CHAPTER

Failure and Identity

HOW OFTEN DO WE think of cultural humiliation and failure as strengths?
What is our commitment to ideality such that we are continually bound to
the desire for sovereignty in theories of culture, agency, colonial history, and
nationalism? To examine what this ideality actually forgoes in consideration
of cultural differences and history, this book is about failure, and the insistence
and vicissitudes of its articulation. It places failure in a cultural context that
gave rise to nationalism, race, and literary modernity in late nineteenth- and
twentieth-century China, a period of struggle for cultural survival and at-
tempted revitalization.

Despite the rich cultural history of nationalism, it has often been divided
in focus between literature, history, political science, and international stud-
ies. Generally more attuned to the political culture mobilized by nationalism,
political scientists emphasize its state and ideological formations as shaped by
institutions and international conflicts. Literary scholars, on the other hand,
reinvest the category of nationalism with the broader significance of cultural
agency and prefer to examine “nation,” its ideological suffix suspended, as a
nexus for competing narratives of culture, power, and discourse.

An understanding of not only the historicity but also the figurations of
nationalism, however, demands a new, interdisciplinary approach toward
how we conceptualize the relationship between nationalism and cultural
identities. In many ways, this requires a greater conceptual spectrum for an-
alyzing how individuals operate contrary to their professed motives and how
that in itself may be the desired goal. The central issues underlying this proj-
ect span theories and studies of elite and popular literature, cultural and in-
tellectual history, nationalism, race, and sexuality. To begin, I turn to two
political incidents that have constituted the main focus for interpreting na-
tionalism in modern China in recent times.
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Perceiving National Injury

Shortly before America’s war in Iraq began in 2003, the Chinese government
made a less dramatic gesture to the U.S. ambassador to Beijing: The address
of the Chinese embassy in Baghdad was provided to prevent another unex-
pected bombing, as happened in Belgrade in 1999.! This recalled one of the
most contentious events in Sino-American relations in recent years. The
“tragic accident” during the NATO-led war in former Yugoslavia brought
on a new wave of nationalism and anti-Americanism in China. It sparked
protests and demonstrations across the country as well as in Hong Kong and
Taiwan. In what was the largest protest after the Tiananmen Square incident
in 1989, protesters wearing white headbands—used in mourning—wept as
they held up the photos of three Chinese killed in the bombing. Slogans such
as “Down with U.S. imperialism,” “Stop American aggression,” ““Abolish
NATO,” and “NATO Nazis” were uttered in anger and outrage. Student
banners called for “the descendants of the (legendary) Yellow Emperor” to
_rally to China’s defense. Another banner read, “The Chinese People Cannot
Be Bullied.” The scale of the incident, perceived as a “barbaric act” perpe-
trated by the American imperialists, finds its culminating expression in the
protesters’ retaliatory demand: “Blood debts must be paid in blood.”

The sentiments behind these slogans are not unfamiliar to us and, as we
will see, go back to the emergence of nationalistic culture in the late nine-
teenth century. In the precarious balance between domination and victim-
ization, the perceived first- and third-world divide in the contemporary
world often invokes the equation of hegemony with military might. Claims
of injustice and national sovereignty impinge directly on feelings of outrage
touched off by acts of injury. The appeal to the “Yellow Emperor,” the
mythical founder of Chinese civilization invented by twentieth-century na-
tionalistic rhetoric, underscores the utility of cultural and racial origins in
bolstering an injured national identity. In a similar way, the idea of blood re-
taliation, inciting a more primordial sense of ethnic strife, brings honor into
the picture as a true stake, as the Chinese are seen as being pushed and “bul-
lied” into a position of self-defense. Whereas civilization lays claim to supe-
riority, and barbarism to inferiority, here the dichotomy is reversed to shame
the superior party with barbarism and honor the inferior with civility.2

