Gao Ma), the narrator, focalizing through
Gao Ma, describes the village government building as a melange of bureaucratic positions: “Gao
Ma wanted to smash the compound's green gate but didn't have the strength. He assumed that
everyone in the township offices - officials, handymen, plumbers, people in charge of women’s
affairs, family planners, tax collectors, news dispatchers, boozers, meat eaters, tea drinkers,
smokers— [were] more than fifty in all”. (TGB 51) The last few ire-laden descriptions that
parody official positions (“boozers, meat eaters, tea drinkers, smokers”) suggest that there are too
many titles and too little work done by those who fill the ranks of the village institution. The
institutionality of a post-reform, market-oriented government has infected the village, bringing
with it the excess of lumbering bureaucracy.
However, this listing merely scratches the surface, and on the level of content. What truly
typifies the institutional language of The Garlic Ballads is an insistence that everything can be
quantified and exchanged for everything else on the level of both form and content, something
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The reconstitution of a Leninist party framework in the CCP signaled a repetition with difference, a return of form
and departure of function. It was under Deng Xiaoping that the traditional Leninist positions of the “party
secretariat (
)” and the secretariat (
) system was restored. (140) This practically undid Mao Zedong's
lifelong concern with the swelling of the bureaucracy, and gave the party secretariat more power than the
executive post of equal ranking. A disciplining of executive power by party power, the secretariat system was
one factor that readied the CCP's re-engagement with the market and foreign capital. Jing Wang also makes a
trenchant observation pertaining to the meaning of this revived vanguardism: “Inasmuch as the Marxist-Leninist
Party had been conceived as the sole engineer of emanciaption and the concept of liberation was reduced to
being a historically determined collective movement, the oppressed once again emerged as an inert mass whose
self-consciousness remained as oblique as their individuality.” (22) In short, the vanguard party position is one
that is co-constitutive upon the assumption that the masses are “unenlightened”, a bunch of ignoramuses waiting
to be led, dominated, and then “emancipated”.
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that garlic — from its conditions of production as an economic crop, the changes in its
representative associations post-protest, to its mirror-like ability to mediate — shares.
Connections between garlic and the language of exchangeability is most apparent when garlic is
actually paid as a toll to the characters inhabiting such language. This is also where the second
prominent type of institutional language, bureaucratic language, rears its head in the text. As
opposed to the way market language sublty enters characters' consciousnesses, as in the dialogue
between Gao Yang and his wife, bureaucratic language is directly manifested through the
diegetic form of the narration. Getting ready to sell his hard-grown garlic for a handsome sum,
Gao Yang, alongside many other farmers in the county, begin an arduous journey either by foot
or with the assistance of animals. For this example, I am including the Chinese original because
the two sentences are almost complete parallels, repetitions downplayed in Howard Goldblatt's
translation. As Gao Yang gets closer and closer to the collection station, bureaucrats penalize
Gao Yang for his donkey's excrement on the road: “the latter listlessly raised its tail and released
a dozen or so road apples. That brought over a gray-uniformed man in a broad-billed cap who
wrote out a slip of paper and handed it to Gao Yang. “A two-yuan fine for littering,” he said.
Another man, this one in a white uniform and broad-billed cap, strolled up, wrote out a slip, and
handed it to Gao Yang. “As sanitation inspector I’m fining you two yuan.” (

)
)Italics indicate the points of difference.)” (TGB 270) After
describing the donkey's malodorous gifts to the public, the narrator, by using almost
indistinguishable sentence structures and identical gestures (“wrote out a slip of paper”), reveals,
formally, the substitutable quality of the novel's institutional language, which directly
100

corresponds to the exchangeable content it describes: the bureaucrats' units and the bureaucrats
themselves. The only differences are same differences, as a “environmental protection station
” and a “sanitation station

” are no different from each other in function;

one officer wears a gray uniform while the other wears white, both colors suggest an indistinct
blandness. Besides this, repetition of entire sentence structures also creates humor through its
woodenness, as there is no temporal delay between the action sequences: the donkey takes a
dump, and from the blue comes an officer asking for money immediately followed by boom! The
appearance of another asking for money. Sadly, Gao Yang, who is hedging his family's income
on garlic, has no other disposable income; “I don't have any money...[t]ake some garlic!” he
pays up with garlic (TGB 271).
Here garlic becomes a currency that plays tug-o-war between the desires of Gao Yang and
that of the faceless bureaucracy, the seemingly “equal” exchange between garlic and the
demanded penalty of four yuan showing that exchanges between the capitalist and the
supposedly “free” workers are never equal; even when a worker is not alienated from her own
product, the various institutions serving capital manage to extract surplus from him. Through
participating in the cultivation of garlic, Gao Yang becomes a part of average social labor in the
novel, within which the work and worth of individuals can be easily substituted for one another –
a Marxian category of analysis that became painfully apparent in post-reform China. Throughout
the novel, the garlic commodity reflects and encourages the postsocialist collective's desire for
wealth to grow, but it is equally held in the throes of the institutions: garlic answers whenever the
state beckons, and it adjusts itself readily to the grand imaginary of the market, whenever it
needs its influence felt. Equally beholden to the two poles of the collective and the institutions,
garlic puts the collective in a highly disadvantaged bargaining position.
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So with all the advantages provided by garlic, how do the institutions finally complete its
coup in subordinating the collective, and solidifying the unbridgeable chasm between the two? It
does so with the help of its most violent wing, institutions in the text whose institutionality
imposes a different sort of socialization from Gao Yang's participation as average social labor –
that of discipline and subordination. Much later in the novel, Gao Yang is subjected to a harsh
permutation of the socialization processes, delivered to him courtesy of Paradise County's penal
institutions. Eager to fill a quota on the suspects that ransacked the county office, police officers
snatch Gao Yang into custody based on loose evidence. As they shove him into his cell, they
interpellate him in the Althusserian sense: “From now on you're inmate Number Nine.” (TGB
120) While this act of interpellation does not completely erases Gao Yang's uniqueness in the
narrative, it also marks the beginning of his participation in a mode of language where the effects
of the penitentiary's institutionality fully bears upon its subjects. Number Nine isn't being spirited
away on a cloud; he plummets to new depths previously unbeknownst to himself, all courtesy of
the penitentiary's fine personnel and arrangements. Number Nine goes on to be abused by his
cellmates and wardens alike: at the height of his suffering caused by his need to pee, Gao Yang
begs to a prison guard: “Gao Yang bent over, “Comrade,” he said, “I have to pee...comrade.” The
guard, his face twisted in anger, kicked Gao Yang and forced him back into the cell. “Prick!” he
cursed. “Who are you calling comrade?” The door clanged shut. Gao Yang banged his head
against the door. “I didn't mean 'comrade,'” he wailed. “I meant 'Officer,' Officer Officer Officer
– let me out, I can't hold it back...can't hold it back...” (TGB 131) The significance of what
transpires here is quite severe. Calling strangers, acquaintances, and “comrade” was a normal
practice amongst the citizens of (post)socialist countries, and in contemporary China certainly a
residual element of language practices that trace its roots from the Mao era. The vehement
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rejection of the prison guard towards Gao Yang's pleas of “comrade” shows that the term itself
has been violently eclipsed, its validity gone in this situation of domination and subjection: the
English translation of “officer”, belies the brute force of asking oneself to be called zhengfu (
; government).92 The change from calling one comrade to zhengfu parallels the change in
vocabulary referring to officials. Jeffrey Kinkley has observed that in the late 70s, “urban and
politically well-placed Chinese seldom used the term guan in reference to Communist Party and
government power holders. They were ganbu (cadres). The term “official” was reserved for
bureaucrats under precommunist regimes.” (Kinkley, 173-174) This changed in the 80s, as guan
rapidly gained credibility as a word referring to those in power and their doings, its negative
connotations deeply connected to the behavior of post-reform CCP bureaucrats. Vivienne Shue
also noted that when the People's Communes were present, their cadres tended to “identify with
local peasants and often defended localities against state demands”, often by “failing to carry out
government policies.” (108) Losing the buffer of the commune with its practical and utopian
impulses, “rural inhabitants are now potentially more vulnerable to the power of an increasingly
impersonal state bureaucracy.” (108) And so with the assistance of the penal institution, the
residual “comrade” has been crushed under foot by the emergent “government”, the crowning of
a new form of official power completed: I am not your comrade, I am your governor, and I
demand obedience. The total rejection of “comrade” in the prison halls thus marks the formation
of a new institutional power that, instead of forming a co-constitutive relationship with the
collective, suppresses it and dominates it.

92

In anti-corruption novels of the 90s and onwards, the central conflict is often framed as one between the people
and the “system” (tizhi,
a euphemism for the government led by the CCP. By using “system”, the authors
avoid directly offending the party, since “ “the government,” in CCP propaganda, is often a euphemism for the
government-within-the-government, namely, the CCP.” (13)
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Language of the dominant, governing institutions in The Garlic Ballads ultimately
overwrites those of romance, folklore, and resistance, teasing out and producing a human voice
filtered and distorted by the codes it programs. Synchronous with this development, the novel
ends with the most prominent characters in the fictional collective of The Garlic Ballads either
mentally broken down, physically shattered, or dead. No one ends up well; the collective must be
subjugated. Zhang Kou, the folk minstrel whose songs and lyrics decorate the beginning of every
chapter's paratext as epigraphs, winds up dead in a ditch. (TGB 367) Jinju, who cannot bear the
pressure of maintaining a relationship with Gao Ma — who is on the run as a suspect in the
county office's sacking — while dealing with her violent family, commits suicide by hanging,
killing herself and her unborn child. (TGB 375) This is not enough to break Gao Ma's spirit, who
is subsequently arrested, put on trial, and sentenced to hard labor in the countryside. What does
break him is the news that Jinju's remains were sold for eight hundred yuan in an arranged
“underworld marriage” to Cao Wen (

), the recently deceased villager her brothers originally

wanted her to marry.93 This drives Gao Ma over the edge: enraged, he attempts to escape from
prison, but is gunned down. (TGB 378) Right before Gao Ma's demise, we get a glimpse of the
how characters belonging not to the fictional collective but to the institutions voice themselves.
Gao Ma's desperate bid for freedom against the institutionality of Paradise County and the prison
sharply contrasts with what a Labor Reform officer told him about the job: “Who wouldn't want
to get a transfer? What kind of job is this, ain't got no New Years, no holidays, can't get one bit of
money. If I had some right connections, I'd transfer away too.” (TGB 378) Part of the insitutional
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This grotesque event from The Garlic Ballads finds itself intensified tenfold in Yan Lianke's Dream of Ding
Village (
), a novel based on the AIDS villages of Henan province. The selling of blood en masse,
marriages in death, and profiting from coffins described in the text all expand on the idea that everything is up
for sale in postsocialist China.
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apparatus, the officer represents one of the many subjectivities that compose the institutionality
of the prison; a cog in the wheel that makes the machine run. What underlies his wish to transfer
(from one institution to another) are the lack of free time and insufficient wages, but he is
missing the hidden surplus that will complete his exchange: proper connections. Stuck within the
institution yet having no means to leave, the officer's subjectivity can only be expressed through
defeatist complaint, a voice coded through the tolerable parameters of dissent whose presence
allows the institution to continue functioning and reproducing itself. So on the one hand we see
in the officer an example of a flat character whose existence and behavior is thoroughly tied with
institutions, a culmination into the new institutional-human that supplants three-dimensional
characters.94 On the other hand we see — in the ghastly deaths of individuals from the fictional
collective — how the garlic commodity's ability to reflect the collective's desire and frame the
collective in a position of (un)equal exchange with the institutions, has now permeated into the
bodies it once supplemented, reaching its logical conclusion: that through selling the corpse of
Jinju and her child for money, there is nothing unfit for exchange.
In all its brutality, The Garlic Ballads resurrects a long-standing question in modern
Chinese literature since its beginnings: how should one represent a peasant collective? Most
works have wavered between Lu Xun's approach, which paints a negative picture of the masses
as a method to critique and enlighten, and that of the socialist/communist line, which glorifies
and sublimates China's working masses. Shelley W. Chan believes Mo Yan harbors “deep
sympathy for his peasant counterparts”, and that Mo Yan “places himself among ordinary

94

These characters become more prominent in the highlight of the first phase of Mo Yan's career, The Republic of
Wine (1992). Sent to investigate corruption charges in the heart of “liquorland”, agent Ding Gou'er is welcomed
by two identical-looking bureaucrats. At the crucial banquet scene, a nervous Ding tries to reassert his status as
an inspector in front of his twin hosts who, "without a trace of irritation, they said with the same warmth and
friendliness they had displayed from the beginning: 'We know, we know, we're not asking you to drink.'" (39)
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Chinese people and examines the sources of the calamities they suffer from a nonelite point of
view: this is one of the most important differences between Mo Yan and Lu Xun.” (18) Ling Tun
Ngai suggests that Mo Yan has found a third way. As a writer who originates from the
countryside, Ngai thinks that “Mo Yan is well aware of the polarized images of peasantry and
offers his own rustic counter- views...he disapproves of what he regards as men of letters'
condescending attitude toward the peasants and the countryside, and he writes back with a
vengeance.” (9) Through a similar tactic to what Mikhail Bakhtin calls “degradation”, Ngai
argues that Mo Yan surpasses the condescension of the intelligentsia and communist worship by
overturning their values completely, by making that which is ugly (scatology, eating habits, sex)
the main subject of his peasantry.
They are probably both correct on this issue when it comes to Mo Yan's complete body of
work, but I find it hard to agree with them in this particular case. While The Garlic Ballads
wavers between these two modes, it is firmly situated within Lu Xun's line. Mo Yan himself
claimed to have written The Garlic Ballads in a gesture of solidarity with contemporary
peasantry, but the novel presents a picture of reconstituted family farming in Deng Xiaoping's
reform era so bleak and violent, that it becomes very difficult to identify with peasant collective.
By describing how the de-collectivized, individual peasant families, in their lust for maximum
profit, overgrew garlic and caused a severe shortage in staple foods, Mo Yan suggests that while
the institutions that govern the collective is the main culprit, the peasants themselves, who are
agents, must also be held responsible.95 While Thomas Chen has produced a compelling reading
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There are other hints that Mo Yan's critical lenses was extended to the peasant collective of The Garlic Ballads. In
his Nobel Prize lecture “Storytellers”, Mo Yan exclaimed that while he wrote the book, he tried not to let “heated
emotions and anger allow politics to suppress literature and transform a novel into reportage of a social event”,
and that as a participant in society, “a novelist is entitled to his own stance and viewpoint; but when he is writing
he must take a humanistic stance, and write accordingly.” See “Storytellers”, from nobelprize.org.
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of the story's portrayal of the peasant collective as a sympathetic, effective counterpoint to the
“formulaic, whitewashed, ideologically paralyzed” newspaper account of the riot inserted
towards the end of the book, structurally and characterologically, the text gives us a very
different picture. (47) The Garlic Ballads presents us with a classic one (or two) versus the many
situation, making it nigh-impossible for the reader to sympathize with anyone other than Gao Ma
and Jinju: they are the only ones given what Alex Woloch calls a “character space” that brings
forth a full sense of the two as persons. (13) A character-space, for Woloch, marks “the
intersection of an implied human personality...with the definitively circumscribed form of a
narrative...our sense of the human figure...is inseparable from the space that he or she occupies
within the narrative totality.” (13) While the Fang brothers may not be entirely wicked persons,
all their character spaces in the narrative show them either physically assaulting Gao Ma and
Jinju, or scheming to marry off their sister. The narrative attention distributed to Gao Yang works
similarly: he appears pitiable rather than worthy of sympathy, because the narrative portrays him
as incapable of recognizing the reasons he that delivered into various troubles, making him
comically pathetic. In sum, the scattered mode of the collective's agricultural production and
highly selective character-spaces (which shows most of the peasants as unlikeable) in the
narrative ultimately point to what their collectivity cannot achieve: Jinju and Gao Ma's romance
shatters; the peasant's demonstrations against Paradise County's malfeasance did not result in a
movement with a coherent set of political demands, instead erupting into a riot; Zhang Kou, who
represents the subversive energy of a folk aesthetic, succumbs to a cruel death at the novel's end.
The critical realism of Mo Yan is not only aimed at corrupt institutions and market values, but it
also spares nothing towards the peasants; The Garlic Ballads is another text in the long line of
modern Chinese literature that sees the failures of the peasant collective not just as a
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representations of their own backwardness, but as a symptom of national and worldly malaise.
For all its negativity, the traits of the collective in The Garlic Ballads are admirable and
quite similar to what we have seen (albeit less glorified) in Red Sorghum. Its collectivity displays
a dionysian spirit, which is compounded with an anti-systemic, anti-political and self-destructive
passion. Yet it should not be forgotten that institutionality produces collectivity: what
conditioned the peasants of The Garlic Ballads to live and produce solely for the pursuit of shortterm revenue gain was none other than Paradise County's government, and all the institutions and
units connected to its sphere of influence (the market, the bureaucracy, and the prisons); in other
words, the collectivity of Paradise County's peasants exists in an uneasy master-slave
relationship with the governmental institution that filled in the void of the People's Communes.
As opposed to the rhetoric of the Communes' collectivity, the new, post-reform village and
country office promises no social safety, no support, and no protection for the meek. The
collective is dominated by the institutions, held in abeyance by its very oppressors. The conflict
of the post-reform collective with the local government and its tragic denouements could be seen
as the terminal symptoms of a “cancerous collectivity” before it collapses upon itself: as a
strategy-less reaction against the current, new institutional settings informed by the the
institutional memory of the People's Communes, The Garlic Ballads' collective is doomed to
metastasis. Out of the novel's numerous major characters, only the craven and hypocritical Gao
Yang survives towards the end, a telling indicator of Mo Yan's critical sensibilities towards the
state of collectivity in contemporary China.

Cipher Commodities, Cancerous Collectivity
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Almost two years after Mo Yan's Nobel Prize controversy, the Beijing Literary Forum (
) convened on October 15th, 2014. China's highest profile literary conference
headed by none other than President Xi Jinping (

), the forum was an event comparable to

the Yan'an Talks of 1942 in terms of sheer scale. But the Beijing Literary Forum has little else in
common with revolutionary Yan'an. Rather than purported ideological purity, the postsocialist
Chinese state's concern about literature is heavily determined by the market. Given the cultural
prestige of the Nobel and the financial dividends that can come from it, it wouldn't be surprising
if Xi was exceedingly receptive towards Mo Yan, the PRC's first bona fide laureate in literature.
Instead of paying attention to China's recently-minted Nobel laureate, Xi completely ignored Mo
Yan and instead lavished praise on two relatively obscure, young, and nationalistic online writers
by the names of Zhou Xiaoping (

) and Hua Qianfang (

”).96 Xi himself stated at the

forum that “A good work is one that should place its social effects first, while simultaneously
being capable of effectively combine its social and economic effects. Art should not become a
slave to the market; it should not be tarnished with the smell of money. Ideally, an outstanding
work of literature should be successful in its aesthetics and thought, while maintaining popularity
in the market.” (Wenyibao, p.2, my translation) Popular (commercial) and critical (social)
acclaim: Xi's asking for a lot, especially in an unequal pairing of terms. The contradiction here
lies in the conjunction of immeasurable social effects with measurable economic ones – Xi's
vaguely defined “social effects” simply become meaningless when numbers of revenue confront
them. Faced with the leader's favoring of the market and of nationalism, Mo Yan played along
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See Cary Huang, “Xi Jinping handshake has bloggers thrust into the mainstream.”
http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1629999/xi-jinping-handshake-has-bloggers-thrustmainstream
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while expanding on the leader's words. He enlarges the range of what Xi defined as patriotism,
saying that it “includes everything: it includes respecting our history, respecting our traditions,
loving everything about the country, our natural scenery, our beautiful Chinese language, our
great script, but in the end it all goes back to the people, as it is the people who created it all.”
(Wenyibao, p.4, my translation) A Vicoean twist, bore through the oppositional “but” at the end
of the sentence, leaves the consequences of failing the category of the “people” to the readers'
imagination. If nationalism cannot serve the “people” — the architects of today's China, its
institutions and its history-in-the-making — it is not worthy of the name of patriotism. This
borderline Maoist invocation did not prompt reactions comparable to anything Mo Yan said
during the Nobel prize days of 2012, or any at all. In this instance, Mo Yan managed to enjoy the
luxury of just being an author.
The cold shoulder Mo Yan received at the Beijing Literary Forum indicates the speed on
which postsocialist China picks up and drops cultural trends, even if it was something as
previously coveted as the Nobel Prize in Literature. It also suggests that the ways in which Mo
Yan's oeuvre represents and imagines the myriad social troubles in China's post-reform world
comes a little too close to comfort – that the state should not continue to court this artist. We will
never fully know how Xi Jinping's thoughts about Mo Yan changed between the moment he won
the Nobel to the day the Beijing forum convened (and ultimately it won't matter). But it is
indisputable that Mo Yan's portraits of postsocialist collectivity, as well as the institutionality that
generates collectivity are anything but conciliatory to the status quo, as it is with a critical eye
that Mo Yan crafts social worlds from the perspective of a commodity. Through analyzing two
novels in Mo Yan's early career against the historical backdrop of Chinese decollectivization, I
have shown that the commodity not only mediates between the collective of characters and the
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village institution in Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads: compared back to back, the
differences in how the commodities function are analogous to how relationships between the
institutions and its collectives changed from one novel to the next. The texts demonstrate how
Mo Yan imagines an emergent postsocialist collectivity, each time born from a shift in the
dominant institutional cultures, every iteration more and more overtaken by the market.
As Mo Yan's debut, Red Sorghum aimed to manage the post-reform anxieties of
decollectivization by creating a collectivity that was organically held together by the sorghum
commodity. Contained inside a village institution that was seamlessly connected to its collective,
sorghum facilitated the processes of life, death, and regeneration within its confines; sorghum
nurtured the bodies who made up the collective, whose cadavers in turn nourished the plants.
Simultaneously, sorghum functioned like a prism, allowing us to see the novel-world's “mode of
production”, as it organically tethered the text's collective. But as red sorghum – the variety that
appears throughout the majority of the novel – vanished from the diegesis, the sorghum
commodity also lost its properties. By nostalgically revealing that red sorghum in the novel no
longer existed, the narrator makes suspect the co-constitution between the collective and the
village. While it lasted, the sorghum commodity not only upheld the collectivity of the village, it
also made bare the links between objects, institutions, and characters through its prism-like
nature.
The Garlic Ballads gave us something quite different. In the text, garlic operated as an
exchangeable commodity, a currency that tied the peasants, the institutional languages of the
market, the bureaucracy, and the prison into one bundle. The language of such social units and
institutions appeared ubiquitously in the novel: it is a language that did not share any
commonality with the collective of peasants under the jurisdiction of these institutions,
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displaying a gross inequality between the collectivity of the people and the institutions that
generated such collectivity. As a result, the collective in The Garlic Ballads are governed and
suppressed by their official institutions. Garlic's “neutral” constitution as currency, mediator, and
mirror means that it has no organic ties with the collective that uses it: as a cash crop, garlic has
the potential to bring prosperity to the collective as much as it can bring ruin. A far cry from the
hypothetical organic wholeness of collectivity in Red Sorghum, the collectivity of The Garlic
Ballads, mediated through garlic, corresponds to the results of the cold, hard institutional
changes from the People's Communes to family farming a decade into China's reform era. The
garlic commodity is therefore a seemingly neutral codex: it reflects the desires and strengths of
those who associate with it, whole honoring no particular allegiances.
The commodities of Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads thus resemble codes, referents
to a continuous series of things already experienced, as Roland Barthes defined them in S/Z. Yet
a code is not a list but a “ perspective of quotations, a mirage of structures...they are so many
fragments of something that has always been already read, seen, done, experienced; the code is
the wake of that already.” (20) Each code – in this case sorghum or garlic – is a kernel of
sedimented history in the world of the text, and it possesses the ability to relate and refer to
everything inside the text. Although they cannot show you how two objects relate to each other
outside of and separate from their relations with the codes themselves, codes make clear the
specific ways through which their relationality generates information. Codes are therefore similar
to significant objects or commodities in Jameson's concept of the mode of production, but on a
smaller and more specific scale. Since garlic and sorghum are codes that convert, decode, and
transform aesthetic information and affect throughout the literary worlds they inhabit, I call them
cipher commodities. A cipher is a complex algorithm employed to perform encryption and/or
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decryption operations in sequences, making a cipher commodity a symbolic object used by the
text to convey information in particular ways.97 Par my the analysis of The Garlic Ballads, garlic
decodes into happiness, excitement, and deliciousness in any segment of the plot prior to the
sacking of Paradise County's office; after the novel's main conflict, garlic only decodes for
sickness, despair, disgust, and oppression. And it goes without saying that cipher commodities
are encrypted differently. For example, sorghum, on the one hand, is similar to what Barthes calls
an “index”, a form of inscription that always points to the origins of the phenomenon at hand: the
organic quality of the collective. Garlic, on the other hand, is an “equivalent, an exchange, a
representation: a sign.” (39) As a “sign” garlic is an indicator of wealth, a reflecting agent of
desires which can refer to itself and everything else that it can be exchanged for; like money, it
does not have an origin. Garlic can represent anything.
Cipher commodities are the keys: what they unlock is how individual characters and
faceless institutions in Mo Yan's works come together, how the institutionality within each novel
combines the collective, the cipher commodity, and the institutions to produce a sense of
collectivity. Understanding the fictional collectivities designed by Mo Yan in turn helps us make
inroads to a basic question of the project: what are some of the ways in which people imagine
themselves relating to each other after the recession of socialist practices in contemporary
China?
Red Sorghum answers this by going back in time – to a period before socialist collectivity
stabilized itself. Mo Yan's first collective was dionysian through and through, with hard-drinking,
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In Mo Yan's case, cipher commodities often grace the titles of his novels, as we have seen with Red Sorghum, The
Garlic Ballads, and The Republic of Wine. That is not to say there are no cipher commodities in other texts, like
Thirteen Steps (
), which depicts sticks of chalk as a consumable. Fed to the “madman” narrator stuck in a
cage, chalk serves as metaphorical fuel that compels the narrator to continue his story.

113

recklessly loving, and ruthlessly killing characters living through modern China's most
treacherous years, from the late 1920s to the mid 40s. Sorghum, the novel's cipher commodity,
decodes every event of passionate conception, sublime death, and fierce resistance against
invaders as indexes of Northeast Gaomi Township's primitive organicity. Characters of the
collective thus relate to each other through a web weaved together by sorghum, in primal unity.
Coded through the prism-cipher of sorghum, the collectivity of Red Sorghum seems to possess an
organic wholeness, but seen from the inside, its collectivity is unsustainably eroded by the
dynamics that made it great: the collective's dionysian passion tends towards self-destruction,
outpacing growth. Red Sorghum's collectivity bites inward unto itself until nothing is left: it was
never conceived as a suitable alternative to socialist collectivity, only sustainable in the nostalgic
dreams of the text's narrator.
The collectivity of The Garlic Ballads results from Mo Yan's attempt to apply the
dionysian energy of Red Sorghum's collective into a postsocialist institutionality. Its aesthetic and
political aspects manage to intensify the negative energy left over from Mo Yan's previous
fictional collective: the text's cipher commodity, garlic, combined with the shifts in the
respresentation of institutions and collectives signal a darker world and a darker outcome. The
novel narrowly channels the primordial, bodily energy of love, lust, hunger, and violence that
simmered in Red Sorghum into a failed romance that ends in death, the silencing of a folk
minstrel, and the carceral torture of innocent citizens: it effectively clarifies what would happen
if we funneled a similar collectivity through modern, postsocialist institutions of an inhuman
market, a peremptory bureaucracy, and a prison system – all replacements of the Commune, all
adversaries of residual socialist collectivity. The people of The Garlic Ballads's collective relate
to each other through garlic, the novel's cipher-mirror that promises profit and greatness. But
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garlic does not protect, or really care about the collective: it only reflects the desires of those who
deal with it in proportion, meaning that it is also involved with the institutions that dominate and
suppress the collective. The novel's collectivity put up a fight against these stacked odds, which
in the end, amounted to little.
Such collectivity in Mo Yan's two novels — as if gathering the shadows and specters left
behind by China's rapid social, political, and economic transformations throughout the late 70s to
the early 90s — is characterized by a deep, unrelenting negativity. The “people” of Northeast
Gaomi Township and Paradise County appear as loose collectives that are fiercely anti-political,
in the sense that it does not possess a political project: the stubborn, almost naturalist
representation of the “people” thoroughly repudiates the once-sacred project of China's socialist
modernity, that of collectivization. Disillusioned with socialist collectivization and hammered on
all fronts by encroaching market forces, Mo Yan responds by creating collectives capable of
expressing a passionate, dionysian drive for life. These collectives, whose modus operandi is to
oppose official culture and celebrate the multiplicity of life in all its shame and glory, have a fatal
flaw: all of their positive traits are double-edged swords. While the collectivity that emerges
from these collectives can criticize, reject, and destroy what it opposes, they are incapable of
raising themselves to a level equivalent to its opponent; their unfettered energy prohibits them
from erecting political alternatives that last. These collectives harbor entropic, anti-systemic
energies that threaten to destroy and unravel themselves and the institutions they happen to be
engendered by and entangled with.98 They are, in all senses of the word — cancerous. The
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The plentitude of primal passions in Mo Yan's writing, of course, is an ingredient in the composition of such an
anti-systemic energy. “The Realpolitik of Mo Yan's Fiction”, Sabina Knight states that Mo Yan's fiction, when
seen as a response to the “high tide of socialist theory and socialist realist literature that emphasized utopian
visions of collective revolution”, his depictions of lust can appear to be “frequently destructive and potentially
liberating.” (99) Note that Knight modifies “liberating” with a pensive “potentially”: the destructive lust and
other forms of violence in Mo Yan only hints at, calls out to, and reaches for liberation. See Sabina Knight, “The
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passion of Mo Yan's people ensures its progeny, but also threatens itself with eradication. Like a
malignant tumor, it consumes itself as it grows: hence I call the sort of collectivity Mo Yan
imagined in Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads “cancerous collectivity”.99 These cancerous
collectivities eat, shit, fuck, dance, die and repeat.100
In sum, over the course of two novels, Mo Yan has painted a negative vision of
collectivity for postsocialist China: it is a vision that bespeaks a profound political pessimism.
Close to three decades later such pessimism, established by Mo Yan in the late Chinese 80s, feels
a little out of place. In a world where we are constantly bombarded by the apprehensive “Rise of
China” discourse which became so prominent in Western media after the new millennium, or
China's own recent, upbeat, individualistic discourse of the “Chinese Dream” (

), Mo

Yan's vistas of cancerous collectivity seem to have misdiagnosed the historical trajectories of the
People's Republic of China at the time.
But are Mo Yan's prognostications truly so out of place? A quick reading of the Chinese
Dream will confirm that Mo Yan was not far off the mark. Where the PRC's current
administration obtained the slogan of a “Chinese Dream” is more than self-evident: one rapidly
marketizing society borrowing from another highly marketized one. We have gotten to a point in
post-Cold War history where China is transplanting a dream from the United States of America,

Realpolitik of Mo Yan's Fiction.” In Mo Yan in Context: Nobel Laureate and Global Storyteller.
Mo Yan's pessimism indicates that he is skeptical towards what the people ultimately can achieve as collectives.
This draws him closer to fellow Nobel Laureate Gao Xingjian, whose well-known disgust of the masses informs
his aesthetics. While Gao is fifteen years older than Mo Yan, both launched their careers in the so-called “golden
ten years” of literature between 1978 to 1988, a decade of “culture fever”. For Gao Xingjian's anti-political
politics, see Soul of Chaos: Critical Perspectives on Gao Xingjian, edited by Tam Kwok-kan.
100
Mark Greif has observed something similar to cancerous collectivity in Thomas Pynchon's The Crying Lot of 49.
Greif notices that while Pynchon's novel may appear “affectionate toward its many fringe groups and
underground elements...they don't make up a world in the end.” (249) The technological systems of
communication that enable these characters ultimately end up thwarting their efforts again and again (250). See
Mark Greif, The Age of the Crisis of Man: Thought and Fiction in America, 1933-1973.
99

116

world's most powerful nation-state — a dream which is surely lived nightmarishly for most of its
population — to serve its ideological needs. Of course, China tempers the American Dream's
relentless focus on individual effort with a little sprinkle of collectivism. Kirk Denton's reading
of the “Chinese Dream” shows that it stresses how the personal success of individual citizens are
not “just something you earn by dint of hard work and ingenuity; it is built on the foundation of a
shared history—ancient glory, imperialists humiliation, and national revival—and can come to
you only when the nation itself has arrived.”101 Here the individual “you” seemingly rests on the
collective of the “nation's shared history”: the “Chinese Dream” wants to fulfill the desires of
both the individual and the collective, its ultimate success predicated upon following the CCP's
leadership. But a closer look reveals something truly bizarre: if one's success is built upon “the
foundation of a shared history” and can only be realized when “the nation itself has arrived”,
how does the nation-state“arrive” if the people, the parts who compose the sum of the nationstate collective, are not yet self-sufficient and successful? It is as if the “nation” has become
something autonomized and separate from the people, an independent entity that follows a
teleological program regardless of the conditions of its citizens. A curious vacuum thus shortcircuits the “Chinese Dream”, expressing the existence of the people and the nation-state
parallels, rather than lines that eventually converge: if the people, the sum of the country's
individuals, do not form the totality of the nation-state, who or what does? Practitioners of
political power often can afford to disregard logic: in the place of the people (the collective) it
will be the CCP and its various institutions that will govern the nation-state. If not, then perhaps
the market and its form-bearers – the capitalists.
Mo Yan's vistas of postsocialist collectivity in Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads
101

See Kirk Denton, “China Dreams and the “Road to Revival”.” from osu.edu.
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described a terrifying trend: that the gulf between the novel's fictional collective and the
institutions that generate its collectivity would grow to the point that the former becomes
disconnected from and dominated by the latter. What is the endpoint of this trend but the official
idea of the “Chinese Dream” that postulates the separation of the people, the nation-state, and its
institutions? If there is such a thing as a Chinese Dream, it must have a dreaming subject — nay,
many, who have lived through close to four decades of economic reform after the dreams of
socialist modernity shattered in the late 70s. Perhaps these four decades have been nothing but a
dream for them. When the dreaming subjects wake, they may not be so inclined to accept the
official narrative of the Chinese Dream, for, like nightmares, there have always been many.
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Chapter 3. The School; Generational Collectivity, Postsocialist Repression, and a
Dialogue Across Death in Luo Yijun

Top Dog of the Fifth Graders

After he graduated from university in 1989, the Taiwanese writer Luo Yijun (

)

simply wrote. Steadily and unwaveringly, starting in the early 90s, Luo published short story
collections, volumes of essays, and one novel after another. The 90s passed as thousands of
packs of cigarettes passed through Luo Yijun's lungs; his hairline receded, and his gut expanded
in proportion to his oeuvre; by the dawn of the new millenium, he became a father of two.102
Before Luo knew it, he had become the top dog of his entire generation of writers. In a review of
Luo's 2003 novel The Distance (

, Yuanfang) — a text that dealt with the death of his father,

a topic that had merely haunted his previous work but which emerged to the fore here — Mingru Fan said that “once a newcomer to the literary scene, [Luo Yijun] is now the top dog of the
fifth-graders (wunianji yige), whom all the writers of the E-generation strive to emulate”.103 The
market, sensing branding potential, wholeheartedly embraced this term. Today, turn over the
inner flap of any book by Luo Yijun — even the reprinted versions of his pre-2003 works — and
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From 1993 up until the year 2001, Luo Yijun has published three short story collections (The Red Ink Gang (
, Hong Zituan) 1993; We Left the Bar of the Night (
,Women Zi Yeande Jiuguan Likai)
1993; Wife Dreams of Dog (
, Qi Menggou) 1998), three full-length novels (
, The Third
Dancer (Di Sange Wuzhe) 1999; Moon Family (
, Yueqiu Xingshi) 2000; An Elegy (
Qian
Beihuai) 2001), a children's book (
, Children's Tales for the Little Star (He Xiaoxing Shuo
Tonghua) 1994), and a self-funded poetry collection (
, The Story of Abandonment (Qi De Gushi) 1995),
averaging one book per year.
103
See Ming-ru Fan (
), “The Distance: Phantoms of a Flickering Aura” (Lingguang Shanshuo De Mimei –
Yuanfang). From Chinatimes.com.
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you will inevitably see these five characters:

. Like confronting a blurry account of

the past that resists verification, the appearance of the title “top dog of the fifth-graders” on Luo
Yijun's works that were written before The Distance produces a fuzzy feeling unique to
anachronisms: the acknowledgment of Luo Yijun's top dog status on the reprinted book pushes
the past into a retroactive typology, where everything is reinterpreted and reevaluated according
to the present; one feels that time is thrown out of whack, with recent impressions and memories
of Luo Yijun consuming and taking over earlier ones.
Beyond its catchy marketing power and the temporal confusion it is capable of, what Luo
Yijun's nickname, the “top dog of the fifth-graders” teases out, is a constitutive temporal schism
that grounds Taiwan (or, the Republic of China, ROC in short) in the ebbs and flows of
contemporary world history. Within this nickname lies the fundamental temporal and
generational logic upon which Taiwanese history has functioned – in relation to the People's
Republic of China (PRC in short) and the world – over the past seven decades. All of this rests
upon a code: fifth-graders. Without ambiguity, the “top dog” portion of the nickname states that
Luo Yijun leads his generation, either in terms of productivity, aesthetic achievements, or market
exposure. But why is his generation metaphorically described by the language of the school, and
why “fifth-graders” (

, wuninaji)? To begin with, it must be acknowledged that Taiwan

runs on not one but two calendars: the first is the Gregorian calendar, which it shares with the
rest of the world; the second is the Republic of China's calendar, whose count began with the
regime's genesis in 1911.104 To find the year of the Republic (

104

, minguo) equivalent to a

Of course, there is a third calendar in use not just in Taiwan, but in almost all Chinese communities: the Lunar
Calendar. Similar to the Farmer's Almanac, the Lunar Calendar is the traditional source of reference for activities
related to all manners of social rituals and agriculture – its most important modern function is perhaps the
designation of the dates of Lunar New Year. I exclude it from this discussion because it does not carry as much
political weight as the calendar of the ROC.
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Gregorian year, you simply subtract 1911 from that date. The Republic calendar is not just a
custom that the Taiwanese practice in conjunction with Gregorian time, it is a temporality no less
tied to the very real biopolitical grids – those of medical, social, and political recordings – that its
citizens are plugged into from the very moment of their birth. Individuals, then, locate two
originary dates on their ID cards and records: one's date of birth is in both the Gregorian and a
year of the Republic. For example, Luo Yijun was born in 1967, so, minus 1911, his birth date
would be in the 56th year of the Republic. On the one hand, the small numbers of the Republic of
China's calendar, in comparison to those of the Gregorian, reflects its status as a relatively young
and modern regime. On the other hand, the small numbers also express a heightened sense of
generational change under capitalist modernity, where experiences for those born a decade apart
can be staggeringly different. This is where appropriating the language of the school, an
institution that sorts individuals by their years, comes in handy.105 Each “grade” therefore
designates a decade of the Republic calendar in which one was born: fourth graders (1951-1960)
roughly corresponds with the global post-World War II “baby-boomer” generation; fifth graders
(1961-1969) grew up with memories of the ongoing Cold War, while also beginning to enjoy the
fruits of Taiwan's capitalist developments; sixth- and seventh- graders (1971-1980, 1981-1990),
often the children of the fourth graders, are those born close to or within Taiwan's period of
democratization, as well as to its deeper immersion into the global neoliberal order, under which
interactions with the People's Republic of China became frequent.106 Identifying individuals into
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In Taiwan, from elementary school onwards, pupils are not only divided into years and grades but also into
numerical classes, such as: 3rd Grade, 14th Class (
sannian shisiban). In each grade, there would be
anywhere between ten to twenty classes, each containing thirty to forty students. For an account on how this sort
of high-volume educational arrangement doubles as a strategy of organizing the masses for human resources in
developing countries, see Stephen Kosack, The Education of Nations: How the Political Organization of the
Poor, Not Democracy, Led Governments to Invest in Mass Education.
106
My designation of Taiwan as a neoliberal space relies on two definitions of the term “neoliberalism”. The first is
David Harvey's claim that global neoliberalism constitutes a global restoration of elite class power, which is
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“grades” thus originates from two things: the coexistence of the Gregorian calendar with the
Republic of China's calendar in Taiwan, and the ever-changing generational experiences that the
Taiwanese demarcate, for convenience and not accuracy, by decades. While the two are
connected, the stubborn, continued existence and use of the Republic years in Taiwan ultimately
constitutes a schism that divides and defines Taiwanese history against the Gregorian used by the
People's Republic of China and the rest of the world: Taiwan's “graders”, then, as a figure, not
only represents the difference in generational experience but the fantasy that its generations can
solely exist within the time of the Republic, without having to confront the changes in the global
capitalist world, or the rising force that is postsocialist China.
But sooner or later every Taiwanese “grader” has to confront the reality brought forth by
these phenomena, even those who appear the least concerned or invested in the looming horizon
of the political.107 Luo Yijun, our “top dog of the fifth-graders”, is such an individual: his dense,
psychological, and often introspective prose obscures the fact that his work is finely attuned to

executed through the “financialization of everything” that leads to a “deepened hold of finance over all other
areas of the economy, as well as over the state apparatus and...daily life” (33). For more details on the classrestoration character of neoliberalism, see David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism. The second definition
of neoliberalism is Michel Foucault's, who sees the primary effect of neoliberal governance as the transformation
of the individual into an entrepreneur, that even for a worker, “labor comprises a capital...it is an ability, a skill”
(The Birth of Biopolitics 224). See Michel Foucault, The Birth of Politics: Lectures at the Collège de France
1978-1979. By these two definitions neoliberalism is operating full-fledged in Taiwan, where real wages have
become stagnant for the past three decades, public transportation has undergone massive privatization, and where
the middle-class worships business leaders featured in magazines such as Tianxia (
)and Business Week.
107
On November 7th, 2015, Taiwan's then-president, Ma Ying-jeou (
), and China's tantamount leader, Xi
Jinping (
) met in Singapore, marking the first meeting between political leaders of China and Taiwan
since the schism of 1949. While the long-term reverberations of this meeting are not yet apparent, journalists and
critics have largely read Ma's desire to meet Xi at this time not just as a diplomatic play but also an internal
gesture designed to boost votes for his party's candidate (The Nationalist Party) in the upcoming 2016
presidential election. China has always been a factor in Taiwanese elections since 1996, but never before has it
loomed so large on the horizon: the PRC's growing power as a player in the capitalist world order not only means
that it has now cemented a place within Taiwan's economy, but also of its ability to exert more political influence
on its smaller cross-straits neighbor. For a general account of the Ma-Xi meeting (
, maxihui), see “China
and Taiwan leaders hail historic talks.” from bbc.com. For current analysis of the meeting, see “The ChinaTaiwan Summit.” from chinafile.com .
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Taiwan and the world beyond, and the fact that he has a far more nuanced sense of “generations”
than what is connoted by the word “graders”. Born in 1967, the beginning of the last decade of
Chiang Kai-Shek's (