In the polarized verbal arena of winners and losers, it is difficult to say
which runs deeper: an already deep-seated skepticism toward a perceived
Western colonial power or an inherently passionate allegiance to China’s
sovereignty. The difficulty, indeed, lies in the fact that the two are often not
distinguishable. Antiforeignism has always served as a sure catalyst in con-
solidating national and ethnic communities. Professions of national sover-
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eignty occur most passionately with injuries done by perceived outsiders.
The familiar political castigation of “traitor to the Han people” (hanjian), for
example, a figure prominently despised in twentieth-century China as a
name for those who collaborated with foreigners or the Manchu and Japa-
nese governments against the Han Chinese, reflects a relatively recent choice
of ethnicized national identity. It emphasizes the greater crime of betraying
an inner unity over that committed by foreign perpetrators. An earlier figu-
ration can be found in the more general idea of “fawning to the outside”
(meiwai), a frequent description in the late nineteenth century of obsequious
behavior toward Westerners. The shift from an unspecified “outside” to an
inside “traitor” corresponds to the turn of nationalism from general xeno-
phobia to conscientious citizenship based on a shared allegiance.

Often, rhetorical recourse to the sanctity of national sovereignty indicates
an identity already in distress rather than a self~image of invincibility. Even
though official propagations of nationalism usually present a robust picture
of innate legitimacy naturalized by great destinies and favored by teleologi-
cal world systems, they are often extrapolated from a cultural milieu of de-
spair and turmoil. In this way, claimed national injuries, rather than the
atrocities committed by foreign perpetrators, have much to reveal about the
complex problem of nationalism itself: its intents, passions, and embedded-
ness in an operating cultural context in which the expression of nationalism
is but part of a larger process of creating cultural identities.

Sociological and historical studies of nationalist movements and conflicts
often privilege the significance of institutional and state forces over the cul-
tural in the making of national allegiances.® Nationalism is usually under-
stood as a state-imposed ideology, reinforced by ethnicized affinity, and
mostly examined for its instrumental use for particular political ends. In cases
in which nationalism is considered a product of culture, the latter is usually
relegated to a mobilized rather than mobilizing status. The fact of national-
ism has become such an indispensable pillar for claims of sovereignty in the
modern world that inquiries into its making often end up reinforcing rather
than challenging its ramifications in cultural life. Military intelligence, polit-
ical profiles, and occasional cinematic graces of the media, accompanied by
crash-course segments on the people, geography, and history of a particular
country during times of political crises, signal to us that the knowledge of
other people’s cultures becomes relevant only on the occasion of political
conflicts. We give much less attention to how concepts such as national sov-
ereignty, nationalism, and racial identity and violence grow out of particu-
lar cultural contexts layered with historical memories and antagonisms that
fuel the emotional resolve of the “nation.”
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The cultural sensibilities that shape the specific passions of nationalism can
benignly form a community in peace or, more likely, incite violent hatred
for others. Their centrality in any given culture does not come to the fore
only during times of war and violent confrontations, even though those oc-
casions tend most to remind us of their grave importance. “Where does na-
tionalism come from?” is not a question about origins but, rather, one that
reflects our incessant puzzlement over why its continually resurfacing pres-
ence today should surprise us. Globalization has not diminished but only
brought into starker relief the intensity of the claims of “nation” and ethnic-
ity. In an era of promised technological communicability between cultural
localities, the desire for separate and, in many cases, incommensurable ways
of life and identities has not faded. The insistent and violent will for ethnic
and cultural difference as markers of identities persists amid visions of new
world order. It would seem that cultural differences are more often reduced
and misunderstood than successfully communicated beyond political needs.