, Jiang Jie-shi) autocratic rule, Luo Yijun the fifth-grader grew up as

Taiwan's developmental paradigm began to reap some rewards,108 while the shadows of Chiang's
anti-communist “White Terror” purges still permeated the spheres of Taiwanese everyday life,
from the classrooms, the media, to its literary cultures.109 What complicates this picture is Luo's
sharp awareness of his hybrid identity: his father was a native of China's Anhui province, who
retreated to Taiwan in 1949, falling into the category of what is today called waisheng (
mainland immigrant); his mother was a bensheng (

,

, “native”) woman whose Han Chinese

ancestors migrated generations ago. Being neither purely nor waisheng nor bensheng instilled in
him a keen sense for generational difference – that he was not only different from his mainlandborn father and Taiwanese mother, but also to a large majority in his environment. Not only
sensitive towards the differences between larger generations, Luo is also attentive to the ways in
which Taiwanese schools, from primary to post-secondary institutions, are responsible for
creating collectives of (micro)generations. Exceeding the temporal limit of the decade implicit in
the term “graders”, Luo Yijun's “generation” is a collective concept that rests on three premises:
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One reason Chiang Kai-Shek's Taiwan flourished in the global, post-WWII capitalist paradigm of “embedded
liberalism” was that it had a few capable technocrats and bureaucrats under it service. Domestically and
internationally trained elites like Sun Yunxuan (
) and Li Guoding (
) were instrumental in Taiwan's
state-directed capitalism for at least three decades. For a brief overview of their involvement in post-1949
Taiwanese policy, see Ken Morita and Yun Chen, Transition, Regional Development and Globalization: China
and Central Europe, p.295-405. For accounts on the Taiwanese state under the framework of embedded
liberalism, see Thomas B. Gold, “The Waning of the Kuomintang State on Taiwan” and Jürgen Domes, “State
Capacity in an Asian Democracy: The Example of Taiwan”, in Kjeld Erik Brødsgaard and Susan Young, State
Capacity in East Asia: Japan, Taiwan, China, and Vietnam.
109
Taiwan's “White Terror” (
, Baise Kongbu) generally refers to the Nationalist Party's long-term
suppression of political dissidence, which began after the February 28th incident in 1947. “The duration of “white
Terror” largely coincides with the four decades of martial law instituted by Chiang Kai-Shek after the Chinese
Civil War (1949-1987). For an in-depth study on the cultural representations of “white terror”, see Sylvia Lichun Lin, Representing Atrocity in Taiwan: The 2/28 Incident and White Terror in Fiction and Film.
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first, it is produced via the school institution, which organizes time and space for individuals of
similar ages; second, generations presume a shared range memories; third, generations may be
differentiated by age, but also by individual and group identities. Luo's complex exploration of
generations is manifested in his dense writing, which is often interspersed with flashbacks that
resist easy temporal identification in the narrative's plot: these analepses often refer back to a
moment in the narrator's educational history, whose psychosexual affective charges interrupt and
morph the present diegesis in various ways. In the grand, labyrinthine structures of Luo's fiction,
we not only find ghostly appearances of Taiwan's political history throughout the 90s and up to
the 00s – Taiwan's first general presidential election in 1996, and the election of Chen Shui-Bian
(

), a Taiwanese native who began his career as a lawyer and legislator, as president in the

year 2000 – the specters of a marketizing, influence-expanding postsocialist China can also be
found, haunting the edges of Taiwan's every highlight.110
Out of the diversity of post-1949 Taiwanese literature, this chapter takes Luo Yijun as its
subject for two reasons. First, I chose Luo Yijun because he is the least explicitly political writer
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Besides the influence of long-standing anti-communism instilled by the Japanese Empire and the Nationalist
government, Taiwan's currently prominent anti-China “structure of feeling” relies on images and tropes that are
constantly in circulation. After the 1996 Taiwan-Straits missile crisis, memories of presidential elections have
become increasingly linked to the reactions of the Communist Party. During the presidential elections in the year
2000, a photo of Chinese premier Zhu Rongji (
) – who appeared agitated while admonishing the
Taiwanese public about the consequences of voting for Chen Shui-bian, the Democratic Progressive Party's (
, Minzhujinbudang) candidate – was widely circulated and became a symbol of the PRC's animosity.
See “China ups pressure on Taiwan.” From bbc.co.uk. In sporting events, the PRC puts pressure to prevent
mentions of the ROC or Taiwan. Taiwan's representatives circumvented this situation by adopting the moniker
“Chinese Taipei” ( ‧
, Zhonghua Taibei). For one example, see “Chinese Taipei or Taiwan? Awkward
moments at Intl. Crown.” Form golfchannel.com. In the realm of popular culture, Taiwanese Indie singersongwriter Deserts Chang (
, Zhang Xuan) courted the ire of Chinese netizens by donning the ROC flag on
her back during a concert in Manchester. See “Taiwanese singer's flag display sparks row.” From bbc.com.
Having one's flag banned, the name of one's country (whether it is the ROC or Taiwan) forcibly altered: the
recurrence of such instances have snowballed into tropes that sustain an anti-China “structure of feeling” for the
younger generations of Taiwanese.

124

out of his contemporaries.111 Virtually unknown in the English-speaking world, Luo's works are
yet to be translated into English, largely due to his dense and difficult prose that eschews plot in
favor of episodic meandering. Political references, or even political content or themes, appear
few and far between in Luo's work. But when they do appear, they are often deeply connected to
the ways in which generations function, on the level of both form and content. The second reason
I chose Luo is because the first stage of his career closely followed major events in China's postreform era (for example, he began writing in 1989, which witnessed the rise and fall of the
Democracy Movement) and came to fruition in parallel to Taiwan's most intense period of
political liberalization.112 Throughout this period, a nascent Taiwanese nativism came into
conflict with a nascent Chinese regional hegemony based on its capitalist reforms: the latter, with
newly gained muscle, responded to the challenge of Taiwanese nativism through the threat of
force, represented repeatedly in Taiwanese media113. Thus throughout the 90s to the early 00s,
the Nationalist Party's (

, Guomindang) anti-communist discourse was revived, this

time iterated through the ideologies of Taiwanese Independence: China once again was figured
as the enemy and other of Taiwan, a hostile imaginary that interferes in and overlaps with the

111

For example, Chen Xue's (
) Sleepwalking 1994 (
, Mengyou 1994) directly addresses the omnipresence
of Taiwan's heteronormative patriarchy; Yang Zhao (
), a prolific novelist, essayist, and short-story writer, is
also active as a political critic and a historian; Chong Yee-Voon (
), a Chinese Malaysian literary critic and
writer who made Taiwan her second home, has published criticism on Mo Yan, the Sinophone, and the politics of
Chinese Malaysian literature.
112
For a political science perspective on this political period, centered around the figure of former President Lee
Teng-hui, see Wen-chin Lee and T.Y. Wang, ed. Sayonara to the Lee Teng-hui Era: Politics in Taiwan, 19882000.
113
The threat of China's force is real, but it is also used as an ideological tool to sustain a politics of fear in the
Taiwanese population. While one can often find articles in Taiwanese and Western media about the number of
cruise missiles the PRC has aimed at Taiwan (this number is usually represented as between 1,000 to 1,500 in
2015), it is more difficult to find numbers from Taiwan's offensive and defensive missile grid. Searching Google
with the keywords “Taiwan” “aims” “missile” “at China”, it yields the usual information about China's missiles
aimed at Taiwan, with only one article on how Taiwan has developed cruise missile technology. See “For the
First Time Ever Taiwan Has Cruise Missiles Aimed At Mainland China.” from businessinsder.com. By repeating
the numbers of Chinese missiles without disclosing their own, the Taiwanese media cultivates a sense of fear and
victimhood in the populace that is politically malleable.
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latter's memory of its own repressed socialism.114 With Luo Yijun's formal complexity and
Taiwan's historical context in its sights, this chapter aims for the excavation of a residual and/or
repressed socialist culture imagined by Luo Yijun: they appear as figures of madness lurking in
his main fictional collectives, the “generations” created by schools that are overdetermined by
Taiwan's capitalist regime. Under the larger framework of the dissertation project, the chapter
ultimately takes up as its task to discover the ways in which an imaginary of socialism under
capitalism differs from an imaginary of socialism under postsocialism proper, and what this
differences means for the imagination of collectivity within the cultural, political, and geographic
construction of the postsocialist Sinophone.

Postsocialism and Generational Collectivity

Commanding an extremely cerebral, non-linear, convoluted yet intimate writing style,
Luo Yijun is usually seen as a successor to the high tide of Taiwanese literary postmodernism of
the 1980s. While the shadows of postmodernism no longer haunt Luo Yijun today, a sketch of
the postmodernist zeitgeist that nurtured him helps us situate Luo's work in and against the
writerly generation that came before him.
Taiwan's literary postmodernism was a product that blossomed in the singular political,
intellectual, and cultural conditions of the 80s. Politically, the Taiwanese 80s witnessed the
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In Asia as Method: Towards Deimperialization, Kuan-hsing Chen explains how Taiwan's repression of socialism,
a by-product of its alliance with the United States, is conditioned by the legacies of the Cold War: “It has become
impossible to criticize the United States in Taiwan because the decolonization movement, which had to address
Taiwan's relation with Japan, was never able to fully emerge from the postwar period; the Chinese communists
were successfully constructed as the evil other by the authoritarian Kuomintang regime; and the United States
became the only conceivable model of political organization and the telos of progress” (10).
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passing of Chiang Ching-Kuo (

, Jiang Jing-guo), son of generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek,

the end of the Martial Law era and the ascendancy of native born Teng-hui Lee (

) to the

presidential throne. Lee's political style was, in Ping-hui Liao's words, conducive to the
production of “doubts and uncertainty in the psychosocial structure of identification”, which
served as catalysts that exploded the issues of national identity, ethnicity, and gender in
Taiwanese society (56). Intellectually, in 1987, critics and theorists of postmodernism were
introduced into Taiwan through academic institutions and conferences, the most notable instance
being Fredric Jameson's keynote presentation at the Aesthetics and Literary Studies Conference
organized by National Tsinghua University (42-43). Academic discussions of postmodernism
triggered domino effects in the sphere of culture, where designers, art proprietors, and writers all
looked for a slice of the postmodern pie: Taiwan's postmodern vogue also coincided with further
capitalist development and marketization, introducing popular culture from Japan, Hong Kong,
Europe, and the United States. Travel and communication between the Republic of China and the
People's Republic of China, which had been forbidden for close to four decades, resumed.
Unprecedented amounts of capital investment, mostly from Taiwan to the mainland, began
connecting the two previously separated economies. All of a sudden, local writers found
themselves in a literary market where they not only competed with themselves, but also with
translated literature and Sinophone writing from Hong Kong and China. To respond to these
changes, writers like Zhu Tianwen (

), Zhong Mingde (

) and Lin Yaode (

)

mixed “metafiction with journalism, romance with magic realism, literary discourse with postidentity politics, and localized pastiches with globalized ones” (43-44). The emergence of these
writers in the 1980s simultaneously signified a response to the transformations in Taiwan's
sociopolitical environment, and an intensification of the discussions about the issues surrounding
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literature, politics, and identity that were not resolved in the Nativist Literary debate (
, xiangtu wenxue lunzhan) of the 70s.115 Facing general political uncertainty, the influx of
fresh intellectual and cultural paradigms, and an intensifying Taiwanese-Chinese identity crisis,
this generation of writers tackled these problems head-on.
Looming democratization; further integration into global capitalism; a developing
Taiwanese nationalist consciousness. All crucial developments in the 80s carried into the 90s
with renewed vigor, and a new generation of writers emerged to engage these phenomena in their
own ways. Luo Yijun barged onto the 90s from this setting, carrying with him the lessons of the
postmodern generation, treading into waters far more treacherous. Because Luo appears in such a
crucial moment in Taiwanese literature and political history, most critical examinations of Luo
Yijun have placed him along the cultural, intellectual, and political aspects that were central to
Taiwan's postmodernist 80s. Culturally, Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang sees Luo Yijun as a member
of the 90s generation of writers, who have “followed closely conventions established by babyboom generation authors, such as the witty and playful portrayal of the yuppie culture” (203). In
addition to Taiwan's postmodernist culture, critics have also situated Luo Yijun in the intellectual
exchanges that characterized the relationships between post-Martial Law Taiwan and the greater
Sinosphere. Given Luo's amicable relationship with Kim Chew Ng (
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, Huang Jinshu), the

Xiaobing Tang observes that the issues left unresolved in the 70s Nativist Literary debate re-emerged in
Taiwanese literary discourse of the 80s and 90s, reflecting a “redirected geopolitical configuration” that treated a
“newly discovered Chinese chauvinism” as the enemy to a “nativist identity that is constructed not so much
politically as through renewed ethnical and regional differentiations” (389). See Xiaobing Tang, “On the Concept
of Taiwan Literature.” For Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang, the Nativist Literary debate “stigmatized Modernism as a
byproduct of postwar American cultural imperialism, initiating a collective search for “subjectivity” that gripped
cultural activities for the next few decades” (142). See Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang, Literary Culture in Taiwan:
Martial Law to Market Law. Whether the object of critique is Modernism, Sinocentrism, or even postmodernism,
whatever occupies the figure of the enemy seems to tell us more about the Taiwanese themselves rather than
modernism or China: these debates provide an etiology of Taiwanese intellectuals, who feel increasingly isolated
in a global capitalism where it is no longer a major player in East Asia. For a more comprehensive account of the
Nativist debate, see Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang, Modernism and the Nativist Resistance.
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Taiwan-trained Chinese Malaysian critic and writer, David Der-Wei Wang sees Luo Yijun as a
specimen in the diverse sea of Sinophone writers and critics. Praising his formal innovations,
Wang declared that Luo's An Elegy (2001) marked an “important new turn for contemporary
Sinophone writing” (“My Decadent” 12). My analysis of Luo stems from a historical vantage
point that seems counter-intuitive to the subject matter, but is nonetheless a salient part of
contemporary Asia: that of postsocialism.
I've already addressed, in the introduction, the ways in which a place like Taiwan might
be thought under the framework of postsocialism. Postsocialism is not a mere marker for the
transition and transformations of socialist governance: it highlights the temporal and spatial
unevenness inherent in the worldly experience of socialism. This makes the China-Taiwan dyad
a particularly strong point of departure for the hermeneutics of postsocialism in a “nonsocialist”
place, because despite Taiwan's explicit animosity towards socialism, its sociopolitical identity is
constituted by this very rejection. Ever since the end of the Chinese civil war in 1949, the
Nationalist-led government of the Republic of China, stationed in Taiwan, has actively defined
itself against the People's Republic of China. From its ideology, its developmentalist practice of
capitalism, its pro-American stance to its promotion of Anti-Communist literature, Taiwan built
its identity as everything that was not China,116 but it could not bury its history: during its days
under Japanese colonization, a socialist-lead labor movement was developing in tandem to
movements in Japan.117 Socialist movements during the Japan era were crushed repeatedly, and
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For a revisionist account on the aesthetic and political value of Taiwan's anti-communist literature, see David Derwei Wang, “A Departed Literature? Revisiting Anti-Communist Literature” (Yizhong Shiqu de Wenxue? Fangong
Xiaoshuo Xinlun) in The Making of the Modern, The Making of a Literature, 141-158 Wang argues that Taiwan's
anti-communist literature should be treated as “the first wave of scar literature that emerged in the recent halfcentury”, a precursor to Chinese and Taiwanese works that explore the traumas of the February 28th Incident,
White Terror, the post-78 cross-straits visitations stories, and that of the Cultural Revolution and the end of the
'89 Democracy Movement (“Departed” 154).
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For an account of the socialist movements in Taiwan and their connections with Japanese leftists between the
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under Nationalist rule, they were suppressed once again after the February 28th Incident in 1947,
triggered by the island's deep discontent towards Nationalist governance.118 Although socialists
were persecuted by both the Japanese Empire and the right-wing Nationalists, socialism survived
and became a major influence in the student-led 1972 “Defend the Diaoyu Islands” movement,
as well as the earlier stages of the democratization and Taiwanese independence movements.119
More recently, the 2014 “Sunflower Movement” reintroduced pockets of left-wing thought to a
younger generation, albeit in an incipient, spotted, and chaotic manner.120 Taiwan thus gives us a
concrete sense of what it means to have postsocialism in a nonsocialist place: “postsocialism”
describes the repression of a locale's own socialist histories, whether the locale at hand has
experienced socialist governance or not.
By treating Taiwan as one of the many places affected by socialism before and after the
end of Chinese socialist practices after 1976, we can see a different landscape: Taiwan is
“postsocialist” in the sense that it repressed its own socialist movements, cultures, and histories,
thereby already “after” a phase of socialist activity. The developments in post-reform China

1920s to the 1940s, see Su Xin, An Exiled Taiwanese Communist Fighter: A Memoir and Essays by Su Xin
(Weiguide Taigong Douhun: Su Xin Zizhuan Yu Wenji). There are also other mass-media representations of this
period. If I Have to Die 1,000 Times: The Story of Taiwanese Left-Wing (Ruguo Wo Bixu Si Yiqianxi: Taiwan
Zuoyi Jishi), a drama-documentary condensing and representing the pre-1949 Taiwanese leftist experience,
directed by Yulin Wang (
), was released in 2007.
118
Chen Fang-ming's ( ” ) account on Taiwanese communist leader Xie Xuehong's (
) involvement in the
February 28th uprising, Xie Xuehong: A Critical Biography (Xie Xuehong Pingzhuan) is a helpful place to start.
For a more historical examination on the relationship between the peasant movement between the 20s-30s and
the February 28th uprising, see Shih Shan Henry Tsai, A Hardscrabble Decade: Jian Ji and Taiwan's Peasant
Movements, 1924-1934 (Cangsang Shinian: Jian Ji Yu Taiwan Nongmin Yundong, 1924-1934).
119
Zheng Hongsheng's (
) memoir, A Song of Youth: Remembrance of a Taiwanese Leftist Youngster's Fiery
1970s (Qingchun Zhi Ge: Zhuiyi 1970 niandai Taiwan Zuoyi Qingnian de Yiduan Ruhuonianhua) details, from a
leftist perspective, the multiplicity inherent in the Defend the Diaoyu Islands Movement, and how many
participants later embarked on different paths in Taiwan's Democratization Movement.
120
The 2014 Sunflower Movement (
) was triggered on March 17th when Guomindang legislators
attempted to fast-track the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement (CSSTA) under the larger ECFA (Economic
Cooperation Framework Agreement) between Taiwan and China. During a twenty-three day long occupation,
various leftist groups with differing ideologies formed, such as the more Taiwanese nationalist Radical Wing (
, Jijin Ceyi) and the internationalist Subaltern Liberation Zone (
, Jianmin Jiefang Qu).
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brought it into the sphere of global capitalism where Taiwan has long resided, all the while
transforming their competitive relationship into one primarily coded through a dispute over
sovereignty; the effacement of socialism as a true ideological point of contention indirectly
rendered socialism a specter that haunts both sides of the Taiwan strait.121 True to the form of
haunting described by Avery Gordon, socialism resurfaces in the cultures of both nations through
an “animated state in which a repressed or unresolved social violence [makes] itself known”
(xvi).
In Luo Yijun's work, then, postsocialism's unresolved and repressed violence animates
itself in cultural memories lurking in his imaginations of collective generations, associated with a
dizzying array of symbols, secrets, and characters. These repressed elements of socialism
peripherally haunt the generational collectives in Luo's writing, forming subtle counterpoints to
the internal logic of said generations – that is to say the fiber of their generational collectivity,
created through the disciplinary mechanisms of Taiwan's schooling system that demarcate
individuals along the axes of time (age) and space (classrooms). This chapter takes the short
story “A Roll of Film” (
the novel An Elegy (

, Di Pian) from The Red Ink Gang (

, Hongzituan, 1993) and

, Qianbeihuai, 2001) as examples of how Luo Yijun's writing up until

the early 2000s represents and problematizes the concept of school-made generational
collectivity. These two texts by Luo best showcase two things: first, they show how writerly
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For Maurice Meisner, the Deng Xiaoping era signaled the de facto end of China's socialist practices. He predicts
that if the ghost of socialism does return to China, it will “will not evolve from the existing sociopolitical system
but rather in popular resistance to it. It will come not as a result of the maturation of the reformed economy, as
the regime still vaguely promises, but in a democratic struggle against the social consequences of capitalism”
(523). This vision is at odds with Taiwan's “pro-unification left”, leftists from an older generation who consider
Taiwan's unification with the People's Republic of China as a path to socialism. This faction is represented by
those such as Chen Yingzhen (
), Taiwan's most notable contemporary leftist writer, and the Chinatide
Association (
, Xiachao Lianhehui).
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generations are produced by the school and second, they show the ways in which repressed
socialism troubles generational logic of the school and gesture toward a generational collectivity
that is yet to come. It is this desire to critique and conceive of an alternative to generational
collectivity of the school that underlies Luo Yijun's obsessions with school, memory, and the
ways in which his characters attempt to hold on to social bonds, no matter how brittle they are.

Writing Class, White Terror, and Writerly Generations

The journey to find an alternative generational collectivity begins with the short story “A
Roll of Film”, one of the six pieces that compose Luo Yijun's debut, The Red Ink Gang. For all of
Luo's future work, “A Roll of Film” firmly establishes the links between the schooling system
and its generational collectives, as well as the ways in which elements of repressed socialism
appear as counterpoints to the collectivity of generations. The story features a young generation
of writers struggling to emerge from the shadow of their predecessor, who happen to be teaching
them the craft in college. Under this setting, the short story is then demarcated into two parts.
The first part is the main narrative, which tells a story about aesthetics and writing: the students
in a university creative writing classroom are each given a photo produced by the professor at
random, tasked to investigate the photo and produce a fictional narrative. Presented with photo of
a pony-tailed man wearing a crimson basketball jersey with the number 14, the narrator conducts
a city-wide hunt in Taipei to find him. Throughout the search, the narrator begins to reminisce
about his middle-school days, where he clashed with a close friend, and how his home room
teacher suffered an emotional breakdown after witnessing an arrest. These flashbacks in the
narrative of aesthetics form the second part of “A Roll of Film”, which thematizes the shadowy
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politics of Taiwan's White Terror that lurk the narrator's middle-school life.
The White Terror (

, Baise Kongbu) was the most recent, and arguably most

long-lasting wave of repression against socialism in Taiwan's history. Initiated by Chiang KaiShek, the White Terror purge was a “red scare” scenario that aimed to eradicate socialism from
the island. It relied on a system of informing that pitted friend against friend, family against
family – report any trace of suspicious activity because anyone could be a communist spy.122
Excluding its reliance on the repressive state apparatus (the police, special agents), ratting out
others constituted the primary social mechanism White Terror used to control the population: an
example in which the mechanisms of modern terror, as Hannah Arendt once defined it, is “no
longer used as a means to exterminate and frighten opponents, but as an instrument to rule
masses of people who are perfectly obedient”(6). School, where anti-socialist ideologies were
once transmitted, formed a fertile ground for such a mechanism to flourish: the narrator's
analepses (flashbacks) in “A Roll of Film” narrates White Terror's omnipresence in daily fiber of
school life, where generations are made and consolidated. The thematization of politics in “A
Roll of Film” is therefore about the repression of memory, and a story of socialism's afterlives
that refuse to depart and move on – their ghastly presence still capable of summoning terror and
discord. This is where postsocialism, as the repression of socialism, reveals itself in “A Roll of
Film”.
The terror of informing, with its roots in White Terror, is omnipresent in the short story's
thematization of politics. The destructive power of merely suggesting the act of informing is
fully displayed in the first major flashback in “A Roll of Film”. Revisiting his 9th grade days, the
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For an account of the strategies the writer Chen Yingzhen, the film directors Wan Jen (
) and Tseng Wen-Chen
(
) adopt towards representing White Terror, see Steven L. Riep, “Piecing Together the Past: The Nation of
Recovery in Fiction and Film from Taiwan.”
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narrator turns his focus toward a classmate called Xu Da-bo (

). Xu is the only one who

refused to participate in after-school cram sessions imposed by their home room teacher. Strongwilled and mature, Xu was both the narrator's best friend and idol. But there was something
suspicious: the narrator often hosted Xu at his place, but the latter never invited the narrator to
his home. One day after school, the narrator, unable to contain his curiosity, impatiently snapped
at Xu: “
(“A youthful shrewdness led me to finally come up with a
method, which relied upon the most severe form of entrapment, that could force him to divulge
the truth: “Yeah – right – I know, it's 'cause you have commies in your house”.” (Red 100)). This
is the ur-phrase of White Terror, an accusation that quickly escalates from the relational
statement of “you have commies” into an ontological confirmation that “you are a commie”.
Distraught by the narrator's playful malice, Xu turned the tables by becoming another sort of
“informant”: Xu tells the narrator's father that he was wrongly accused. Shaken in front of his
father, the narrator desperately explains that “

)” (“I was only joking”

(Red 100)).
While the narrator's father told Xu that he would punish his son, he let the narrator off
with a warning and advised him to lie to Xu that he had been beaten. It turns out that this lie is
the key to revealing what Xu Da-bo was hiding: his class status. After talking to the narrator the
next day, Xu invited the narrator to his home, which turned out to be “
、
” (“an illegally-built structure closely hugging the riverbank. Cement wasn't paved between
the red bricks that formed the building's walls. The rooftop was a wooden plank covered by a
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large sheet of plastic, which was held in place by a few more bricks.” (Red 101)). Xu's
concealment of his family's class status exposed a worldly inability – in the Taiwanese society
imagined in the short story – towards approaching class issues. Xu can only ponder this class
position through shame, an emotional response generated by the recognition of one's workingclass identity in a bourgeois society. Even though Xu invites the narrator over, Xu's sense of
shame only intensifies, and shortly thereafter Xu ceases to visit the narrator's house (Red 101).
This shows us that on the one hand, this flashback allegorizes how White Terror's suppression of
socialism deprives the working-class of an important set of political vocabularies. On the other
hand, for the imagination of collectivity in “A Roll of Film”, the damaged friendship between Xu
and the narrator points to the ways in which political terror prevents the formation of collectivity
through informing. To inform on someone means breaking a social bond in exchange for
protection and favors from the state that ceaselessly toils to secure itself. As it severs one's
horizontal social links in favor of vertical connections with the state, the terror of informing
destroys the possibility of forming collectivity with others, creating what Roberto Esposito calls
– in his reading of Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan – a “unity without relation” where groups of
individuals, like marionettes, dance to the strings attached from above, but are unable to move
and connect to one another (Communitas 28).123
If the specter of White Terror, directly surfacing in Luo Yijun's character of Xu Da-bo,
exposed how weak the generational collectivity of students were as it stood against political
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In Esposito's view, the Leviathan-state also relies on what he calls the “immunization paradigm”, a form of liberal
incorporation that protects itself by introducing within it “a fragment of the same pathogen that it wants to
protect itself from, by blocking and contradicting natural development” (“Immunization” 24). See Esposito, “The
Immunity Paradigm.” The Leviathan-state's survival relies on “immunizing” and preventing its citizens from
forming horizontal connections, that is to say, different kinds of collectivity other than the one formed by the
state. If every relation between individuals in a society with a modern state always already implicate collective
relations, by default, these relations fall under the aegis of the immunization paradigm. See Communitas: The
Origin and Destiny of Community, 20-40.
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pressure, then its power naturally extends over teachers, the supposed overseers of generational
collectivity in the school. The thematization of politics in “A Roll of Film” concludes by
showing the narrator's middle-school teacher mentally crumble under White Terror's power. We
return via another analepsis to the narrator's 9th grade classroom, this time focusing on his
teacher, nicknamed “Wu Dalang”.124 A day at school is shattered when the narrator and Wu
Dalang sees, from their classroom window, plainclothes agents escorting another teacher down
the hall. Apparently, the teacher was arrested because of her alleged study of Marx. Passing by
the narrator's class, she “
y、

)
” (“abruptly turned her head and stared straight at our teacher.

Ｚ

Although she was staring intently, there was no apparent change on her facial expression” (Red
107)). Bearing the woman's gaze, Wu Dalang remained silent and expressionless. It was not until
the woman and the agents left the class's field of view that Wu Dalang “
” (“buried his face in his hands, and began sobbing silently in front of the
entire class” (Red 108).) Regardless of the nature of their relationship, Wu Dalang's refusal to
reciprocate the woman's gaze in her moment of plight constitutes the denial of whatever social
bond existed between them. By refusing to acknowledge his colleague, the social bond between
them disintegrates, and whatever collectivity they might have shared is also gone. In this
instance, Wu Dalang, like any White Terror informant (even if he isn't one) trades a social bond
for the security of the state.
The thematization of politics in “A Roll of Film” comes to a close here, on the nineteenth
page of the short story's twenty-two pages. Ending the theme of White Terror on the climax of
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Wu Dalang (
) is a character from the Chinese classical novel, The Water Margin: Outlaws of the Marsh.
He is known for his short height, a subject of ridicule in the episodes he appears in.
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Wu Dalang's paralysis and emotional breakdown towards the arrest of a colleague, the series of
analepses constitute allegories of White Terror – a form of repressed socialism – as a power that
subdues, maims, and prevents generational collectivity from being more than just a collective
molded by the school institution's space-time distribution of individuals. As riveting as these
allegorical tales from the narrator's memory are, it needs to be recalled that under the structure of
Luo Yijun's story, they are ultimately reminiscences the narrator conjured for the purpose of
having enough content to finish his homework. As the narrative of aesthetics returns in full force
and the narrator is pushed closer and closer to his assignment deadline, a curious power shift
occurs between the two parts: the flashbacks that dealt with White Terror in the narrator's
middle-school years initially constituted disobedience towards the creative writing classroom's
invisible shackles in the plot of aesthetics, but as the deadline looms closer, the content of the
flashbacks slowly morphs into a reservoir of materials meant for the fulfillment of the
assignment. Which is to say under the main narrative of the story, the analepses that seemed to
drift away from the narrator's focus on the red jersey man ultimately constituted part of the work
put in by a student with the deference and obedience demanded. What the thematization of
politics in “A Roll of Film” reveals is that White Terror unfailingly subdued and controlled the
formation of generational collectivity under the school, shown through an intensifying scale that
progressed from pupils to teachers: this change is structurally similar to the way disobedience
gives way to obedience in the main plot of aesthetics, the process in which the teacher of the
creative writing classroom gradually regains power to shape the generational collectivity of the
narrator's writerly collective.
From this point onward, the main narrative of a “A Roll of Film” is truly about how the
narrator's writerly generation re-converges under the aegis of their teacher, whose aesthetic,
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political, and cultural sensibilities exert tremendous influence on the collectivity of his students.
First signs of this development show when the narrator discovers that his classmates have, like
him, imagined similar stories that allegorize White Terror for the assignment. Brainstorming off
a photo that displays the back of a soldier, the narrator's classmate Little Mi (

) drafts

synopses of two stories. Her first story features a youth, whose obsession with military culture
deeply upset his father, who had lost many siblings and relatives from every major violent event
in modern Taiwanese history, including the White Terror purges. The second and more evocative
synopses describes how a veteran who fought with the Guomindang “

” (“suddenly

went crazy”) while “

”

(“watching television around the time “June 4th” happened, when he witnessed a terrifying scene
where the People's Liberation Army opened fire on a congregation of people” (Red 104)).
Distraught and crazed, the veteran rushed into the crowds in Taipei's Chiang Kai-Shek Memorial
Hall – who were protesting and lamenting the massacre – and screams: “

、

)” (“I didn't do it on purpose! The big-

、」

shots lied to us, telling us they were rioters! I didn't know! I didn't know!” (Red 104)) It is only
after the veteran becomes institutionalized in a mental institution, that the doctors discover he
once served with the troops that suppressed the Taipei uprising during the February 28th incident
of 1947.125 Little Mi's two stories, given their synoptic nature, were not presented in the narrative
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Temporally, the synopsis of this story bridges together two distinct moments of socialism's repression under the
larger context of Chinese modernity: Taiwan's February 28th incident, where a number of prominent leftists were
either arrested, killed, exiled, or incarcerated, and the People's Republic of China's infamous suppression of
workers and students around Tiananmen on June 4th. As a movement that addressed the grievances and
inequalities caused by a severe capitalist boom-bust cycle in post-reform China, the termination of the 1989
movement in Tiananmen was a watershed moment for Chinese postsocialism, as it confirmed the “socialist”
state's willingness to employ military force in defense of capital. Maurice Meisner describes the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state as one that “presupposes bureaucratic hierarchy, massive corruption, political dictatorship
(officially known as “stability and unity”), growing inequality and competitiveness, ideological and cultural
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as springing from flashbacks or memories, or equipped with any comparable detail to the
narrator's analepses. Instead, the similarity in content to the narrator's remembrances serve to
highlight the fictitious nature of the narrator's analepses, which are weaved together not because
they serve some greater political purpose, but for the class requirements that has always,
unambiguously, marked the starting point of the main plotline. Sensing the narrator's
dissatisfaction towards his story drafts and a growing obsession for a definite truth in the
randomly assigned photographs, Little Mi asks the narrator: “ y、
ㄏ

)” (“But behind the blank [of the photo], is there

really one, truth, waiting for us there with fidelity?” (Red 105)) Inadvertently, Little Mi's inquiry
hints at and overlaps with their teacher's relativist position towards the relationship between
narration, writing, and the possibility of truth. Little Mi's vocalization of this idea at this point in
“A Roll of Film” constitutes a warning to the narrator, admonishing him against straying further
from the aesthetic regime established by their writerly superego, the teacher of the creative
writing class. Little Mi has already returned to the teacher's fold; the narrator will soon follow.
The pressure of handing in the assignment eventually drives the narrator into desperation.
Confounded by the innumerable possibilities that abound in the narratives constructed from his
memories and fantasies, the narrator succumbs to the desire for a singular truth (a singular story),
the final act of disobedience against the teacher's discipline. He returns to the beginning: to the
advertisement with the lingerie model, who, throughout the story, had doubled as the figure who
supplanted the photo's original subject (the red jersey man) and the muse who triggered the
narrator's journey down the rabbit-hole of memory. In this moment, the imaginative elements

conservatism, and a socioeconomic system (enforced by the power of the state) that facilitates the most intensive
possible exploitation of the working population” (466).
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strictly reserved for flashbacks crosses over to the present diegesis in magical-realist fashion.
Standing in front of the lingerie model, like a goddess on an altar, he pleads: “
)” (“Tell me the final truth!”) as he “
” (“stood knee-deep in a murky pool of plot fragments, desperate” (Red 109)). Responding
to the narrator, the image of the lingerie model comes alive: “

、

)” (“Who are you?”)

asked the light-browed woman as she used one hand to cover her groin, and the other to cover
her breasts. Her empty face that once swallowed all sorts of plot fragments began to crumble,
twisted by a strong sense of fear and hostility: “
–)” (“Why'd you come into my private bathroom? Somebody, help, there's a pervert – ”
(Red 110)). Startled by and ashamed of this turn of events, the narrator throws his “plot
fragments” at her face and takes off in a sprint; his serious plea for truth has been thoroughly
ridiculed.
Such mockery relies on two mechanisms, both relying on the woman's body. First, there
is the reification of the lingerie model: she materializes – a supposed transition process from a
two dimensional plane to a three dimensional plane in the plot – from the print surface of the
advertisement into the plot as a flat character. She emerges only with her near-nakedness, devoid
of other characteristics she possessed in the narrator's analepses. Secondly, the comic qualities of
this episode is intensified by the vulgarization and sexualization of model's body. Her attempts to
cover herself and her screams for help reduce the narrator's gaze into that of a mere voyeur,
rather than what is simultaneously a male gaze, a budding writer's gaze, and an imaginative and
desirous gaze. Through ridiculing his efforts and accusing him of voyeurism, the lingerie model
terminates the narrator's final act of disobedience: yet the lingerie model does not directly
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repudiate what the narrator has narrated throughout the story's theme of politics. Her reaction
only consists of a response towards the narrator's plea for truth – her fright and disgust towards
the narrator is the total refusal to provide any hint or lead towards what he is searching for; a
blockage. It is as if the lingerie model's reactions erects an invisible wall that forcibly redirects
the narrator to where he has to go: this is a dead end.
And so the finale of the narrative of aesthetics in “A Roll of Film”, as well as the entire
short story, arrives. It is time for the students – writers of the younger generation – to submit
their work. Frustrated and unable to conceive of other alternatives, the narrator and his classmate
Little Mi doctored photos of their own that matched their respective stories best, glued the
picture to their scripts, and turned in the assignments. To the narrator's surprise, he discovered
that “

” (“almost everyone else in the class did the same thing” (Red

110)). Greater surprise arrives when the creative writing teacher, instead of bursting into anger
upon discovering the modifications his students made to the assignments, praises them: “
、

)”

(“Well done, children! The only way to forcefully gaze at and explore the truth of life, is through
tireless fabrication and sui generis creation” (Red 111)). The teacher is satisfied because while
the students believe that they all broke the assignment's rules, they all behaved according to his
doctrine: the initial photos given to the students were of course, the product of the teacher's own
“sui generis creation”; by replicating and engaging in such creation, the students essentially
followed his idea of truth – a truth which exists only as a secondary concept in relation to the act
of “fabrication” – and continue the cycle in which photos engender more photos, and stories give
birth to ever more stories. The narrator's realization that “almost everyone else in the class did
the same thing” (Red 110) signaled a generation-making moment: the students' collective
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disobedience towards their teacher was precisely that which gathered and unified them under his
aesthetic regime. The teacher's snap-of-the-finger converts their disobedience into perfect
obedience the creative writing classroom successfully makes them into a writerly collective.
Luo Yijun's “A Roll of Film” ends with these three words: sui generis creation (
, buxiede xugou he wuzhongshengyou). The creative writing teacher has
triumphed in the plot of aesthetics – but the allegories of White Terror that occupy most of the
narrator's flashbacks, while fictitious, carry the excess of history that render them more than
simple creations conjured by the power of a single mind. Here the jubilance of an everythinggoes creative nihilism of the writing teacher stands at a tense counterpoint to the repression of
socialism by White Terror – represented in the short story by the marred friendship between the
narrator and Xu Da-bo, and the crestfallen teacher Wu Dalang who lost a social bond - that
refuses to be erased. This counterpoint discloses, once and for all, what the relationship between
the thematization of politics and the narrative of aesthetics is, and what it means for Luo Yijun's
imagination and critique of generational collectivity. First point: the two parts of the story are
structural inverses of each other. The analepses containing the theme of politics demonstrate an
intensification of the insidious power of White Terror, which advances through the flashbacks to
damage and terminate the generational collectivity between the narrator and his friend, and that
of the teachers. What the narrative of aesthetics shows is the exact opposite: it starts with the
narrator, who searches for and generates stories from the assignment's photo alone, and has
seemingly become disconnected from the creative writing classroom. But he is eventually joined
by his classmate Little Mi, who shares a similar penchant for White Terror stories, and the rest of
the class, whose unified approach towards the assignment congeal them into a generational
collective of writers. Here, what we see is the gradual consolidation of generational collectivity
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that occurs under the invisible hand of the instructor; in the thematization of politics, however,
generational collectivity is increasingly threatened by the specters of White Terror – in short, the
two parts of the story are respectively centrifugal and centripetal in their relationship to
generational collectivity. Here, the two parts come together to form a generational dialectic. The
more the narrator delves into flashbacks on White Terror, the heavier his reliance on the teacher's
logic of sui generis creation becomes, thereby reproducing and reinforcing the narrator's
relationship to his assigned photograph – the duty to produce fiction from it; the weakening of
generational collectivity under the short story's theme of politics thus provides the energy to
tighten and concretize the writerly collectivity in the narrative of aesthetics.
This brings us to my second point, and the core of Luo Yijun's critique of generational
collectivity in “A Roll of Film”. While the short story's two segments are structurally inverse to
one another and that one breaks collectivity while the other builds collectivity, the difference
only highlights the fact that both parts mold collectivity by exerting power upon the individuals
of the generational collective: the outing of Xu Da-bo's class background and the subjugation of
Wu Dalang relied on White Terror's zeitgeist of fear, while the creation of the generational
collective of student writers occurred through the subtle directions assigned to them by creative
writing professor, itself a form of institutional power. So although the outcomes of the two parts
could not be more dissimilar on a content level – one ends with the consolidation of the teacher's
aesthetic regime and the other with the shattering of a man. In terms of narrative progression,
they are structurally inverted images of one another; in terms of the hidden mechanism that
breaks/creates collectivity, they are both fueled by the machinations of power embedded either in
the institutionality of the school, or the larger architecture of the state.
What does this ultimately say about Luo Yijun's outlook regarding generational
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collectivity in “A Roll of Film”, then? That the collectivity of the classroom can be dismantled
by White Terror in the narrator's analepses and easily consolidated by the teacher in the present
attests to an extreme fragility and malleability towards power; collectivity depends on the
institutional structures that govern and determine it from above. Generational collectivity's linear
structure – individuals in the collective are not connected horizontally to each other but to a
reference point above them – is a product of an education system that aims to assemble people
together in their separation, to “immunize” them so to speak, in Roberto Esposito's lingo, from
the sparks of possibility that spring from messy lateral contact. It is telling that toward the end of
the short story, where the teacher's praise solidifies the narrator and his classmates into a writerly
collective, that mentions of the assignments' contents are nowhere to be found: the teacher's
praise is directed to a body of students who have been homogenized, turned into a collective
whose writerly styles merely succeed those of their predecessor. Hence lies the greatest irony of
institutionalized creative writing: in an attempt to let senior writers transmit knowledge about the
craft to their juniors, the standardization and evaluation mechanisms endemic to education
instead create generations of writers with more stylistic homogeneity.126 In stark contrast to the
creative writing professor's exuberant announcement, this writerly generation of students trumpet
no birth-cries, only silence.
By juxtaposing allegories of White Terror – as a repressed element of socialism – with the
formation of a writerly generation in the classroom, Luo Yijun's short story “A Roll of Film”
critiques and demonstrates the weakness of generational collectivity shaped by the school
institution. A feeling of unevenness lingers, however, at the edge of this picture: the institutional
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For an analogous account on how institutionalized creative writing programs creat aesthetic trends, problems,
limits and new possibilities in the U.S. context, see Mark McGurl, The Program Era: Postwar Fiction and the
Rise of Creative Writing.
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power exerted upon the narrator and his classmates by the teacher in the narrative of aesthetics
seems far more opaque than White Terror's brute force exhibited in the thematization of politics.
To clearly apprehend the gravity of the teacher's hand throughout the short story, I think, it is
necessary to conceptualize the figure of the teacher as a stand-in of the writer Zhang Dachun (
), once Taiwan's foremost postmodernist writer and close mentor of Luo Yijun. That is to
say, I re-situate Luo Yijun in the context of the Taiwanese late 80s and early 90s in order to shed
light on what grants the declarative, yet mostly absent voice of the teacher who closes out “A
Roll of Film” its compulsive power. To understand Zhang Dachun's influence on Luo Yijun is to
understand how, at the short story's ending, the teacher bends the narrator to subscribe to the
institutional practice of writing that produces generational collectivity.
Out of all the 80s writers, Luo Yijun's teacher at the Chinese Culture University (
, Zhongguo Wenhua Daxue), Zhang Dachun, a second-generation waisheng whose
writings embraced the postmodernist tenets of the loss of a unified narrative voice, flattened
affect, and the abandonment of definite meaning – shone the brightest.127 Zhang was widely
considered as the poster-boy of Taiwan's postmodernist generation. Kim Chew Ng (Huang
Jinshu) exclaimed that Zhang Dachun was the “tantamount figure” of Taiwanese fiction during
the 80s: in a “literary system that used literary prizes as the mechanism of admittance, [Zhang]
possessed absolute influence, and we can say that his ideas of fiction had a strong dominion over
the up-and-coming writers of that era” (“Cracks”). As Zhang's power reached its zenith in postMartial Law Taiwan, further capitalist marketization was also under way. For Taiwan's literary
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As a novelist, Zhang Dachun (Ta-chun Zhang) is best known for his works such as The Lying Disciple (
, Sahuang de Xintu) 1996, and The City Gangs (
, Chengbang Baoli Tuan) 1999. Wild Kids: 2
Novels About Growing Up (
, Shaonian Datouchun,
, Wo Meimei) is a compilation of two
novels he wrote under his alter-ego, “The Young Datouchun”, translated into English by Michael Berry.
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field of production, the marketization process, according to Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang, resulted
in “greater differentiation and professionalization...greater autonomy...and individual agents have
become more conscious of [the field's] changing operational laws” (190). Greater autonomy
meant less control and interference from the state, but also less direct structural and financial
support. It was under these conditions – the need for writers to professionalize their craft and
differentiate their styles for the market – that Zhang Dachun went to teach creative writing at the
Chinese Cultural University, where Luo Yijun would become one of his disciples.128
Yet Luo Yijun faced challenges that Zhang Dachun's generation never did: he had to
become a professional writer in a literary marketplace that was quickly growing a taste for
foreign literature in translation while simultaneously losing interest in local literature. While
Zhang supplied the core of Luo's writing practice, Luo did not limit his tastes to Zhang and the
postmodernists: Luo closely read and imitated the Japanese “I-Novel” (

, shishousetusu)

style by writers such as Osamu Taizai, Shusaku Endo and Haruki Murakami, as well as the
metafiction of European and South American writers like Italo Calvino and Jorge Luis Borges.129
Luo Yijun's intense study of non-Taiwanese, non-Chinese writers indicated, very early on, that he
had no intention to stay in Zhang Dachun's shadow.130
Luo Yijun will, in time, emerge from Zhang Dachun's long shadow. Yet the latter's
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Li-hua Ying states that while Luo Yijun “studied under several established writers”, it was Zhang Dachun, whose
“postmodern style of writing had a strong impact on the budding writer”(128-129). See Li-hua Ying, Historical
Dictionary of Modern Chinese Literature.
129
The I-Novel (shishousetsu) is a literary genre that emerged in Japan in the early 20th century, one particular feature
being its direct reference to individuals, things, and events from the authors' lives. How such references are
represented, however, is another story, and Luo Yijun capitalizes on the gap between reference and reality to
great effect in his work after The Red Ink Gang.
130
Commenting on Luo's first full-length novel, The Third Dancer, Kim Chew Ng remarked that Luo's ability to
write about “rumors, gossip, sexual fantasies, and daydreams” have finally come into hos own, on both the levels
of the “imagination and sheer control of language, [Luo's] adroitness seems to have surpassed the never-aging
Datouchun, presenting a style that has the authentic feel of a pile of scrap heap” (“Next Door”).
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influence on Luo's work between the late 80s to the early 90s is unmistakenly felt throughout
The Red Ink Gang, most saliently in “A Roll of Film”, a piece that takes writing as its very
subject. In the story, there is a moment before the thematization of White Terror becomes
synonymous with flashbacks and its theme of politics, a moment where the institutional power of
the teacher/Zhang Dachun – which is to say the politics of the narrative of aesthetics – makes
itself very clearly felt. Early in the story, as the narrator frantically searches for the red jersey
man, his attention is instead drawn to a woman in a lingerie advertisement in his photo. He
locates the advertisement on a storefront in in Taipei's glamorous Eastern District; he sits on a
bench and waits for the jersey-wearing man to appear. Having stared at the lingerie model in the
poster from the bench for so long and desperate for content he can use to complete the
assignment, the sentence “

” (“I know the woman in the poster”

(Red, 91)) triggers a flashback that brings the narrator back to his 9th grade days.
This is actually the very first analepsis in the entire short story, and the only one that does
not engage the theme of White Terror at all – it has yet to equate the allegories of White Terror
with the short story's theme of politics. Instead, what its narration discloses is the hidden hand of
the absent teacher/Zhang Dachun figure, whose “politics” culminates in a writerly generation
who subscribes to the regime of sui generis creation. After the narrator “recognizes” the lingerie
model she is imagined in the analepsis as the assistant of Wu Dalang, the teacher who suffers a
mental breakdown later in the story. In a meta-fictional moment of this flashback, the narrator
ponders whether he should have added the description, or more accurately, the imagination of a
sexual encounter with the lingerie model/assistant after class one day: “
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” (“...as we passed each other, she reared her face in the darkened shadows,
raising her thin eyebrows, smiled at me with a mouth that cracked like a diamond, and then
proceeded to give my nuts a firm, firm grab. Afflicted by adolescent melancholy and desire, I left
that dismally-lighted building with my waist bent, got on my bike and went home” (Red 93)).
What's curious is that this imaginary escapade is encapsulated within parentheses: the
parentheses signify that despite the narrator's doubts, he narrated it anyway; simultaneously, the
episode is rendered secondary within the flashback, cut off, segregated by its enclosure in the
parenthesis: “

” (“I considered whether to add this

part in the reminiscence” (Red 93)). The narrator's treatment of the episode's sexual power by
caging it in parentheses indicates that at this point of the text, the demands – that of the creative
writing teacher and his aesthetics – coming from the main narrative strongly interferes with and
override the dark whimsies bursting forth from the reservoirs of memory. Yet the narrator's
reluctance to include this sexual flight of fancy coexists with the very fact of the episode's
narration, revealing a conflicting desire: in the narrative of aesthetics, the narrator/writer wants to
exhibit his stylistic autonomy but also accepts the regulations conferred by the character who is
capable of making-plot of consolidating collectivity – the hidden hand of the teacher/Zhang
Dachun, the lord of his creative writing seminar.
The teacher's victory thus not only points to the successful creation of a writerly
generation within the institution, it also directly connotes Luo Yijun's temporary failure to gain
independence from Zhang Dachun's artistic regime in “A Roll of Film”. The teacher's power –
also Zhang Dachun's power – is therefore the power of Taiwan's previous writerly generation,
whose achievements, cultural capital, and influence in the academy provide them an institutional
role in shaping the form and content the next generation goes on to produce. Stuck within the
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classroom, cemented within the generational collectivity of writers that the teacher/Zhang has
cultivated, the narrator/Luo Yijun is rendered speechless as his stories about White Terror, forged
from his analepses, go unused for the assignment and continue to gather dust in the repository of
memory. So while Luo Yijun manages to critique the weakness of generational collectivity in the
face of political terror and writerly authority, “A Roll of Film” also represents a capitulation to
these forces. It's as if the voice of the school institution, channeled through the teacher's apparent
praise, is really telling the younger writers: your generation is weak. Your collectivity is weak.
You are weak. Stay here for the guidance and do as you're told.
But it's not all for naught: while the teacher/Zhang Dachun gets the last laugh in the short
story, the dialectic between the text's thematization of politics and the main plot of aesthetics
provided a stylistic synthesis for Luo Yijun – a path forward. Throughout the “lesson of writing”
that is “A Roll of Film”, Luo Yijun managed to establish and create the most basic, most distinct
narrative mode for his first-person narrator character, who will consistently exhibit this
characteristic throughout his later work: if the narrator is not physically active in the narrative's
diegetic present, he will be constantly looking at his surroundings. When there is nothing left to
look at, the narrator turns his gaze inward via flashbacks. This constitutes the crux of Luo Yijun's
analepses: his first-person narrator's various obsessions in the present is connected to a formative
moment in elementary, middle and/or high school life, or a particular segment from his
university days. Although the narrator often provides an institutional time marker (a particular
school year or stage of education), Luo Yijun's flashbacks resist easy temporal identification in
the overall plot of the narrative, similar to what Gerard Genette calls an “achrony”.131 Like the
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According to Genette's Narrative Discourse, an “achrony” is a moment in the diegesis that cannot be effectively
traced to any part of the story's temporality, “an event we must ultimately take to be dateless and ageless: to be
an achrony.” (84)
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misrecognization of the lingerie model as someone the narrator knew in “A Roll of Film”,
achronies confuse and confound individual and collective perceptions on memory, identity, and
sexuality in Luo Yijun's fiction, containing details that are capable of changing facts in the
narrative and leading the plot elsewhere. Achronic analepses provide openings for Luo's fiction
to contemplate the possibilities of an exterior to the parameters provided and dictated by
institutional temporality and its product – generational collectivity.
One mustn't forget that Luo Yijun's achronic analepses spring from the dialectical tension
between the irrepressible historicity of White Terror, and the ethical uncertainty and difficulty of
fictionalizing such an event. This stylistic development would not have been possible without the
shadows of repressed socialism, as it is the ghosts of White Terror, that deep and unabating
trauma of Taiwan's modern era, that compels the narrator of “A Roll of Film” to imagine, visit,
and reminisce the past again and again in his analepses. The high frequency of flashbacks, fueled
by the memory of White Terror's presence in the crevasses of school life, contributed to Luo's
creation of an analeptic form that pays great attention to detail and possesses an understanding
that these details in the text have significant formal, cultural, and political implications. The
structure of every flashback, every return in time Luo's first-person narrator undertakes in his
later fiction thus owes its existence to the peremptory violence of White Terror, the postsocialist
element that captivates as much as it horrifies: and like revisiting the traumatic instantiations of
White Terror, the narrator can never be sure if certain details in the analepsis will provide insight
about his present situation, or that those details were really there at all. One takes the dive
anyway. For one cannot possibly move forward to an alternative, if one does not first move back
to a previous point in time, with full knowledge that moving forward may be impossible, or
possibly hampered by the obstacles of hurt, social dissociation, and even death.
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A Death in Our Generation is the Death of Our Generation

We are in the early 90s: Luo Yijun has just graduated from the Chinese Cultural
University. By 1993, his press has agreed to publish his first short story collection, The Red Ink
Gang. Eager to enjoy his new-found aesthetic independence from the university while trying to
make ends meet in the uncertainties of the literary marketplace, Luo writes voraciously. His
second short story collection, We Left the Bar of The Night (now republished as Nativity of the
Zodiacs) which also appeared in 1993, goes one step further towards establishing his own
writerly identity, bidding farewell to his mentor, Zhang Dachun.132 Then, Luo Yijun's publishing
speed slows. He spends the next five years – from 1993 to 1998 – honing his literary tools and
seek inspiration in genres other than prose, publishing Children's Tales for the Little Star, a
children's book, in 1994, and The Story of Abandonment, a book of poetry in 1995 (later republished in 2013). The years between 1998 to 2001, however, mark the most crucial stage in
Luo's literary career: he publishes a short story collection titled Wife Dreams of Dog (1998), his
first full-length novel The Third Dancer (1999), a fictional family history by the name of Moon
Family (2000), and finally, An Elegy (2001). Kim Chew Ng argues Luo undergoes a “lyrical
turn” during this prolific period. The playful excess of objects, images, memories and metaphors
featured in Luo's writing – previously often cluttering and distracting – now transmit intensities
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In the short story titled “We Left the Bar of the Night”, Zhang Dachun appears as the figure of “Kaluzuba”, the
local don whom everyone acknowledges and talks about in a bar set in a dystopian city. The narrator, a stand-in
for Luo, asks him a question: “
” (“Why aren't there
people who take their sadness just a little more seriously in your work?” (Nativity 89)) For Luo, the ability to
raise this question represents a critical reassessment of his teacher's work and the confidence to depart from his
aesthetic orbit.
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of emotions and affects with unforeseen clarity because they have been retooled by “one of the
most basic techniques of Chinese lyrical poetry...using metaphors as the connective fiber, one
can condense the enormity of history into a few images and a singular lament” (Cracks). It is
with such new-found lyrical sensibilities, and many years to hone his craft, that Luo Yijun
returns to the subject of school-made generational collectivity, writerly collectives, and the
possibility of conceiving an alternative to such forms of belonging.
Published eight years after The Red Ink Gang, An Elegy retains and develops all the
stylistic and thematic concerns of “A Roll of Film”, continuing Luo's exploration and critique of
generational collectivity. What's different is that An Elegy features a globalized, postauthoritarian Taiwan in which some members of Luo Yijun's once youthful writerly generation
have now pushed past their thirties, and are saddled with the mundane, worldly duties of the
bourgeoisie: parenthood, finances, housing woes, and daily chores. Others, however, have had no
chance to enter such a phase of life. An Elegy, published in 2001, is structured around a series of
dreams and letters that engage with fragments from Last Words from Montmartre (
Mengmate Yishu), the posthumous work of the lesbian writer Qiu Miaojin (

,
), a fellow

Taiwanese “fifth-grader” who committed suicide in 1995.133 Last Words from Montmartre was
published one year after Qiu's death. Part memoir, part epistolary novel, and partially a will of
the deceased, Last Words depicts a fictional, non-choronological account of Qiu's life in Paris
before committing suicide at the age of twenty-six. An Elegy's engagement with Qiu highlights a
dreadful morbidity that pervaded the post-fin de siècle Taiwanese zeitgeist: the ecstasy over
133

Qiu Miaojin was born in Taiwan's Zhanghua County (
, Zhanghua Xian). A graduate of National Taiwan
University (
, Taiwan Daxue), Qiu worked as a suicide hotline counselor and magazine reporter before
moving to Paris to study clinical psychology and feminisim at the University of Paris VIII. Her major works
include Notes of a Crocodile (
, E-yü Shouji) published in 1994, and Last Words from Montmartre,
posthumously published in 1996.
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Chen Shui-bian's successful presidential bid in the year 2000 had passed, and the new seemed
much like the old; 9/11 cast a heavy shadow over the possibility of peace in the new millennium.
During this period, Luo Yijun was enjoying an upward arc in his personal and professional life:
he was settling into adulthood and well on his way to middle-age, with a rising career and two
children. Yet Luo felt deeply unsettled amidst such mundane happiness – such happiness coexisted in sharp contrast with the increasing amount of deaths around him, the departed friends
and family members a stark reminder of time's firm and unyielding grasp. Living in this
dysrhythmia, An Elegy represents Luo's attempts to understand the temporal chasm between the
living and the dead through meditating on the last words of Qiu Miaojin.
To choose Last Words from Montmartre as a dialogic partner immediately raises some
critical questions, stemming from the observable differences between the authors and their
narrators. Luo Yijun's narrator in An Elegy is a living, heterosexual, married middle-aged father
of two. The narrator of Last Words from Montmartre is a lesbian who lived and studied in Paris,
an individual who thrives on the cutting edge of global queer culture. David Wang interprets An
Elegy as Luo Yijun's attempt to narrate his own death through a dialogue with Last Words, an
effort that is periodically hampered by the different subject positions Luo Yijun and Qiu Miaojin
inhabit. For Wang, what puts up walls “beyond the limits of love and desire, and beyond the
limits of death” between Luo and Qiu in An Elegy are “the limits of writing itself: here the
communicative functions of language have indeed run up against a insurmountable wall!” (“My
Decadent” 24). To Kai-lin Yang, the differences between Qiu and Luo actually matters little,
because death is not only the central motif in Luo's work, it is also his extended metaphor for
writing itself: Qiu's death makes for particularly fertile soil upon which Luo's writing can
blossom. In An Elegy, Yang sees Luo's writing as performing two self-conscious roles: “on the
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one hand, writing cleaves apart the “dysrhythmia” between the time of the dead and the time of
the still-living...on the other hand, writing attempts to shorten the distance between life and
death, delaying for as long as possible the true arrival of death” (Écriture et Image 151-152).
Like a defeatist, middle-aged Scheherazade, Luo's narrator churns out story after story not in the
hope of evading death, but in making a testament for life in the face of death's inevitable coming.
For both critics, then, although the differences between the two authors may pose some
interpretive challenges, they are ultimately subsumed within Luo Yijun's metafictional aesthetic
of writing-as-death and death-as-writing; their social, sexual, and stylistic differences are no long
interpretive obstacles, but elements that accentuate the ambivalent co-constitution of
death/writing in the novel.
David Wang and Kai-lin Yang's observations on the relationship between writing and
death in An Elegy reveals a metatextual awareness and aesthetic maturity that is unparalleled in
Luo Yijun's previous work. Building upon such knowledge, I examine An Elegy not from a
perspective that treats Luo's metatextual play as the determining horizon of interpretation, but
from an angle that views the differences between the authors and narrators as something
maintained in the diegetic sphere within the text, but overcome at the levels of metaphor, and the
way the novel circulates as a cultural artifact. That is to say, by viewing An Elegy predominantly
as a text participating in the socially symbolic act of collectivity building, I argue that the
differences between Luo and Qiu form the very premise upon which the conversation between
An Elegy and Last Words From Montmartre becomes possible, if even desirable and meaningful.
Because of the apparent disparity between the authors' subject positions and their awkward
cohabitation in the same writerly collective, Luo's engagement with Qiu inadvertently showcases
the diversity, possibility, and even commensurability inherent within one generational
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collectivity. The novel is thus an intra-generational dialogue between Luo Yijun and Qiu
Miaojin, taking Last Words from Montmarte as its point of reference. It is as much a eulogy to
Qiu the writer, as it is Luo's attempt to envision an alternative form of generational collectivity,
through engaging Qiu, who up until now seems to have dwelt in a different world.
Collectivity-building, lamenting the once-young writerly collective, and exploring gender
and social differences in An Elegy all take place through dialogues between the narrator character
(

, “I”, wo) and Qiu Miaojin of Last Words from Montmartre (

, “you”, Nin). One would think

that a novel that converses with and memorializes the dead would be a solemn, straight-faced
affair for Luo Yijun; with Luo, nothing is ever straight-laced. An Elegy is only a
“correspondence” with Last Words from Montmartre in name. The conversations between the
narrator and Nin (Qiu Miaojin from Last Words) do not follow the order of chapters in Last
Words, and Nin does not appear ubiquitously. Not unlike the ways in which little things trigger
lengthy flashbacks (analepsis) in Luo's previous work, the figure of Qiu Miaojin in An Elegy
largely functions as what Alex Woloch calls a “character space”, a site that marks “that particular
and charged encounter between an individual human personality and a determined space and
position within the narrative as a whole” (18). A quip by the narrator – the character space
through which all relations within generational collectivity is oriented – in the novel's Second
Letter best captures how such conversations, and in extension, the entire text, work: “
h

「

”

(“I'm not sure why, but during the times where I talk to you [Nin] like this, short bursts of
memories of the silhouettes of certain buildings come swelling up in my mind” (Elegy 65)).
Essentially, in An Elegy, the basic form of correspondence between the narrator and Nin, the
character space that is Qiu Miaojin's stand-in, takes the shape of an invitation from the narrator
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towards Nin – who sometimes appears as a silent corpse, sometimes summoned in the form of a
responsive, younger Qiu Miaojin called Lez (

, lazi) – to listen to his rambling stories, to

participate as a plot and flashback-making character-space. Together, their conversations traverse
into the past, the present, and sometimes the future throughout the length of the novel.
The temporal fluidity and narrative digressions created by the interactions between the
character spaces of the narrator and Nin bring along an enormous melange of topics, scenes, and
characters, making the novel rather messy to navigate. An Elegy's matroshka doll-like chapter
structure – with an introduction and conclusion enveloping nine main chapters or “Letters”,
between which exists a segment of “dreams” that is identical to the novel's larger architecture –
adds another layer of complexity to boot. Yet throughout this labyrinth of memories and
chapters, two threads pertaining to Luo Yijun's exploration of generational collectivity can be
detected: the first thread, the theme of the macrogeneration, consists of the narrator's direct
musings on his (writerly) generation, whether it focuses on his friends, shared political and
cultural memories, or objects and events in pop culture that seem to possess generation-making
power; it involves a larger generational collectivity rooted in the social plane of the text.
Throughout the theme of the macrogeneration, Nin appears (sometimes as Lez) sporadically as a
character who forms part of the collective which the narrator belongs to. The second thread
consists of a series of moments where the narrator and Nin interact on a one-to-one basis, all of
them occurring on the social plane of the novel where their gender, sexual and social differences
come into sharp contrast. These constitute intense episodes of communication, engagement and
even conflict in the novel, where the alternative collectivity gradually built through the
correspondences between the narrator and Nin gradually emerge; a line of microgenerational
dialogue through which the narrator attempts to produce greater proximity to Nin. While still
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largely staying on the social level, the interactions between the narrator and Nin on this line
gradually cross over to the abstract and imaginary. The two threads, each representing the
critique of a macrogeneration and the building of a microgenerational collective, intertwine
towards the end of An Elegy, disclosing the fate of Luo Yijun's struggles against the generational
collectivity produced and conditioned by Taiwan's schooling institutions.
From the perspective of Taiwan's school-created generations, An Elegy is not only a
tribute to a deceased member of the writerly collective, but also a eulogy to the generation as
such. Writing about an entire generation is neither meaningful nor possible; this is the critical
message that both launches and defines the macrogenerational theme of the novel. It first
surfaces in the novel's Fifth Letter, which opens with a metafictional moment: the narrator, who
is siting in a cafe located in the lobby of a fancy hotel, describes his surroundings as he writes to
Nin, letters which comprise the very content of the text. Armed with notebooks, water, and packs
of cigarettes, the narrator sits in the cafe for the entire afternoon as he tries to correspond with
the deceased Qiu. After a while, the narrator's mind drifts, entering a stream of consciousness
that leads him to ponder – with Nin – what it means to write the experiences of one's generation:
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I once thought that maybe I should write about “our” generation, and that might make you open
your eyes...Yeah. What happened then? In the years after you hit the stop button, what was going
on with those of us (survivors) who continued to play the tape? It's like a cascade of broken faces
coming from the other side of the street towards us. Like the way a solitary, drifting wild goose
exiled on the wasteland of time, gazes with immense jealousy at whole flocks of geese who
could easily find their way back to their packs, just because they were branded with clear
generational markings: they identify, with ambivalent ebullience, the secret markings on each
other: the February 28th incident, 1949, the Formosa Incident, the Sixties, “Starry Starry
Night”...” Such is our generation...But later I felt like that was really just like compressing a
bunch of stuff onto a floppy disk or CD-ROM for you (Elegy 108-109).

Three metaphors in this passage convey the sense that attempting to write about one's own
generation is quite a ludicrous idea. First, the metaphor of the members of one's generation as a
“cascade of broken faces” swarming towards the narrator and Nin imply an us-and-them
distinction: the collective of “broken faces” are indistinct, numerous, unidentifiable, positioned
against the certainty of the collective “us”. The second metaphor sustains the impression that the
narrator considers himself and Nin as separate from their own, larger generation: the collective of
the two is transfigured into the figure of the lone goose, who jealously gazes at other flocks of
geese who can easily find their packs because of shared generational markers. First presented
with three traumatic and formative historical events (the February 28th incident, 1949, and the
Formosa Incident) that define Taiwanese generations, the markings become more ambiguous and
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fragmented (the Sixties, the opening line from Don McLean's “Vincent”) in this metaphor,
hinting at a decreasing unity in the organizational categories of generations. It is as if history
itself is becoming more and more fragmented, descending from clearly-dated events to rough
periods then to cultural commodities. The narrator's third metaphor directly compares the act of
writing about his generation (of survivors) to Nin to data compression on disks and CDs,
highlighting the hastiness in attempts to narrate a generation as a totality. Positioning the
microcollective of the narrator and Nin outside and against the wall of indistinguishable faces
and docile flock of birds that metaphorize their supposed generation, An Elegy does something
radically different from its predecessors: it questions and ridicules the very idea of a generational
collective.
Repudiating the idea of generational collectivity not only requires positioning a different
sort of collectivity against it – that which consists of the narrator and Nin – but also disavowing
one's original membership within it. Earlier in the Fifth Letter, in the middle of another analepsis
that strikes the narrator while he writes to Nin in the hotel lobby cafe, he exclaims:
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I always say: “our generation”. But how the hell am I in the same generation as those people?...
Like an elementary student who's mobilized to donate blood, the whole queue of them kids
snaking out of the door of the blood donation vehicle. I would always detach myself from the
159

line, go near the classmates who just stepped off the vehicle...and ask with trepidation: “What's
going on inside”? “Does it hurt?” “Does it last long?” They would always answer me, with an air
of inexplicable mystery from a prideful distance: “you'll know when you get in”. (Elegy 105).

In this example, the narrator, who attempts to explain his generational outsider-status (to both
Nin and the reader), transforms institutional memories of school into a metaphor of his
alienation. After the second sentence of the passage that questions the narrator's identity as a
member of his generation, the third sentence enacts the transformation of childhood memories
into a metaphor of his outsider-ness, with “like” signaling the beginning of the metaphor and
“younger self” securing the link between the flashback and its metaphorical quality. The
following episode about the narrator's experience of donating blood during elementary school
thus simultaneously functions as a flashback and a metaphor: in ways more than one, blood
donation is a fertile signifier for the making of collectivity.134 The donation of blood by
elementary schoolchildren, purportedly for society's most in need, signify a voluntaristic spirit
towards the larger social collective that they belong to; united through the pain caused by the
needle's extraction of blood, the students' collectivity are consolidated in this shared experience.
The narrator's apprehension towards the needle and his anxious questions for those who have
already donated blood show a desire to defer the moment of pain and belonging – to delay his
induction into the collective – which prompts disdain from those who have already completed
their collective rite of passage. Their cold shoulder towards the narrator is described as having an
134

Blood donation's worst-case scenario, the outbreak of an AIDS epidemic, is a symbolic reservoir where
communities and their collectivities are put to the harshest test. Given the different periods of dormancy an HIV infected patient can experience, AIDS thus possesses the power to throw individuals of an entire collective into
segregated temporalities, for none know when their time will be up. For a fictional account of AIDS and its
effect on the collective, see Yan Lianke, Dream of Ding Village, and Phaswane Mpe's Welcome to Our Hillbrow:
A Novel of Postapartheid South Africa.
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“air of inexplicable mystery”: it is precisely a snub given to outsiders from those who are in the
know, a gesture that completes the metaphor of the narrator's self-exclusion from his generation.
By narrating his memories of blood donation during elementary school as a metaphor of his
generational alienation, the narrator effectively relinquishes his membership in it. In the context
of the entire novel, then, this gesture casts doubts on whether a generation is a meaningful
collective that one can write about, commemorate, and bond with others over. Temporally,
generational collectivity loses its luster the further it gets from its origins, the school.
In the Eighth Letter, the narrator recalls the writerly generation he belonged to for Nin,
attempting to discover whether anything could be interesting to her. At this point, the narrator is
running out of stories to tell Nin, and the macrogenerational theme of An Elegy has come close
to exhaustion. Trying to confirm whether Nin was present in the narrator's writerly generation, he
thought of a woman writer named S, a friend whose failed relationships with men became the
mark of her identity within their collective.135 In the Eighth Letter of An Elegy, S functions as
both a collectivity maker and a collectivity breaker. In the days before she went to the United
Kingtom to reunite with her Irish lover, S formed a weekend collective various single men and
women, all of them either classmates or fellow writers, were invited to her place to cook and
chat. Although S is the indisputable leader of this collective, a mutual friend of S and the
narrator, Ah-Jie (

), whose girlfriend is a regular at S's, often argues with S over issues of

gender and sexuality, threatening the stability of their haven (Elegy 258-262). At one weekend
gathering, Ah-Jie and S get into a very heated exchange. The narrator, also a participant in this

135

This is not the first appearance of the character of S in Luo Yijun's work: her doomed romance with a Northern
Irish man was briefly mentioned (and ridiculed) in a chapter of The Third Dancer, 198-204. S is based off
another writer in Luo's generation of writers, Shi Qiongyu (
), who is most famously known for the novel
The Masked Doll (
, Jiamian Wawa), in which she adopts an I-Novel form to strike back at Luo Yijun.
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collective, watches them fight until an unexpected arrival broke up the commotion: “
、

、

。

h

」
。

N
” (“Right outside the screen of the door frame stood a petite girl...It was you. Lez...I
remember now...After all these years, the tempest of time gathered up all those eye-catching
fragmented things, including broken liquor bottles, shattered glass, mirror frames, fake crystal
balls...and hurled them right at you...At the time, everyone there were...frozen under a gentle
glow. Only the two of us could move freely. You and I” (Elegy 262)). The narrator's memory of
Nin/Lez's presence that day (“after all these years”) now reawakened, her presence arrives with a
force capable of channeling and concentrating an enormous amount of fractured objects –
allusions to the destructive, atomizing power of time – as if by gathering them to her, she can
make what is broken whole and meaningful again. To the narrator, other members of the
collective including Ah-Jie and S, are “frozen” in that moment of time, only him and Nin, who
are now divided by the chasm of life and death, are allowed to roam freely. The advent of Nin in
the form of “Lez” in this particular flashback highlights the uniqueness of the bond between the
narrator and Nin while simultaneously rendering other members of the collective as background
noise; what they argued and talked about, and in extension what such a collective meant to their
writing and art is all vacated, suspended, made null. At this time-space juncture, the narrator and
Nin escape, leaving their generation behind.
Throughout the Fifth and Eighth Letters of An Elegy, the novel reveals that for Luo Yijun,
the novel's macrogenerational theme represents the logical dead end of the subject of writerly
162

generations. Once Luo gained some distance from his predecessors such as Zhang Dachun,
Taiwan's writerly generations – produced either through historical events/periods, ethnic
backgrounds, or the space-time division by the school – lost the ability to generate aesthetic,
philosophical, and socio-political power as a topic in Luo's writing because of the blurry, shortlived nature of generational collectivity itself. Other than through invoking memories, there is no
way to strengthen generational collectivity once the individual is no longer in the vicinity of the
historical events, the populations, and the institutions that created such collectivity in the first
place. Like a corpse that provides nutrients to its scavengers, all that generational collectivity
evokes now is the blurry image of a time where individuals could feel that they belonged in that
generation. The framework of generational collectivity is thus an infertile social site upon which
the narrator and Nin are barred from fully exploring their relationship, one that is characterized
by their differences in gender, sexuality, social positions and existential states.
Considered outside of a writerly collective that has decayed with the passage of time and
is only capable of upholding its bonds through memories, the microgenerational dialogue that
runs between the narrator and Nin in the novel represents Luo Yijun's attempt to conceptualize a
form of collectivity – in a post-authoritarian Taiwan – distinct from the generational collectivity
produced by the institutionality of school. The microgenerational dialogue, unlike the gentle,
poetic rejection of generational collectivity in the text's macrogenerational theme, is fraught with
moments where the differences between the narrator and Nin are thrown into sharp relief. The
dialogue that activates the fraught process of building a microgeneration begins when Nin lets
the narrator catch a glimpse of a tightly-woven collective she belonged to. Returning to an earlier
point of the novel's diegesis, in the Fourth Letter, the narrator recalls a time when Nin takes him
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and S to a hidden, intimate lesbian bar in the alleys of Taipei.136 Feeling that he has entered a
space where men do not belong, the narrator senses, or imagines, a budding hostility coming
from the employees and patrons of the bar: “

–
–
” (“Those girls – unless they became conscious

of these intruders within their order, like butterfly swarms previously frolicking noisily in their
valley, they sheathed their wings and baited their breath in a sort of collective alert – were
emanating a quiet, extremely futuristic impression of cold light” (Elegy 92)). Compared to a
wary swarm of butterflies, the “cold light” the women in the pub give off is a mix of sleekness,
coolness, and hostility: the passage depicts the image of women in a bar lit against blue-ish neon
lights, like a scene from a 1980s science fiction film, who are also likened to a collective of
beautiful butterflies, dainty but ready to strike. The anxiety of intruding upon a hidden, intimate
collective is, of course, a feeling that results from the narrator's reinterpretation of his actual visit
with Nin, augmented with the knowledge of how seriously Qiu Miaojin took womanly intimacy
and its collectives in Last Words of Montmartre.137
In terms of the novel's plot, this merry outing to a lesbian bar with Nin ends up well; on
the level of the diegesis, where the narrator is still corresponding with a deceased Nin, this
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Narratologically, in terms of the novel's plot time, this episode likely happened after Nin's appearance at S's party
in the Eighth Letter, given the way in which the narrator treats the three-person posse of himself, Nin, and S as a
normal occurrence. To Luo Yijun, plot time is always subordinated to the diegetic time of the “I” narrator: it does
not matter whether the elements in the plot cohere, all that matters is that these “plot elements” produce the
needed affects in the present diegesis, whether they are lyrical, playful, grotesque, or shocking.
137
Large parts of Last Words from Montmartre are dedicated to the “I” narrator's interactions and bonds with
numerous friends and former lovers from Taiwan and from France (Last Words 30-31). Qiu's emphasis on
intimacy and collectivity is telling in her choice to open (Last Words 10-17) and close (Last Words 142-143) the
text's main diegesis with episodes showing the narrator mourning the little family she, her former lover Xu ( ),
and their pet Bunny (
, Tutu) once formed together.
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episode evolves into a source of great anxiety. A few pages later, as the narrator digresses about
various scenes of hurt and abandonment triggered by his contemplations about the pain that
drove Qiu to suicide, he reiterates what he felt as the only biologically male individual in a
woman's collective: “

T
” (“Just like the first time you

brought us into that Tomboy bar. Without knowing anything, I felt that everyone in that house,
like a misty forest, transmitted some kind of blunted enmity” (Elegy 99)). Previously, the
metaphor the narrator used to describe the perception of his transgression into the womanly
collective was an alert swarm of butterflies. Now, by the narrator's own revision, the perception
is intensified and enlarged into an entire forest that is shrouded in mist and vaguely menacing.
The last and final iteration of this anxiety of transgression appears right before the narrator
admits to Nin, what he considers perhaps the most basic transgression in their collectivitymaking dialogues: “

PUB
)

”

g

” (“When I appeared as the lone straight man in

your pub, I felt that all the women under that ceiling turned their gaunt and antagonistic
womanly bodies against me. I intuited that there was an enormous vista of “hurt”, that comes
between you and I as I speak” (Elegy 101)). No more metaphors of enmity, only adjectives here;
this time, the narrator literally identifies what causes him anxiety: he feels alienated by the
women's bodies, antagonistic and unwilling to communicate. The embodied, experiential aspects
of being a woman and/or a lesbian – and the hurt they endure – is what was tugging at core of the
narrator's correspondence with Nin, the fear that their situated difference would hamper and
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eventually terminate their correspondence. He asks, desperately: “
i
（

” (“Swathed in tears, how do I pick up and

reassemble the pieces of your scissor-penetrated and cut-open chest, ribs, and that broken and
deflated heart, from the scene of death in that room of the end in order to continue this
conversation?” (Elegy 101)). Without the embodied knowledge of the pain dealt to and
experienced by Nin and women like her, the narrator cannot envision himself , figuratively,
putting Nin together. The damaged and broken pieces of Nin's corpse each represent a hermetic
glyph of love, pain, and suffering the narrator can only intimate through reading what Nin left
behind (the text of Last Words), but he cannot see himself reconstructing the pieces into a whole
because the relationships between the pieces are lost in that “enormous vista” of hurt that
separates them – the experiences of a heterosexual father and a deceased lesbian woman – from
each other. He runs himself into a dead end.
But a way forward does exist for the narrator. If the embodied pain and hurt of being a
lesbian woman is unavailable to him, then he must simply approach the differences of gender
and sexuality through another way: by revealing his old wounds in a gesture of exchange and
empathy, for his conversation partner to observe and contemplate.138 In order to envision a
collectivity built from the microgenerational dialogues between Nin and the narrator in An Elegy,
in the Seventh Letter, Luo Yijun dregs up an instance of extreme vulnerability for the narrator.
From thinking about a coffee house near his wife's parents that no longer exists, the narrator
138

What is it that makes a self-description of pain compelling and sympathy-inducing? In The Hypothetical
Mandarin, Eric Hayot describes how a narrative of pain's anecdotal quality, coupled with its reliance on the
“language of agency”makes the self-narration of pain reinforce “its own truth only insofar as it tends to construct
a compelling figure or narrative about the shape and feeling of the pain that objectifies the pain in language”
(53).
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recalls that he would wait for his then future wife in that cafe after they began dating. The twist
here, is that his future partner had not yet fully broken up with another man, who was familiar
with her family and even had a key to their house: the narrator felt that he became his future
wife's mistress, waiting in misery until she bestows a visit upon him like royalty. One day, after
sex, his future wife attempts suicide by ingesting a large assortment of pills in front of the
narrator, because during their lovemaking, the narrator asked whether she “
” (“also climaxed like this when [she was] with him” (Elegy 213)). After being rushed to
the hospital, the narrator encounters, for the first time, his future wife's family; the other
boyfriend also shows. None of them knew who the narrator was, and none bothered to ask what
he was doing with her – the other lover, filling in the narrator's shoes, calmed the future wife's
family down. Feeling unwanted, unloved and dejected by this turn of events, the narrator retreats
to the cafe where he unexpectedly encounters Nin, who is getting ready to travel to France and
about to leave the cafe.
This chance meeting is a reversal of sorts: Nin is apparently in high spirits, about to
embark to unknown territory (in Last Words, this was the period when the narrator and her lover
Xu ( ) were at their happiest)139, yet to be ravaged by the love and betrayal that would form the
bulk of her testimony; the narrator, who is a rising literary star with a happy family in the present
diegesis, is at his lowest, feeling wholly unloved and uncared for by his future partner and inlaws. The gender and sexual differences between the narrator and Nin are undoubtedly intact, but
by putting the narrator into the position of the abandoned lover – the narrator's subject position in
Last Words from Montmartre – this episode opens up the possibility of building a new social

139

Last Words from Montmartre, 139-142.
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bond between Nin and the narrator. After exchanging some small talk, the narrator realizes how
lucky he was to meet Nin in the cafe at that unpleasant juncture: “

” (“Like someone who unconsciously grabs a floating board before
drowning. Help me. I hear a tiny voice whisper in my heart” (Elegy 217)). This cry for help
curiously exists on two temporal planes: it exists during the actual meeting between the narrator
and Nin, and its reiteration within the flashback. Like the trip to the lesbian bar frequented by
Nin in the Fourth Letter, this chance encounter does not conceal the fact that it is a memory
entirely filtered through the knowledge of Nin's death. As the narrator continues to ponder over
this moment of abandonment and weakness, we shift in and out of the present diegesis: “

…

…….