Recognizing this, it is timely to rethink our understanding of nationalism
and the possibilities for cultural differences when the difficulty of establish-
ing common grounds is the norm rather than the exception. Already an is-
sue in nineteenth-century China, the problem of making legible national in-
tentions in an international framework was central to the efficacy of foreign
affairs, increasingly defined by “diplomacy.” Reviving the issue in a more
modern setting, the diplomatic aftermath of the aircraft collision near Hainan
Island in 2001 illustrates the importance of the problem in the context of
contemporary Chinese nationalism. Following closely on the heels of the
embassy bombing, the collision of a U.S. EP-3 surveillance plane with a
Chinese fighter aircraft quickly focused on how to acknowledge culpability
in a way that would be acceptable to both the United States and China. The
choice of language was carefully scrutinized. This was an awkward negotia-
tion between not only the two governments but also the Chinese govern-
ment and its populace, some of whom saw the government as taking a con-
ciliatory approach toward the United States. President Bush and Secretary
of State Colin Powell were reportedly “very sorry” that the incident oc-
curred and that the American plane entered Chinese airspace and landed
without verbal clearance.* The Chinese propaganda chiefs agonized over the
dozens of different ways one can translate sorry into Chinese. In the ensuing
months, the wording changed from the initial yihan, which can convey a
dismissive kind of regret, to baogian, an apology that does not really admit to
culpability. China had originally demanded that America agree to the use of
daogian, which admits guile. By the time the letter of apology was published,
however, very sorry became shen biao qianyi, which means a “deep expression
of apologetic intents.”
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The emphasis on apology in addressing international conflicts is in itself
interesting. The extent to which an admission of guilt corresponds to right-
ing a wrong is a question that has recently received much attention in dis-
cussions of human rights, war responsibility, and political restitution. One
scholar argues that the political importance in maintaining a framework of
morality with room for adaptation to different cultural contexts demon-
strates a new and promising course in building an international community.>
Apologies show a willingness to engage historical injustices that is crucial for
communal healing and overcoming. Even though this is true, the optimism
invested in a global morality, the adaptability of which is based on “vague-
ness and voluntarism,” may be overstated.® The guilty can initiate a forum
inviting victims to come forth; however, the reverse is not often the case. In
many ways, discussions of guilt are a luxury allowed by political stability and
confidence such that one can afford admitting to a wrong, the egregiousness
of which, in all likelihood, can be tangibly compensated for through eco-
nomic means.

The idea of guilt, however, has a much more complex range of expres-
sions in cultural life and sensibilities than these particular forums for interna-
tional justice could account for. In the two incidents I have described, for
example, guilt lies entirely with the perceived perpetrator. The focus on in-
tent in deriving an apology and locating culpability seems to downplay other,
more sensitive questions. Some reports claimed that Americans bombed the
embassy intentionally.” Although this claim may support China’s entitlement
to an apology, this does not seem to have been the point. Intentionality was
never doubted by the Chinese.

Occupying the premise of the controversy is the insistence that any com-
pensation, short of blood, cannot be the right compensation for this injury.
Here we have a preference for the abstract and unquantifiable measure of the
act, as opposed to something for which a proper compensation may be de-
sired and negotiated. The externalized outrage, as long as it is not appeased,
enables a persuasive expression and assertion of national and racial solidarity.
Embracing injury and humiliation stirs a profound passion and coalesces
with the love for one’s nation. On the wall of the Hainan University dining
hall during the detainment of the U.S. spy plane, a large banner read, “Wipe
Out Our National Humiliation / Severely Punish the American Military.” Is
one to assume that national humiliation, an assault to one’s national pride,
can be redressed only through retaliatory violence? Does the condition of
humiliation sustain one’s right to call for another’s injury in turn? Or can we
understand the degree of the humiliation only by the violence we retroac-
tively commit in its name?

The two disputes with the American military have provided the main fo-
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cus for interpreting Chinese nationalism from the outside in recent years.
We cannot fully understand the questions they raise, however, if we were to
examine only the rupturing moment of nationalism without a deeper grasp
of its cultural impetuses. One of the most overlooked dimensions of claimed
national injury is that the claim of victimization reserves, among other
things, the right to retaliatory violence. Even if only in theory, the idea that
injury demands injury in turn reinforces the position of the disempowered
with the passions of vengeance. The claim of injury does not always have as
its exclusive preoccupation the original cause of distress. Instead, the posi-
tion of suffering itself generates something more intimate to the building of
collective identity. More tangibly, it comes to acquire particular social and
political leverage that makes it attractive to hold on to positions of victim-
hood. In this sense, in emphasizing guilt and social redress as important tools
for building dialogues between cultures and nations, we neglect the possi-
bility that the persistence of the conflict may come hand in hand with its
productiveness for maintaining a certain cultural and national identity.

In the absence of such an inquiry, historians have found claims of victim-
ization bafHing. That victimization could offer a “peculiar source of pride”
or become a “badge of honor” has led to the conclusion that there is an in-
creasing professionalization and commercialization of victimhood.® One ob-
server remarks on the trend of competing for historical injustices, such as re-
ferring to the Nanjing massacre as the “forgotten Holocaust of World War IT”
or reducing the Asian American experience to Amy Tan’s Joy Luck Club.
Another historian of China understands this as a reflection of China’s self-
fashioning into a “professional victim.”? In a different context, Anthony
Appiah sees in the claim of victimhood a strategy for identity building
motivated by the fear of the “shallowness” of one’s relatively trauma-free
identity.'" In these cases, the position of the victimized is utilized to claim an
otherwise undeserved cultural recognition. Instead of being tied to acts that
directly engender victims, victimhood becomes a fashioned or strategized
identity. Concerned that claims of suffering, lacking authenticity, are just a
different way of competing for recognition in identity politics, these ob-
servers focus on the derivative aspect of victimization and deplore what they
see as diluting the distinctiveness of historical injustices.'!

Whether historical injustices are distinct, however, poses a question sep-
arate from why people claim victimization. Victimization results from dif-
ferent kinds of injustice and abuse and does not in itself argue for the just or
unjust recognition of that injury. It does, however, present the state of suf-
fering as being entitled to some kind of compensation. To consider that
claim less authentic or derivative misses the reasons for which that position
of injury would be socially or culturally desirable. The growing pervasive-
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ness of the phenomenon can perhaps be better understood not as a kind of
deplorable opportunism but as an important discursive frame for cultural and
national narratives. In ways this book shall examine, victimization does not
need to be continually attached to a historically real injury to claim and act
on authenticity. Victimization is not only empowering in a framework of in-
ternational justice that mediates processes of restitution; as seen in the
Hainan Island incident, the embrace of victimization can shape cultural pas-
sions for national and racial identities. It integrates historical humiliations,
such as colonial subjugation, into a resilient narrative of self-invention.
Rather than glorified sovereignty, the consecration of humiliation is intrin-
sic to tales of nation building and national identity, especially for those
claiming to recover from fallen status.'?

It would perhaps be more useful to think of victimization not as something
new to historical injustices but rather as a modality of cultural identity. Hu-
miliation can be both a response to injury inflicted by another party and the
preserving stake of a cultural claim. In the context of twentieth-century
China, how this might work as a cultural experience generating specific pas-
sions—benign and violent—and nationalistic and racial ideologies is the
subject of this book. The challenge is to provide an account of victimization
and suffering not as beleaguered conditions but as terms enabling the articu-
lation of a persistent identity. Rather than take victimization as something
that must be sanctified with authenticity, one might consider it in its versa-
tility. In this way, one might avoid the problem of privileging some claims of
victimization as real and authentic, thereby dismissing others as more oppor-
tunistic or even vulgar. We may not always be morally equipped to judge the
intrinsic worth of victimization, but we can consider how it operates within
a cultural and historical frame as a way of mobilizing the power of identity.

This task bears intimately on a study of Chinese nationalism, culture, and
literature, as well as on issues of multiculturalism, ethnonationalism, and the
constitution of individual identities, extending well beyond the specific lo-
cus of this inquiry. This study of the formation of modern Chinese identity
in its national, racial, and cultural configurations recasts these problems in
the frame of “failure.” Against our usual conceptions of self-determination,
sovereignty, and fulfilled identities, Failure, Nationalism, and Literature: The
Making of Modern Chinese Identity examines the formation of nationalism, ra-
cial identity, and literature during the crucial period of nation building in
China from 1895 to 1937.

Out of a real political failure marked by imperial decline, military defeats,
foreign occupations, and infelicitous reforms, a different order of failure
emerged in the late nineteenth century. The rhetoric of failure incorporated
defeat into a narrative of resilience. Inaugurated by the tumultuous history
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of late imperial and Republican China, failure elaborates on historicity
through a rhetorical mode of overcoming and regeneration. This discursive
propensity becomes the most productive and pervasive mode of cultural self-
perception during the crucial period of nation building. Occasioned by his-
torical crises but worked over by a cultural desire for survival, failure is a
modality for overcoming that does not rely on simple triumph as its goal.
National narratives are not always committed to a vision of success. The ex-
ceptionality of failure in the ideal scheme of sovereignty is what paradoxi-
cally holds ultimate sway over the cultural imaginary.