……
、

” (“In the end I didn't open my mouth. Many years later, I
was always bothered by this: what if I did tell her then? Help me. If I told her thus: actually
I...am breaking down badly. I might...just die like this...Would she stop me? Would she cradle me
between her breasts, and comfort me with her nasal, sandy, boyish voice? Or would she also tell
me: actually I'm also...I'm actually planning to commit suicide...” (Elegy 218)). “Many years
later” signals a return to the present, switching from narrating the emotions of abandonment and
weakness within the flashback, to narrating them from a perspective that no longer inhabits that
affect but nonetheless chooses to represent this event from the position of an abandoned lover. As
opposed to the narrator's self-portrayal as an abandoned and drowning soul, Nin is characterized
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as a caregiver who possesses both masculine (“nasal, sandy, boyish voice”) and feminine traits
(“cradle me between her breasts”). Abandoned by his future wife and in-laws, the narrator
suppresses his urge to directly ask help from the androgynous and high-spirited Nin, but instead
tells her story after story, digression after digression in an attempt to keep her from leaving:

P

。

Ｚ

！

;

、

、

“I asked whether she'd be willing to stay another five minutes? I suddenly thought of a great
story that I bet she'd love...She says nah she really has to go. Hey, she suddenly said, isn't this
kinda like One Thousand and One Nights? Huh? It's the cliché where the lady uses stories to
delay her from getting killed...But she suddenly returned after leaving, the little bells on the
cafe's wooden door going ding-a-ling-ding. She bent down her body, lowered her voice, and with
a serious and solemn demeanor, she said: “Hey, L, if it wasn't...if it wasn't because of...you know,
I might have fallen for ya”” (Elegy 224-225).140

In this instance, the narrator essentially embodies the position of Scheherazade in One Thousand

140

At this point in the diegesis, this particular line is a repetition of an earlier instance, way back in the First Letter:
“If...it wasn't because of some strange elements, you know? It's possible that I might fall for you, yeah” (Elegy
54).
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and One Nights, and Nin that of Shahryar the sovereign.141 Abandoned by his future family and
soon to be left alone by Nin, the narrator becomes gendered as woman in this scenario, her
agency arising from the prowess to spin tale after tale. She ultimately fails to retain Nin, but her
storytelling does indeed captivate Nin and make her feel attracted to the femininity that emerges
from the narrator. However, because of Nin's sexual orientation, she can only tantalizingly
suggest that she “might have fallen in love” with the narrator, conceding some intimacy while
keeping other differences intact. An Elegy's Seventh Letter, which began with a flashback about a
memory of pain and suffering for the narrator, thus culminates in his ability to temporarily
simulate the subjectivity of a woman, that of the quintessential storyteller, Scheherazade. What
this implies is that the microgenerational dialogue between the narrator and Nin can be sustained
through treating their differences emphatically, and a collectivity that is not based in generational
logic can be created by traversing the “enormous vista of hurt” that separates them.
By closing with Nin's expression of admiration, An Elegy's Seventh Letter reveals that the
performativity of gender142 provides the narrator a way to conceive of a collectivity that is not
based on the time-space distribution of individuals by the school institution. As the diegesis
proceeds, the narrator increases the frequency in which he attempts to temporarily emulate the
subjectivity of a woman, testing it as a potential solution to overcoming the differences between
him and Nin. In the segment titled Marijuana (

, dama), an interlude between the Eighth and

Ninth Letters, the narrator tells a story where he attempts to acquire several joints of marijuana
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For a complete version of the One Thousand and One Nights in English, see The Arabian Nights: Tales of 1,001
Nights, Volumes 1-3.
142
Judith Butler argues in Gender Trouble that “[t]here is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that
identity is performatively constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results” (25). The
performance of gender, through the material body of the subject who performs such an act, instantiates an
identity in the social sphere for that subject – as well as creating a myriad range of affects that come with
inhabiting such a gendered identity.
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for his friends from a gay acquaintance. Steeling himself to ask the man for more marijuana, the
narrator tries to imagine a more feminine version of himself – which he thinks will improve the
odds of his success – by conversing with Nin and conjuring passages from Last Words from
Montmartre:

(130 0 r

e
、

”

、

。

(You once said: there lives an extremely Positive (yang) male in your extremely feminine naked
form; I imitate this with great difficulty: in my masculine form, lives a group of bros, and within
the bros lives a young man; a beautiful girl whom the bros make a blood oath through an orgy143,
or the bros' future partners whom they call wives after they grow up, and my own partner, or my
partner's tomboy lover who was erased by a white misty mosaic in her teenage years (Elegy 289).

Awkwardly, the narrator stumbles through a series of imaginations of the feminine within his
masculine body – a further divided set of masculine figures (“group of bros”) within which are
adolescent men, a maiden who connects the bros through intercourse, the partners of the bros and
the original self's partner – before settling on the figure of a lesbian lover his wife once possibly

143

This is possibly a reference to Stephen King's It. After defeating the nightmarish creature in their youth, the
protagonists, the Loser's Club, swear a blood oath by having sex, one by one, with the posse's only female
member, Beverly Marsh.
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had as the embodiment of his femininity. The narrator's sequence of imaginations moves from
multiple masculinities (bros) to sexual fantasy (the maiden), to a kind of femininity closely
connected to the mundane life of the bourgeoisie (wives), and finally to the feminine within
oneself that is capable of attracting other women (the unclear, censored contours of a lesbian).
What the progression of imaginations shows is the difficulty in which the narrator attempts to
imagine a feminine self: he had to first pass through extremely masculine elements and fantasies
in order to arrive at a femininity filtered through his wife's possible woman lover in the past.
Note that it is not stated that this tomboy lover, the most feminine of the narrator's selves, cancels
out or negates the other selves embodied in his emulation of femininity; they coexist within his
“masculine form”. Seeing himself as an assemblage of gender and sexual identities, the narrator
seems ready to erect a mast of commonality upon the hull of collectivity, and let the final
dialogues between him and Nin send the ship out of the harbor.
In the long flashback of the Seventh Letter, like queen Scheherazade of One Thousand
and One Nights, Luo Yijun's narrator tried to delay Nin's departure with stories, with the very
materiality of narration itself. But just like Scheherazade's storytelling, a novel eventually comes
to an end. A collectivity that can accommodate the gender, sexual and social differences between
the narrator and Nin – the stand-in for Qiu Miaojin – will either emerge or become stillborn with
the end of their correspondence. And so the narrator puts his performance of femininity to the
test in An Elegy's penultimate chapter, the Ninth Letter. The chapter begins with the narrator's
reflection on what it means to talk to the deceased Nin: “

。
” (“I'm like a
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slowly aging corpse guardian preventing time, like a pack of hunger-crazed wolves, from
surrounding and eyeing your girlish cadaver with rose-flushed cheeks […] I know if I stop
talking […] they will pounce and tear you apart […] Time is on my side, after all: I could raise
the ante of my stories without limits […] to match the showed hand of your final will. Will you
raise?” (Elegy 301)) What is immediately apparent is that the narrator begins the end of their
conversation with masculine imagery and actions: he sees himself as guarding Nin's beautiful
feminine corpse against the ravages of time, metaphorized as a pack of wolves, with the art of
storytelling; he compares their conversation to a game of poker, and provokes Nin to raise the
stakes in order to continue. This is Scheherazade putting a knife against Shahryar's throat.
Aggressively masculine, the narrator's urgency belies a deep anxiety and panic: he senses that his
dialogue with Nin is rapidly coming to a close, that he can no longer hold time at bay any longer.
One of them lays dead, while the other must live on.
Nin sees straight through the narrator's bluffs, and raises the stakes: “
)
P

）

” (“Nope. You said. I'll wager all your credits […] That your

delusion of storytelling will eventually drop its lower jaw because of its masticatory and
temporalis muscles rotting away and atrophying. I'll wager the free will that originates from the
“one-time exchange” of suicide” (Elegy 301)). Nin's character is unimpressed with the narrator's
desire to keep the game/conversation going, and calls out his delusion that storytelling can
continue forever with a visceral metaphor: a blabbering jaw that falls off because the muscles
supporting it have rotted away. Nin holds fast to the finality of her death, exclaiming that through
a one-time only exchange, she achieved the perfect embodiment of free will through suicide.
Sensing resistance from this approach and their differences widening, the narrator softens and
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gradually shifts gears into a womanly performance, pleading to re-start both the conversation and
hypothetically, Nin's life:

…

…

)

y
”
、

Sorry to interrupt you...if we could start all over again...like a scene whose meaning escapes me
replaying again and again in a nightmare: you sat in front of me, wearing a red baseball cap, a
heavily-patched denim jacket and jeans, and cried like a little boy. “I've decided to die.” You said
in a slurry. […] I felt extremely frightened. I slapped your cheeks uncontrollably.144 But it didn't
seem to hurt you at all: with a ghastly smile, you wobbled left and right like an addict under the
blows. In that instance I knew that I erred greatly, and thus bent down and hugged the whole of
you into my bosom (you are such a small and dainty boy). Comforting you, caressing your
charred, dried and twisted short hair (Elegy 302).

Facing the vision of a boyish, masculine Nin who has voiced a desire to die, the narrator appears
144

Luo Yijun plants an intertextual reference to Last Words from Montmartre here. In Letter Eleven, it is relvealed
that the “I” narrator had physically assaulted Xu, a point of no return in their already endangered relationship
(Last Words 78). That now the narrator from An Elegy has slapped the figure of Nin suggests another repetition
of hurt, another retread of the tragedy, which the narrator tries to immediately mitigate.
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in the role of a harsh motherly figure/lover who chastises Nin with physical violence, but also
tries to gently comfort and calm her. In this moment Nin is temporally returned to an earlier
moment in her life, where she has merely decided on killing herself. By the end of this scene, a
qualitative change has occurred in the diegesis: previously, all correspondences between Nin and
the narrator in the present diegesis were carried out through flashbacks and digressions, making
it difficult to imagine concrete positions of the dialogic partners – were they conversing in a
suspended space, through an actual exchange of letters (as metonymies of their novels), or that
the narrator was speaking to a corpse/coffin laid on the ground the whole time? Here, they are
materialized as individuals, face-to-face in the diegesis for the first time.
Finally made corporeal in the narrative, the narrator and Nin's proximity lends a particular
physical intensity to their final conversation. Locked in embrace with Nin, the narrator, feeling
that some sort of sway has occurred, intensifies his emulation of womanly subjectivity by
describing himself as a sexually passive and receptive figure, with the refrain of “starting over”
reinforced here:

、
、

。

h
;

;

h

h
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As you cry, and as your bodily fluids drain out and your body gradually grows cold and stiff, I
say: yeah Z look at how beautiful it is, I'm not my twenty-six year old self anymore either...if it's
possible to start over again (like those stark naked bodies of women hauled out in a cloak by
eunuchs after intercourse with the emperor. The eunuch kneels and asks: “dost thou keepeth?”
The emperor sayeth: “Keepeth nay!” The eunuch lightly presses an acupuncture point behind the
buttocks of the woman's body, and all the dragon essence drains out.)145 Those crooked and
broken archetypes of the soul (like those countless faceless half-set little ones ejected from the
woman's loins like snot and thick phlegm with a fishy stench) are all stuffed and filled into the
form of my body through repeated poking, plowing and shivering pain. I clenched my anus and
endured, taking in all those they didn't want to keep (Elegy 302-303).

Femininity functions as a collectivity maker in two ways here: first in the narrator's physical
acceptance of the innumerable sperm that constitute the metaphor for “crooked and broken
archetypes of the soul” and second, in the way such an acceptance becomes a metaphor for
accepting everything about Nin. Imagining himself as a concubine who is denied the chance to
retain the emperor's semen in order to give birth to a child, the narrator reverses the process by
becoming a woman without a vagina who, contrary to the eunuch and the emperor's discarding,
retains everything in his anus. The sperm contained and protected in the narrator's rectum is a
metaphor for a collective of “crooked and broken archetypes of the soul”, because sperm, the
innumerable “faceless half-set little ones” only have half a set of human chromosomes, and are
hence incomplete. The narrator's feminized body thus becomes a receptacle for a collective of

145

This is a reference to a particular contraceptive practice Qing dynasty Emperors reserved for their concubines. See
Zhongyu Ge and Xianjiang Xu, An Illustrated Guide to Six Hundred Years of the Forbidden City (
, Tushuo Gugong Liubainian).
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souls, objects, and individuals marginalized, deemed incomplete and rejected by the sovereign
order, as evinced in the example of – brought up by the narrator seemingly out of nowhere – the
emperor's judgment on whether the concubine is a worthy vessel of his descendants. As the
narrator's body is transformed into a receptacle, he tightens his embrace with Nin, whose bodily
fluids are draining away while she grows cold and stiff; the liquid imagery is what connects them
and makes their collectivity possible. What the phrase “if it's possible to start over again” refers
to then, is not only the narrator's desire for himself and Nin to restart life anew (however
impossible), but the wish to become a receptacle capable of harboring the sorrows and sufferings
of an individual such as Nin. Through this sexually bizarre and affectively gentle scenario, the
microgenerational correspondence between the narrator and Nin completes itself, producing a
collectivity that is accepting of gender, sexual, and even existential differences. It is a collectivity
that is built upon horizontal affiliation between individuals, rather than vertical filiation through
the school or the state.146
Yet like a cereus flower that briefly blossoms overnight, the new-found collectivity
between the novel's narrator and the deceased Nin is interrupted in the diegesis at the end of the
Ninth Letter. Still tight in embrace, anticlimactically, the narrator suddenly gets an erection:
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I take the concepts of filiation and affiliation from Edward Said. In “Secular Criticism”, Edward Said
differentiates between the filiation in which one is born into (nationality, culture, profession) and the affiliations
(of institutions, associations and communities) that one becomes connected to outside of one's birthright (16-24).
While affiliation seems more liberating, Said reminds the critic that one must “recognize the difference between
instinctual filiation and social affiliation, and to show how affiliation sometimes reproduces filiation, sometimes
makes its own forms” (24).
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At this moment, extremely inappropriately (like once during an air drill in elementary school,
where all the schoolchildren were quietly squatting in the gymnasium...because of the way I
squatted, I inappropriately emitted a loud fart that was just perfectly audible to the entire
audience) my guy slowly rose up like an epiphyllum flower in the dark. And not only does the
stem, snaking out and above the waist of my trousers, continues to grow longer as if it was
absorbing water; the tip is also ceaselessly blossoming and peeling open like a mosaic cluster of
petals...like the exterior of a bud that seems to have unlimited layers if you peel it from the core,
one petal at a time...I felt extremely ashamed, and hence began to cry (Elegy 304).

The narrator's penis, against his wishes, intervenes against the collectivity that was created
through his performance of womanly subjectivity. Its growth is both beautiful and monstrous:
described as both resembling a flower with blossoming petals and a curling snake, the penis
marks the involuntary physical response of a heterosexual male body, that has now come
between his embrace with Nin. Not unlike the flatulence that shatters the silence binding the
squatting schoolchildren into generational collectives – collectives united in their vigilance
against potential air strikes from the People's Republic of China – the narrator's phallus works
against the anus that made a new collectivity possible, shattering its bonds. By saving this
moment toward the end of the text, An Elegy's Ninth Letter, and the final correspondence (or
performance) by the narrator and Nin, suggests that an open collectivity not constrained by
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institutions – and perhaps to a certain extent, the social and natural conditioning of human nature
– is tremendously difficult to maintain. While such a collectivity must begin with the emphatic
engagement with difference through one's own body, the very constraints of one's embodied
experiences can also become obstacles towards communicating across differences. That the
forces propelling individuals towards making collectivity are also forces that can diverge and
divest its formation.
On the diegetic level of An Elegy, the novel's new collectivity simultaneously comes into
being and disintegrates by the end of the last conversation between the narrator and Nin. The
narrator, distraught at his penis, exclaims that “
seems that I also managed to sully (

、

)” (“In the end, it

, dianwu) you” (Elegy 304))147, leaving little room for

interpretation towards what the character space of “I” thinks about the fate of their collectivity.
Despite the narrator's honest admittance of his transgression and his perception of their
difference as the Achilles Heel of their collectivity in the diegesis, a silver lining exists: the
metaphor of the narrator's penis as a growing epiphyllum flower. The epiphyllum flower (

,

tanhua) – here specifically the East Asian epiphyllum oxypetalum148 – is ripe with connotations
of gender and death central to both An Elegy and Last Words from Montmartre. First, the
narrator's self-description of his penis as a flower immediately blunts its masculinity with the
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The word “sully” (
, dianwu) here contains a particularly rich intertextual relevance to Last Words from
Montmartre. In Letter Seven, the “I” narrator expresses her anger towards Xu, who has been allowing her family
to intercept the narrator's letters. Xu's betrayal, as well as her negligence towards the narrator, is described as a
deep “sullying”. For the narrator, such sullying (or, in Heinrich's translation, “staining”) penetrates deeper than
the violation of the body, into her spiritual essence, her “purity” of being: “Perhaps my body and soul can be
healed through the love of other people and so I can try to come from a place of purity in my conduct towards
others and the world, still I know that my “purity” that has been violated and stained, that I am still a girl who's
been violated...This is my indelible sorrow!” (Last Words 40) This suffering plays a large part in the anxiety of
Luo Yijun's narrator, who is terrified he will repeat such a transgression through his own writing.
148
The East Asian epiphyllum oxypetallum's common Japanese name is “beauty under the moon” (
,
gekka bijin), providing further connotations of femininity for the flower. See wikipedia.org.
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femininity associated with all things floral. Second, this is not just any flower but an epiphyllum,
a flower that blooms overnight and shrivels by morning. The idiom “epiphyllum bloom” (
, tanhua yixian) refers to a short-lived expression of brilliance/success, an ephemeral life, or a
combination of both: withered at the zenith of her youth, beauty, and talent, Nin/Qiu Miaojin is
the tragic epiphyllum who bloomed under the moon and vanished in the finality of the night149.
Given these connotations, what the narrator's penis becomes at the end of the novel's Ninth
Letter is not a proper phallus150, but rather, a flower that is a metaphor of Nin herself.
The substitution of the penis as phallus with an epiphyllum flower thus metaphorically
underwrites the narrator's diegetic claims that his penis-flower is simply “sullying” the body of
Nin. Instead of “sullying” Nin, what the narrator's penis-flower is growing, “as if it was
absorbing water; the tip is also ceaselessly ceaselessly blossoming and peeling open like a
mosaic cluster of petals” (Elegy 304). An epiphyllum does not grow and blossom towards death
without sustenance; its metaphorical supply of water comes directly from the bodies of Nin and
the narrator. As they stay in embrace and the narrator's penis-flower develops, he becomes “
;
” (“scared that your [Nin's] life would dissipate like the spiritless bodily
fluids flooding out from your face, and so I used my tongue to hold and receive them; as I
tearfully weep” (Elegy 304)). Tears of both the narrator and Nin can be understood as the source
of water for the penis-flower, which reaches its full growth by the final sentence of the Ninth
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According to Guang Xing, the phrase of tanhua yixian is a Buddhist translation, meaning “to last for a very brief
period of time just as the epyphyllum blooming at night, or short lived” (227). See “Buddhist Impact On Chinese
Language.”
150
For a theoretical account on how a phallus is different from a penis, see Jacques Lacan, “The Signification of the
Phallus.” in Écrits: The First Complete Edition in English, 575-584.
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Letter: “(

)

” (“(As if in the depth of the night, those blossoming blooming petals give off a murky and
ambiguous white light.) Only I know, that all the water has drained from this face across my
own. The beautiful crotch underneath the jeans lay as dry as your confused and yet-come-to-light
adolescent days151” (Elegy 304)). In the end all water (and life) has drained from Nin's face and
body, flowing into the narrator's penis-flower as nutrition, leaving Nin's corpse, and her most
private region, dry. The epyphyllum-like penis-flower, now fully sustained, represents not only a
metaphor of Nin: it is simultaneously the blossoming of the narrator's femininity through his
correspondence with Nin – a synthesis of the masculine and the feminine – as well as a symbol
for the completion of An Elegy as a cultural artifact, a text which could not have been written
without consuming Last Words from Montmartre, in a sense the “cadavers” of Qiu Miaojin. As
the symbol of Luo Yijun's elegiac novel, the penis-flower's ironic virility reflects David Wang's
comments on Luo Yijun's writerly relationship with death: “As a storyteller, Luo Yijun waxes
poetic about death, which – contrarily – makes his stories burst with livelihood” (“My Decadent”
28). But what happens to Nin's corpse, then? Curiously, the metaphor for its dry physical state is
Nin's “confused and yet-come-to-light adolescent days”, a period deliberately left blank in Last
Words from Montmartre but alluded to as once containing boundless possibilities152. By bringing
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This is another direct reference to Last Words from Montmartre. In Letter Sixteen, the “I” narrator describes her
journey of sexuality, from her more confused adolescent days, to her epiphanies regarding femininity,
masculinity, carnal desire, and passion (Last Words 109-113).
152
In the English edition of Last Words, Letter Eighteen, an empty chapter, is designated as: “The period of tender
love: Xu is in Taiwan, Zoë is in Taiwan” (121). Everything after the colon is absent from the original:
Tianmi de Lianai Shidai (Mengmate 184). Given the non-chronological structure of the text, and the way
it focuses on many more characters than Xu, I refer to the original Letter Eighteen to make my point here, as it is
less bound to specific characters and locations.
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up this temporal reference at the very moment of Nin's “death” in the narrative, the text suggests
that perhaps it is at this moment, in the first and last embrace between the narrator and Nin, that
one could indeed, “start all over again” not in the sense of actual living but through a
posthumous life, through one's own letters and the writings of others.
Thus catalyzed by the narrator and Nin's final correspondence, an embrace which causes
the narrator's penis-flower to emerge by absorbing the life-waters of Nin and Nin's body to reset
to a phase of uncertainty and possibility, their collectivity is consolidated at the level of
metaphor, where the epyphyllum-essence of the lesbian Nin is transformed in the middle-aged,
heterosexual “I”. Contrary to what the narrator believes in the diegesis, the metaphor of the
epyphyllum penis-flower does not represent phallic power but Qiu Miaojin herself, the
synthesized masculinity and femininity of the narrator himself, and the completion of An Elegy
all at once. The penis-flower and Nin's dry body should be seen as results of their writerly
collectivity, one that has struggled all throughout the novel's microgenerational dialogue to
accommodate their gender, social, and existential differences. An Elegy's writerly collectivity is
therefore one no longer bound to the confines of the classroom nor to the fading memories of the
generational collective: it suggests that writerly collectivity can be actively built by the act of
writing itself, through the voluntaristic engagement with one another, regardless of gender
orientation, social standing, and generational belonging. Taken one step further, Luo Yijun's
alternative writerly collectivity advocates that one should not wait for institutions to mold and
form collectivity, but for individuals to take the task into their own hands. Because for Luo
Yijun, the hand of time will always loosen the bonds of school-made generational collectivity, its
brief gasps of life made possible only through the temporary stimulation of memory; there is no
further necessity in dwelling on the generation, which, as a subject of writing, can only generate
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nostalgia.
A question lingers, though: why does An Elegy consolidate a new writerly collectivity on
its metaphorical plane but not in its diegesis? This disparity is related to the ways in which the
novel's two major character-spaces function over the bifurcation of performative and signifying
speech acts, what Jacques Derrida calls, taking from J.L. Austin, a communication “which is not
limited strictly to the transference of a semantic content that is already constituted and dominated
by an orientation toward truth” (13-14). Much of what “I” narrates about Nin through flashbacks
are performative acts that often do not possess mnemonic and signifying certainty. For example,
consider Nin's words of admiration, “Hey, L, if it wasn't...if it wasn't because of...you know, I
might have fallen for ya”” (Elegy 224-225) that closes out the Seventh Letter. This isn't the first
time the line appeared; much earlier, in the First Letter, the narrator had already described Nin's
words once, as he ponders how she died: “If...it wasn't because of some strange elements, you
know? It's possible that I might fall for you, yeah” (Elegy 54). This repetition with difference –
the second time supposedley a “clarification” of what happened during the first – points to the
fictive quality of the narrator's memories within the narrative itself; the novel uses the narrator's
awareness of the metadiegesis to conceal the fact that he, like Nin, is also a character-space
whose descriptions of things do not always align with their signification. Details about Nin, her
presence, and behavior in those situations are always consigned to the limbo of the narrator's
memory (hence making them uncertain in terms of a signified object), but also reified by the
narrator's actual descriptions of Nin in the flashbacks (her presence made substantive by such a
performance). If the character-space of “I” said that Nin was there, Nin was there; if the
character-space of “I” said “maybe” Nin performed a certain action or said something (before or
after the act), Nin performed it. Therefore, this division between performance and signification in
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the novel's character-spaces provides the structural premises upon which a disjuncture between
the metaphorical and diegetic assessments of collectivity can occur.
An Elegy's disconnect between the performance and signification of writing, a condition
that helped create a voluntarist collectivity for its main character-spaces, can be taken as an
analogical reference for the ways in which it – as an object in the sphere of cultural consumption
– participates in producing collectivity with other texts. As showcased in the Ninth Letter of An
Elegy, the narrator's endeavor to produce proximity and collectivity with Nin ultimately
overestimates their differences, believing that the identity rift between himself and Nin causes
him to transgress upon her; yet the narrator's performance of femininity actually succeeds,
despite his judgment of failure. Not only does Luo's “I” narrator underestimate the collectivemaking force of his correspondences with Nin, Luo Yijun himself overlooks intertextual force as
a maker of collectivity, because of his fixation on the differences with Qiu. An Elegy thus
entertains a paradoxical thrust: it is a novel wary of committing transgression against difference,
but nevertheless takes the plunge and generates a textual collectivity no one asked it or expected
it to create in the realm of culture. This collectivity emerges out of two aspects of the novel: the
first aspect consists of a hidden relationship between the introduction and conclusion of An Elegy
and Last Words from Montmartre. The second aspect can be found in the context of the novel's
title, which contain literary connections ranging from China to Europe, from the medieval to the
modern era. Together, they demonstrate how the robust intertextuality of An Elegy forms a
collectivity that presents the novel as a cultural object capable of reaching across diverse spaces
and times.
How do the introduction and conclusion fit into the larger scheme of An Elegy?
Containing the sprawling content of the letters, dreams, and named chapters, the introduction and
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conclusion “The Corpse Mover a & b” (

a, b, yunshiren a, b) provide thematic unity to

the novel, signaling with no ambiguity the text's obsession about death, and how for Luo, writing
itself constitutes a metaphorical form of death.153 It also hides an intertextual linkage between An
Elegy and Last Words from Montmartre without ever mentioning Nin or Qiu Miaojin. With a
third-person narrator, “The Corpse Mover a” opens with a middle-aged man transporting the
freshly deceased remains of his mother on a wheelchair in Taipei's public transportation system.
As he carries his mother's corpse to a hospital for organ donation, like the “I” narrator of An
Elegy's letters, he starts to enter flashbacks. The introduction ends with a flashback to his
childhood: as a child, the Corpse Mover would observe the way his mother sneaked out to a pub
at night: “
、

–

h
、

”

(“he saw his mother drinking alone silently in a fixed spot on the edge of the bar...there were
only girls in the pub – some short, strange girls with crew cuts and other girls with outfits not out
of the ordinary. Later, he discovered that even the wide-shouldered bartenders who always wore
tank tops, were also female” (Elegy 49)). This passage, read only within the introduction, seems
to suggest that the Corpse Mover, as a child, had discovered a secret space his now-dead mother

153

As a whole, An Elegy contains nine “Letters” (chapters) from beginning to end. They are not consecutive,
however: the letters are enveloped by an introduction and a conclusion titled “The Corpse Mover a” and “The
Corpse Mover b”. After “The Corpse Mover a”, we progress along five letters to what could be called the
interlude of the novel, “The Father in the Delivery Room a” (
a, chanfangli de fuqin a). Three
“Dreams” by said Father (who also happens to be the narrator character) in the delivery room follow, closed out
by “The Father in the Delivery Room b” (
b, chanfangli de fuqin b). The end of this matroshka
doll-like interlude takes us to the second half of the novel, where between each letter is a titled chapter; “The
Glowing Room” (
, faguang de fangjian) between letters six and seven; “The Paper Folder” (
,
zhezhiren) occupying the space between the Seventh and Eighth letter; “Marijuana”, taking place between the
Eighth and Ninth.
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frequented. Revisiting this scene with knowledge of the entire text, it becomes apparent that like
the “I” narrator's trip to Nin's lesbian bar in the Fourth Letter, this scene represents a
womanly/lesbian collective inhabiting a space undisturbed by heteronormativity and the male
body. The themes of memory, collectivity, sexual and gender difference are thus all prepared for
the reader.
A male figure, peeping into a quiet collective of women: is the Corpse Mover a metaphor
for the “I” narrator/Luo Yijun, the lesbians in the bar representative of Nin/Qiu Miaojin, and the
wall separating them a metonymy of their existential, gender, and sexual differences ? Only if
one reads it metadiegetically: from the persective of the plot and diegesis, they turn out to be red
herrings. Luo Yijun relies on the Corpse Mover's similarity to his past “I” narrators – one of
whom had to convince his sixty year old mother she was not pregnant, and who later witnessed
the mother's disappearance/death from a hospital in The Third Dancer, and an “I” narrator who
would often switch between third and first-person perspectives in Moon Family154 – as well as
his middle-aged appearance to conflate him with An Elegy's “I” narrator. The novel's conclusion,
The Corpse Mover b, shows that they are different characters. Arriving at the hospital with his
dead mother, the Corpse Mover sees An Elegy's “I” narrator attempting to locate his pregnant
wife, re-telling the plot of one the text's interlude chapters, The Father in the Delivery Room: “

” (“A group
of doctors and nurses wearing white (or green) uniforms were surrounding a middle-aged man,
and they seemed to be arguing about something, both parties going at ear-shattering volumes.

154

See The Third Dancer, 248-262. For an instance of switching narrative viewpoints in The Moon Family, see page
87, where the third-person narrator's name Xiao Shuo (
), appears for the first time in the novel.
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That man was sweating heavily, describing the appearance of a certain nurse as he panted”
(Elegy 305)).
Clarification that the Corpse Mover and the “I” narrator are different individuals confirms
that the former did not encounter Nin in any shape or form. The Corpse Mover, and in extension
the introduction and conclusion he appears in, entertains a wholly different relationship to Last
Words from Montmartre and Qiu Miaojin. As the hospital's personnel fulfill the Corpse Mover's
request to donate his mother's organs and take the body apart, he is reminded of a scene from his
youth in another hospital: “

” (“He recalled that he, alongside his

P

mother and other visitors, all huddled in a hospital ward full of the stench of urine and antiseptic.
That woman was laying on her sickbed, twisting her body with a pained expression as she
opened and closed her mouth like a dying fish beached on a rocky coast. His mother bit her
underlip and stood far away from the others” (Elegy 310)). After the other visitors left, the
Corpse Mover witnesses an interaction between his mother and the sick woman: “

)”
(“His mother bent her body down towards the woman, and gave her desiccated cheeks a kiss. In
that moment his mother's face was sweetly coquettish, as if in a drunken trance. Sticking close to
the woman's ear, she enunciated a series of murmurs that made him (who was standing behind
his mother and heard her) shudder: “You disgust me (

, wo yanwu tou ni)” (Elegy

312). This cryptic scene, which concludes An Elegy, merely appears as a declaration of
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resentment from the Corpse Mover's mother towards a former lover (the sick woman), since the
introduction insinuates the mother's membership in a lesbian collective. For those who have read
Last Words from Montmartre however, this scene stands out as a re-imagination of a passage in
the novel's Sixteenth Letter, where a French woman named Laurence whispers the same sentence
into the ear of Catherine155, her former lover who has just given birth to a child in an arranged
marriage: “when Catherine had given birth...I walked into her hospital room with an armful of
her favorite champagne roses and put the roses in a vase. I didn't say a word, just sat down in
silence. When I got up to leave and leaned over to giver her a farewell kiss on both cheeks, the
only thing I softly said was “Je t'emmerde beaucoup!” You disgust me! (

.)” (Last

Words 125) Her curse is so powerful that Catherine eventually commits suicide with an antique
dagger previously gifted to her by Laurence (Last Words 114).
The importance of this scene within Last Words from Montmartre is twofold. First,
Laurence is the new lover the “I” narrator of the novel – the basis of Nin in An Elegy – becomes
involved with after Xu betrays her and leaves her in Paris. An older, more experienced and
confident individual, Laurence taught the “I” narrator many things, such as making her realize
that “passion” was not simply an outburst of sexual desire but “a personality type...the powerful
expression of one's personality as influenced by life” (Last Words 112). She offered the narrator
solace in a dark time: deserted by Xu and having just lost their pet Bunny, the narrator's family –
her kinship collective – had fallen apart in Paris156, the narrator herself on the verge of suicide.
155

In the Chinese text of Mengmate Yishu, the narrator renders “je t'emmerde beaucoup” – something that would
literally amount to “fuck you very much” in English – more gently, into
(“I thoroughly hate you”).
Here, I adapt Ari Larissa Heinrich's English translation of “You disgust me!” (Last Words 115) for An Elegy
because it captures the emotional intensity of the French while retaining the temperance of the Chinese.
156
The destruction of the family of the narrator, Xu, and Bunny is a recurring motif in Last Words from Montmartre,
as it signals the extent to which Xu's betrayal negated what their love had built from the ground. Musings over
this lost collectivity begins the Letter One (Last Words 13) and closes out Letter Nineteen of the novel (Last
Words 190-191).
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Laurence's timely appearance thus presented the narrator with new possibilities for intellectual
growth, romance, and the formation of collectivity. This brings us to the second point of the
scene's significance: by showing us how a lover seemingly as perfect as Laurence pushed
Catherine – her previous lover who also betrayed her in Paris – to kill herself through guilt, the
revelation casts a shadow towards whether the narrator can find any solace or salvation in her
company. Her vengeful side overshadowing her loving side, ultimately, Laurence was not able to
stave death away from the narrator of Last Words from Montmartre – their passion could not bear
collective fruit.
By rewriting this scene between Laurence and Catherine into the conclusion of his novel,
Luo Yijun establishes an intertextual link between An Elegy and Last Words from Montmartre
through direct paraphrasing, instead of involving Nin and the “I” narrator. Luo's interpretation of
this scene brings out and intensifies a structure of abandonment that breaks familial and romantic
collectivity in Last Words from Montmartre. By revealing that the dead mother was Laurence's
analogue and the middle-aged Corpse Mover her child, An Elegy's introduction and conclusion
presents a scenario of double abandonment: the Catherine equivalent (the sick woman) in An
Elegy abandoned Laurence, and the Laurence equivalent (the mother) first frequently “abandons”
the Corpse Mover by absconding to the lesbian bar, then completely abandons him years later
through death. The Corpse Mover, the child of “mother/Laurence” in An Elegy, can be read as a
juxtaposed figure of Catherine's child from Last Words,, whom she abandoned through suicide
(“when Catherine had given birth”). By making the Corpse Mover the literal offspring of
Laurence in An Elegy and the figurative offspring of Catherine in Last Words, Luo Yijun
highlights the disintegrative power of betrayal – above and beyond what is shown in Last Words
– and its far-reaching consequences. As an imaginary supplement or sequel to Last Words, An
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Elegy's introduction and conclusion gestures to the ever-expanding concentric circles of hurt and
abandonment.
But the doubly-abandoned Corpse Mover is not only a character who signals the themes
of Luo's novel, nor simply an intertextual “Easter Egg” that connects An Elegy to Last Words.
One way the The Corpse Mover segments mask their connection to Laurence in Last Words is
how they showcase Taipei's cultural objects: from its Mass Rapid Transit system, casual
mentions of travel packages to Southeast Asia, Japanese-run department stores (SOGO,
Takashimaya, and Shin Kong Mitsukoshi etc.), to of course, the very presence of the “I” narrator
in the hospital. Unmistakably, the Corpse Mover belongs to the metropolitan space of Taipei. His
figurative migration as an unmentioned, abandoned infant from Qiu Miaojin's France to a fullblown character in Luo Yijun's Taipei represents a process of transculturation – one that traverses
the historical conditions and physical geographies of fictional worlds and gathers them into
another textual body. Luo's re-write of a scene from Last Words thus not only re-purposes the
scene itself, but also gives birth to the new character of the Corpse Mover, whose French roots
found sustenance on the soil of Taipei. Through the Corpse Mover, and in extension the novel's
introduction and conclusion, An Elegy demonstrates the ability to generate an intertextual
collectivity that goes beyond textual reference, a force that connects disparate texts and traditions
in creatively enabling ways.
An Elegy's capacity for bringing forth intertextual collectivity in a transcultural manner is
also embedded within its very name. Qian Beihuai (

), the original Chinese title of An

Elegy, contains within it two layers of intertextual signification that link it with other texts. The
first layer connects the novel to the classical Chinese tradition. A triptych of poems by the Tang
dynasty poet Yuan Zhen (

), Qian Beihuia San Shou (
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, An Elegy I-III)

commemorates and mourns his deceased wife, each poem retracing a period of their marriage –
they are poems that “lyricize/dissipate (

, qian)” the emotions in his “sorrowful heart (

,

beihuai)”. 157. By borrowing the titles of Yuan's most famous poems – which enjoy a spot in the
canon of Tang poetry – Luo Yijun's novel signals that it inhabits similar affective dimensions,
that of sadness, longing, and love. Yet what this intertextual connection discloses is also a
difference in content: Nin, the stand-in for Qiu Miaojin whom An Elegy's narrator holds a
conversation with, is neither the narrator's wife nor lover but simply an acquaintance. Can one
apply the lyrical force of lamenting a dead spouse to the last will of an acquaintance? Kim Chew
Ng, who heavily reads An Elegy through its reference to Yuan Zhen, doesn't think it's possible, or
even ethical. Ng argues that Luo's novel transgresses upon Qiu's testament (

, yishu), a form

not to be trifled with: “the testament is always a text written in blood...such a totally
transgressive form strictly refuses to be ridiculed and mimicked and is more sacred than religious
texts because what it situates is not symbolic flesh (like that of Christ), but a unique and
contingent body of an individual...It dabbles with the limits of ethics: do not violate the remains
(of either oneself or another)” (“Dead”). Ng's critique sees Luo Yijun disrespectfully placing
himself in the position of Yuan Zhen the husband, and Qiu Miaojin that of the wife, a
heteronormative pairing that also provoked the ire of many lesbian readers online.158 In addition
to Luo Yijun's invocation of Yuan Zhen, Han-hui Zhong observes that An Elegy felt deeply
157

Yuan Zhen (779-831) was a Tang dynasty poet who, while very briefly, assumed power as the Chancellor of Tang
during Emperor Muzong's (
)reign. In The Moon Family, Yuan's triptych of poems, An Elegy I-III , were the
favorite poems of the narrator's father. The father references these poems on page 348 of the novel.
158
Enmity towards An Elegy quickly escalates to enmity towards Luo Yijun the author. An Elegy's character-space of
“I” – who has always been Luo's narrator of choice in both short stories and novels – plays with the readers'
expectations that “I” represents a narrator representative of Luo's own thoughts. But once we resist the
assumption that “I” reinterprets Luo's experience, it becomes possible to think of An Elegy as an elaborate
experiment about collectivity-making where “I” inserts Nin (Qiu) and himself into scenarios where neither of
them were present, or had any direct relations with – a simulation where the two character-spaces cross paths and
have a shared history, regardless of Luo and Qiu's actual relationships.
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distasteful to lesbian readers because they believed they had exclusive interpretive access to
Qiu's writing: “Lesbians who collectively read Qiu's Notes of a Crocodile and Last Words from
Montmartre in different times and places formed a common understanding of Qiu, going as far as
to treat her texts as a part of their lives” (“Whose Sadness”). Through the experience of reading
Qiu, lesbians of different generations, socio-economic standing, and nationalities (throughout
Taiwan and the Sinosphere) can forge a sense of collectivity not unlike the ways in which
newspaper reader create a sense of the nation in Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities.159
Qiu's work emerged in the mid-nineties, where, as Dylan Suher notes, there was “a desperate
queer demand for recognition from Taiwanese society” (“Review”). Spearheading Taiwan's
gay/lesbian/queer writing movement in her afterlife, Qiu and her writings became part of the
canon, if not the canon for an entire minor literature. Thus by writing about Qiu and her
emblematic testament in ways contrary to their understanding, Luo Yijun is seen as encroaching
upon lesbian communities, forcefully making a place in their collectivity through the unwelcome
intertextual object that is An Elegy.
Ng's discomfort with An Elegy, filtered through the poetry of Yuan Zhen, reflects a larger
trend in the novel's criticism and reception: Luo Yijun the author, confused with his “I” narrator,
appears as an invasive and creepy middle-aged man who found himself in the wrong
neighborhood. Yet evaluating An Elegy solely through Yuan's poetry obfuscates the second layer
of the title's intertextuality, its connection with the French literary tradition. David Wang notices
that Qian Beihuai is the exact title given to the Taiwanese translation of André Gide's 1951 Et
Nunc Manet in Te (Madeleine in English), his autobiography that mulled over the death of his
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For Anderson, the synchronicity of printed newspaper plays a large role in the rise of modern national
consciousness. Readers were “connected through print, formed, in their secular, particular, visible invisibility, the
embryo of the nationally imagined community” (44). See Imagined Communities, 37-46.
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wife, which was published posthumously (““My Decadent” 24). Towards the end of Qiu
Miaojin's Last Words from Montmartre, the narrator, who lives in France, also mentions Gide's
text160, saying that “it consoled me during this painful process of writing. Only a spirit of artistic
sincerity can console the souls of humankind” (Last Words 141). This passage in Qiu's novel is
not only the anchor point for the intertextuality between Last Words from Montmartre to Et Nunc
Manet in Te, but also the site where An Elegy forms a clear connection to both books. Luo's
decision to use Qian Beihuai as the title of his novel shows a desire to create an thematic
inversion of Gide's posthumous work. In the context of Et Nunc Manet in Te, we have Gide, a
famous gay writer lamenting and reminiscing about his deceased wife who accompanied him
throughout a romance-less marriage, whereas in An Elegy, Luo is a heterosexual man in dialogue
with the deceased, lesbian icon Qiu Miaojin: what the latter retains and develops is the former's
differences between the addresser and the addressee in terms of gender and sexuality, while
making up for the difference in intimacy (that of a husband and wife) by imagining Nin as a
prominent member in the narrator's writerly generation, a partner in collectivity-building. Linked
not only through Qiu's reference to Gide but also through an adaptation and adjustment of Gide's
lament, Luo Yijun's An Elegy joins the two to form a collective of texts that traverse a set of
different identities.
An Elegy's connection to the French tradition, represented by André Gide, thus manifests
itself in two ways: first, the link appears in An Elegy's reversal of the sexual orientations of Et
Nunc Manet in Te for its narrator (“I”) and primary addressee (Nin); second, it solidifies the
relation by taking Qian Beihuai – the translated titled of Gide's autobiography in Taiwan – as its

160

The translation of Last Words refers to Gide's text in its original name, Et Nunc Manet in Te, whereas the Chinese
refers to it in its translated moniker:
(Mengmate 190).
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name. The moniker of Luo's novel consolidates yet another intertextual linkage across space and
time, that of Gide and the Tang poet Yuan Zhen, whose Qian Beihuai served as the cultural
referent for Gide's translator.161 With Gide in view, we can contest Kim Chew Ng's charge that
Luo's novel is simply a transgression against Qiu's testament: while it carries the lyrical affect of
Yuan Zhen's poems, An Elegy's true aesthetic predecessor is Gide's text, a work that attempts to
ponder (one's own) death through the departed. The publication of Et Nunc Manet in Te after
Gide's own death in 1951 means that what was written as an eulogy becomes received as a
testament because of the time of its publication, revealing a previously unseen side of Gide
through the lament of the wife. Similarly, although Luo is still alive, because of its connections
to Yuan and Gide, An Elegy can be read as both a dirge and a testament: it is a dirge that
simultaneously confesses, unveils, and discloses Luo's own meditations and preparations for
death; in the act of “transgressing” upon Qiu, An Elegy also lays Luo bare for the world to see.
Ultimately, through its intertextuality the novel creates a continuum of elegies and testaments
across East and West, a collective of works with differing historical contexts that resisted easy
comparison before the advent of the platform that is An Elegy itself.
By treating An Elegy as a cultural artifact that forms collectivity across different spaces
and times, the novel exemplifies what it means to practice transcultural and comparative
criticism under what Wai Chee Dimock characterized as “deep time”.162 It does so through two
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The first Taiwanese – and in traditional Chinese – translation of Gide's Et Nunc Manet in Te was completed by
Hualing Nieh ( ‧ , a writer and organizer of the Iowa Writers' Workshop. Gide's novel was published under
the name Qian Beihuai (
) in 1977, by Morning Bell Publishing (
, Chenzhong Chubanshe). It
is now out of print.
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Dimock's conception of “deep time” is one that discloses “a set of longitudinal frames, at once projective and
recessional, with input going both ways, and binding continents and millennia into many loops of relations, a
densely interactive fabric” (3-4). What this transnational, and cross-historical view of time supports is the view
that any body of literature is “a crisscrossing set of pathways, open-ended and ever multiplying, weaving in and
out of other geographies, other languages and cultures” (3). What Dimock expands is thus the historical and
cultural dimensions of intertextuality, examined in concrete networks of texts. See Through Other Continents:
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types of intertextual collectivity. The first type consists of An Elegy's re-interpretation of Last
Words from Montmartre in its introduction and conclusion. It clarifies and intensifies the vision
of devastation wrought by betrayal – the destruction of collectivity – in Qiu's Last Words. As a
transplant from Qiu Miaojin's France to Luo Yijun's Taipei, the Corpse Mover, the protagonist of
the novel's introduction and conclusion, displays how a transcultural imaginary functions as a
node for An Elegy to create intertextual collectivity. The second type of intertextual collectivity
comes from the novel's Chinese title, Qian Beihuai, ushers in the second aspect of its intertextual
collectivity by linking together texts as disparate as Yuan Zhen's poems An Elegy I-III, and André
Gide's Et Nunc Manet in Te. These elements make An Elegy a platform upon which works from
medieval China, twentieth-century France, and the mid-90s queer writing from Taiwan can
reference, engage, and interact with one another.
This robust intertextuality of An Elegy is the basis upon which it produces a labile
cultural collectivity that differs itself from the pastiche of postmodernism that collects objects:
these elements are not drawn together to show a fundamentally fractured world, or to
demonstrate a deep-seated inability to find meaning with each other; every piece has a function,
brings something to the table, and coheres into a whole. For example, note the parallelism
between the way in which An Elegy re-imagined the child of Catherine in Last Words to become
the Corpse Mover, the novel's emblem of abandonment, while changing him into the son of
Laurence instead, with how the novel reverses the structure of address in the autobiographical Et
Nunc Manet in Te, from a gay husband conversing with his dead wife to a heterosexual man
talking to a deceased lesbian writer. The novel's modification of such gendered and subject
positions demonstrates a thematic and structural unity that takes every detail into consideration:
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the re-writing of the scene with Laurence and Catherine has to cohere with the background of the
Taiwanese Corpse Mover, whose character needs to in turn correspond to the larger themes of the
novel; the confessional style of Gide's autobiography must collude with Luo Yijun's I-Novelinfluenced house style; the emotional connotations of Yuan Zhen's elegiac poems, the grief and
doubt in Gide's text, and the “transgressive” gesture in choosing Qiu Miaojin as the novel's
subject of mourning – none of the elements work without the other. It is by dint of the novel's
capacity as a collectivity-maker amongst texts from different traditions and periods, that its
intertexuality wastes none of the contributions by the so-called “members/texts” of its collective.
An Elegy, contrary to the claims of those who see it as a stain on Qiu Miaojin's legacy, is actually
a gentle and playful companion to the fire and brimstone of Last Words from Montmartre: a
companion who accompanies it on the path of death, which is paved with the cadavers of
writing, ever-accumulating.
Towards the end of An Elegy's First Letter, the narrator discovers that a book of his was
put side by side with Last Words from Montmartre in a bookstore. He exclaims:

h
…

”

。

I know that not long after, my book will be replaced by another author's novel or collection of
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essays. I know that my name will be labeled on book after book not yet existent, and swap places
back and forth with authors of books that possess multiple souls. Perhaps one day there will be a
small section on the shelf with my name. Yet only that text of yours, your name, and your sketch,
will always stay there in solitude. Like the way we squat in the corner and glance – with a pair of
vulnerable eyes – at how the betrayal of something fundamental in time is done through the act
of continuously growing up (Elegy 63).