The idea of failure encompasses the range of cultural, political, rhetori-
cal, and literary maneuvers that seek to repair a damaged sense of “nation”
and “self” during these formative decades of great turmoil, conflict, and un-
certainty. Conceptions of race, nation, and culture developed their own nar-
ratives and definitions of a modern Chinese cultural identity. The force of
this imperative toward the formation of a modern identity was an impera-
tive unparalleled at this time of westernization, imperialism, and the disin-
tegration of the old social order. Nation was perceived as a much-needed
political entity in a new era of globalization. The idea of race (minziu)—
which means both “nation” and “race” in Chinese—acquired a more pre-
cise definition through appeals to evolution and positioning the “yellow
race” in relation to “white race.” In the cultural imagination, literary mo-
dernity was expressed through the construction of new cultural identities,
such as the “New Woman” and the “Chinese national character,” as well as
through the combination of Western narrative forms with the Chinese ver-
nacular tradition of the novel. All three developments, however, coincided
in their expressions of unease toward the viability of a declining Chinese civ-
ilization. They enabled points of tension and divergence where interpreta-
tions of race, nationalism, culture, and imperialism took different courses in
the making of a nation’s destiny. The unease grew into an insistence on the
relentless self-examination of China’s weaknesses. It founded multiple nar-
ratives of cultural resilience within the experience of an oppression as pro-
ductive as it was involuntary.

Nation, Race, and Literature in China, 1895—1937

In a volume titled We Spit on That Kind of Chinese, contributors from
China as well as overseas Chinese are brought together to scrutinize self-
representations of Chinese. In their opinions, these images have distorted and
disgraced Chinese culture and identity.'* Among the objects of criticism are
the dissident Wei Jingsheng and producer Su Xiaokang of the controversial
television series Heshang (River elegy) in the late 1980s that, in its open cri-
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tique of the Chinese government, attracted much national and international
attention. The most interesting debate in the volume, however, comes from
a series of articles and readers’ letters dealing with the controversy surround-
ing the sign “Chinese and dogs not admitted.” This sign is said to have been
posted as one of the park rules outside the southern gate of the Huangpu Park
in Shanghai until 1928. The first public park in China, Huangpu Park was
built in the British concession in 1868. One of the most often-cited re-
minders of Western imperialism from the so-called one hundred years of na-
tional humiliation (bainian guochi) starting in the mid-nineteenth century,
the equivalence of Chinese with dogs has become synonymous with that
colonial history. It epitomizes the humiliation Chinese experienced under
Western domination, palpable in everyday life in Shanghai’s International
Settlement. Thus, when in 1994 someone suggested that the sign was fabri-
cated, an emotional controversy followed.

In a short article published in the Shanghai journal Shiji (Century), Xue
Liyong briefly recounts the times at which people resuscitated the sign’s his-
tory in order to promote war patriotism and political goals. Kenneth Scott
Latourette mentioned it in The Development of China (1917) as part of his de-
nunciation of Western colonialism in China.' In 1932, when sentiments
against Japanese and Western colonialism ran high, the sign’s relation to the
humiliating colonial context was brought up again for its perceived political
significance. In an article that was reprinted in several journals and newspa-
pers, Xue suggests that the Museum of Shanghai Urban History and Devel-
opment had fabricated the sign in the 1950s in response to the Korean War
and the need to solidify cultural loyalties toward the recent Communist vic-
tory. The museum itself never officially opened, but the story of the sign
captivated the popular imagination. Witnesses who had lived in Shanghai at
the time testified to its existence. Xue, however, dismisses their accounts as
confusion with what they actually saw at the museum. Xue states that the
existence of this sign cannot be proved. In the 1980s, he explains, there was
again discussion about redisplaying this sign in what was formerly the Shang-
hai Historical Museum. Yet, despite the pressure of popular demand, mu-
seum personnel felt it inappropriate to proceed based on inconclusive evi-
dence regarding its origin. In 1989, when the sign and other artifacts were
relocated to storage, the movers discarded the sign because the fabrication,
Xue emphasizes, was clear even to them. As a gesture of his own protest
against the undeserved legendary status of this sign, Xue stomped it to pieces
and left them next to a heap of garbage. He claims to have done this for the
sake of preempting more unfounded controversies in the future, because
“People who would fabricate a humiliating story about China reveal only
their rotten Chinese characteristics in doing so.” '3
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After the appearance of Xue’s article, concerned readers sent in numer-
ous detailed descriptions of the sign and its precise location. Well-researched
data based on journals, newspaper clippings, and personal memoirs from the
late 1870s through the early decades of the twentieth century flooded the
publications department. Xue’s skepticism was widely perceived as a disloyal
attempt to soften the culpability of Western imperialism. Emotional out-
cries were voiced both at home and abroad. To remind people of the infamy
of imperialism, one author urged them to read the suicide, letter left by one
of the leading martyrs of early twentieth-century China, Chen Tianhua
(1875—1905), who took his own life in the hope of awakening the Chinese
to the urgency of saving the nation.

As a result of the extraordinary attention given to this controversy, sev-
eral historians recently reinvestigated the matter. Whether this sign had in
fact existed to the degree that would have satisfied both sides of the contro-
versy is, however, not a question I wish to evaluate.'® Nor is it, apparently,
what was ultimately at stake. The editor’s own note best captures the senti-
ment behind the controversy: “Apart from whether this displayed sign is an
original or reproduction, the problem lies in the question: Can we then use
it to deny completely the historical fact of western imperialism’s brutality
and its oppression of the Chinese people?” 7 Thus, the crux of the issue lies
not in missing factual evidence but in something much less tangible—a hu-
miliating memory that will never cease to remind the Chinese of their na-
tional shame. In fact, the editor’s own question already predicates itself on
the suspicion that the sign did not exist. It matters not whether the object
of anti-imperialist patriotism is real, as long as the relation of the Chinese
people to it as a humiliating experience continues to be commemorated. In
this way, though Western imperialism engendered the event, its historical
memory is divorced from this origin. It is not the nation that he seeks to re-
store, but the proof of its dejection that he wants to reinstate. In a remark-
able moment, nationalism is expressed without nation. The passion of in-
Jjustice one feels in nationalism lives on without the nation’s continual and
palpable injury. Failure protects the nation from falling into oblivion.'® In
exchange, however, the nation’s humiliating past is remembered without na-
tionalistic glory. Thus, between indignation and commemoration, national
allegiance implicates itself in a paradox of objectless and joyless allegiance.

The title of one rebuke to Xue’s claim states, “Not forgetting national ha-
tred is by no means a rotten Chinese characteristic.” ! Presumably, insisting
on the nation’s humiliation reflects a desirable national characteristic. After
all, one merely shows one’s patriotism by not letting the history of oppres-
sion disappear from historical memory. On the other hand, Xue is also mo-
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tivated by a kind of nationalistic outrage directed at not letting the Chinese
be reminded—Ilet alone by a false artifact—of their history of subjugation
under Western imperialism. Renan’s well-known remark that a nation is
founded on collective memories does not seem to take into account mem-
ories that do not desire a heroic or honorable past.?” The possibility of the
nation as an identity lies, strangely, in its commemorated injury, its failure
to secure a proper recognition, not in forgetting through collective amnesia.
The nation, however, is not alone in having failed in some way. The sense
of failure also extends to individuals, resonating as a certain failure in them,
imagined as a fault in the Chinese national character. In fact, We Spit on That
Kind of Chinese is not the only work published in the 1990s that scrutinizes
the question of what is wrong with the Chinese national character.?! The
first complete modern Chinese translation of nineteenth-century American
missionary Arthur Smith’s Chinese Characteristics (1890) appeared around the
same time.??> Another work published in Beijing, The Quirks of the Chinese,
deals with every facet of the Chinese character from selfishness to supersti-
tion. On the cover is a warning to the Chinese people not to become “the
ugly Chinese.”?? Our ugliness, it says, comes from the fact that we do not
know that we are ugly.