Considering his work not worthy of accompanying the seemingly eternal quality of Qiu's
testament, the narrator surmises that his texts will soon be replaced, yet he concludes by making
Qiu's text into a metaphor in a sentence containing an ambiguous “we”. This metaphor turns Last
Words into a plural and collective witness of a highly abstract process: the plural witness frozen
in time (because of its testament form) observes the way in which the coming and going of the
texts and authors near Qiu's text as a form of growing up/betrayal. Against the narrator's opinion
that his work will be re-shelved and replaced, the ambiguous “we” that includes the narrator and
Nin – the character-space and stand-in for Qiu Miaojin – reveals the narrator's unspoken desire to
stay and witness this together. Contrapuntally, the metaphor opens up the possibility to interpret
this passage as an instance of collectivity-building. Contrary to the narrator's assessment that
Qiu's work is a a lone, exalted object excluded from the ebbs and flows of the bookshelf, her
testament forms a center around which the narrator's work and those of many others cluster
around to make collectivity with.
This passage neatly summarizes the way collectivity functions in An Elegy: against the
self-doubt of the narrator within the diegesis and the uncertainty of its author in the sphere of
cultural consumption, the text goes on to produce collectivity in its own fashion. The novel thus
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espouses two logics of collectivity, both of which collude to form a statement against the
formation and limitations of generational collectivity. First, An Elegy's internal logic of
collectivity functions within the diegesis, taking place through the “I” narrator's correspondence
with Nin in an attempt to create an alternative to generational collectivity. Throughout this
dialogue the narrator and Nin entirely supersede the remnants of memory welding together the
weak bonds of generational collectivity (the novel's macrogenerational theme): by broaching –
sometimes carefully and sometimes daringly – the differences between gender, sexuality, and life
and death, their microgenerational dialogue culminates in the novel's Ninth Letter, where despite
the narrator's proclamation of failure, a new collectivity is consolidated on the level of metaphor
by an epiphyllum flower-turned-penis, the result of the narrator's empathetic performances of
femininity. The end product is a voluntaristic collective built through the engagement with each
other, regardless of gender and sexual orientations, social class, and generational belonging.
An Elegy's second logic of collectivity functions externally, in the space of intertextuality.
As a cultural artifact, An Elegy builds collectivity with Last Words from Montmartre not only
through direct address – its narrator's correspondence with Nin/Qiu Miaojin – it does so by rewriting parts of Last Words and transplanting its characters into the context of Taipei in the
introduction and conclusion. This re-written episode, where an abandoned son, the Corpse
Mover, recalls how his mother cursed a lover who forsook her, brings out and intensifies the
structures of betrayal that contributed to the destruction of collectivity and intimacy in Last
Words. It also displays the transcultural nature of An Elegy's intertextuality, that the literary world
of the novel can be a space that accommodates cultural elements from disparate spaces and
times. This pertains also to its title: Qian Beihuai, An Elegy's original moniker, which
simultaneously refers to Tang dynasty poet Yuan Zhen's three-part eulogy for his dead wife, and
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the title of the first Chinese translation of André Gide's Et Nunc Manet in Te in Taiwan.
Inheriting Yuan's elegiac affect and combining it with a reversed structure of address – from a
gay husband speaking to his dead wife, to a living heterosexual man corresponding to a dead
lesbian – of Gide's autobiography, An Elegy's logic of intertextual collectivity extends beyond
Qiu's work to form a platform upon which all these texts not only form crucial components of its
structure, but are also brought into interaction across different historical periods and cultures.
While the novel's internal and external ways of managing and creating collectivity seem
to have different goals – one focuses on producing a new form of togetherness in the diegesis
while the other is concerned about its kinship with texts far and wide – their attitude towards
generational collectivity is by and large consistent. Together, An Elegy issues Luo's final take on
the generational collectivity conditioned and produced by the disciplinary institution of the
school, in a career-defining moment. Within the diegesis, the correspondence between the “I”
narrator and Nin led to the appearance of a voluntaristic collectivity that attends to the
differences of gender, sexuality and social positions through the empathetic gendered
performance, something that differentiates itself fundamentally from the generational collectivity
of school and writers. Throughout the novel, generational collectivity is depicted as capable of
nothing more than conjuring a tenuous sense of togetherness by recalling moments where
students, or a flock of writers, interacted under the aegis of the school. That is to say generational
collectivity's vertical structure, linking each individual to the institution which distributes and
differentiates them along the axes of time and space, is the primary function that keeps its
collectivity coherent – not the horizontal social bonds between its members. As the narrator and
Nin's need to extricate themselves from a writerly collective in order to seriously treat their
differences suggest, generational collectivity of the school also inculcates gender and sexual
199

norms in its institutional formations,163 but strictly to a managerial and normative end, not
towards a liberatory one. Only by forming collectivity outside of the politics of the generation,
can an intersectional sexuality come to exist.
An Elegy's external logic of collectivity, that of intertextuality, harbors a more complex
relationship to generational collectivity. At first glance, the novel's connections with Tang poetry
and French symbolism, its ubiquitous mentions of popular culture in Taiwan, Hollywood and
Japan coupled with the almost complete absence of reference to Taiwanese and Chinese writers
point to the author's determination of entertaining no overlap whatsoever with his own writerly
generation or that of his predecessors. It drives home the impression that Luo Yijun believes that
for nurturing artistic originality, literary and cultural affiliation is a preferable model to filiation.
Yet Luo chose to make Qiu Miaojin's Last Words from Montmartre the novel's exclusive dialogue
partner, suggesting that other than the need to invoke Qiu as a cipher through which he can
discuss the themes of time, death, sexuality and collectivity, there is more than one way to bend
generational collectivity to productive ends. Right before the narrator reminisces about his outing
with Nin to the lesbian bar in the Fourth Letter, he comments on their common interest in the
Japanese writer Osamu Taizai: “

…
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” (“For our generation's enlightenment, too many old-

Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish continues to provide insight on the effect institutional discipline imparts
on the individual body. Under the throes of institutionality, the power exerted on a body is “conceived not as a
property, but as a strategy, that its effects of domination are attributed not to 'appropriation', but to dispositions,
manoeuvres, tactics, techniques, functionings; that one should decipher in it a network of relations, constantly in
tension, in activity” (Discipline 26). These dynamics also describe the school's concerns about gender and
sexuality. In The History of Sexuality Volume 1, Foucault describes the spatiality and discourse of France's
secondary schools in the 18th century as one that “was largely based on the assumption that [schoolboy] sexuality
existed, that it was precocious, active, and ever present” (Sexuality 28).
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timers committed suicide before our eyes...Those scenes were lifelike dreams and fantasies.
Because of their verisimilitude we always mistakenly thought that we were there in person a long
time ago, witnessing those performances of death in slow motion” (Elegy 90)). After establishing
that writers who committed suicide as a crucial source of generational inspiration, the narrator
goes on to say that their influence upon their generation was so strong, that they developed a
sense of proximity to these writers, thinking that they “were there in person a long time ago” to
witness the end of their guides. This sense of intimacy and familiarity comes from careful and
repeated reading, because the examples of writers who committed suicide the narrator brings up
are Yukio Mishima, Yasunori Kawabata, and Osamu Taizai, all canonical figures of Japanese
literature translated into Chinese. What the narrator implies here is that with a good dialogic
partner from the same generation, one can form a stylistic and aesthetic collectivity through the
texts they have read in common, while simultaneously forming intertextual links with those texts
themselves. Generational collectivity doesn't necessarily have to be discarded, from the
perspective of intertextuality: it can serve as a starting point for one to develop horizontal
connections, or intertextual connections that exceed the generation itself.
Considered together, An Elegy delineates the shape of a collectivity where horizontal
connections across cultural and social differences and the active formation of intertextual
collectives are valued and posited as alternatives to the institutionally-inflected generations. But
these formations do not come by easily, and even with the text that was An Elegy, it took the
death of Qiu Miaojin – a star felled during her meteoric rise – in Luo Yijun's writerly generation
to initiate this difficult correspondence. Once the conversation began, it led Luo to discover that
the generation itself was no longer a robust site for social, aesthetic, and political exploration, nor
was its collectivity coherent. The death of one is thus the death of the generation. One moves
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away from the generation because it was already dying in the moment of its formation: all that it
leaves behind are the memories of having belonged to it as such.
Yet like how Qiu's death continues to generate posthumous life in the form of writing,
generational collectivity does not simply vanish; despite having bid farewell to his generation in
the diegesis of An Elegy, the generation is a concept that's hard to entirely get rid of. After all, it
was Qiu Miaojin and Luo Yijun's shared membership in the hollow husk of the same writerly
generation that provided the basis upon which their differences could enter into dialogue, one
that yielded plenty of commonalities. Luo and Qiu's similarities are shared within their
generational collective: their generation of “fifth-grader” writers are characterized by the
juncture of their coming-to-age in the 90s, their direct tutelage from the “fourth-graders”, and a
sharp stylistic departure from Taiwanese realism and 80s postmodernism – they are a generation
of so-called “modernists” who freely borrow from each and every tradition across national
boundaries. Luo and Qiu are also particularly united in their rejection of Taiwanese
postmodernism. A blend of North American post-WWII detachment and the magical realism
from the Latin American “boom”, this hybrid form of “postmodernism” was transplanted directly
into a liberalizing and democratizing Taiwan: for the “fifth-grader” writers emerging in this
milieu, the postmodernism critique arrived in a different set of material conditions, much like the
way in which Fredric Jameson talks about the reception of Deleuze and Guattari's work in The
Political Unconcisous164; its critique of a post-industrial society, as well as the way it represents
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In a footnote of the first chapter of The Political Unconscious, Jameson argues that the import of various
antisystemic French and continental theory into the North American context – without careful consideration of
the historicity of such theories – caused critics to conflate a critique of “totalitarianism” and “monolithic ideas”
with a critique of dialectical totality. Jameson believes that this has further entrenched the atomization of the left
in the U.S.: “In the United States...it is precisely the intensity of social fragmentation...that has made it
historically difficult to unify Left or “antisystemic” forces in any durable and effective organizational way” (54).
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a general sense of malaise pervading liberal democracies came too early. Postmodernism wasn't
what the “fifth-grader” writers needed: they rejected its sprawling modes of play, shattered
meaning, and developed their own form of “modernism after postmodernism” in response. Qiu
and Luo's worldviews thus appear far closer to those of Jorge Luis Borges, Roberto Bolaño, and
Osamu Taizai than the worlds of realist masters such as Huang Chunming (
Yingzhen (

) and Chen

), or the detached urban postmodernism of Paul Auster and John Updike.

Above everything else, Luo Yijun and Qiu Miaojin's unflinching drive to write about love,
gender and sexuality without restraint or censorship forms the common bedrock upon which
they, within the same generation, can engage with one another.
Outside of the writerly collective, the cadavers of such generationality also persist – in
the form of the material security now achieved by many “fifth-graders” and members in the
writerly collective Luo Yijun belongs to. Many “fifth-graders” are now part of the privileged
petite-bourgeoisie by virtue of their labor, their age, and an economy that continued to prosper
until the new millennium: for many of their generation, the mark of success, rather than the need
to create something better and different, is what unites them now. In the chapter titled Marijuana,
Luo Yijun describes how membership in his generation, expressed through the temptation of
luxury and prosperity, appears as a segregating marker in late-capitalist Taiwan. The narrator, on
a quest to acquire marijuana cigarettes from a gay acquaintance for his pals, finally visits the
target's home. He is served an entire Italian tasting course seasoned with marijuana courtesy of
his host, an amateur chef professionally trained in Italy. Rather than being the one who takes
what he came for, the narrator was “penetrated” by the chef's marijuana-spiked dishes, causing
him to enter a state of cannabis-induced high / sexual climax, in which he realizes the truth of his
generation:
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Living in this generation feels like being soaked in a luxurious happiness that trembles (like
completely developed erogeneous zones across one's body). As if a honeyed ointment is seeping
into us through the crevasses that sew together the ice-like cracks of fragments. Those whose
lonely noble tastes and fine appreciations are unrelated to the ugly underbelly and various vices
of this entire city. It's like being suddenly inundated by a blinding light in the subway of a
foreign country...Like living in a temporal dysrhythmia smuggled past the international date line
(Elegy 300).

The narrator's verdict on his generation is thus laid bare: living as a member of his generation
means one can enjoy an unprecedented amount of sensory and material pleasure, akin to a
constant sensation of sexual arousal that suffuses one's body. Such enjoyment is premised upon
class lines, given the way the narrator describes and modifies its as “lonely noble tastes” and
“fine appreciations” that are separated from the undesirable elements of the city, its “ugly
underbelly” and “various vices”. The way such pleasure is savored is through the “crevasses” of
“fragments”: while the subject of the sentence is “us” (our generation) – the collective whose
lifestyle is described in the narrator's metaphor – “fragments” is an incomplete signifier.
Fragments of what? Of who? One can only surmise, with the presence of “us” and “fragments”
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in the same sentence, that the latter signifies bodies, making the crevasses of fragmented bodies
what the ointment-like pleasure seeps through. Their bodies fragmented under the luxurious
consumerism of post-millennium Taiwan, and further segregated from others across the hard
lines of class, for the narrator, the social status and lifestyles of the “fifth-graders” now resembles
life “in a temporal dysrhythmia”. Dysrhythmia, once a symbol for the separation of life and
death in An Elegy, now reveals another side of itself: like how observing the dead is a privilege
of the living, the physical experience of dysthrythmia is a privilege experienced by those who
cross the international date line by flight, or those who can be hit by “a blinding light in the
subway of a foreign country”; a phenomenon of time thus becomes the expression for the
concrete materiality of class. By accumulating images and terms associated with the Taiwanese
petite-bourgeoisie, this passages shows that for the narrator and in extension Luo Yijun,
generational collectivity is a pleasant but fundamentally broken and discriminating concept,
unavoidably inflected through the lenses of class. But the cadavers of generational collectivity
continue to tempt, separate, and sedate those who still consider themselves members of a
generation, at the expense of those who see through its nostalgic invocations of belonging that
could never stand the test of time.

To Become Spring Soil for the Flowers

From the moment of its consolidation in “A Roll of Film” to its transformation and
repudiation in An Elegy, the generational collectivity of writers functioned as a platform for Luo
Yijun to examine topics ranging from the historical memory of Taiwan's white terror, the
aesthetic influence of preceding generations, to the identity politics of gender and sexuality. Up
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to now, with my interpretive schema that binds collectives to institutions, the analysis in this
chapter has focused on the writerly generation and not the school – the institutional bedrock
upon which writerly generations are created and released into society like waves of minnows into
the ocean. How does the historicity of Taiwan's school system translate into not just the aesthetic
object of Luo's writerly generations, but also the specific character of such generations?
Taiwan's post-war system of mass education, designed to buttress a developmentalist capitalism
David Harvey calls “embedded liberalism”, was not only committed to producing individuals
who work for the accumulation of capital, but also to the creation of a middle-class, a petite
bourgeoisie that participates in and leads social reproduction. In order to quickly create and
maintain such a class through education, the post-war Nationalist government, inheriting the
educational infrastructure left behind by colonial Japan, concentrated its resources in the capital
of Taipei – and other urban centers such as Taichung, Tainan, and Kaohsiung – as its
predecessors did.165 Education in mid-twentieth century Taiwan thus becomes a site where the
imagination of upwards social mobility, ideologies of social reproduction, and city geography
converge. As the direct products of such a system of education, the imagined generational
collectives in Luo's fiction expresses an undeniably urban character166: when members of the
generation think of their collectivity primarily in terms of schooling years, in the context of the
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For a recent and wholistic take on Taiwan's urbanization, see Francis Chia-Hui Lin, Heteroglossic Asia: The
Transformation of Urban Taiwan. For an earlier sociological study on the intersections between urbanization,
education, and fertility, see Alden Speare Jr., Mary C. Speare and Hui-Sheng Lin, “Urbanization, Non-familial
Work, Education, and Fertility in Taiwan.”
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Luo Yijun's background, a combination of bensheng and waisheng parents, may have contributed to his insistence
on representing, exploring, and critiquing generational collectivity as the primary form of collectivity in his
work. Biographically, ethnicity, regionality (that of the myriad backgrounds within the larger waisheng
category), do not weigh as heavily in his fiction because his father, of Anhui province, came alone to Taiwan
without kin; although his mother is bensheng Taiwanese, was an adopted orphan raised by Luo's grandmother
alone, cut off from her original family. These are themes that he treats extensively in The Moon Family. Unable
to access other filiative forms of collectivity, it would be natural that the city-raised Luo turned his attention to
the generation-forming institution of the school.
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resource-rich city where they received their education, other forms of collective belonging, such
as ethnicity, regionality, and class become rendered secondary – or even nonexistent.
This, then, leads us to a question informed by the project's larger comparative framework:
what are the differences between the imaginations of collectivity under the village, as perceived
in Mo Yan's work, and the representations of collectivity under the school, in Luo Yijun's fiction?
First and most immediately apparent is their difference in class: the collectivity of Mo Yan's
village is constructed by the collective of peasants who reside in Northeast Gaomi Township
throughout his oeuvre, regardless of the time period in any of his particular works, whereas Luo
Yijun's generational collectivity is consolidated through the school – a space of bourgeois social
reproduction. This difference is further exemplified through comparing the most crucial objects
and themes for village collectivity and generational collectivity in their respective fictional
worlds. For Mo Yan's Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads, a single commodity – the staple
crop of sorghum for the former and the condiment crop of garlic in the latter – mediates the
relationship between the village institution and the peasant collective. Luo Yijun's literary
worlds, affluent and saturated with late capitalism's galaxy of commodities, is instead driven by
generational memories and the identity politics of gender and sexuality: these elements
determine and condition how an individual relates to or conceives of their generational
collective. Such disparities are subsets to the class differences between the peasantry and the
petite bourgeoisie. Concerned primarily with survival and profit, Mo Yan's peasant collectivity
fixates on commodities; concerned with overcoming the limits of social bonds created by
memories, Luo's generational collectivity focuses on the melange of experiences and identities
that transgress and exceed the norms of bourgeois heteronormativity. One deals in scarcity while
the other deals with excess.
207

Geography, in the sense that encompasses both the physicality of a locale and the ways its
materiality affects its national contexts, mark the second difference between the collectivity of
Mo Yan's village and the collectivity of Luo Yijun's school. As I have already mentioned above,
the constitution of Luo Yijun's generations are urban through and through, because of how
Taiwan's education system concentrated its resources to produce a middle-class – through
schooling – in the city. This is at odds with Mo Yan's collectivity of Northeast Gaomi Township,
which features a rural peasant collective who clearly defines itself against the glamor of the
postsocialist Chinese metropolis. This city-country divide is further embodied in the ways
through which these collectivities materially relate to the larger collective of the nation-state. In
contrast to Mo Yan's conception of collectivity, which is inseparable from a particular geographic
locale (and functions allegorically to Chinese historical developments at large), Luo's
generational collectivity is, from the very beginning, only loosely tied to specific schools and
universities; it is distributed throughout the entirety of Taiwan's educational system, largely
concentrated in the metropolis of Taipei. While Mo Yan's peasant collective envisions itself as an
alternative to the city-centric narrative of post-reform China, Luo Yijun's generations are entirely
enmeshed within the structures of Taiwan's developmentalist paradigm, a national project that
once positioned the Republic of China's capitalist modernity against the People's Republic of
China's socialist modernity. So in comparison to Mo Yan's collectivity, one that contends with the
state in order to narrate the nation differently, Luo's collectivity is an epiphenomenal one that,
instead of subverting the dominant structures that lead to its own formation, prefers to find the
crevasses within for the potential of change. But at its most neutral, the concept of
generationality – as it is presented in the context of “graders” and later critiqued in Luo Yijun's
fiction – is ultimately a mechanism for tethering a bourgeois national imaginary to the
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institutionality of the school, the institution tasked to produce generations of petite bourgeoisie
across the entire island nation. Thinking solely in terms of generations thus always risks
flattening the diverse geographies of class, ethnicity, gender and sexuality under the horizon of
the nation-state-bourgeois triad, a horizon so seemingly immanent, that one often forgets there is
an outside.
Yet as we have already seen, Luo's observations on his generation in the chapter titled
“Marijuana” in An Elegy – a generation whose “lonely noble tastes and fine appreciations” are
segregated from the “ugly underbelly and various vices” – provide a subtle awareness of class
that prevents the total bourgeois-fication of the generational collective in his work (Elegy 300).
The term Luo uses to summarize the social standing and lifestyle of his fellow Taiwanese “fifthgraders” is dysrhythmia.167 In An Elegy, dysrhythmia largely functions as a metonymy for the
separation of the living (Luo Yijun) and the dead (Qiu Miaojin), but its literal meaning – a
physical state experienced by those who can afford to travel by flight, also connotes the concrete
materiality of class difference. A labile concept, dysrhythmia is an apt descriptor for the
difference in temporal organization between peasant collectivity and generational collectivity,
and upon further expansion, a signifier for the unevenness of time in the contemporary
postsocialist condition. Mo Yan's peasant collective experiences time in proximity to the grand
narratives of history, even though it attempts to provide alternative accounts: events such as the
World War II, the Great Leap Forward, and the Reform and Opening period are all directly
touched upon in his work. For Luo Yijun's generations, time is partitioned by the education
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Prior to the publication of An Elegy, Luo Yijun won the third Taipei Literary Award (
, Taibei Wenxue
Jiang) with a short story titled “Five Stories about Dysrhythmia” (
, wuge guanyu shicha de
gushi) in the year 2000. No longer in circulation, it can be speculated that this piece contained many thematic
prototypes that later resurfaced in An Elegy.
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system and directly tied to what one experiences in those school years, individualized and
atomized through experience and the memory of such experience. In comparison to Mo Yan's
residents of Northeast Gaomi Township, who experience time and history as an intense, mostly
linear sequence of hardship after hardship, Luo's generations are cast adrift in a sea where
pockets of individualized experiences of time, when tallied together, barely form a coherent
narrative. In 1987, Mo Yan published Red Sorghum, a mythological account of Northeast Gaomi
Township that attempts to deconstruct and reconstruct the relationship between the universal
nation and the local, rural home; Luo Yijun, having just witnessed the lifting of Taiwan's Marshal
Law, was attending college and preparing his first two short stories, “The Red Ink Gang” (
, hongzituan) and “Cockroach” (ＵＴ, zhanglang)168, the latter of which contains elements of
family history that later resurfaces in The Moon Family. The titles, Red Sorghum, “The Red Ink
Gang” and “Cockroach”, aptly capture a difference in scope that metaphorizes the dysrhythmia
between the authors' sense of time produced by their imagination of collectivity. A vast field of
crops stands against a group of young, budding writers, underneath whom is a miniscule, but
hardy bottom-feeder.
Beyond the individual authors and in the larger context of East Asian history, the concept
of dysrhythmia teases out and describes, with clarity, two types of temporal unevenness. The first
is dysrhythmia under capitalist modernity. Considered within the larger framework of capitalist
modernity, China and Taiwan each have a different time-line for their participation within this
mode of production. While Taiwan has never been external to capitalist modernity since its
168

Luo's “The Red Ink Gang” was his very first award-winning short story, under the Fiction category of the 1988
Unitas (
, Lianhe Wenxue) journal sponsored Literature and Arts Camp (
,
Taiwansheng Xunhui Wenyiying Chuangzuo Jiang). His second piece, “Cockroach” won an honorable mention
under the “National Student Literary Award” (
, Quanguo Xuesheng Wenxue Jiang) of the
journal Mingdao Arts and Literature (
, Mingdao Wenyi) in 1989.
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colonization by Japan in 1895, China's budding capitalism in the Republic era was terminated by
the advent of a socialist republic in 1949, only to return to capitalism's fold in the late 70s. Seen
from this angle, dysrhythmia points to the similarity in form and difference in time of China and
Taiwan's capitalist developments: formations that took root earlier in Taiwan find expression –
with changes and variations in tow – in China at a later chronological moment. The most
important reference here, of course, is the development of an urban “petite bourgeoisie”169, and
concomitantly – an urban consumerist culture, both of which appeared a little earlier in Taiwan
than China. For the “sixth-grader” writer Yaoren Zhang (

), this is one of the major

reasons why mainland publishers have, in recent years, only just begun to release Luo Yijun's
work in simplified Chinese. Without familiarity with an urban-centered, consumerist world
where cultural references, expert opinions, and political ideologies are tossed around at hyperspeed, Chinese readers may have difficulty apprehending “how a Luo-styled world's decadent
and luxurious exterior, with all its strangeness and ridiculousness, differs from Wang Shuo's
yuppie and brash vision of a world gone awry, as well as Mo Yan and his ilk's desire to grasp a
central discourse through narrating rural and urban legends” (“Ignore Luo Yijun”). This
description, however, risks making dysrhythmia under capitalist modernity appear as a merely
dressed-up version of developmentalism, where the late-comer to the party of capitalist
modernity is always a belated, likely inferior version of its colleagues. This is not quite the case.
While dysrhythmia in capitalist modernity is diachronic and implies the appearance of

169

Is there such a thing as an urban Chinese petite bourgeoisie? Given its rate of capital accumulation and the
quantitative changes (such as China's consumption of cement, energy, and other resources) bordering on
qualitative changes, the People's Republic of China may be ushering in a new style or phase of capitalist
development, which requires a new vocabulary to describe its class, cultural, and societal dynamics. Under these
conditions, the writer Ning Ken (
) argues that in order to represent China's current reality, the conception of
a new literary genre, that of Ultra-Unreal Realism (
, chaohuan zhuyi), is necessary. See “Modern China
is So Crazy It Needs a New Literary Genre.”

211

comparable phenomenon in different locales at an earlier or later point in time, it does not
suggest that one is superior or inferior, only different. Like how the only difference between time
zones is the time of the day itself, dysrhythmia evokes the uncanny similarity between locales or
phenomenon under capitalist modernity without making a judgment on the aspects upon which
they differ. For example, the rapid rise of China's neauveau-riche in urban spaces, alongside the
creation of a hukou-less proletariat may mirror Taiwan's earlier country-to-urban migrations and
accumulation of capital, but the rate at which it is occurring, and the speed with which the gap of
inequality between them increases demonstrates a qualitative rather than quantitative difference.
This means that generationality in China may be even more deeply divided across class lines,
and that the techniques Luo Yijun used to describe a fragmented social world may be insufficient
for the purpose of representing the generations dwelling in Chinese cities.
The second type of temporal unevenness is that of dysrhythmia under postsocialism. To
begin with, postsocialism itself, once thought outside the spatial limitations of formerly
communist or socialist countries, becomes a marker for the multiple temporalities of socialist
cultures, regardless of where they are located and what shape they are in. For a “nonsocialist”
place like Taiwan, postsocialism describes the repression of its own socialist history as well as
the emergence of socialist ideas and trends: as the theme of politics on White Terror in Luo
Yijun's “A Roll of Film” has shown, the repression of socialist ideas through state terror never
fully succeeds, its specters continuously haunting Taiwan and its formerly socialist neighbor.
Repression alone might be sufficient to describe postsocialism in a “nonsocialist” place, but
dysrhythmia provides a way to elucidate the uneven temporal aspects of postsocialism in a
setting that contains multiple locales with differing relationships to socialism, such as that of
China and Taiwan. Dysrhythmia marks how ideologies and practices of socialism appear and
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recede across geographies synchronically: like the way a passenger is astonished by the bright
daylight of her destination while her body feels that it should be midnight (as it still remembers
its origin of departure), the emptying-out of socialism in a formerly socialist space can coexist
with a minor emergence of socialist ideas from a locale that was once its staunchest opponent –
and when a conversation between the two parties occur, they become mutually astonished,
confused, perplexed.170
Dysrhythmia under capitalist modernity and dysrhythmia in postsocialism are not
mutually exclusive phenomena; they directly overlap with each other. This means that the
diachronic problems of capitalist development and the synchronic issues of the repression and
emergence of socialism simultaneously exist: the need to elucidate collectivity under such
circumstances through a cultural imaginary is thus a common and necessary desire for the writers
on both ends of the Taiwan straits. Accelerated development that moves individuals from the
rural countryside to an urban setting, the outlawing of a whole body of theory that suggests
alternative ways of being together, the outsourcing of particular industries to the territories of the
“former enemy”171 – all implicate shifts in how individuals place and think of themselves in a
collective, an anchor in the vast terrain of the social.
For Luo Yijun, then, who does not directly focus on these issues above, his inquiry
towards Taiwan's changes in collectivity begins in a simple, yet irreversible feeling: the
embodied sensation that time passes. That time and its material circumstances (the city, the

170

To prognosticate the confusion that will possibly ensue during such a conversation, one need only compare the
writings of Taiwan's pro-unification left with the official statements made by the Chinese Communist Party's
main mouthpiece, the Global Times (
, huanqiushibao). What the two camps understand as “socialism”,
on a very normative level, barely have anything in common.
171
For an overview of how much, and how quickly Taiwanese capitalists began to invest in China as soon as the
regulations were lifted, see Chen-yuan Tung, “The Impact on Taiwan” in The Globalization of the Chinese
Economy, edited by Shang-Jin Wei, Guanzhong James Wen, and Huizhong Zhou.
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school, a bourgeois ideology) places individuals into “generations” where one feels a vague
sense of belonging, and a tingling doubt that one doesn't fully belong.172 That something in the
configuration of generational collectivity tricked one into thinking it was worth belonging to and
identifying with. What Luo Yijun's work – which focuses on the decline of generations and
embarks on the search for a new collectivity – showcases and critiques, then, is the degree to
which generational collectivity, formed and molded by the school, represents the segregation of
individual experience in history. To create generational collectivity is to create a form of
“seriality” – the name Jean-Paul Sartre gives to collective isolation173 – that mistakenly believes
it possesses the cohesion of a goal-oriented collective under capitalist modernity. Generations,
and its “grader” logic represented by the Republic of China's calendar, is therefore a form of
dysrhythmia that lures its members to temporarily fixate on their common experiences, and to
briefly forget Taiwan's tricky sociopolitical and economic position in the world – most of all its
fraught relationship with the Chinese mainland. It is, indeed, a powerful memory-making
mechanism produced by the bourgeois institution of the school.
However, because of its deep filiations with Taiwan's bourgeois social structure,
generational collectivity persists as a marker that pinpoints a range of shared political and
aesthetic experiences. Unlike the People's Republic of China's fifth and sixth-generations of film
directors (

diwudai,

diliudai) whose continuation is directly endangered by the

marketization process that gradually divorces culture from the state and its educational
172

For Foucault, a “generation” also represented a nucleus of heteronormative discourse. It was all one could
articulate in relation to sex in Europe in the nineteenth century: “Nothing that was not ordered in terms of
generation nor transfigured by it could expect sanction or protection” (Sexuality 4). A more complete polemic
that argues for queerness against generative futurity can be found in Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and
the Death Drive.
173
Jean-Paul Sartre argued that the most common form of collectivity under capitalism was “seriality”, a group of
people segregated, atomized, yet grouped together in order to participate in routine activity, such as queuing. See
Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume 1: Theory of Practical Ensembles, p.256-318.
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institutions174, Taiwan's writers continue to think of themselves in generational terms. On May
20th, 2015, the Fukan (

) section of Taiwan's United Daily News (

, lianhebao)

unveiled a special online literary feature. Ambitiously titled “Our Generation” (

,

women zheyidai) this project invited over thirty famous Taiwanese and Sinophone writers to
present – in short, blog-like pieces – on what their generation meant to them. “Our Generation”
kicked off with contributions from “seventh-grade” writers (those born between 1981 and 1991),
who were young but established enough to have a publishing presence whether in print, online,
or in social media. This literary feature, still ongoing today, publishes in reverse temporal order:
with the generation as an organizational unit, throughout 2015, “Our Generation” presented a
considerable amount of work from the writerly generations of the sixth, fifth, and fourth-graders
(born between 1951 to 1980), their origins ranging from Taiwan to Hong Kong and Malaysia.
After the publication cycles of “seventh-grader” and “sixth-grader” writers in “Our
Generation” came to a close, none other than Luo Yijun, the “top dog” of the “fifth-graders”,
lead the charge for his generation in January of 2016 with a piece titled “To Become Spring Soil
for the Flowers” (

, huazuo chunni geng huhua).175 Instead of a celebratory

manifesto, what Luo penned was an exercise in gentle resignation and sadness. The piece begins
by defining the writerly generation of the “fifth-graders” as one that grew out of Taiwan's
“golden decade of publishing and media explosion in the post-martial law era”, with every

174

Jason McGrath argues that while “artistic production shared in the general cultural and social trends toward
autonomy, atomization, and pluralism in the new [Chinese] market economy”, instead of using market forces for
their own ends, cultural institutions are made to innovate, advertise, and sell culture by the market, and as a
result the “various "schools" of literature hailed as new and cutting-edge were largely an invention of critics and
editors” (61) See Postsocialist Modernity: Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criticism in the Market Age.
175
This refers to a line of poetry written by a late-Qing man of letters, Gong Zizhen (
). It comes from the
“Fifth Poem” of the Yi Hai Miscellaneous Poems (
Yihai Zashi), a collection of poems written in the Yi
Hai year of 1839. As a bureaucrat, Gong witnessed the decline of the Qing and the rise of European power in
Asia, and wrote the Miscellaneous Poems right before the first Anglo-Chinese Opium Wars.
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prominent member of the generation owning their heads start from winning a major literary prize
or two (“Spring Soil”). Of course, a golden age is always followed by an inevitable decline: for
Luo, the “fifth-graders” were also witnesses to the rise of the internet, other forms of mass-media
entertainment and the slow death of the print medium – and the ghettoization of “pure literature”
(

, chun wenxue). Luo continues this melancholic vein by talking about his deceased

compatriots, the writers Yuan Zhesheng (

), Huang Guojun (

), and of course, Qiu

Miaojin176: “Compared to Qiu, I've lived another twenty-two years; Guojun, sixteen; Zhesheng,
ten years. I've worked really hard; if I ran into any of you, who are frozen in time, I wouldn't feel
ashamed because I plummeted, became corrupted, or that my soul lost its sensitivity, becoming
fibrous and ossified in comparison to my younger self” (“Spring Soil”). As if listing a series of
canonized saints, this passage shows how these departed fellow “fifth-graders” weigh on Luo's
self-image, how they have set the standards upon which Luo evaluates his present self against.
The shadows of death hang heavy in his words.
Luo concludes the piece in bullet points, mulling over what the literary achievements of
the “fifth-graders” would mean for their successors. Two points pertain directly to the spirit of
“Spring Soil”. First, because of the diverse, internationalist influences his generation received,
Luo sees their work as “becoming a sort of gift that you can mold into more genetically complex,
flashier and livelier linguistic building materials, in comparison to other species” (“Spring Soil”).
Second, given's Taiwan's size and circumstances, even though it may be difficult for writers to
attain the commercial and critical heights of their counterparts in Japan, China, and the U.S.,

176

Huang Guojun (
, 1971-2003) was the son of Taiwanese nativist writer Huang Chunming (
). He was
particularly known as a writer of short stories. Yuan Zhesheng (
, 1966-2004) was a prolific writer most
known for his Ni Yada (
) series of children's literature. Before his death, he served as the general editor of
FHM Magazine's Taiwan branch.
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there's always the happiness of reaching an understanding with the writings of others: “Once you
traverse a date line whose scenery you fully understand (

, guole

yidao ni lijie quanjing de huanrixian), a mysterious reverberating buzz will naturally arise in
your heart, and you'll say to yourself: to become the spring soil for the flowers” (“Spring Soil”).
In the end, Luo wishes that his generation – a flower blooming and dropping its petals in the
ground – would gently become nourishing soil for younger writers to come. Cryptically, this
resignation, or sacrifice, only occurs if one crosses a “date line” that contains a view that one
“fully understands” and experiences an epiphany-like vibration in one's heart. The International
Date Line is an abstract measurement of geography and time; it literally cannot project a scene
from within. Yet in this sentence Luo uses the phrase “scenery you fully understand” (
lijie quanjing) to modify “date line” (

, huanrixian), which is to say, in order to make

sense out of a “date line” containing a certain “scene”, the date line itself must be taken
metaphorically. As the boundary where the earth's arbitrary system of time progresses or
regresses, for Luo Yijun, the date line represents nothing less than the polyvalent concept of
dysrhythmia – the temporal and qualitative differences between the self and the other, between
life and death, between class, and in the piece's context, the disparity between one writerly
generation to the next. The ability to cross a date line (from one's own generation and setting)
into a dysrhythmia-inducing space (that of a younger generation's context) all the while
understanding and empathizing with what one comes into contact with implies that states of
dysrhythmia can be transformed. So while the greater dysrhythmia of the world – that of
capitalist modernity and the postsocialist condition – will take a lot longer to traverse, Luo
suggests that the generational dysrhythmia that cordons off collectives can indeed be overcome:
through empathy, love, and sensitivity, much like the way the dialogue between An Elegy's “I”
217

,

narrator and Nin gave birth to a fragile new collectivity whose complete shape is yet to arrive.
And overcome we will: even if by the time we finally cross the date line, we realize that we are
past-bloom epiphyllum flowers, whose petals gently descend upon the soil under a moonlit
breeze.
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Chapter 4. The Ethnic; Microhistory, Metafiction, and Futurist Collectivities in Li
Zishu's The Ages of Goodbyes

Others in their Own Home

In “One Year I was in Hong Kong”, a two-part column published by the Hong Kong, duanchuanmei),177 the Taiwnese writer Luo

based online media platform The Initium (

Yijun reminisces about a sizeable literary conference he attended in Hong Kong around 2004.
The central theme of the populous conference was rather general, as par for the course: it aimed
to discuss the issue of temporality within the novel. Fully prepared, Luo, who imagined a
conference that brought together writers from the Sinosphere such as this would involve intense
debates in a public auditorium or prolonged discussion in a senior writer's abode over “beer,
sorghum liquor, millet wine, whiskey...and incessant chain-smoking”, became rather agitated and
disappointed at the mainland writer Jiang Yun's (

) speech at the keynote banquet, which

lightly discussed the perspectives of time put forth by the Tang poets Li Bai (
(

) and Du Fu

). In a bout of youthful brashness that he now regrets, Luo Yijun subsequently took the

stage at the banquet to deliver a protest: “...in such a city and such an age, how could we pretend
that the entire literary history of the West in the twentieth century didn't exist? How could we

177

The Initium is a recently established, Hong Kong-based online publishing platform focusing on the politics,
culture, and arts of China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Luo Yijun's chronicle of his experience at a Hong Kong
literary conference appeared in a two-part feature titled “One Year I Was in Hong Kong” (
, you
yinian wo zai xianggang) published respectively on October 26th and November 8th, 2015. The feature is part of
Luo's regular column about his travels in the Sinosphere, titled Landscapes in the Mist (
, wuzhong
fengjing), named after Greek director Theodoros Angeloupoulos's film Topio Stin Omichili. The title
metaphorically referring to the mutual misinterpretations that occur between Mandarin speakers of differing
sociopolitical and cultural backgrounds.
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pretend that we didn't experience Borges, Calvino, Kundera, Naipaul, or even Rushdie?”
Ashamed that he had turned a casual, conversational banquet into a literary war zone, Luo
apologized to Jiang Yun the next day, who gracefully accepted. Because neither of them were
fluent in English, they spent the majority of their time at the conference together, and became
fast friends. A Sinophone motley crew thus came into being: for their convenience, the
University hosting the conference assigned Jennifer, a young teaching assistant, to accompany
Luo and Jiang; a younger, slightly standoffish Sinophone Malaysian178 writer with a firm
command of English also joined them, perhaps because, as Luo surmised, that she “could not
bear seeing us in a perpetual state of muted panic”.
Although Luo Yijun does not disclose her name in the column179, the identity of the
Mayalsian in their Sinophone posse is Li Zishu (

),180 a then up-and-coming writer whose

short stories have previously won the prestigious Hua Zong Literature Award (
huazong wenxuejiang),181 hosted by the Sin Chew Daily (

178

,

, xingzhou ribao). Luo recalls

I adopt the term “Sinophone Malaysian” instead of “Chinese Malaysian” to describe Malyasian literature written
in Sinitic languages because the term Sinophone does not immediately inflect race and ethnicity, despite the fact
that those who write Sinophone literature are often of Chinese heritage. The Sinophone is also, in E.K. Tan's
words, a process and an “actor of identity politics that encourages a repetitive process of fluctuating between
being and becoming through the act of translation” (8). See E. K. Tan, Rethinking Chineseness: Translational
Sinophone Identities in the Nanyang Literary World. This formulation of the Sinophone avoids the pitfalls of Ien
Ang's injunction about the entanglements of diasporic ethnicity and language: “...if I am inescapably Chinese by
descent, I am only sometimes Chinese by consent” (36). See Ien Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese: Living Between
Asia and the West.
179
In the postscript of her full-length novel, The Ages of Goodbyes, Li Zishu confirms that she attended the
conference, where she first met Jiang Yun and Luo Yijun (Ages 296).
180
Li Zishu (b.1971) is the pen name of Lin Baoling (
, or Lim Pao Leng in Cantonese) of Ipoh city (
,
yibaoshi). Before she embarked on her writing career, she worked as a journalist for the Sin Chew Daily. Li is
the author of the micro story collections Micro Li Zishu (
, Weixing Li Zishu) 1999; Coincidentally
(
, Wuqiaobuchengshu) 2006; Simplified (
, Jianxie) 2009; The Pause Button (
,
Zhantingjian) 2012. She has also published prolifically in the short story form, including collections such as
Heaven's Gate (
, Tianguo Zhi Men)1999; Mountain Plague (
, Shan Wen) 2001; The Wild
Bodhisattva ( … , Ye Pusa) 2011; To Be Continued (
, Weiwan Daixu) 2014. far, Li has only
published one full-length novel, The Ages of Goodbyes (
, Gaobie de Niandai) 2010.
181
The Hua Zong (Floral Trail) Literature Award was established by the Sin Chew Daily in 1991, as an effort to
encourage the development of Chinese Malaysian culture and language. It has expanded considerably since its
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that at a later session of the conference, where Jiang, Li, and himself took turns describing a
“scarring event from adolescence”. Li's story was particularly intense: one year during her
teenage years, because her mother went to work in Taiwan in order to support the family, she
lived alone with her sister. Her father has another family and was perennially absent. One night,
after she and her sister tightly locked all the doors and windows, her sister caught a glimpse of “a
homeless man right outside of the window, who climbed onto one of the trees in front of their
house. He pushed his face onto the glass, and glared intently into the house. Neither would he
turn his gaze when their eyes met: it is as if he knew there were no adults present”. She and her
sister, Li recalls, screamed incessantly as they ran to the bedroom, bolted the door, and hid under
the bed; she could not remember, by the next day, whether she “told her grandmother or aunt
about this, or went out to confirm whether that man was still perched on the tree”. Li Zishu's
account of the loneliness, fear, and sense of abandonment growing up Chinese-and-working class
in Malaysia deeply moved Jiang Yun, who could not hold tears back as she proceeded to share a
grisly tale of her youth during the Cultural Revolution. In this moment, Luo Yijun recalls, it is as
if through emphasizing with Li Zishu's story, the Sinophone pack managed to find a common
ground that enabled them to go beyond the respective histories of their communities and produce
a sense of affiliative kinship.
Kinship – both familial and national – truly resides in the core of Li Zishu's work. Li's
anecdote here is not only telling of her working-class adolescence, the trauma inflicted by a
patriarchal system, and the ways in which global inequality propels the migration of workers: it
is also an apt description – a historical allegory – of the fraught relationship between Chinese
Malaysians and their co-nationals. Reluctant to let go of its grip on Malaya after the Second

inception, now including prize categories for “World Chinese Literature” etc.
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World War, the British Empire consolidated the Malayan Federation in 1948, restoring symbolic
rule for Malay elites while continuing to intervene in the nation's future.182 Through this, the
British were able to marginalize the various anti-colonial resistance movements – who first
fought against the British then later the Japanese – and portray them as enemies of the newly
emerging Malaysian nation-state.183 In response, the Malaysian Communist Party (MCP), whose
members are mostly comprised of Chinese peoples, engaged the Federation in a guerrilla
campaign that lasted twelve years, from 1948 to 1960.184 Commonly known as the Malayan
Emergency, this period not only intensified mistrust and conflict between the Chinese and other
groups, it also subtly laid the foundation of a structure in which all Chinese could be viewed as
potential enemies of the new Malaysian nation-state, which formally became independent in
1963. Following the end of the so-called first Emergency, the Sarawak Communist Insurgency
erupted in 1962,185 and the Malaysian military responded with a series of forced relocations of
Chinese citizens, such as the 1965 Operation Hammer and the 1967 Demonstrasi Cina.186 Talks
between the Malaysian government and the MCP broke down in 1967, prompting a renewed
communist rebellion on the Malayan peninsula that ended in 1989. As the guerrilla wars raged
on, the Chinese became increasingly marginalized: the 1970 New Economic Policy guaranteed
affirmative action only for indigenous populations, including the Malay majority and groups
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For a comprehensive overview of the relationship between the Malayan Federation and the communist
movements, see Justus M. van der Kroef, Communism in Malaysia and Singapore: A Contemporary Survey, 120.
183
To see how the British and gradually marginalized the MCP, see Cheah Boon Kheng, Red Star Over Malaya:
Resistance and Social Conflict During and After the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, 1941-1946, 127-147.
184
Richard Clutterbuck's Conflict and Violence in Singapore and Malaysia 1945-1983 dedicates an entire section to
the details of the First Emergency, 167-259.
185
For an account of how Operation Hammer, Operation Letterbox, and later, the Demonstrasi Cina affected the
Chinese in Sarawak, see van der Kroef, 158-170.
186
Brian Bernards' article, “Ambivalent Boundaries: Nanyang Chinese and Ethnic Violence in Borneo” sheds light
on how the Malaysian state's operators also relied on reinforcing local Dayak-Chinese discord to achieve their
objectives, 92-93.
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such as the Dayak, Iban, Bidayuhs, and Kadazan peoples; in the following year, the National
Culture Policy (Dasar Kebudayaan Kebangsaan) formally ruled Chinese and Indians as nonbumiputera (not indigenous). The NCP simultaneously established Malay-language literature as
the only national literature and relegated Chinese and Indian-language literatures as “ethnic
literature” (sastera etnik) and “sectional literature” (sastera sukuan);187 formally designating
bumiputeras and non-bumiputeras also barred Malaysians of Chinese and Indian heritage access
to economic opportunities introduced by the NEP.188
Li Zishu's anecdote, told at the Hong Kong literary conference in 2004, well-encapsulates
the sense of abandonment, marginalization, and enmity endured by many Chinese Malaysians
during the latter half of the twentieth century. Read as a historical allegory, Li's absent father
symbolizes the People's Republic of China, a political body that has not only abandoned
socialism itself and cut off support to their Malaysian comrades, but also occupies and represents
the geographical expanses of the Chinese Malaysians' ancestral homeland. Locked into this
abusive structure of identification and abandonment with China while the Malaysian national
climate veers against them, the mother represents a route of escape many Chinese Malaysian
intellectuals have historically taken: the choice to become displaced once again – often to Taiwan
– in order to reclaim both Chineseness and Malaysianess for the community at home.189 Finally,
187

Brian Bernards provides a succinct summary to the process of Sinophone Malaysian literature's marginalization:
“Malaysia's Institute of Language and Literature (Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka) officially designated Sinophone
literature an “ethnic literature” (sastera etnik) and “sectional literature” (sastera sukuan), categories defined by
language of composition, thereby conflating ethnicity and language” (South Seas 87). See Bernards,Writing the
South Seas: Imagining the Nanyang in Chinese and Southeast Asian Postcolonial Literature.
188
See Bernards, “Ambivalent Boundaries”, 89. Such policies, while culturally threatening, never truly managed to
ghettoize Chinese Malaysians economically. Nowadays, alongside their Malay co-nationals, a high percentage of
Chinese Malaysians are now middle-class, and possess the lowest poverty rate (0.3%) out of all major groups in
Malaysia.
189
As Alison M. Groppe points out, a contingent of intellectually-inclined Chinese Malaysian youth went to study in
Taiwan after the 1970s because they felt that the “new taboos” of post-70s Malaysia “severely limited their
ability to creatively criticize their society” (42). See Groppe, Sinophone Malaysian Literature: Not Made in
China. Famous individuals that departed Malaysia in this period include: Ng Kim Chew (
, Huang Jinshu),
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the three central characters of the anecdote, Li herself, her sister, and the homeless man perched
on a tree, directly illustrate a self-other imaginary of the Chinese in Malaysia. From the
perspective of the sisters, afraid and vulnerable in the absence of their parents, the homeless man
– whose ethnicity is not specified – is doubtlessly the menacing Other attempting to breach the
security of an already precarious household. Yet the homeless man's unwavering scrutiny of the
sisters (he does not shy away from eye contact) and his subsequent inaction that night suggests
the gaze of state surveillance: it is not the homeless man (the Malaysian state) who is the
menacing Other who must be kept outside of the home (the ethnic enclave), but it is the sisters
(the Chinese) who are the Others whose containment within their communities must be ensured,
lest they join the communists and become the enemy.
While effective, this allegorical anecdote, if anything, is an exaggerated case in Li Zishu's
literary approach towards the lived history of Chinese Malaysians, especially when the shadows
of the communist insurgencies and their legacies closely trail behind. Li's take on the subject of
socialist experience and history is rarely, if ever, directly allegorical: she adapts a fictional mode
Alison M. Groppe terms “vernacular memory”, a style of writing that focuses on characters who
did not directly participate in guerrilla warfare, but often allude to the larger layers of such
history through remembering their deceased and disappeared friends and family members who
committed to the cause. Mobilizing allusion rather than allegory as its central literary device,
vernacular memories articulate “perspectives on the communist insurrections that can depart and
even diverge dramatically from official assessments” (235), as well as present critiques of the
movements in juxtaposition to romanticized accounts; it presents an alternative to the realist and

Li Yongping (
(
).

), Choong Yee-Voon (

, Zhong Yiwen), Zhang Guixing (
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), and Shang Wanyun

documentary literature approach towards the topic of Malysian Communism or Magong (

)

and has been adopted amongst a number of contemporary Sinophone Malaysian writers.190 Li
Zishu herself, in particular, has written three short stories that exemplify the versatility and
power of the vernacular memory form.191 “Snapshots of Zhoufu” (

, zhoufu jilue), told

through the gossip of a dozen civilian characters, attempts to piece together the life of Tan
Yanmei (

), who was simultaneously a well-loved opera singer and a communist party

member, against the backdrop of the town's history; “Mountain Plauge” (
elaborates the legend of Wen Yi (

, shan wen)

), a communist guerrilla, from the angle of the grandson of

an old comrade of Wen, who is haunted by his betrayal of Wen and now worships a relic of his in
a temple; “Night Journey” (

, yexing) depicts the traumatic stream-of-consciousness of a

former guerrilla, whose memories come flooding back to him during a long night on the train.
All pieces showcase Li's ability towards marshaling the allusive potential of vernacular
memories while fortifying it with other literary techniques (focalized gossip, mythology, and
stream of consciousness); each piece represents a microhistory of Malaysian communism, and its
indelible mark left on its Chinese agents, actors, and bystanders.
Li Zishu's allusive microhistories of Malaysian communism, written in the mode of
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Some of the documentary-style novels are semi-autobiographical works written by members of communist
insurrections themselves. See Hai Fan (
), The Rain Forests Speak: In the Peace Village of a Guerrilla
Mountain (
, Yulin Gaosuni: Youjishantou Hepingcunli) 2014; He Ji (
),
The Great Wave (
, Julang) 2004, and Exile (
, Liuwang) 2010.
191
According to Zhu Chongke (
), Li's interest towards writing about the Mayalsian Communist uprisings
sprouted in 1998, after she visited Chin Peng (
), the exiled communist leader in Bangkok on March the 23rd.
The delegation was lead by Liu Jianquan (
), the owner of the Sin Chew Daily, and included media figures
such as Xiao Yizhao (
), Lin Youshun (
), Huang Yongan (
) and Xu Chun (ˊ ) of the Sin
Chew Daily, alongside Qiu Qifeng (
), the deputy editor of Asiaweek. See Zhu Chongke, “On Li Zishu's
Storicity and its Limitations.” For a retrospective, insider take of the history of Malaysian communism, see
Dialogues With Chin Peng: New Light on the Malayan Communist Party, edited by C. C. Chin and Karl Hack.
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vernacular memory, builds a solid foundation for her later, more ambitious work. Combining
microhistory with techniques of metafiction – another writing style that Li has considerable
command over192 – Li's recent work demonstrates the complex interaction between form, history,
and the legacy of socialism in the formation I call the postsocialist sinophone. As far as the
trajectory of the dissertation project has gone, we have moved from examining postsocialism as
(dis)continuation the in the People's Republic of China, to postsocialism as the repression of
socialist ideas and praxis in Taiwan; what the history of modern Malaysia offers is a third
iteration: it shows the ways in which the state creates structures of enmity directed at the Chinese
– whose members are the majority in the ongoing communist insurgencies – and how, after the
movements have ended, such structures continue to exert pressures on the self-other
imaginations of Chinese Malaysians. That is to say postsocialism in Malaysia signifies three
things: first, it represents the “end” of a socialist movement that once had anti-colonialist and
nationalist roots, following the surrender of the final guerrillas in 1989; second, postsocialism
embodies the transmogrified forms of historical, social, political, and cultural enmities that have
become mapped along ethnic lines over time; third, (post)socialism in Malaysia emerged from
the postcolonial nation-state's failures in mitigating and overcoming its colonial legacies, a
symptom of its inability to envision a more just and inclusive state for its diverse population.
Because the chapter is interested in how the structures of enmity towards the Chinese
created an institutionalized ethnic self-image that persists beyond the duration of the communist
insurgencies, I do not take Li Zishu's three short pieces explicitly focused on the Magong as its
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Perhaps Li Zishu's most salient early example of metafiction, the short story “Write Her Into Fiction” (
, Bata Xiejin Xiaoshuoli) depicts a first-person narrator who attempts to take a mysterious woman in the
neighborhood, Aunt Jiang Nine (
), as his fictional subject. Towards the end, the narrator begins to break
the fourth wall, directly addressing a readerly “you” and commenting on the feasibility of his endeavors. See
Heaven's Gate, 113-148.
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objects. The chapter instead analyzes Li's first, and so far only novel, The Ages of Goodbyes (
, gaobie de niandai),193 as a text capable of representing the ephemeral contours of
Malaysian postsocialism persevering in the crevasses of the everyday – while the Magong appear
entirely absent throughout. By refraining from narrating the communist movements, The Ages of
Goodbyes attempts to resist the multi-leveled structural enmity of postsocialism in Malaysia by
offering its own futurist collectivities, visions of futures that are untethered by the weight of
socialist teleology, but grounded by the bitter heritage of socialist history. With its persistent
engagement with both history and metaficiton, The Ages of Goodbyes is Li's attempt to represent
the ways in which Chinese Malaysian collectivity has become an institutionalized ethnic
formation, as well as envision a collectivity untethered from the chains of the ethnic – as we shall
see in the next section.

“Institutionalizing” the Chinese of Malaysia

Born and raised in Ipoh city on the northwest of the Malayan peninsula, Li Zishu's
writerly identity is decidedly native, definitively Malaysian. Unlike the previous generation of
Sinophone Malsysian writers like Li Yongping (
Chew (

), Zhang Guixing (

), or Ng Kim

, Huang Jinshu), who rose to prominence on the literary stomping grounds of

Taipei through intense explorations and negotiations of Chineseness in their work, Li, a

193

A note on translating the novel's title with the plural “Ages / Goodbyes”. I initially considered to translate it as
Ages of Goodbye, but quickly realized that what Li's novel presented was not only a multitude of “ages” or
narrative temporalities (different storylines based in different periods), but also forms of “goodbyes”. A plurality
of “ages” emphasize multiple temporalities, whereas plural “goodbyes” pinpoint what each “age” eventually
departs from. The original title does not suffer from this problem, as the Chinese title enjoys the ambiguity of
nouns – the number of objects referred to in the niandai (
) by the act of gaobie (
) is never made clear
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Cantonese speaker who learned Mandarin from reading books, did not feel particularly obliged
to signifiers of Chineseness, stating that they have had “little impact on her”.194 Likewise, she
sets her writing apart from her predecessors who blossomed “in an age that valued academic
work and theory, where one displayed one's own fortitude through the use of long strings of
professional terms and jargon” (Heaven's 12); she views the “chaotic fin-de-siècle” as her own
age, a “soundless age” and an “age of writing” (Heaven's 13). Despite her self-differentiation
from other Malysian writers who are well-known in the Sinosphere, Li Zishu's status as the first
native Chinese Malaysian author signed by a publishing house in Taipei (Cite Publishing) is
significant for the Sinophone reading sphere because “it demonstrates the sincerity and
determination on both ends [Malaysia and Taiwan] to expand the Chinese reading world; it is
also heartening that Sinophone Malaysian literature has another chance to engage Chinese
readers all around the globe”, according to Fu Chengde (

), another prominent Malaysian

writer and cultural broker who graduated from Taiwan's university system (Heaven's 7). David
Der-wei Wang, in his introduction to Li Zishu's second short story collection, Mountain Plague
(

, shan wen), praised Li as simultaneously “closer to the pulse of home” while exhibiting “a

higher self-awareness of foreign and overseas trends in writing than many of her local Sinophone
forerunners” (“Heart of Darkness” 4).

Mostly composed of short stories and ultra-shorts

that recall the best work of Raymond Carver, Li Zishu's work represents a new generation of
Sinophone Malaysian writers who set their sights on both the home and the world.
Already regarded as a rising star when her output only consisted of short stories, Li
Zishu's status as a major Sinophone writer was consolidated with the publication of The Ages of
194

In an interview with Alison M. Groppe, Li states that “Everyone exalts these signifiers, but it seems like they have
had no influence on my life or thinking. Because actually [this form of Chinese culture] does not really exist in
my life. If it is present at all, it is only as a ritual, a ceremony, a signifier” (256).
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Goodbyes, her first and so far only novel, in 2010. While Li had both written short fiction in the
microhistorical mode and toyed with metafiction here and there, The Ages of Goodbyes marks
her first attempt to fuse the two. Built on a three-tiered narrative structure, the first storyline of
The Ages of Goodbyes tells the tale of a Xibu city (

)195 woman named Du Li-an (

),

who marries a triad gangster in 1969 after the infamous 13 May Incident,196 and traces her life
through Li's microhistorical style up until the early 90s. The second storyline provides the first
metafictional layer: it narrates a Bildungsroman-like story of a high-school-aged boy who lives
in the dingy, run-down “Mayflower Motel” in the present. He reads about Du Li-an's life (the
first storyline) in a book, also named The Ages of Goodbyes.197 The novel's third storyline delves
further into metafictional territory, where an omniscient third-person narrator discusses the coconstitutive relationship between an unnamed literary critic, “the Fourth Person” (
disiren), and Shaozi (

) / Lijie (

,

), the purported author of The Ages of Goodbyes (both

the book within the storylines and the text itself), in an unspecified period. Organized under
numbered chapters that uniformly contain three subchapters, each storyline neatly maps onto
them in a sequential fashion. With its technical virtuosity, on the inner flap of the book, Luo
Yijun praised The Ages of Goodbyes as a “total revival of certain lost fictional arts, as an opulent
stage emerges endlessly and ferociously from an impossible nothingness” (Ages). Dung Kaicheung (

, Dong Qi-zhang), likewise generous with approbation, argued that Li's novel is
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As Ipoh was a town well known for its zinc ( , xi) industry, Xibu figures as another alias for Ipoh.
For a recent, revisionist account of the 13 May Incident, see Kua Kia Soong, May 13: Declassified Documents on
the Malaysia Riots of 1960.
197
This metafictional feature of Li's novel, where different characters all read an intradiegetic object with the name
of the next, is somewhat similar to Japanese detective novelist Onda Riku's (
) Sangatsu wa Fukaki
Kurenai no Fuchi O (
-). Sangatsu is divided into four chapters, each featuring a different
genre and a different protagonist searching for the book itself, a cursed object.
196
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an attempt to resist the forgetting of Chinese Malaysian history, an endeavor that could only
happen through combining the microhistorical mode which makes individual experiences the
representative of the ethnic group with the self-reflexivity of metafiction: the ambitions of The
Ages of Goodbyes “not only rely on the structure of the full-length novel, they also require the
cross-referencing of the true and the false, as well as multi-layered comparisons in its narrative
form to be realized” (Ages 305). For Dung, Li's decision to break new territory with the novel is
related to a shared perception amongst Sinophone writers: that the cultural space of the novel is
dying; that what Li herself perceived as an “age of writing” is ending (Heaven's 13).198 In this
sense, against the hyper-speed of “consumerism, media society and the world of the internet”,
Dung perceives the novel to be the “most antagonistic literary and cultural art form” (Ages 307).
Of which Li's book is an exemplar.
Other critics take issue with the ways in which metafiction and microhistory interact in
The Ages of Goodbyes. Ng Kim Chew, in rare subdued form, wondered if Li's metafiction was
merely there to “deliberately complicate “Du Li-an's story” and to glue together two different
levels of narration” and that for Li, “[metafiction] may not always be a plus” (“A Difficult
Goodbye” 7).199 Zhu Chongke argues that Li's microhistorical mode in The Ages of Goodbyes,
weaved through the figure of Du Li-an, elides the historical weight of the 13 May incident, only
managing to put representational stress on “the pragmatism, the worldliness, and even the
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Similarly, in “An Imaginary Book about Farewells and Growing Pains – Reading Li Zishu's The Ages of
Goodbyes”, Li Xiaowei (
) understands The Ages of Goodbyes biographically, since it explicitly
recombines all the previous elements (and even plot structures and characters) from Li Zishu's oeuvre. Li sees
the text as “a “magnum opus” regarding an individual's growth and experiences...saying goodbye to the past is to
bear it firmly in the heart, and so, [Li's] gesture of “farewell” also hints at a brand new beginning”
(“Imaginary”).
199
In Ng's introduction to The Ages of Goodbyes, he also mentions the significance of the 13 May Incident in the
text, but does not pursue the historical reading any further, concluding that “these symbols of 513 are probably
also false leads, only there to misguide readers who attempt to look for depth” (Ages 6).
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dangers of corruption faced by the post-513 Chinese generations” (“Storicity”). Wei Yan (

)

fully acknowledges Li's efforts to narrate microhistories of Chinese Malaysia from the
perspective of women and other marginalized peoples, but such an effort is disrupted by the
presence of metafiction in The Ages of Goodbyes: “...such sorts of intertextual and metafictional
techniques have brought certain weaknesses to the text...they empty out and parody the
historicity of the period after the 13 May Incident, blurring the author's historical perspectives
established through her “mini-narratives of history”” (“Paradox” 142). For these critics, Li's
endeavor to mix two strains of her writing – the microhistorical and the metafictional – failed,
resulting in detriment to the text as a whole. Li Zishu can either have the historicity of
microhistory, or the storicity of metafiction, but not both.
Yet is this truly an either/or situation? What the negative critical reactions towards
metafiction in Li Zishu's The Ages of Goodbyes reveal, I think, is something else entirely: that
the critics prefer one style of Li's writing over the other – her microhistories– and that they read
the less preferable style – the metafictional – through the strengths of the former, deducing that
the latter was an unnecessary addition – why fix something, if it's not broken? This “paradox”
between history and metafiction in Li's novel, I suppose, is not a paradox at all, but rather a
refusal to see Li's metafiction/microhistory fusion as a historical form in and of itself, a hybrid
form designed to represent and imagine the historical structures of enmity in Chinese Malaysian
life after the two communist insurgencies erupted and the 13 May Incident of 1969 occurred.
After all, historicity's fictional signifiers don't always have to be historical fiction.
The formal riddle of Li Zishu's mix of microhistory and metafiction in The Ages of
Goodbyes cannot be explained without understanding the 13 May Incident and its significance in
relation to the Malaysian postsocialist condition. A deadly bout of Sino-Malay sectarian violence
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that resulted in hundreds of deaths, the 13 May Incident happened after the 1969 Malaysian
general election, when supporters of the ruling Alliance Party (majority Malay) and supporters of
the oppositional Democratic Action Party (supported by many Chinese Malaysians) butted heads
in the streets. The incidence haunts every page of The Ages of Goodbyes: the page numbers of
the text are displayed in dual notation, starting at 3(513) and ending on 310 (820).200 While the
13 May Incident was catalyzed by electoral politics, the underlying divides between the Malays
and the Chinese – conditioned by historical structures of enmity first created during the colonial
era then further reinforced through the communist insurgencies in the Malayan peninsula and
Sarawak – fuel the hatred and violence of the incident. Postsocialism's interpretive strength,
towards understanding the complex interplay of history and metafiction in Li's novel, becomes
apparent here: out of all its characteristics, the most persistent feature of Malaysian postsocialism
is the continuation and transmogrification of various historical, social, political, and cultural
antagonisms originating from the socialist movements, which later mapped themselves in terms
of ethnic categories. If the two communist rebellions were the unspeakable “roots” of longlasting Sino-Malay enmity, then the 13 May Incident of 1969 was an eruption point that showed
how deep such enmity had percolated beyond the guerrilla battlefields and into daily civilian life,
making it a “doubly unspeakable” traumatic event for Malaysia. Thus The Ages of Goodbyes
cannot simply continue to use Li's microhistorical mode – previously reserved for writing about
the Magong – when its central historical referent is the 13 May Incident, because the event's
historicity – the entrenched structures of enmity that permeate daily life – exceeds the delineated
range of Malaysian Communism: it is present in every Chinese Malaysian collective, and to a
lesser extent, the collectives of Malays and other minority groups. By introducing metafiction to
200

The number “513”, written in cursive red ink, is even inscribed on the cover of the novel's Taiwanese edition.
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a novel so thoroughly haunted by the 13 May Incident, Li Zishu allows the metafictional
mechanisms to further conceal the degree to which the reverberations of 13 May (“513”) lurk in
the literary world of the text, mimicking – and also re-imagining – what goes on in its societal
counterpart.
The 13 May Incident heralded the beginning of unfavorable policies and the continuation
of enmity towards the Chinese in Malaysia, and to a greater extent, it initiated the creation of an
institutionalized “Chinese” ethnic category. Suspicions that grew throughout the British colonial
period, the two communist insurgencies, and the emergence of Chinese as an oppositional force
in electoral politics in 1969 pushed the Malaysian state over the edge: the New Economic Policy
in 1970 and the New Culture Policy in 1971 should be understood as responses from the
Malaysian state deployed to limit, contain, and institutionalize collectives of disparate Chinese –
which previously included communities as diverse as the creolized Baba-Nyonyas,201 and the
post-nineteenth century waves of Sinkeh (
Guangdong (
(‧

) and Fujian (

) immigrant populations primarily from

) provinces – into one general ethnic category of “Chinese”

, huaren). In contrast to the ways in which the failures of the People's Communes led to

other institutions taking over the task of organizing collectives in postsocialist China, and how
the schooling system in Taiwan creates generational collectives that are weakly bound by
memory, collectivity in Chinese Malaysia is not formed through a specific institution, but rather
generated via the multifarious interactions between collectives of Chinese and the state policies
that institutionalize them as an “ethnic Chinese” against other groupings. The formation of such
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In Writing the South Seas, Brian Bernards views the Baba-Nyonyas as a creolized ethnic formation that came into
being prior to the rise of Western colonial and racialist doctrines. Earlier processes of creolization, Bernards
notes, “emphasized localization and downplayed miscegenation, [while] it did not necessarily exclude the latter
process, especially among early settlers who were overwhelmingly male” (South Seas 20).
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an institution is not merely precipitated by external pressure: its substantiation is secured by the
consensus internal to the collective itself. The sociologist Talcott Parsons describes the general
process of institutionalization as a motion that includes “both the internalization of common
values by the members of a collectivity, and also the enunciation of prescriptive or prohibitory
role expectations by occupants of responsible roles” (126). The “common values” and
“prescriptive or prohibitory role expectations” set by the members of the collective are thus
codified, placed outside of themselves and turned into an institution that enjoys a duration
greater than its collective. Historically, as Brian Bernards illustrates, the cultural policies that
classified citizens as native and non-native, implemented by Malaysia (and Indonesia) were
rooted in colonial-era ruling techniques that “engendered tensions that would spill over into the
postcolonial era and play central roles in Malay and Indonesian imaginings of the nation”
(“Ambivalent” 89). In the end, what the pressure exerted on the Malaysia state by the two
communist insurgencies yielded, ultimately, was not a fairer, decolonized society where different
groups would live and produce in harmony, but a world where the institution of the “Chinese”
ethnic, molded through policy measures and solidified through internal consensus, seems
doomed to remain an ethnic institution that is simultaneously opposed to, and yet managed by,
the nation-state.
Li Zishu, however, firmly rejects the idea that endless enmity between the institution of
the Chinese ethnic, other ethnic groups, and the state represents the inevitable future of (Chinese)
Malaysia. While the technologies of institutionalization and containment of Chinese collectives
into an ethnic institution is a major aspect in Li's The Ages of Goodbyes, this chapter argues that
through its hybrid form of microhistory and metafiction, the novel offers two futurist
collectivities as ways to escape from an ethnic institution constructed upon mistrust, enmity, and
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exclusion, hidden deep between the novel's repetitive sense of plot/history, and its metafictional
play. In order to move from analyzing the structures of the ethnic to examining the ideas of yet
unseen collectivity presented in Li's multi-layered novel, one must first fully bring to light the
machinations of structural ethnic antagonisms. For this purpose, I bring Lisa Lowe's thinking on
the discourse of Chinese exclusion in the United States and Rey Chow's analyses of the “ethnic”
category in Western late capitalism to the context of Sinophone Malaysia. Lowe's genealogies of
the Asian immigrant as both “persons and populations to be integrated into the national political
sphere and as the contradictory, confusing, unintelligible elements to be marginalized and
returned to their alien origins” (4) helps us understand, analogously, the ways in which minority
collectives become transformed into an ethnic institution in a hostile environment that fantasizes
of “repatriating” these familiar others but do not have the means to fully carry it out. Chow's
interrogations of the “ethnic”, whose “universalist and inclusionary” guise conceals “a disavowal
of, and consequently an inability to account for, the hostility and intolerance that accompany
ethnic struggles” (viii) exemplifies how the history of the Chinese in postcolonial Malaysia can
provide a foil that continues to challenge neutralized and sanitized conceptualizations of the
ethnic, especially when the ethnic is framed under a tolerant universal multiculturalism.
Textually, then, Lowe and Chow's work provide a foundation that enables one to detect the
various mechanics of an institutionalized ethnic, deeply embedded within the everyday-ness of
Li Zishu's novel, both in its microhistorical storyline and its metafictional ones.
By locating the binding constraints of the institutionalized Chinese ethnic as it is
represented in The Ages of Goodbyes, we can begin to recognize the outline of the collectivities
the novel offers to supersede the haunting and antagonism experienced by Chinese Malaysians
proposed. To achieve such a goal, The Ages of Goodbyes produces two collective visions of the
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future that simultaneously uphold both what Lee Edelman critiques as “reproductive futurism”
and what José Esteban Muñoz terms “queer futurity”. In his polemical No Futures: Queer
Theory and the Death Drive, Edelman defines reproductive futurism as the “terms that impose an
ideological limit on political discourse as such, preserving in the process the absolute privilege of
heteronormativity”, the political consensus that everything one does is for the not-yet born, but
soon-to-be-born future generations.(2) For Edelman, the queer or queerness can only represent
“the side outside the consensus by which all politics confirms the absolute value of reproductive
futurism”(3); it is a deconstructive, rather than constitutive force. For Muñoz, who is an
opponent of the negativity espoused by Edelman's “antirelational” mode of queer theory,202
directly conceptualizes queerness as a futurity to-come in Cruising Utopia: The Then and There
of Queer Futurity. Being queer and feeling queer, to Muñoz then, is always an affect and state of
mind “directed at that thing that is not yet here, objects and moments that burn with anticipation
and promise” (25). The Ages of Goodbyes engages both futurisms, which constitutes the key
feature – other than the appearance of the book titled “The Ages of Goodbyes” in the diegesis –
that connects all three narrative lines, providing thematic and formal unity to a novel that seems
fraught by its combination of microhistorical and metafictional styles. While it seems at times
that the text only fixates on one or two characters in any given storyline, these characters are not
merely individuals: once they are inflected with the valence of futurity in the text, their
significance begins to outweigh and exceed themselves, as a future is always collective – no one
moves forward in time and space alone. By proposing two futurist collectivities – even if
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The “antirelational” debate in queer theory formally erupted during a special forum arranged by the Division on
Gay Studies in Language and Literature at the 2005 annual MLA conference held in Washington, D.C. Panelists
included Robert L. Caserio, Lee Edeleman, Judith Halberstam, José Esteban Muñoz, and Tim Dean. The
exchanges were later condensed into a collated article in the PMLA, titled “The Antisocial Thesis in Queer
Theory”.
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collective futures based on both reproductive and queer futurisms are both fraught with
uncertainty, fragility, and peril – for the Chinese in Malaysia, Li Zishu resists the social
formation of an institutionalized ethnic and the futurity it prescribes for its collectives. One must
eventually part ways with or transform the “ethnic Chinese”, a historical institution that appears
so natural and immutable, lest one wants to stay in the institutional boundaries carved out by
one's forerunners, established in a time of contention, enmity, and hatred.