Judging from the number of works that have appeared since then on the
flaws of the Chinese, one may speculate that the preoccupation is unlikely
to subside. The intensity of national identity remarkably finds its most con-
vincing expressions in negativity. An unrelenting self-scrutiny leaves no flaw
uncriticized, no fault unconfessed. The imperative for every Chinese to un-
derstand his or her own shortcomings as a prerequisite to self-improvement
asserts that behind every pleasing self-image lies a delusion that must be ex-
posed. Despite this open self-chastisement, however, something intimate to
the self remains: If only the Chinese knew they were in fact ugly, they might
then perhaps not be so ugly anymore. The promise of redemption lies not
in the recognition of an object in need of remedy but in the labor of reflec-
tion. If only one would turn against oneself in a moment of truthful recog-
nition, one could then dispel the delusion that lies at the root of Chinese
characteristics. Here we distinguish a similar move at work in the identifi-
cation with the nation. By keeping alive China’s humiliation as a nation, one
can properly keep intact one’s passion for its survival. The urgency of na-
tional salvation is forever preserved as the most promising possibility for the
nation. As long as one has not exhaustively established the source of China’s
weakness, that weakness has not yet become fatal. The passionate attachment
to the nation, furthermore, entails an impassioned commitment to the scru-
tiny of one’s own failure.
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The preoccupation with what is wrong with China, though not always
expressed in the same way, has never failed to excite nationalistic imagina-
tion throughout the twentieth century. Its different articulations originate
from diverse premises but rely on a persistent mode of failure. To begin this
inquiry into the power of failure in the shaping of nationalistic, racial, and
cultural discourses, Chapter 2 deals with this variegated topography by ex-
amining the Chinese intellectual discourse on race in the late Qing period.
During this time, the transition from late imperialism to modern national
and racial consciousness propelled the cultural imagination into unknown
territories. The haunting specter of the nation, which later becomes the fo-
cus of intense self-scrutiny in the 1920s and 1930s, first found its precipitat-
ing images in the two decades before the founding of the Republic (1911).

In the late 1890s, because of a series of military defeats following the
Opium War (1839—42), intellectuals could no longer refute the alarming
state of affairs of China’s declining international status. Reformers such as
Kang Youwei, Tang Caichang, and Liang Qichao attempted different strate-
gies to rationalize China’s failure. The theory of social Darwinism provided
a way of explaining China’s tenuous position in the modern world. The yel-
low race, it was widely said, was in decline, but this decline was not yet sys-
tematically theorized. At the time, this mode of rationalization was indis-
tinguishable from the exercise of cultural imagination. The burgeoning of
translated Western literature, a feat pioneered by Lin Shu, the leading trans-
lator of European and American fiction widely read by Chinese intellectu-
als, reflects the intense energy in investigating China’s possibility of avoiding
the fate met by other races, such as the blacks.

Whereas political treatises longed for utopian solutions for the degener-
ation of the yellow race, fiction reflected as much political allegories as it did
the popular appetite for sensationalized adventures. Failure, in another way,
inspired rather than devastated. Examining how this works in futuristic fic-
tion, science fantasies, and the larger dialogue on the “yellow peril,” Chap-
ter 3 looks at the transformation of the worrisome idea of a race in peril into
a celebrated notion of a menacing and triumphant race in popular and fic-
tional imagination. In the last attempts to mediate harsh reality, the cultural
sensibilities at the time received the experience of oppression with fantastic
ingenuity. With the advantage of historical hindsight, one sees with clarity
the trajectory of nationalistic ideology rather than the plethora of those
other ideas and fancies that helped to shape it.

Although intellectuals stated the problem with poignancy and eloquence,
an array of obscure, unknown cultural opportunists and amateur writers,
with their often outlandish views at the fringes of history, allow us a glimpse
into the rich milieu to which the intellectual project of national salvation is
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indebted. Not only intellectuals but also popular writers and commentators
played with the specter of China’s irreversible deteriorath} in the scheme of
evolution while trying to comprehend its gravity. Reorienting themselves
toward a perceived global struggle for survival, observers and writers used
the logic behind the laws of evolution to construct China’s proper plage of
superiority. At times inconsistent, the process of forming this racial ration-
ale oscillated between self-doubt and exuberance. In this framework, the
yellow race is rationalized, through inventive rhetorical maneuvers, as the
only race of all subordinated races—Dblacks, browns, reds.—capal.ale of pos-
ing a portentous threat to white superiority. A race in peril turns into a race
capable of inciting fear. The weak transforms into the formidable, and fail-
ure becomes strength.