The Chinese Ethnic, Taken Two Ways

The Ages of Goodbyes is a novel that contains and manifests a mutliplicity of
“goodbyes”. Biographically, it stands as Li Zishu's bid farewell to her previous writerly self,
delivered through an attempt to synthesize all of her fictional elements into a greater totality (Li
Xiaowei). Positioned under an ongoing Sinophone literary history in an ever-accelerating era of
the digital, the novel can be read as a parting ode to the novel form itself (Dung Kai-cheung). In
this section I explore a third valence of Li's “goodbyes”. When considered in relation to the
history of postsocialist Malaysia, The Ages of Goodbyes bids adieu to the memories of intergroup enmity and marginalization built in the everyday life of Chinese Malaysians by
envisioning two kinds of futurist collectivities. Such types of futurity hint at the possible
emergence of alternative collectivities that differ from the collectivity as it was experienced
under the ethnic institution of the “Chinese”. Yet collective visions of the future is also the most
opaque valence of Li's “goodbyes”: it surfaces as a hidden trace, as a thread of light at the end of
a narrow tunnel, or better yet, an ephemeral line of flight, buried deep within the convoluted
structures of the novel that combine the microhistorical and the metafictional in three
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intersecting storylines, each set in a different time period (or, different “ages”). The three
storylines in The Ages of Goodbyes often only connect through the presence of an intradigetic
object, a tome also named “The Ages of Goodbyes”, whose appearance generates multiple
symptoms of confusion: one cannot be sure whether the content of the book read by the
“You“ character in the novel's second storyline (from this point onwards, I refer to “You” as
“Protagonist” throughout) matches what one actually reads in Du Li-an's storyline (the first), or
whether Shaozi/Lijie, the mysterious, deceased writer in the third storyline, instead of being the
author of “The Ages of Goodbyes”, is really the author of yet another book-object bearing the
novel's title. Additionally, the narration often delivers the sensation that the reader is reading
about herself reading the novel, boxed-in an endless mise-en-abyme from which one can never
emerge, let alone discover a path to a new, collective future. This substantial contrast, between
the informational density of the novel's structural dimensions and its slivers of content that hint
at the future of Chinese Malaysian collectivity, renders detecting and deciphering the presence of
the latter all the more difficult and disorienting.
Obfuscation, however, does not adequately describe the relationship between the novel's
structural complexity and its sense of collective futurity: The Ages of Goodbyes' intricacy is not
inimical towards its elements of futurist collectivity, but rather, it is precisely constituted and
produced through such intricacies. By understanding the overall narrative structure of The Ages
of Goodbyes not as a device of bewilderment, but as an imaginative simulation of the ways in
which the institution of the Chinese ethnic confine, institutionalize, and frustrate the collectives
caught within it, we can begin to pinpoint the affects, instances, and mechanisms of ethnic
exclusion in the novel. An early narratorial moment, occurring before The Ages of Goodbyes
definitively diverges into three storylines, frames the novel as a simulation of the
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institutionalized space of the Chinese ethnic. After a brief preface that directly addresses the
reader that “

” (“You are reading this book” (Ages 13)), the first subchapter in

Chapter 1 of the novel starts by introducing a young Du Li-an, also currently reading a book
titled “

” (“The Ages of Goodbyes” (Ages 17)). Yet the text quickly interrupts the

beginnings of the first storyline by, once again, addressing the readerly “You” who notices that
the text begins not on page one, but on page five-hundred-and-thirteen: “
513

” (“Although you are young, as a born and bred

native, you are roughly cognizant of the hints and meanings contained within the number 513”
(Ages 17)). A short explication of the 13 May Incident follows, along with a description of how
people approach it in the present of the diegesis. When people mention “513”, they are “
)
” (“still used to lowering their voices, and “say” it with a throat-stuffing, or at most
nasally-resonating voice” (Ages 18)). By semi-censoring the enunciation of the 13 May Incident,
the event itself gains the power of a taboo, as “

” (“you felt a rise in your heartbeat whenever you saw the page number on
the bottom-right corner of the first page, as if those five-hundred-and-twelve missing pages
hinted at a forbidden emptiness, with an air of challenge, interrogation, or stark prohibition”
(Ages 18)). Erasing everything that came before it and everything that lead to it, the page number
of 513 peremptorily institutes a beginning: this is the start.
Structurally, the passages addressing the readerly “You” – who is assumed to be a native
of some sort (Chinese Malaysian? Malay? Indian?) – constitutes another metafictional level that
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frames the novel's three main storylines (of which storylines two and three are metafictions of
the first), laying down the outermost limits of the novel's diegesis. On this metafictional plane,
the 13 May Incident is represented as a historical break, a break that sets a textual boundary
where one cannot cross back into: “513” demarcates a line between the diegetic present and the
temporal realms forever left behind, embodied by the missing pages that supposedly precede the
novel's “first page”. While the readerly “You” feels that the absence of the previous fivehundred-and-twelve pages “challenges” and “interrogates” the pages that come after page 513,
they are ultimately “prohibited” and silenced, only there to reinforce “513”'s power in making
one's “heartbeat rise”. Thus, by placing an emphasis not on the event of 13 May itself, but on the
way it functions as a taboo on an everyday level – those who enunciate it do so in a hushed
manner – within the metafictional frame, The Ages of Goodbyes declares that for its literary
world, diegesis is only possible after the 13 May Incident, and everything that occurs henceforth
in the text all share it as an absolute origin. These metafictional passages therefore
narratologically fix the novel's social and historical space within a post-“513” world, where the
diverse collectives of Chinese Malaysians will soon be transformed into a singular ethnic
institution by the state's subsequent New Economic Policy (1970) and New Culture Policy
(1971).
Within this metafictional frame, each storyline of the novel represents a different amount
of distance to the zero degree of the institutionalized life-world of the Chinese ethnic. The third
storyline, written in a playful tone that simultaneously emulates and ridicules Sinophone
Malaysian literary criticism, is the farthest; the second storyline, whose semi-bildungsroman
form features the Protagonist who breaks out of the confines of the Mayflower motel, is a little
closer but the most dynamic – the majority of hints about futurist collectivities are planted here.
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Other than a few scant inter-storyline references to the object of “The Ages of Goodbyes”, Du
Li-an's tale and the novel's first storyline is a polished iteration of the microhistorical style that
propelled Li Zishu to fame. If we examine the novel as a simulation of the institutionalized world
of the Chinese ethnic, then Du Li-an's microhistorical storyline, which generally lacks the ability
to cross-over to the other two storylines (but is often referred to and examined by the Protagonist
of the second storyline) occupies the first representational level of the simulation: this
level/storyline represents the mundane, historical everyday under the institutionalized Chinese
ethnic in a naturalized manner, which means that it can neither breach the borders of its own
sandbox nor comment on the other storylines. For example, the second subchapter of Chapter 4 –
where the Protagonist of the second storyline reminisces how he and his mother encountered a
madman screaming at the sky – illustrates the restrictions cast upon the first storyline's
naturalized world of the Chinese ethnic. After the Protagonist's recollection of the madman ends,
the narration takes a sharp turn, forcibly reminding the reader that this madman also played an
important part in Du Li-an's storyline: “

·

” (“On the day of 513, his madness erupted, and wildly swinging his bike
chain, he tried to ambush Du Li-an, who was on her way to work at the movie theater. Gangbo
(

) happened to be at the scene, and sheltered Du Li-an in his car, which led to their later

courtship and marriage” (Ages 71)). This short passage is notable in two ways: first, it is the
text's very first mention of why Du Li-an, who was supposedly “dating” an intellectual called Ye
Liansheng (

203

) in the pre-513 days, met Gangbo, a triad gangster (

, sihuidang)203

In Malaysia, a Sihuidang refers to the various local offshoots of the larger secret and criminal organizations of the
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and eventually married him instead. Unmentioned and treated as self-evident information in the
narration of the first storyline, for the reader, the genesis of Du Li-an and Gangbo's relationship
could only be revealed through a narratorial intervention from the second storyline,
demonstrating the degree to which the naturalized world of the first storyline is subordinate to
the other storylines. Second, in terms of content, the way in which the 13 May Incident
transforms Du Li-an's life can be read as an allegory of the collectivity of post-“513” Chinese
Malaysians: by abandoning the intellectual who represented socialism – and in extension the
resistance of the two communist insurgencies – and embracing mobsters representing privatized
power, the Chinese (Du Li-an) collectives abandon the realm of political resistance and enter the
institution of the ethnic, which is mediated and controlled by the state and private groups. This
allegorical determination frames and limits the possibilities for the character of Du Li-an: even
when she becomes the independent proprietor of the Ping Le Ju (

) teahouse, she cannot

completely separate her life from Gangbo until towards the very end of her storyline. In The Ages
of Goodbyes, therefore, the 13 May Incident is not merely the originary event of the text's
diegesis: it is also a narratological “framing technology” that represents how the institution of the
Chinese ethnic segregates and classifies the novel's Chinese collectives into “ordinary” Chinese
and “enemy” communists or socialists, depicted in the way Du Li-an's storyline represents a
naturalized world of the ethnic where socialist elements are purged. Ethnic identities and their
institutionalization in Malaysia, as Brian Bernards theorizes, are thus more about the
“formulation and maintenance of ethnic boundaries than the safeguarding of cultural identity”
(“Ambivalent” 89).

Hong Men (
) and Triads (
, sanhehui) that are active in South China and Southeast Asia. Sihuidang
literally means “party ( ) that meets ( ) in secret ( )”.
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As Du Li-an's storyline progresses, the institution of the Chinese ethnic expands and
absorbs representatives of Chinese collectives it once excluded: former socialists and
communists. In the first storyline, after successfully opening the Ping Le Ju teahouse in the city
of Xibu, Du Li-an, now economically and emotionally free from her husband, begins an affair
with a handsome businessman named Ye Wangsheng (

), who is the identical twin brother

of her former love interest, Ye Liansheng (Wangsheng is simultaneously in a relationship with
her stepdaughter, Liu Lian (

)). Having obtained everything, Du Li-an's life enters a long

period of prosperity. Things change as the storyline enters the 1980s. One day, on a short notice
delivered to the Ping Le Ju, Du Li-an's family found themselves attending the eightieth birthday
celebration of Boss Zhuang (

, zhuangye), the triad's former leader under whom Gangbo was

a subordinate. In attendance are “

…

” (“plenty of business leaders...a few notable councilors and political
figures, all of them frequent faces on newspapers and TV” (Ages 220)). In the corner of her eye,
Du Li-an catches a glimpse of Ye Liansheng, seated in a table at a far corner in the room: “
” (“Compared to
Wangsheng, this person in her vision was a little thinner, showed a darker skin tone, a little more
capable-feeling, and beamed with a more earnest smile” (Ages 221)). The renewed visage of
Liansheng prompts Du Li-an to recall everything Wangsheng told her about his family during
their liaison: that their father fought in the MCP against the Japanese during World War II (Ages
221), and that “

、

”
” (“[Wangsheng] knew that

。

Liansheng was once a mainstay in the Labor Party who often organized gatherings, joined
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protests, and frequently went in and out of jails. Apparently he was held in the island of Jerejak
(

, mukoushan, pulau jerejak) for awhile” (Ages 224-225)). In relation to this bit of crucial

information, Du Li-an also recalled that Wangsheng had nonchalantly said that “
” (“I thought [Liansheng] would've died in there” (Ages 225)), demonstrating great
apathy – and even a shred of antipathy towards his identical twin.
Unmistakeably flat and archetypal characters in The Ages of Goodbyes, the twins Ye
Wangsheng and Ye Liansheng allegorize divergent visions of (Chinese) Malaysia. While the
handsome, rich, and sleazy Wangsheng can be said to represent the rise of a transnational,
capitalist Chinese elite,204 who seems to be the stark opposite of what Liangsheng embodies – the
desire for a socialist Malaysia – Liansheng's presence at Boss Zhuang's birthday party, alongside
with a variety of “business leaders”, “councilors” and “political figures” suggest two points: first,
that Chinese Malaysian socialists and communists are no longer construed as oppositional
collectives to the state-consigned institution of the Chinese ethnic; they are now included and
managed within it. Second, Liansheng's attendance demonstrates that the triads – the primary
private power in the institution of the Chinese ethnic – have become connected to all types of
Chinese groups, transforming themselves from a society of organized crime into a crucial hub
within the ethnic network. Their political connections further signify that while they constitute a
power in-and-of themselves, they are seen by the state as collaborating mediators who can help
the state classify, regulate, supervise and maintain the collectives within the Chinese ethnic
category. The socio-political inclusiveness of Boss Zhuang's birthday party exemplifies Lisa

204

Ye Wangsheng's usurpation of Gangbo's place as the primary male figure in Du Li-an's life can also be read as an
allegory of the emergence of business elites who are simultaneously in opposition to yet in collaboration with the
triads, who symbolize “traditional” organizations of private power in Chinese Malaysia.
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Lowe's observations on how the modern nation-state sanctions and regulates diversity: “[t]he
national institutionalization of unity becomes the measure of the nation's condition of
heterogeneity” (9). Just like how the ethnic category of “Asian American” is an abstraction of the
different struggles and histories each group underwent in relation to the U.S. government,205 the
institution of the Chinese ethnic in Malaysia erases regional differences – whether you are from
Fujian, Guangdong, or Baba Malay – as well as political differences – whether you are a
socialist, communist, businessman, gangster or politician – to ensure that anything remotely
“Chinese” can stay visible and manageable for the ruling elite.
A brief word here, about the shape of collectivity produced by the institution of the
Chinese ethnic, itself the result of merging together disparate collectives. The Chinese ethnic is a
discriminatory institution that only includes Chinese collectives as disparate as those from
Malayan peninsula to the farthest tip of West Kalimantan, and brands them as potential enemies
to other groups (while later accommodating them). Discussing the “ethnic” formation of Asian
Americans in relation to a white majority “nation”, Lisa Lowe sees the ethnic as a technology
that marks those under it as “geographically, linguistically, and racially at odds with the context
of the “national” - that has given rise to the necessity of endlessly fixing and repeating such
stereotypes” (18-19). The ethnic institution is, then, trapped in perpetual tension in and
opposition to the national, making it a highly volatile and manipulable object. The universal yet
discriminatory range of the Chinese ethnic in Malaysia, coupled with its status as the mediating
unit of the Chinese for the state, means that collectivity under such an institution is imagined to
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With no ambiguity, Lisa Lowe parses out the drastically different historical circumstances that goes into the racial
formation of every Asian American subgroup in Immigrant Acts. For example, we have “the Chinese as alien
noncitizen, the American citizen of Japanese descent as racial enemy, and the American citizen of Filipino
descent as simultaneously immigrant and colonized national” (8).
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exist in a carte blanche state, in contrast to the previous multiplicity composed of Chinese
collectives with varying linguistic, historical, and cultural differences. The default form of
collectivity produced by the institution of the Chinese ethnic therefore pretends that it is the same
as what the institution designates, that is to say, it presents a zero-degree of identification
between an institution and its collectivity. Chinese Malaysian collectivity thus becomes whatever
the ethnic policies decrees.
As the first level of representation in The Ages of Goodbyes – an imaginative simulation
of the post-13 May institution of the Chinese ethnic in Malaysia – Du Li-an's storyline represents
the Chinese ethnic as identical to its collectivity. The second storyline, a bildungsroman-like
narrative featuring the adolescent male Protagonist in the present, takes a far less neutral stance
towards the stifling space of the ethnic, exemplified through the relationship between the
Protagonist and his immediate living environment. A Chinese Malaysian high-schooler about to
take the university entrance exams in the present, the Protagonist lives in the dingy Mayflower
motel (

, wuyuehua lüguan) with his dying mother, a former prostitute, in the first

room of the motel's third floor (room 301, 301

, sanlingyi haofang). The motel's other

denizens make up a rag-tag collective, including the lover of the mother of the Protagonist,
Uncle Xi (

, xishu)206 – who acts as his surrogate father – as well as a handful of aging

prostitutes. Occasionally, he reads a book called “The Ages of Goodbyes”, which lets him
observe what is going on in the first storyline of the novel. The very first description of the motel
in the second storyline immediately paints it as a dilapidated, if not haunted, locale:

206

Before the first appearance of Uncle Xi in the first storyline, the reader will have already encountered a certain Ah
Xi (
) in the first storyline, who is the younger brother of Du Li-an. The proximity of their appearances
constitute one of the techniques the novel engenders confusion.
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The third floor of the Mayflower was immersed in the scent of tobacco; it is as if every room was
haunted by a ghostly presence, suffused with unearthly smells and noises. Like an animated
object, one can hear the creaks of the wooden planks before one sets foot on the stairs; the hinge
of every door had rusted, screeching with every push and pull; the faucets of the washrooms
could never be closed tight, and its sounds – drip-drip-drip-drip – goes on like time's endless
waltz; the air was exceedingly damp, and clothes would only dry if they were hung on the
rooftops (Ages 24).

This passage quickly establishes several temporal and sensory aspects of the Mayflower motel.
The building is old, evident in the “rusted door hinges” and “leaky faucets”; its age creates a
plethora of sounds, from the dripping of water, the “screeching” of the doors and to “creaking
wooden stairs”; its interior hosts a dampness that refuses to leave; its rooms on the third floor are
caked in cigarette smoke, a metonymic extension of its denizens. When apprehended together,
these elements, covering the senses of vision, sound, smell, and touch, form a “ghostly presence”
that infuses the Mayflower motel with a life of its own. Yet it is also clear that the Mayflower,
while old, is not a space of bourgeois nostalgia: its sounds and smells are “unearthly”, its
physical age is shown through decay, and its oppressive dampness renders its interior singularly
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uncomfortable. The decaying, borderline-inhospitable environment of the Mayflower stands in
sharp contrast to the youthful vitality of the Protagonist. He appears out of place, confined here
against his will and wishes.
In addition to the intense contrast between the youthfulness of the Protagonist and the
motel's state of ruin, it is impossible to ignore the connotations of the motel's name. As the
symbol of European immigration in the national narrative of the United States of America, the
Mayflower was the vessel that carried the first English Pilgrims to Plymouth in 1620: a passage
from tyranny to freedom, so to speak.207 Retaining its connotations of immigration but entirely
discarding its signification of freedom, The Ages of Goodbyes turns the Mayflower on its head,
transforming it into an oppressive, confining vessel that houses the institution of the Chinese
ethnic, a hotel where its guests never leave. In the second subchapter of Chapter 2, the narration
shows how a sense of immobility permeates life for the collective of the Mayflower: “

” (“ten plus years had passed.
Some prostitutes of the Mayflower got old, while others died. There was a ceiling fan in every
room, while every air conditioning unit, like antiques, sat in their original location. The johns
who patronized the motel also dwindled with time” (Ages 43)). Instead of mobile Pilgrims, the
novel's Mayflower is a home to aging prostitutes, whose only escape seems to be death; instead
of becoming more populous over time like the Pilgrims, the population of the Mayflower
diminished as the prostitutes lost their patrons over the years. Long having ceased to function,
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A “mayflower” also refer to the flower Epigae repens, known as the trailing arbutus. Beyond being the floral
emblem of Nova Scotia and Massachusetts, it does not contain any other cultural significations that relate to the
themes embodied by the motel in the novel.
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the presence of defunct air conditioners in each room, unable to perform their original task of
cooling the motel's unbearably damp interior, adds to the weight of disrepair in the Mayflower.
Other than these impressions of dilapidation, immobility, and disrepair, the Mayflower is also
afflicted by an air of segregation. After the death of the Protagonist's mother, he felt that “
：

” (“the space within the

Mayflower slowly lost its meaning. You lost interest in all the other rooms that were not No.301”
(Ages 44)). It is as if the Protagonist felt he could only belong to the room he shared with his
mother, the room which he now inherits, like a prison cell in the stranded ship of the Mayflower.
Just like how the naturalized world of the Chinese ethnic in the first storyline is begot by
the 13 May Incident, the second storyline cannot escape the haunting specter of “513”, the
novel's diegetic origin and the historical beginnings to the institutionalization of Chinese
Malaysians as an ethnicity. Quickly reconfigured, the Protagonist's room number, together with
the Mayflower hotel, is another anagram for “513”: May(5)flower motel, room number zero-one
(1) on the third floor (3). The direct placement of the Protagonist in a cell-like room bearing the
numbers of “513” is the second storyline's way of metaphorizing spatially the historical
aftermath of the 13 May Incident into a “non-transient” motel where the collectives of ethnic
Chinese are constrained, marginalized, and incarcerated. Even the way the Protagonist considers
fulfilling the wishes of his dying mother augments the Mayflower's overtones of incarceration. In
Chapter 3, the Protagonist recalls his own thoughts before his mother's death: “
o

Ｊ

” (“You instead thought of the mandatory last meal given to death
row inmates facing execution. You thought of the way the Chow-fun Grannie in “The Ages of
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Goodbyes” choked to death eating a durian. You thought of how people dream of leaving this
world after indulging themselves lavishly” (Ages 56)). In three short sentences, the Protagonist
switches from his immediate environment (his mother as a “death row inmate”) to the first
storyline (the death of a Grannie) and the idea that connects the two levels of narration together.
What is revealed when we read the notion of “lavishness before death” against these two
examples, is that such a death can only appear as a fortunate accident in the first storyline
whereas in the second storyline, a bountiful feast before death takes on the dark tones of
incarceration and capital punishment: it is almost as if the mother of the Protagonist was
executed, within the confines of the motel's room “513”. The Mayflower, with its material ruin,
its entrenched immobility, and its prison-like structure, is therefore a space that entraps and
confines the subjects and collectives interpellated as Chinese ethnics within the grander
structures of the novel.
While the Mayflower is indeed a carceral space,208 it is merely an instantiation of the far
larger and far less tangible institution of the Chinese ethnic, that which The Ages of Goodbyes
simulates through multiple levels of representation. It is nonetheless the most visible
representative of the ethnic institution depicted in the novel, and it functions to cordon off the
Chinese collectives from other Malaysian ethnic groups both temporally and spatially. As a
spatialized agent of the Malaysian state's post-“513” attitudes and policies towards the Chinese,
the Mayflower motel interns its subjects through casting the gloom of immobility: with its
dilapidated, derelict, yet animated frame, it freezes the history of Chinese Malaysians
208

In Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish, the “carceral” names the institutionality of the prison that has
permeated into other parts of society: “The frontiers between confinement, judicial punishment and institutions
of discipline, which were already blurred in the classical age, tended to disappear and to constitute a great
carceral continuum that diffused penitentiary techniques into the most innocent disciplines...A subtle, graduated
carceral net, with compact institutions, but also separate and diffused methods, assumed responsibility for the
arbitrary, widespread, badly integrated confinement of the classical age” (Discipline 297).
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(temporality) through tangible physical qualities (spatiality). The Mayflower motel thus
illustrates, in fiction, what Rey Chow argues to be the co-existence of a liberal attitude that
claims “everyone [to be] ethnic and that we should tolerate ethnic differences” and the
prejudicial ways in which “we think that certain people are still held captive in their specific
histories, that is, in ethnic conditions that seem foreign or alien to us” (41). Housed in the
Mayflower motel, the Chinese ethnic is rendered “different and unequal” from Malaysia's other
collectives, groups, and ethnicities: they are captive to their sullied resume as communist
enemies of the nation, unable to emerge from their self-induced belatedness to catch up with as
multicultural Malaysia.
Thus far, the institution of the Chinese ethnic – the legacy of two Chinese-led communist
insurgencies and the most long-lasting aspect of Malaysian postsocialism – has taken different
forms in the the first and second storylines of The Ages of Goodbye. In the first storyline, Du Lian's storyline, its characters find themselves within a sand-box like world that approximates life
under the Chinese ethnic as a natural fact; the Chinese who are branded as “socialist” are either
excised from view or admitted entry after “rehabilitation”. The second storyline presents the
Mayflower motel, the Protagonist's dwelling, as a carceral space that represents the ways in
which the institution of the Chinese ethnic physically entraps and interpellates its subjects within
their own history. By way of how the prominent features in the storylines relate to their form –
microhistorical writing framed firmly within the climate of post-“513” Chinese Malaysia, and a
suffocating motel narrated within a novel that reads like a mise-en-abyme – both storylines
present fairly rigid, seemingly immutable circumstances that impede and contain their
collectives. Yet in comparison to the first storyline, which lacks the ability to refer to other
storylines, it is precisely due to the formal elements of the narrative genre to which the second
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storyline belongs to that the collective possiblity of emerging out of such circumstances surface –
which is to say, the second storyline's generic features contain the novel's first signs that a future,
and in extension, futurist collectivities – outside of the Chinese ethnic is possible.

Futurist Collectivities, Taken Two Ways

At the very instance of his mother's death, the Protagonist was sitting at his desk. He calmly, and
“

” (“slowly turned [his] body away and continued to

finish his homework of the day” (Ages 28)). The Protagonist's initial calmness and serenity does
not last: the death of his mother, in a room that constitutes a spatial metaphor of the aftermath of
“513”, initiates the plot of the novel's second storyline, which follows the Protagonist from
numbness to mourning, falling in love, and towards the end, taking the university entrance exams
and thus facing the future. Not in the slightest resembling the microhistorical style of Du Li-an's
storyline, this storyline partakes in the genre of the bildungsroman while it is structurally
positioned as metafiction within the larger expanse of the novel. That is to say, it is this
bildungsroman trajectory of the second storyline that formally introduces the possibility of a
collective future within the Mayflower motel, and in extension, a futurist collectivity outside of
the institution of the Chinese ethnic that determines both the legal and cultural boundaries, as
well as the self-other imaginaries of Chinese Malaysians. The young set forth, outwards into the
world.
Glimpses of two futurist collectivities in The Ages of Goodbyes thus begin to appear due
to the dynamics of the bildungsroman. They eventually take the shape of – in the space of the
novel's second and third storylines – a collectivity of Chinese Malaysians via continued
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reproduction, and a queer collectivity of writers who construct kinship through writing and by
circumventing the ceaseless forward-looking perspective of time demanded by
heteronormativity. The first kind of collectivity is based on a heteronormative “reproductive
futurism”. This futurism relies on what Lee Edelman theorizes as the figure of the Child, who
“remains the perpetual horizon of every acknowledged politics, the fantasmatic beneficiary of
every political intervention” (2-3). The Child upholds the “fantasy...of an order, an organization”
capable of assuring “the stability of our identities as subjects” that all politics bases itself on (7).
For Edelman, then, the “queer”, positioned against such a fantasy, represents “the bar to every
realization of futurity, the resistance, internal to the social, to every social structure or form” (4).
While the second form of futurist collectivity, that of queer writing, rejects reproduction as its
organizing principle, it does not renounce the possibility of the “realization of futurity” or “every
social structure or form.” José Esteban Muñoz, borrowing from the philosopher Ernest Bloch,
calls the utopian impulse in queer futurity the “not-quite-conscious”. The “not-quite-conscious”
represents “the realm of potentiality that must be called on, and insisted on, if we are ever to look
beyond the pragmatic sphere of the here and now, the hollow nature of the present”(21). In The
Ages of Goodbyes, such a “not-quite-conscious” emerges from the second storyline and spills
into the third, providing the shape of a queer collectivity to come. Diverging from both
reproductive futurist collectivity and the negativity Edelman sees in the queer, the novel's queer
futurist collectivity channels the utopian impulse to imagine a then and there, otherwise.
By virtue of reproducing, one guarantees that there will be individuals with whom one
can form a collective with, whether it is a family, a gang, or an enclave. As a simulation of the
institution of the Chinese ethnic, The Ages of Goodbyes taps into a subtle, primordial terror of
not just the Chinese, but of many people, namely: that they will dwindle out, both in culture and
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in number under a structure of confinement. Against this fear, a reproductive futurism provides
the baseline assurance of collective survival. Although a reproductive future informs one strain
of collectivity the novel offers as a response to this fear, it would be an oversimplification to say
that Li Zishu envisions it as a way to supersede the confines of the Chinese ethnic. In both the
first and second storylines of the novel, Li expresses her anxieties towards a reproductive futurist
collectivity through the figure of identical twins. Such doubling of characters in the text, rather
than affirm the proliferation of the collective, instead develops into deadly comparisons between
the differences of the doubled characters that, in the end, cause them to fall back into the
proscribed possibilities of the Chinese ethnic, neutralizing their potential for difference. The first
significant duo in the novel are the Ye twins in Du Li-an's storyline: Ye Liansheng represents the
socialist, intellectual, and rebellious side of Chinese Malaysia, while Ye Wangsheng stands in for
the rising Chinese bourgeoisie whose raison d'etre is none other than accumulate wealth and
indulge in pleasure. A misrecognition starts the affair between Du Li-an and Ye Wangsheng, with
Du approaching him not just as a substitute of his brother, but as Ye Liansheng himself. Du Lian's desire towards Wangsheng is eventually terminated after she catches a glimpse of Liansheng
at Boss Zhuang's birthday party (Ages 218-227): “
” (“After that night, whenever they met, Du Li-an surprisingly
lost her boiling love and lust towards Ye Wangsheng” (Ages 227)). The resurfacing of Ye
Liansheng – no longer representing the socialist face of Chinese Malaysia – in the banquet of the
triads, effectively cancels out Du Li-an's displaced desire towards Ye Wangsheng, who, as the
substitute of an original that no longer signifies an alternative future collectivity, is no longer
capable of arousing her interest. In the end, the identical twins who represented different
allegorical futures collapse back into their biological identity, a sameness their disparate lives
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seemed to have surpassed. Here the fantasy of reproductive futurist collectivity collapses: that
somehow, even if genetic meiosis/mitosis (nature) produces two selfsame individuals, surely the
environment (nurture) will make them different from each other, “better” than the previous
generation, and the two of them will simultaneously form a more robust collective to build upon.
The resulting sameness of the Ye twins haunts and taunts a collectivity conceived upon
reproduction: don't expect the Child who becomes the father of men to change it.
Reproductive futurist collectivity's inability to guarantee a different future, figured
through the Ye twins, also menacingly circles over the second storyline, descending in the form
of the Protagonist's jealously towards his separated identical twin, “J”. We observe such feelings
in the second subchapter of Chapter 5. One afternoon, after a job interview, the Protagonist
purchased a burger and a bottle of water to enjoy on the way back to the Mayflower. He passed
by a Pizza Hut restaurant, where he “
…

、
P

、

” (“saw [himself] sitting inside.

You wore a white shirt, with a group of young and beautiful men and women...After being dazed
for awhile, you realized that the person inside wasn't you, but J. For whatever reason, you reckon
that he can't see you...you took one last bite from the burger, and crumpled up the wrapping”
(Ages 92-93)). The Protagonist felt “dazed”: this vague description, signifying the time lapse
between him “seeing [himself] sitting on the inside” and “realizing who it actually was”
represents the Protagonist's desire to literally become J; it represents the duration he spends
fantasizing himself in J's position, before snapping out of it. Frustrated and jealous, the
Protagonist finishes his hamburger – a food item designed for individual consumption – crushes
the wrapper and leaves the scene, as J waits for pizzas to arrive for him and his companions,
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foods made for collective enjoyment. Taking this sense of resentment and sadness with him, the
Protagonist heads back to the Mayflower motel/prison, the only place he can call home.
And so as the Ye twins lose their difference and collapse into one other, “You” and J
embody a relationship of one-sided resentment. The last set of twins in the novel appear as the
Protagonist of the second storyline gradually brings the first storyline, that of Du Li-an's tale, to
an end. A few days before University registration begins, the Protagonist finishes reading “The
Ages of Goodbye” in his room; the next paragraph immediately cuts to the chase, switching back
to the first storyline and declaring that Du Li-an's stepdaughter Liu Lian “

” “has died” (Ages

290).209 Before her death in a traffic accident, Liu Lian was abandoned by Ye Wangsheng and
eventually gave birth to his children, another set of twin boys. Without her own child and out of a
desire to protect Liu Lian, Du Li-an decides to take one of the twins as her own: “
、

” (“As

Liu Lian enjoyed her month-long post-natal recuperation, they each held a newborn baby and sat
on the separate ends of a pergola sofa...as if they were actual sisters” (Ages 291)). While the
women's unconventional relationship – a stepmother and her stepdaughter who shared a lover
now became more like sisters through sharing children – seemed to promise a different family
collectivity, history repeats itself again in the institution of the Chinese ethnic: Ye Wangsheng,
who was a twin with an absent father, becomes the absent father of twins. By ending the first
storyline on this abrupt and dark note, Li Zishu casts a shadow of uncertainty on reproduction's
capacity for ensuring a better futurist collectivity: marred by the loss of his mother, one of the
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Liu Cuiyin's bachelor thesis points out that Du Li-an and Liu Lian are also doubles of each other, connected
through the imagery of the durian fruit. Liu Lian is a homophone for the Chinese transliteration of durian (
,
liulian), while Du Li-an in Malay directly corresponds to “durian” (13). See “Lun Li Zishu “Gaobie de Niandai”
He Huang Biyun “Lienvtu” Nvxing Shuxie de Bijiao Yanjiu.”
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twins is already defined by lack. Li's pessimism towards the children's circumstances exemplifies
a deep mistrust of reproductive futurist collectivity, which makes children a centerpiece of its
politics. Li ultimately is not worried that politics will not be mobilized for children, but that even
so, that they are doomed to repetition. By channeling its anxieties towards reproductive futurist
collectivity through the figure of identical twins, The Ages of Goodbyes forcefully yet subtly
argues that the repetitive motions of ethnic self-protection, self-segregation, and self-propagation
encouraged by the institution of the Chinese ethnic only serve to keep its members endlessly
spinning in the same place.
While the Protagonist of the second storyline is haunted by his identical twin, he
eventually becomes the vessel for another sort of futurist collectivity: placing the adolescent
Protagonist in the carceral space of the Mayflower motel under the bildungsroman narrative
necessitates a plot movement that pushes the protagonist outwards; he cannot stay still. But if
what waits at the exit of the Mayflower motel is not a collective future of reproduction, what is it
then? The novel's second storyline gradually introduces a queer futurist collectivity, one that
slowly facilitates “You”'s ability to mourn, his sexual growth, and readies him for life beyond the
Mayflower. The agent of such a futurist collectivity is the transgendered figure of Mana (

), a

mysterious Thai woman.
As an administered shock to the system of the institution of the Chinese ethnic, Mana
begins her work quietly: rather than roaring like a whirlwind of queer destruction, Mana slips
into the space of the Mayflower quietly, right before the mother of “You” passes away. The tone
of the second storyline briefly shifts to one of a teenage stalker fantasy, in which the Protagonist
spends page after page trying to catch a glimpse of the ever-elusive Mana. The Protagonist
leaves notes, flowers, and desserts in Mana's room, the 4th floor on the second floor (room
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#204),210 and she responds likewise with exchanges of her own. This uncertainty, and one-sided
narratorial power imbalance – in that the Protagonist is shown to be performing all the actions
while Mana passively responds – that seems to allude to a patriarchal structure of fantasy
dissipates when on New Year's Eve, Mana takes the initiative and visits the Protagonist in room
#301 after he falls asleep after eating two cakes that Mana left for him. On this night, Mana hugs
“You” tightly, unwilling to let him turn around and face her, limiting and pacing the degrees of
intimacy they can immediately enjoy. The next morning, as the Protagonist sat up, he “
” (“sat by the bed
and gazed at a slightly curled strand of hair. With the morning sun poured in, no longer able to
hold back the tides of desire, you had an erection” (Ages 141)).
By highlighting the sexual aspects of adolescent development in the second storyline – a
bildungsromam with a seemingly inescapable space as its primary “antagonist” – what it lays
bare is the ways in which the maintenance of the ethnic and the policing of sexuality are deeply
intertwined. To quote Rey Chow, under the modern biopolitical regime, sexuality is “no longer
clearly distinguishable from the entire problematic of the reproduction of human life that
is...always racially and ethnically inflected” (7); that is to say, as the arbiter of biopower, the
modern state is concerned with who gets to fornicate under the consent of the sovereign, and
how, and what collectivity comes of such fornication. Seen in this light, what Mana appears to be
teaching the Protagonist is the art of courtship, a linear sequence of anticipation for the future
that, if all goes well, will supposedly lead to the consummation of love under the regime of
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If we attempt to daecode room #204 with the same logic as room #301 – May(5)flower motel, room number zerofour (4) on the second floor (2) – no combination of the numbers corresponded to a significant date in modern
(Chinese) Malaysian history. However, given Mana's Thai origins, the coding above matches Thailand's “Thai
Heritage Conservation Day”, which, unless stretched to be interpreted as a hint about her Kathoey
(transgendered/third gender) identity, this inquiry doesn't yield much either.
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reproductive futurist collectivity, which dictates that a Child be born and complete the collective
at the end. But Mana is also preparing the Protagonist for a future without consummation, a
future of loss where people say more goodbyes than hellos to one another; Mana, the queer nonMalaysian Other, is neither a motherly substitute nor a figure of heterosexual teenage fantasy.
In the second subchapter of Chapter 8, after a dinner with Uncle Xi that hints at the
Mayflower motel's future, Uncle Xi sheepishly gives the Protagonist a large envelope of money
for his birthday, saying that it was his mother's wish. As if Uncle Xi's gesture communicated a
part of his mother's will that was previously inaccessible, the serene surface the Protagonist
maintained after losing his mother finally collapses. When Mana visits the protagonist's room in
the early hours of the morning, she “

…
)” (“gazed deeply into your eyes, lightly kissed the corner

of your eyes, and she knew you had cried”, and he finally begins to mourn: “What do I do,
Mana? I miss my mother so very much” (Ages 171)). As the Protagonist mourns, Mana begins to
kiss and embrace him, and they entwine in passionate embrace, although she deftly evades the
protagonist's initiations towards lovemaking: “
;

” (“Her learned

tenderness scares you a little. Her lips and her tongue, her fingers: her slightly squinted eyes
seem to whisper, although I won't let you take over me, I will give you my all” (Ages 171)).
Mana performs fellatio and their intimate moment ends with the Protagonist's orgasm. Two
things are happening simultaneously. First, the Protagonist overcomes his previous inability to
mourn his mother – a refusal of bidding farewell – but is overwhelmed by pain and longing.
Second, Mana helps him weather the pain, but also does not consummate their romance,
preparing the Protagonist for a future without her, to be part of a futurist collectivity that does not
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adhere to the mandates of the heteronormative social order.
For even though queerness may not be able to provide a futurist collectivity that
approximates the continuity of a reproductive futurist collectivity, in The Ages of Goodbyes,
queerness's interventions, in the form of Mana, leave a mark of potentiality: they shatter the
notion that the social order has to be the way it is, that the institution of the Chinese ethnic is
infallible. Mana's final intervention is precipitated by the Protagonist, who accidentally
discovered the truth of her identity. After celebrating his birthday at a Kentucky Fried Chicken
where he holds a part-time job in the afternoon, the Protagonist goes on a ride with one of his
colleagues, Black Jack (

, heijieke). As they roam the city, Black Jack decides to show the

Protagonist a red light district where many “Ladyboys” from Thailand work. While they gawk at
a few beautiful sex workers standing outside a shop, the Protagonist realized that Mana was one
of them. Shocked by the inadvertent discovery of Mana's identity as a transgendered sex worker,
the Protagonist contracts a fever and spends the next few days in a coma in room #301. Her
secret revealed, Mana departs the Mayflower. As a final intervention, Mana quietly slipped into
room #301 as the Protagonist slept, cleaned it, and left a message in the blank page right before
the main text of “The Ages of Goodbyes”, which the Protagonist had been reading: “
;

” (“You should love one another, just as I have

loved you; this is my commandment” (Ages 235)).
Mana's inscription is adapted from John 13:34 in the Bible, which describes Jesus
addressing his disciples before Judas's betrayal: “A new command I give you: Love one another.
As I have loved you, so also you must love one another”.211 In terms of the novel's structure,
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For this verse, I cite the New International Version of the Bible in English. While Mana's inscription in “The Ages
of Goodbyes” may seem abrupt and cryptic to many readers, this is a technique Li has used sparingly. Towards
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Mana's adaptation of John 13:34, inscribed in the blank page before “The Ages of Goodbyes”
completely disrupts the founding logic of the novel: if the diegesis (and the page numbers) for
The Ages of Goodbyes and its intra-diegetic twin, “The Ages of Goodbye” can only begin at
“513”, Mana's commandment, which is inserted in a space outside of all three storylines, is an
injunction that overrides the entire simulation of the Chinese ethnic, extending from Du Li-an's
naturalized world of the ethnic institution to the carceral space of the Mayflower. This injunction
even precedes the metafictional framing of the novel addressed to a readerly “You”. Thus Mana's
message literally orders the social relations in the novel to change, for something new to
supersede and emerge from the confining binds of suspicion, enmity, and isolation of the
institutionalized Chinese ethnic. Like Jesus Christ, who signals his imminent return to the
Father/God in the verse, the departing words of Mana – the novel's figure of queer futurity –
retroactively inserted as “paratext” for both The Ages of Goodbyes and “The Ages of Goodbyes”,
gestures that great changes are abreast.
Mana's departure from the Mayflower ushers in the first signs of an impending queer
futurist collectivity, while moving the second storyline to a close. On the very same day “You”
realizes that Mana has left, Uncle Xi tells him that “
” (“someone expressed interest in buying the Mayflower, and plans to renovate it into a
cafe” (Ages 237)). Instead feeling shocked, the protagonist accepts it, a sign that Mana's work in
preparing him for the possibility of such a future has taken root: “All those who've left will never
come back, as the Mayflower was only ever just a mid-point on the path to somewhere. What's

the end of the short story “Mountain Plague”, the narrator's grandmother, who worships the remains of the
legendary guerrilla, Wen Yi (
), inscribes the Revelations 21:4 on a small piece of porcelain next to Wen's
altar (Mountain 122). By introducing literature from a system of religion different to the primary system
described and featured in the diegesis, Li supplements it with particular types of affect that are more prevalent
from the cited system, while disrupting the ideological stability of the literary worlds for the reader.
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curious is that since you recovered from the sickness, you slowly realized that “
” (“the Mayflower of your memories slowly faded away” (Ages 240)). It is as if
the revelation of Mana's identity and the subsequent fever such a revelation caused burned away
the vestiges of dependency the Protagonist had for the Mayflower. As the janus-faced figure that
represents both Edelman's figuration of queerness as the absolute refusal of reproductive
futurism and Muñoz's description of queer futurity as a promise of a “horizon imbued with
potentiality” (1), Mana rejects the heteronormative narrative of romantic futurity while
simultaneously nurtures the protagonist's ability to mourn, his sexuality, and his capacity for life
beyond the Mayflower.
While the second storyline is the site that introduces a non-reproductive futurism, the
novel's actual shape of queer futurist collectivity surfaces in the third storyline, as we see the
Protagonist transform into a writer. As the novel's primary site where the potential for futurity is
produced, plot developments in the semi-bildungsroman second storyline catalyzes the plethora
of “goodbyes” in the entire text, pushing them towards fruition in the third storyline (and to a
smaller degree, in the first). The third storyline, which emulates a “literature review” of the
history between the deceased Shaozi/Lijie, the supposed author of “The Ages of Goodbyes”, and
the Fourth Person, her fierce and devoted critic, is the most metafictional and abstract level. With
each storyline the distance, or what Eric Hayot has termed amplitude, not only to the
institutionalized ethnic but also to Li's microhistorical style increases, which is to say that the
narrative attention given to the style diminishes in each storyline212: the first storyline is fully
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By amplitude, Hayot refers to the “relative spread of narrative attention across the diegesis” of the “distribution of
that attention relative to the narrative importance of any given object in diegetic space” (56). The focus of
“attention” I discuss here is the sylistic factors of Li's microhistorical style, a larger “object” whose distribution
only becomes comparable when seen within the context of the novel's three storylines. The closer the narrative of
The Ages of Goodbyes veers towards metafiction, the less microhistorical elements it contains, and hence the
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immersed in such a style, depicting life under the Chinese ethnic between the 13 May Incident of
1969 to the early 90s; the second storyline, in effect, produces a critique of the world of the first
by featuring a protagonist in the present who tries to overcome the legacies of the Chinese
ethnic. The third storyline is Li Zishu's take on literary criticism, whose format could not be
more removed from microhistory – a style that, despite its stylistic embellishments, cannot
entirely shake off its vestiges of realism.213
The third storyline consistently keeps a cool detachment from the first two – as it is
metafictional to both of them214 – until Mana leaves the Mayflower motel in the second storyline
and the Protagonist comes to terms with the future looming ahead. Prior to this, there is no
indication that the readerly “You” whom the omniscient narrator occasionally addresses and
focalizes in the third line through could be in any way connected to the Protagonist of the second
line. It is through subtle hints about the future, given with greater frequency in the second

greater the amplitude between the narrative and microhistory. See Hayot, On Literary Worlds.
Fredric Jameson defines the two major antinomies (and the two major defining features) of realism as such:
“What we call realism will thus come into being in the symbiosis of this pure form of storytelling with impulses
of scenic elaboration, description and above all affective investment, which allow it to develop towards a scenic
present which in reality, but secretly, abhors the other temporalities which constitute the force of the tale or récit
in the first place” (11, emphasis mine). Li's microhistories of the Magong are firmly rooted in snapshot-style
narratives of an individual or individuals, upon which she attaches scenic elaborations that are often sprouted
from the protagonist's psyche. The latter elements never completely detach themselves from the former, unlike
the way the storylines function in The Ages of Goodbyes.
214
The metafictional relationship between the third storyline and the first two is primarily expressed through
questions and critical inquiries about details in the first two storylines, often leading to uncertain conclusions. In
the third subchapter of Chapter 8, the third-person narrator says: “
213

” “Quite a few critics were very interested in the so-called “Mayflower phenomenon” in Shaozi's work,
and generally considered the Mayflowers that appeared in her fiction as historical signifiers that were not only
accurate, but which also had a large capacity for meaning” (Ages 172)). Biographically, the third storyline
discusses, ridicules, and parodies many criticisms made towards the previous works of Shaozi (Li Zishu),
making it a critical exegesis on criticism, an attempt by the author to out-meta her critics. Wei Yan believes that
this storyline not only constitutes a hostile gesture to actual literary critics, it is also inimical to the aesthetics of
the microhistorical line because “in some sense, [the storyline with the Fourth Person and Shaozi] narrows down
the space for criticism towards the novel's techniques, rendering any judgment or prediction about the themes or
meaning of the novel null, ultimately collapsing the nostalgia so carefully constructed in the main storyline”
(“Paradox” 145).
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storyline as the text moves towards the revelation of Mana's identity, that the two “You”s from
different storylines bleed into one another. Some hints are prolepses, such as the scene from the
future where the Protagonist reminisces about Mana as he travels towards the Malay-Thai border
for an unspecified purpose (Ages 167). Others directly gesture to a future where the Protagonist
becomes a writer: riding in the back of a taxi with Mana after their date, the Protagonist gently
leans his head against Mana as the narrator observes: “
” (“you thought, if you decided to write fiction in the future, this scene
would definitely appear in your work” (Ages 198)). What these hints and prolepses achieve is the
disruption (and fast forwarding) of the second storyline's bildungsroman form: instead of
following the journey of the protagonist synchronically and adhering to his current station, these
interruptions bring the future directly into the present diegesis. Such disruption, like repeated
hypnoses performed by the diegesis, prepares the reader to come under the spell of a
misperception. Without the need to explicitly state any connections between the Protagonist of
the second storyline and the “You” in the third, these invocations of the future build a possible
writerly identity for the Protagonist; that he may use his memories of Mana and the Mayflower
to create something, to enter into the discursive space inhabited by writers and critics.
Essentially, the intrusive fragments of the uncertain future invade the second storyline in order to
create the possibility of a scenario where the Protagonist of the Mayflower can be imagined to be
participating in the storyline of literary criticism – the final metafictional frontier.
In the third subchapter of Chapter 10, the second and third storylines of The Ages of
Goodbye finally intersect. Following how the Protagonist's memories of the Mayflower slowly
faded away in the previous subchapter (Ages 240), on the very next page (and in the third
subchapter), the Protagonist “
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” (“met Shaozi in a middle-length novel. Shaozi is the main
character of this novel, a novelist. You meet in a loud, packed bar, a favorite of poets and
novelists. Everyone was smoking, drinking, or chatting there, or like politicians, they were
voicing their opinions about the loneliness and struggles of the literary scene, while proselytizing
their literary ideals” (Ages 241)). In all previous subchapters of the third storyline, its prose
either strictly followed the conventions of literary criticism and was narrated from a third-person
perspective, or it focalized through the perspective of a readerly “You” who observed the ways in
which the Fourth Person analyzed Shaozi's work. This passage marks the first instance where
characters of the third storyline actually gain agency as characters. Crossing over from the
second storyline, the Protagonist finds himself face to face with Shaozi, the author of “The Ages
of Goodbye”, but this time in another text, in a sequence where a collective of novelists and
poets frolic in the space of a bar. In his first foray into an odd and uncertain future represented in
a storyline outside of his own, the Protagonist finds himself in an impossible space, amongst an
impossible collective: “

” (“You and Shaozi

both know that this place is only possible in fiction” (Ages 241)).
Soon enough, the Protagonist is transported to the world of the third storyline again, this
time without equivocation that what is being narrated and created there is his future self. In
Chapter 11, on the night of the Mayflower motel's farewell party, after Uncle Xi carries a
drunken Protagonist back to room #301, he sleepwalks and ends up in Mana's old room, #204.
After he wakes up, two lines of poetry rise from his mind: “
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” (“do not fear loving / for love is a mere dwarf, who casts a long shadow” (Ages
272)). On the next page, in which the third subchapter of the larger Chapter begins, the first line
of the third storyline states that “

、
” “These two lines of poetry appear in Yesterday's

Testament. I mean, a short story you wrote in your later years, titled Yesterday's Testament” (Ages
273)). Along with the Protagonist, we are transported to a distant future where the Protagonist is
old, nearly blind, and a highly accomplished writer. Referring to his two lines of poetry, the
second paragraph of the subchapter discusses how Yesterday's Testament “
” (“successfully emulated the
language and mindset of a younger poet, not knowing that you were citing your creations during
your youth” (Ages 273)). This sentence incontrovertibly connects the Protagonist who is just
waking up after Mayflower farewell party to the “You” who is enjoying his final years as an
aging writer and poet, with no mention of kin or family. Unlike the episode where he meets
Shaozi in the space of another text, the Protagonist is narrated with the critical language of the
third storyline, taking the place of Shaozi as the writer/character under scholarly scrutiny.
Swapped from a collective that was composed a posse of aging prostitutes, the protagonist's
substitution of Shaozi indicates that he is now part of a collective of writers, and their collectivity
consists only of the links generated through writing and criticism. Like receiving a key to the
future that the Protagonist could only receive after sleepwalking into Mana's room, the link to the
future that comes to him in the form of poetry thus reveals, in the totality of the narrative, the full
picture of the queer collective future that Mana made possible: it is one that depicts the act of
writing as a generative act capable of “reproducing” past lives and “producing” the future
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without a reproductive futurist collectivity.
Even in the face of death, the queer futurist collectivity formed by writing stands tall. In
this sense, the queerness conceptualized in The Ages of Goodbyes does not consign itself to
simply being what Lee Edelman sees as the only tangible formation for queerness, its
embodiment in the death drive, a “force of mechanistic compulsion whose formal excess
supersedes any end toward which it might seem to be aimed...[it] refuses identity or the absolute
privilege of any goal” (22). That is to say, Mana's queer intervention not only destroys the
confining shell of the Chinese ethnic – represented by the Mayflower and its symbols of “513” –
but it also nurtures a generative, ecstatic force in the Protagonist. At the end of Chapter 11, we
see how the life of the Protagonist supposedly ends. Gently perched in front of a “

;

P

”

P

(“window facing south in your late years while enjoying the last light of light granted to you by
the heavens above”, the Protagonist's memories of youthful love and loss give him the strength
to write once more as death approaches: “You closed your eyes, and told your assistant nearby:
“Let's get ready, I'm going to write my next piece of fiction now”” (Ages 275)). What this
passage describes can be interpreted as a “last radiance of the setting sun” (

,

huiguangfanzhao) situation, where an individual experiences a brief moment of clarity before
death. For the Protagonist, despite the impossibility of writing his “next piece of fiction”, the act
of writing – both for oneself and for others – and its very potential pushes against the imminence
of death and stretches into an unseen future. Illuminated by the memories of the past, the elderly
Protagonist looks forward to a future in writing; in this instance he inhabits what José Esteban
Muñoz identifies as an “ecstatic time”, a sensation of out-of-selfness that joyfully erupts during
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moments “when one looks back at a scene from one's past, present, or future” (31-32). To write,
then, in the third storyline of The Ages of Goodbyes, is to engage in a practice that is imbued
with what Muñoz calls the utopianism of the queer, which “in the face of the here and now's
totalizing rendering of reality” enables one “to think and feel a then and there” (1). And while
writing may be an intensely individual activity, writing is social in its nature, collective to its
core: it is comprehensible as the work of an individual, and as a property of a collective in a
certain historical moment, created by a language that is not mine, but ours. The queer futurist
collectivity envisioned by The Ages of Goodbyes thus presupposes an open future that can
include but does not actively sponsor reproductive futurity; it is an open community where
writing defines its collectivity. Writing is queer, and it creates queer futures: it is affiliative rather
than filative; writing reproduces ideas and emotions without biology; writing leaves something
for the collective future, without the false assumption that it must progress something to
somewhere, or anything to anywhere.

Futurity, Collectivity, and Postsocialist Time

After laying out two contrasting futurist collectivities for the Chinese in Malaysia, The
Ages of Goodbyes synthesizes them at the novel's end. At the third subsection of Chapter 12, the
third storyline sets the scene for the text's ending by mentioning that a major literary event
occurred “

” (“many many years after you passed away” (Ages

293)). With a long novel called Adieu, a European of Chinese Malaysian descent by the name of
Mariana Du (

, Maliana Du) won a major award, which the “alliances of the

[Malaysian] ruling party took as a great achievement, and the ministry of education implicitly
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declared that this resulted from their implementation of a correct multicultural educational policy
over many years...which culminated today in a “

” (“national-class writer

of the world” in the truest sense” (Ages 293)). First, the death of the Protagonist in this passage
indicates that we have passed into a future beyond the futurity ascribed by Mana's intervention.
Second, the figure of the writer Mariana Du, who is a member of the Chinese Malaysian diaspora
in Europe, combines both aspects of queer and reproductive collectivity: her background points
to the certainty of an immigrant future that seeks upward mobility through moving to the First
World, and her identification as ethnically Chinese Malaysian indicates the continuity of a
reproductive futurist collectivity; her vocation as a writer suggests that the queer, collectivitymaking force of writing is retained and exemplified, even. She combines the best of both future
collectives.
These two strains of collectivities explicated in the text are further synthesized when we
realize that Mariana Du's novel, Adieu, is essentially a re-write of “The Ages of Goodbyes”; the
repetition of reproductive collectivity, and the queer, collectivity-building quality of writing are
now combined into one, suggesting that they are not mutually incompatible. Shi Yalan sees the
appearance of Mariana Du as Li Zishu's affirmation of the infinite potential of storytelling, “even
if the story reaches an end, it still fills the reader with unlimited imagination towards the new
worlds that have quietly being ushered into life” (“Writing of Death” 30). Yet Mariana Du is not
evoked to merely valorize storytelling itself; she serves a critical function. The cultural
intermediaries, who were quick to stake a claim on the cultural capital generated by such an
event by linking what they saw as the “implementation of a correct multicultural educational
policy” with Mariana Du's achievements, show a profound degree of hypocrisy when we
juxtapose their statements with the legacy of Malaysia's New Culture Policy, which, till this day,
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excludes Chinese Malaysian writing from its definition of “national literature”. The ugliness of
the phrase, a “national-class writer of the world”, also showcases the clumsy claim the Malaysian
state tries to make on someone who is clearly a “writer of world literature”: for the shrinking of
the worldliness of Adieu back into the realm of the nation reveals a possessive cultural appetite
that only acknowledges Malaysians of Chinese ancestry when they are no longer Malaysian
nationals, but as immigrants making gains in the First World.
Li's satire is not limited to the Malaysian state, however; she bars no holds against the
Chinese Malaysian literary establishment. The narrator of the third storyline states that since
Adieu was translated into Chinese, because “
” (“it had already won a grand prize in Europe, no one in the local literary scene
dared to comment on whether it was actually good or not” (Ages 293-294)). Here, Li lambasts
the hypocrisy of the Chinese Malaysian literary scene, who slavishly defer to the cultural
authority exhibited in Adieu's “grand prize in Europe”. With this ending, Li not only manages to
synthesize the two types of collectivities in the novel, she also exemplifies the critical capacity of
Sinophone Malaysian literature towards critiquing and questioning the official vision of
Malaysian multiculturalism. What is slightly different here, however, is that Li Zishu also directs
the critical force of literature inwards, to the Sinophone Malaysian literary establishment itself,
urging it to hold itself to the critical standards it directs towards the Malaysian state; the critique
has been therefore, so to speak, “queered” and wrested away from a snug, binary identity that
posits it as simply an oppositional force to official discourse.
The synthesis of The Ages of Goodbyes' reproductive futurist collectivity and queer
futurist collectivitiy shows us yet another collective possibility Li Zishu envisions for Chinese
Malaysia. Through Mariana Du, a character who has finally left the national space of Malaysia
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for good, Li satirizes the Malaysian state's cultural politics and the Sinophone writers' obedience
towards cultural authorities of the First World: she represents a collective future where
individuals simultaneously write, critique, and proliferate. The deployment of such a trope
squarely places Li Zishu in one Sinophone Malyasian strain of authors who blur the line between
the critics and writers, exemplified by the likes of Li Yongping, Choong Yee-voon, and of course,
Ng Kim Chew. Brian Bernards, analyzing the work of Ng Kim Chew, summarizes his take on
Sinophone literature in Malaysia as a “material artifact of forgotten cross-cultural traumas –
forcible racialization, identity erasure, and incomplete assimilation – which can only be partially
recuperated and incorrectly or unfaithfully mimicked, thereby requiring new embellishments and
inventive possibilities” (South Seas 84). Seen from this vantage point, Mariana Du, like Mana,
represents a figure of what Muñoz terms “radical negativity”, someone or something that comes
from the outside, the past, or the future to intervene in an unbearable present, to demonstrate that
other possibilities exist. Therefore, Mariana Du's existence cannot be fully grasped without
taking into account the two active strains of futurist collectivities so carefully constructed and
presented in The Ages of Goodbyes; her privilege of closing the novel is directly derived from the
fact that she is the future, so to speak. Mariana Du symbolizes Li Zishu's attitude towards the
collective future in general, as it is something that can be opened up and brought forth by the act
of saying goodbye.
Mana, the transgendered agent of intervention; Mariana Du, the hybrid of queer and
reproductive collectivities; Liu Lian's baby twins, a repeated history waiting to happen; “You”,
the once and future writer. All characters embody various dimensions of the two strains of
futurist collectivity that have broken through the institution of the Chinese ethnic – represented
by the three-storyline structure of The Ages of Goodbyes. How does Li's vision of collectivity
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measure up against those of the other authors? Unlike the works of Mo Yan and Luo Yijun I
examined in the previous chapters, the relationship between collectives and institutions in Li's
novel greatly differ on two counts. The first difference is that of scale. In Mo Yan's novels, the
collective “people” and its village institution existed on a roughly equal scale, the title of
Northeast Gaomi Township (or Paradise County) neatly demarcating the local space they both
inhabit; in Luo Yijun's work, the collective generation and the school institution (the educational
system) are larger and dispersed over a greater geographic range than the village, but it is
unevenly concentrated in the urban space of Taipei as opposed to the entire surface of Taiwan.
The second difference is that of agency. For both Mo Yan and Luo, the institution is the more
active agent in the collective-institution dyad: the institution's characteristics, dynamics, and
disruptions lead to shifts in the contours of the collectivity it produces.
The collective-institution landscape in Li Zishu's novel has a drastically different shine.
In terms of scale, Li's text features a nationwide institution that does not target everyone in the
nation: the Chinese ethnic is a discriminatory institution that only includes Chinese collectives as
disparate as those from Penang to Kuala Lumpur, and classifies them as potential enemies to
other collectives. The Chinese Malaysian ethnic institution exists in perpetual tension with the
nation-state, rendering it a manipulable and volatile object. When it comes to the differences of
agency, in reverse formation to Mo Yan and Luo Yijun, Li Zishu's ethnic institution is created by
corralling the various Chinese collectives and subsuming them under its banner: the collectives
produce the institution, which in turn keeps the collectives in place, sublating and erasing their
difference. Thus the original shape of collectivity produced in the institution of the Chinese
ethnic appears as if it is identical to what the institution decrees. Which is to say, it presents a
total identification between an institution and its collectivity. Chinese Malaysian collectivity
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therefore becomes whatever the official ethnic policies interpellates it to be.
Against such a whitewashed Chinese Malaysian collectivity, the characters of The Ages of
Goodbyes stake out a space for future modes of being-together – each a different potential model
for collectivity – although they wildly differ from one another. As individual characters touched
by the promises and possibilities of being-together differently, their reach begins to emanate
outside of themselves. While critiquing the heteronormative impulses in recent films, Lee
Edelman noted that the “secular theology” of reproduction and continuity “shapes at once the
meaning of our collective narratives and our collective narratives of meaning” (12). If a
collective, regardless whether it is primarily filiative or affiliative in its composition, is to endure
over a prolonged period – or even to be formed ex nihilo – the replenishment and presence of
new individuals (or new generations) is an implicit requirement. In this sense, all collectives,
even those made of two individuals, imply, to a greater or lesser degree, the active force of
reproductive futurism. Yet the presence of heterosexual reproduction does not dictate that there
queer futures are outside the realm of collectives and their collectivity. José Esteban Muñoz
pushes back against Edelman's “antirelational” formulation of the queer by stating that there is
an “essential need for an understanding of queerness as collectivity” (11). After all, one cannot
be queer alone: one must be queer against, in relation to, or together with someone or something
in the vast ocean of the social. For Muñoz, the utopianism of the queer consists of “multiple
forms of belonging in difference adhere to belonging in collectivity” (20), a form of collectivity
to come that does not merely accept difference, but makes difference as its fundamental principle
of commonality. By embodying both reproductive and queer futurist collectivity, the baby twins,
Mana, “You”, and Mariana Du in The Ages of Goodbyes each implicate a path to a different
collective future, positioned against the post-”513” world of Du Li-an, the decrepit carceral
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space of the Mayflower motel, and the endless maze of Shaozi and the Fourth Person. While they
do not provide a clear picture of their collectivities-to-come, they open a glimpse to what it may
be: the twins, raised by a strong and independent womanly figure, can grow up in a family and
society that is weaning itself off, albeit gradually, of toxic masculinity; Mana and the Protagonist
may never cross paths again, but the memories of her fuel his ecstatic experiences, who writes to
engender more and more possibilities; Mariana Du brings the entire institution of world literature
to bear on not just Chinese Malaysian, but Malaysian imaginations of who belongs within their
national boundaries, when, how, and why.
And so, culturally, with The Ages of Goodbyes, Li Zishu bids adieu to her first decade of
the new millennium, the “chaotic fin-de-siècle” she once considered to be her soundless age of
writing, and looks forward to a new period where the economic and cultural proximity of the
Sinosphere – and the world – increases as other mediums continue to erode the vaunted place the
novel once held in the realm of cultural consumption. Politically, through concocting a narrative
of escape, The Ages of Goodbyes says goodbye to Malaysia's postsocialist time. A time that was
erected on the cadavers of two communist insurgencies with nationalist and anti-colonial roots; a
time characterized by forms of historical animosities distributed and imagined through ethnicity,
as the fallout of the socialist movements; a time that is marked by postcolonial Malaysia's
inability to mitigate and overcome its colonial legacies. Such postsocialist time, haunted by the
socialist past, shares some similarities to the temporality of what Rey Chow deems the “captive
time” of modernity, where “humanity must first be imagined in some form of captivity (some
kind of imprisonment within a condition of barbarism) in order for its putative progress toward a
nonoppressive, civilized state to become credible” (39). Rather than take the emancipatory drive
of such a narrative at face value, Chow understands how such a desire can be easily molded into
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a harmful teleological comparison, where one asserts one's own superiority (or “liberatedness”)
by judging another to be in a state of captivity. The institution of the Chinese ethnic, created and
maintained in Malaysia's postsocialist time (and in extension postsocialist time itself), functions
a little differently: they are both spaces of captivity that aim to indefinitely keep its collective
subjects captive. It is not from some kind of abstract “barbarism” that the Chinese Malaysians
must be lifted out from, but it is rather the sin of daring to instigate two communist insurgencies
– ironically, as an original method out of such captivity – that they must disavow themselves of.
Postsocialist time thus wishes for the indefinite quarantine of its ghosts, by constantly reminding
them that they are failures, impractical, and reprehensible. It can only keep them repressed for so
long. Leaving behind the shackles of the 13 May Incident and all that it has developed into, The
Ages of Goodbyes does not exit postsocialist time by calling for the specters of Marx; it does so
by imagining that there are collective futures, whether reproductive, whether queer, or some
admixture of both. There simply is.
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Conclusion. Burnout, Dysrhythmia, and the Collectivity to-Come

At the end, hounded by hindsight, one compulsively returns to the ways in which the
beginning is theorized as a beginning. For Edward Said, a beginning is an “activity which
ultimately implies return and repetition rather than simple linear accomplishment” (xvii). Mutatis
mutandis, the end, which is also another beginning, brings us back to the first question of the
dissertation. Let me bring it up again: the question that jumpstarted this whole affair about
institutions and collectives, boiled down to its bare bones, is a question about burnout.
Colloquially, burnout connotes fatigue, disappointment, exhaustion and defeat, a bevy of
negative feelings occupying an individual’s mind and body; burnout denotes an inability,
whether temporarily or permanently, to go on with one’s projects. The guiding question was
supposed to be this: how do social movements and collectives often fail to sustain themselves or
ossify their momentum into concrete institutional structures? It is a question that germinated in
the fraught and exciting historical conjuncture at the beginning of the 10s. It is a question that
has yet to be resolved.
The exegesis above covers the sociological and phenomenological aspects of the question.
What fueled my intellectual journey towards exploring the entangled relationship between
collectives and institutions in the literary imagination in the Sinosphere after the watershed event
of the Cultural Revolution, however, was the question’s emotional core: beyond the desire to
understand how the collective-institution dynamic works in fiction – in other words, the search
for a truth-value in the realm of imagination that is perhaps, just perhaps, capable of preventing
the next movement from being as much of a shit-show – the dissertation actually fixated on what
came after the failure of socialist collectivity in emotional, imaginative, and aesthetic forms. In
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other words, the project dealt with the literary imaginary in the aftermath of Chinese socialism –
or, one could say, its burnout. Seen from this angle, “Postsocialist Collectivities” mobilized my
exhaustion in the wake of Occupy as an analogy to understand how a defeat – or a sea change –
as immense as the crumbling and transformation of Chinese socialism would figure in the minds
of writers, regardless of their relationship to it. For the response to a defeat isn’t always an
immediate bounding back, a “let’s try this one more time” sort of tenacity, but often bitter
disappointment, a crippling exhaustion
Much as “Postsocialist Collectivities” is an ex post facto response to the end of Occupy
Wall Street, every author examined here has, over time, put forth answers to the greater zeitgeist
that formed in East and Southeast Asia after the Cultural Revolution. In the three chapters of the
dissertation, I have shown how Mo Yan, Luo Yijun, and Li Zishu each attempted to –
consciously or unconsciously – imagine forms of collectivity as a response to the end of the
Cultural Revolution and the People’s Republic of China’s entry into capitalist modernity, all the
while taking into account the (post)socialist histories specific to their own locales. Emotions and
narrative structures that express burnout towards socialism is directly intimated in Mo Yan;
weariness, exhaustion, loss, and after-the-fact retrospection also characterizes a significant
portion of Luo Yijun and Li Zishu’s representations of collectivity in their work examined
throughout the project. While the dissertation chapters identify how the collective-institution
relationship in each author relates to aesthetic forms they concoct for their novels, as well as the
significance such representations of collectivity bear for their national and transnational contexts,
we need to discuss the similarities in the affective dimensions of these imagined collectivities.
That there is a convergence in the emotional spectrums of burnout – which very intimately trail
the shapes of imagined collectivity – beyond the novelists’ common fixation on the ways in
277

which institutions arrange collective belonging and experience, should come as no surprise.
Concepts capable of sketching the contours of burnout are immanent to the three authors’
texts, since their imagined collectives already functions as vessels and mediums of such
emotions. Out of all three authors, Luo Yijun has given the most thought to the differing
historical experiences in the postsocialist Sinosphere as it is captured in fiction.215 I argue that it
is dysrhythmia, the concept that emerged out of Luo’s descriptions of incongruent feelings
between the individual memory of a generation and the generation’s present state in An Elegy,
functions as the theoretical hinge that unifies and connects the emotions of fatigue, exhaustion,
and burnout in all three authors’ imagination of collectivity. Taking inspiration from the physical
sensation a jet passenger experiences when observing the time discrepancy between one’s origin
and one’s destination, Luo Yijun appropriated dysrhythmia to metaphorize the affective
strangeness of conversing with a deceased Qiu Miaojin in An Elegy, using it to reminisce the
generation they belonged to, when both individuals were still in the realm of the living. A labile
concept, dysrhythmia also describes the disparate experience of class within one’s generation, the
sense that despite inhabiting the temporality of the same generational collective, individuals live
across several incommensurable lines.
The political and economic aspects of dysrhythmia, expanded to the scale of geopolitics and
history in postsocialist East Asia, represents two types of temporal unevenness: first,
dysrhythmia stands for the unevenness within the developmental trajectories of capitalist
modernity, which often manifests itself in the uncanny similarities between locales whose
affiliations with capital have actually differed in degree and kind. Second, dysrhythmia

215

For two other works in which Luo Yijun engages extensively with his father’s mainland roots, see The Moon
Family and The Distance.
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encapsulates the temporal unevenness of the experience of socialism under the postsocialist
condition. It marks how ideologies and practices of socialism emerge and recede across
geographies synchronically: therefore, from the novels examined in this project, it can be said
that in the late 1980s, postsocialist dysrhythmia is embodied in the coterminous existence of
nostalgia for socialism in the PRC, Taiwan’s repression of and haunting by the memories of its
earlier socialist movements in the twentieth century, both which exist simultaneously with
Malaysia’s collective sigh of relief in 1989 when the Chinese-led communist insurgencies in
Malaya and Sarawak surrendered. All three locales refer to the same proper name, “socialism”,
in this time period, but they are not remotely referring to the same thing.
Nostalgia, haunting, and animosity: these are the three chief emotional vectors Mo Yan, Luo
Yijun, and Li Zishu have conjured in the postsocialist Sinophone novel as they explore the
possible forms and ways of being-together. While they differ from one another and imply
varying responses to socialism in their shared and particular contexts, these emotions are all
nonetheless distinctively structured after the fact of something in addition to the afterlives of
socialism tackled in their novels. Realizing that certain horizons of no return have been crossed
(always in hindsight), Mo Yan, Luo, and Li’s novels endlessly gaze backwards to the irrevocable
times and spaces contained in those horizons, even as the narratives must push forth to usher in
the dawn of new collectivities. Such is the way dysrhythmia organizes the emotional contours of
the collective imaginaries in all three cases: through a perplexing sensation of thinking and
feeling the past – its memories, its collective formations, its cultural signifiers – as an absent
presence intensely coexisting with the here and now.
The unreachable horizon that Mo Yan’s two novels, Red Sorghum and The Garlic Ballads,
continue to gaze toward is the most obvious: the pre-1976 days of Chinese socialism. Red
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Sorghum’s nostalgia for this era is redressed as a mythological past; this is complemented by a
burning anger against the current Chinese 1980s in in The Garlic Ballads. Nostalgia implies
dissatisfaction in the present, a feeling juxtaposed against an actual or idealized past; anger,
while seemingly unrelated to nostalgia, doubles as the eruption point of frustration in the present,
which in turn feeds into the intensity of nostalgia. When read in sequence, the two emotions
mapped over the two novels mutually strengthen their respective qualities, but in a way that
keeps their boundaries intact. The Garlic Ballads contains little nostalgia, and formally, it
appears to be rebuilt from the ground up with its adaptation of critical realism. It is as if the total
destruction of Gaomi in Red Sorghum was not enough, as if the author had to wipe it off the map
and start anew with Paradise County, whose failed rebellion also leaves it in tatters: in these texts
there are only events and aftermaths, and the events always consist of a defeat that is revisited by
the narrator from a future temporality. Dysrhythmia in Mo Yan, then, consists of a narratorial
obsession that alludes to and reimagines socialist history while simultaneously fixating on the
defeat of the text’s own collectives. This is an emotional dysrhythmia that most explicitly
conveys the experience of writing in a postsocialist place: one looks back at a different era which
has since been negated, again and again and again, fully knowing that one cannot go back.
On a formal level, Mo Yan’s dysrhythmia is manifested in the stark discontinuity between
the way social worlds and their collectives are represented across his novels, a feature that in turn
gestures to the PRC’s revolutionary history. From the establishment of the People’s Republic in
1949, to the sanctioned, institutionalized revolt of Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution, and now
the constant “revolutions” of capital in the post-reform era, such a series of “revolutions”
inadvertently reveal a grand symptom: as long as socialism continues to think of revolution as a
clean break into the future and the wiping clean of the slates, it stays firmly within the grasp of
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capital’s revolutions, which demands constant renewal for the constant generation of surplus. A
revolution cannot forego the feelings of dysrhythmia, an openness to the sense that the past is
never quite past.
In contrast to Mo Yan, who came to age as China’s golden age of socialism came to a close,
Luo Yijun is too young to have directly experienced Taiwan’s postsocialist zeitgeist par
excellence – that of Chiang Kai-shek’s White Terror regime at its worst. Luo’s writerly
generation occupied a particularly ambiguous place in Taiwan’s literary history: its members
were too young to have written and rebelled against the Guomindang during the party’s most
dictatorial years, and too established and distanced from the woes of the post-2008, postrecession precariat. The young Luo Yijun who wrote “A Roll of Film” in the late 1980s had
already witnessed the end of Martial Law in 1987, and the further repealing of the Temporary
Provisions Effective During the Period of Communist Rebellion (

,

dongyuan kanluan shiqi linshi tiaokuan) in 1991. The Luo Yijun who wrote An Elegy in 2001
was edging towards his mid-thirties, his generation slowly weaning off the excitement of
Taiwan’s democratization and two presidential elections. Although not as wealthy as the “fourthgraders” before them, as members of the middle class Luo’s “fifth-graders” amassed a decent
amount of wealth, something increasingly difficult for their successors to achieve. Effectively,
Luo’s generation existed in an anomalous state in comparison to their predecessors’ and
successors’ social, political, and economic conditions.
Sandwiched between two writerly generations, one for whom socialism is figured as the
enemy and one for whom democratic socialism is potentially seen as an alternative, it is no
wonder that for the Luo Yijun of “A Roll of Film”, repressed socialism can only appear
throughout the text as phantasms: Luo’s accounts of White Terror are disembodied and
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incoherent precisely because of his belatedness, as the subject has already been written by
generations before him, in a socialist realist style via Chen Yingzhen (

), or through

postmodern pastiche by his teacher Zhang Dachun. This belated position – in relation to
Taiwan’s history and literary history – propelled Luo to turn inward, to explore his own
generation’s experiences. By the time An Elegy was written, Luo realized that the collectivity of
his generation, conditioned and created by the school institution, hangs on the thin thread of
memory: a sense of loss which is mostly but not entirely generated by the death of Qiu Miaojin
permeates the novel, pointing towards the impossibility of the generational collective. If Luo was
not fully self-aware of his generation’s ambiguous positioning in “A Roll of Film”, he sees it
lucidly by An Elegy: always tracing backwards in time, Luo’s “I” narrator is haunted by the
dysrhythmia of loss, constantly searching for that one – or multiple – horizon of memory whose
un-crossing would perhaps fix or explain everything in the present, all the while fully conscious
of the futility of the act. Moreover, this haunting dysrhythmia of loss, which invests a lot of
narratorial space on analepses, also points to a distrust of structures, grand narratives, and
institutions. Even as the new seeds of an affiliative, horizontal collective unlike the generation
has been planted by the end of An Elegy, this new collective does not have an institution; it does
not have a skeletal structure for its members to build upon, nor a ground on which the collective
and its institution can grow in tandem. But for Luo Yijun, whose entrapment in a dysrhythmia of
loss also signifies the difficulty of escaping from of the immanent horizon constructed by the
generationaliy of the “graders” in Taiwan, any new beginning is an aperture that opens onto light,
illuminating things yet to be seen, felt, and lived. Breaking the hold of generational collectivity
in Taiwan ultimately means to let go of the Republic Calendar, a temporal archive that not only
marks the defeat and separation from the PRC, but also one that is inherently obsessed about
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such a defeat and separation; it also gestures to an openness, a willingness to let the traumas and
repressions of socialism come to the surface in a postsocialist world, to redress and reconsider
what they can enact today.
Only in Li Zishu does the dysrhythmia between the volatile present and the nostalgic past
culminate in an explicitly future-oriented vision. The three-tiered narrative structure of Li’s The
Ages of Goodbyes, reconsidered in the historical timeframe of “postsocialist” Malaysia, can be
thus understood: the first narrative, the microhistorical sketch of the character Du Li-an’s life
from the late 60s to the early 90s, represents a naturalized version of the Chinese ethnic that is
produced by the segregationist policies implemented after the 13 May Incident of 1969. It
imagines and simulates a period where external animosity towards the Chinese, whether it
originates from communist movements or ethnic clashes, cordons the Chinese ethnic into a space
that appears to enjoy internal harmony – the frequent mentions of dishes, Hong Kong films, and
Cantonese pop music, all contribute to the first narrative’s nostalgia for this period.
Against this nostalgia, the second and third narratives in The Ages of Goodbyes resist the
first narrative through more metafictional styles and setting themselves in different historical
periods. The second storyline, that of the “I” Protagonist and the Mayflower motel, is set in an
unspecified era but whose references to news events and the ubiquity of fast-food chains suggest
contemporary times. Unlike the first narrative, the second narrative’s bildungsroman form pushes
against its very settings: by employing the dilapidated Mayflower motel as a symbol of the
Chinese ethnic institution constructed and maintained by the Malaysian state, the Protagonist
represents the Chinese Malaysian desire to de-segregate and reach out – something that could
only fully begin after the communists’ surrender in 1989. Sinophone Malaysian literary criticism,
the subject of the third narrative, appears at first to occupy a timeless space. It is not until it
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features the second narrative’s Protagonist – both as a writer and an old man in the days to come
– towards the end, that we see the future as its true domain: it imagines a “queer” futurity where
activities (writing), not identities (ethnicity) are the key criterion in the formation of collectivity.
By looking backward to the nostalgia of the first narrative – the long-traversed horizon in which
a false sense of ethnic security is co-constitutive with the animosity surrounding it – through the
vantage points of the second and the third, Li’s novel does not lament or dwell on the
dysrhythmia between a nostalgia-filled historical re-imagination and the relentless march into the
future. Rather, such dysrhythmia is the constitutive condition of a future-oriented collectivity:
one looks back to acknowledge, not deny, the certain valences of a period in the hopes of moving
towards a future. With The Ages of Goodbyes, Li Zishu thus bids farewell to Malaysia’s
postsocialist temporality where socialist history forms a shackle for both the Chinese and other
ethnicities. This is not to say that Malaysia can exit, before everyone else, the global postsocialist
condition that is characterized by the victory of capitalist modernity, but instead, that the literary
imaginaries like that of Li’s suggest that a space for grasping Malaysia’s own socialist history
can and must exist.
For all three authors, then, the emotions generated by dysrhythmia are not ends in and of
themselves: they accompany the efforts to imagine new collectivities, no matter such efforts
succeeded or failed. Like the gradual recovery of jet lag upon arrival in a new destination,
dysrhythmia does not merely designate a physical, emotional, and intellectual feeling of
discrepancy, but also the eventual fading away of that feeling. So although dysrhythmia operates
in moments where expectations are subverted, such as when a Taiwanese leftist, thinking that
intellectuals on the mainland would return to Marx for clues about their present, is shocked to
discover that they are more infatuated with liberalism – it also opens up chance to have a
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dialogue about why the Taiwanese person is more interested in Marxism when the Chinese
intellectual has long disavowed it. Dysrhythmia thus pinpoints the inevitably diffuse and
divergent relationships collectives, literary or social, share with any set of ideas and their
practices even as said collectives partake in the same temporal realm (what we observe as
calendrical time), and the ways in which such idealisms – even if and especially when they claim
to be materialist in nature – variously materialized on the beachhead of history. For socialism and
its current life as postsocialism, then, dysrhythmia points out the impossibility of a univocal
narrative of such a history, even if particular histories can find angles of comparison, engage in
dialogues with one another, and commensurate their differences; for time in lived history is not
and cannot be a flat circle that endlessly refers back to itself, because time is always out of joint
– uneven.
Through the concept of dysrhythmia, I have articulated how Mo Yan, Luo Yijun, and Li
Zishu organized the disparate emotions of after-the-factness – ranging from nostalgia, anger, and
loss to repression, animosity, and anticipation – indispensable to their imaginations of
collectivity. While all three authors have no illusions that whatever is left across the receding
horizons they gaze backwards to can be regained, the ride itself is not toll-free: the burnout and
exhaustion from having to take a long, hard look at the past before moving on leaves its traces in
the collective formations they conjure. Mo Yan’s collectives seen in Northeast Gaomi Township
and Paradise County embody a passionate, dionysian drive to celebrate the sheer vitality of life:
the two collectives fail to germinate a coherent politics and implode – corralled and clamped
down by the new village institution – from internal contradictions and external pressures. In Luo
Yijun’s work, a new collective unlike the generation could be conceived only after the death of a
fellow traveler – something that only begins to be consolidated by the end of An Elegy, a belated
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beginning that has nonetheless begun, but after heavy emotional expenditures. Likewise, for Li
Zishu’s The Ages of Goodbyes, it takes trudging through the first narrative of nostalgia – which is
entirely subordinated to the second and third narratives – one without any emotional payoff in
terms of plot, to arrive at the gates of the future contained within the other two storylines; yet the
futurist collective has no idea what to do with Du Li-an’s lifeworld, the simulated past of
Chinese Malaysia, other than to contain it within the intradiegetic text-object called “The Ages of
Goodbyes”.
If these features of the collectives created by Mo Yan, Luo Yijun, and Li Zishu are taken as
an indication, seismographically – as the artwork’s descriptive capability to track historical
patterns and trends – the texts by the three authors represent a thinking about collectives that is
nuanced but rather pessimistic, tinged with the fatigue of hindsight and burnout. These are
moods not unlike what Nancy Fraser has identified as the central affective characteristic of the
global postsocialist condition, that of a “skeptical mood or structure of feeling that marks the
post-1989 state of the Left” (1). Neither one of their new collective formations aspire to the lofty
heights of socialist utopias, nor do they appear to be corrupted or irredeemably flawed in any
essential manner: for Mo Yan especially, it is not the collectivity of his “people” that consign
themselves to self-destruction and failure, but the fatal conjoining of the collective with an evershifting village institution that is connected to the forces of capital. But neither are they
inherently good. Hounded by the dysrhythmia between the present and the past that has receded
beyond the horizon (as well as the end of Chinese socialism embodied in the failure of the
Cultural Revolution), all three authors present collective imaginaries that are rather consistent
with what can be thought in the world after socialism; none of them subscribe to the fantasy that
a “good collective” – often a euphemism for a perfect, or utopian collective whose self286

perpetuation would go on indefinitely, harmoniously – could exist, and that it should exist.
Is this to say that the collectives in Mo Yan, Luo Yijun, and Li Zishu’s works only possess
seismographic veracity, but nothing in the way of Delphic augury? While none of the authors
attempt to paint a full picture of what their emergence collectives may look like in their novels,
the most important Delphic feature in their work is the suggestion that new forms of collectivity
are necessary, and that they may already be blooming amongst us. That Luo Yijun can
confidently suggest that a new, horizontal collectivity can be thought of through a deceased Qiu
Miaojin, whose gender, sexuality, and experiences greatly differ from him, suggest the potential
of such a collective through its very enactment in the text; that Li Zishu can proclaim that a
futurist queer collectivity formed through writing need not reproduce, beget anything, nor answer
to anything outside of itself and the future it looks forward to, is also a testament to the tenacity
and forward-projecting capabilities of the novel form itself. In the yet-unseen domain of
collectivities-to-come, there is one thing for sure: the act of writing, and the imaginative, worldcreating powers it entails, will surely accompany the new collectivities as they unfold before our
eyes.
As bodily dysrhythmia fades with the passing of time, so does the crippling sensation of
burnout. The end of burnout signals towards another beginning, whence the critic, in Said’s
words, “begins each work as if it were a new occasion. His beginning, as much as any modern
writer’s beginning, takes up a subject in order to begin it, keep it going, create it” (11). A surefire
way to take a step into this “new occasion” would be to search for lingering, and perhaps,
impossibly lofty and unanswered questions that arise from the old happenstance. For each
chapter of “Postsocialist Collectivities” raises new questions about collectivity that are
unforeseen and un-foreclosed by the answers provided herein. Mo Yan’s depictions of
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unsustainable, primitive, romantic formations of collectivity brings up the question whether it is
possible to think of such kinds of collectivity to its very logical completion without slipping into
the valences of fascism. Is there a way to think of and represent provincial, local belongings not
as some precursor to an exclusivist ethnonationalism, but to something opening and inclusive?
Or are such attempts always already prey towards larger, more powerful institutional structures
that co-opt them into service or outright suppress them? For Luo Yijun’s budding horizontal
collectivity, one must persist on the question of a new institution that accommodates such
collectivity: without the spatial and temporal organization of the school institution, what
institution is capable of directing the movement of bodies, adjacent to one another, to create
something more than what Jean-Paul Sartre calls “seriality”? Immediate knee-jerk answers may
gesture towards platforms such as social media, the space of the café, or even the functioning of
the market, but these answers imply a deep entanglement with biopolitics under capitalism,
which casts a long shadow over the liberatory potential of Luo’s collective. Li Zishu’s futurist
queer collectivity brushes up against the question of multiplicity: other than the negation of
identities and the practices of writing, what are some other criteria of admission into such a
collective? Is Li putting too much faith into the collectivity-forming powers of writing, and in
extension, language itself? Is it possible to conceive of and represent a kind of collectivity that
does not contain a degree of linguistic proximity amongst its members?
Rising out of the settled ground of the dissertation, these questions and the conflicts they
entail, to a certain extent, have already been manifested in the ongoing history of contemporary
Sinophone writing. For the mutual intelligibility – or, the collectivity – between Mo Yan, Luo
Yijun, and Li Zishu as Sinophone writers consists of a fundamental split in their written and
spoken languages. They do not require a common level – or even the possession – of Mandarin
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in order to communicate at all. All they need is a written script that is malleable and endlessly
recombinatory, a technology that enables them to communicate soundlessly. Yet this literary
convergence, through the “institution” of the Sinophone, simultaneously exists with the
competitive elements in the current configuration of the Sinosphere. Competition (and
collaboration) on economic, political, military, and cultural levels suffuse the geopolitical
phenomena between all Sinitic language countries and populations, whose differences often far
outstrip their commonalities. A broader definition of the Sinosphere, where nations such as
Korea, Japan, and Vietnam were also partners, would only include more nodes of conflict into
our vision. Perhaps there is a way in which the collectivity of writers, channeled through the
institution of the Sinophone, is not really epiphenomenal or correlational to the happenings of the
Sinosphere. This is not to say that their relationship is ahistorical or transhistorical, but that it
simply represents an actually existing alternative collectivity, as weak and as small as it is, that
refuses to subscribe to the geopolitical ebbs and flows of our postsocialist condition. And even if
the authors do succumb, as a collective, texts do not easily give in – texts resist.
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