The late Qing period experimented with the experience of subjugation
as a source of possible entitlement and also initiated a discursive framework
for locating the source of China’s decline. In the process of attempting to see
in themselves the prospect of both ruination and rejuvenation, late Qing in-
tellectuals and writers set a cultural pattern of ambivalent self-scrutiny. The
line of inquiry was more persistent than the object it pursued. The racial
framework contradictorily sketched out in the late Qing lent itself to a
specialized inquiry into racial improvement in the Republican perio@. Un-
der the influence of a new and much-heralded scientific spirit, eugenics gave
expression to both the cultural anxiety about race and a rational faculty ea-
ger to dissect the discomfort. The logic of self-scrutiny easily extended
from examining the inadequacies of biological constitution to identifying
the spiritual defects of racial, national, and sexual “character.” Chapter 4
examines these concomitant discourses of race, eugenics, and the national
character.

Significantly, “national character” is variously translated as guominxing
and minzuxing. Both guojia and minzu have been used to translate “nation.”
However, minzu has a distinctly racial connotation, harking back to the no-
tion of clan (zu).?* Racial thinking in modern China draws upon not only
Western social Darwinism and racial engineering but also available notions
within the Chinese cultural repertoire. This was intended, among other
things, to minimize the possible estrangement and resistance to imported
Western sources. In the 1920s and 1930s, eugenics was variously translated as
“study of superior birth” (youshengxue), “study of good birth” (shanzhongxue,
shuzhongxue), “‘study of marriage and posterity” (hunyin zhesi xue), and “study
of racial improvement” (renzhong gailiang xue). The importance of posterity
in Chinese culture is a concept readily absorbed into the advocacy for eu-
genics. Even though the phrase “superior birth, superior nurture” (yousheng
youy) can still be seen posted every few blocks in the central part of Shang-
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hai in the twenty-first century, it has lost much of its nationalistic connota-
tions from the 1930s.% During the first three decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, the period of nation building in China, racial improvement was prop-
agated as the key to national survival. In significant ways, eugenics was not
merely an intellectual enterprise. Its indebtedness to the notion of self-im-
provement, racial or cultural, opened up a narrowly defined social project to
a wide variety of unconventional, if not esoteric, ideas, ranging from exer-
cise regimes and breathing techniques to new conceptions of body culture.

In this way, racial decline was not the only category in need of remedy.
Critical attention turned to women’s undesirable characteristics as another
focus of social and literary criticism. Chapter s centers on the various pro-
posals and programs outlined for women’s new role in the modern society.
Beginning with a close examination of the philosophy of a “society based on
beauty,” advocated by the infamous sexologist and cultural guru Zhang Jing-
sheng, this chapter traces the issue of femininity through popular sex culture,
studies of female perversions and criminality, and literary expressions of the
“modern woman.” From their physical beauty to their deranged sexual be-
havior, women were encouraged to reflect on their own ills, liberate them-
selves from the shackles of traditional China, and assume the responsibilities
proper for the “modern woman.” Just as the Chinese people were urged to
develop a consciousness of being citizens of a nation (gromin), women were
called on to transform themselves into “new women” (xin niixing).

Available explanations of gender construction and nation in China stud-
ies often designate the nation as a coercive institution that exacts definitions
of femininity and sexuality.® Historians often remind us that women played
an indispensable role in revolutions in modern China by resorting to em-
pirical evidence to establish the underrepresented presence of women in
modern Chinese history.?” Literary scholars, on the other hand, scrutinize
the making of gender in great detail without providing more rigorous analy-
ses of how that would bear on the cultural context that makes gender pre-
scriptions necessary.? In fact, only by taking into account the larger social
and cultural context together with particular manifestations does one notice
the underlying logic impelling scrutiny of gender, national character, and
youth. Everything from the better maintenance of the postal system to the
brand of cigarette one should smoke pivots on the question of correcting
China’s failures. Behind the ostensible optimism of a new and enlightened
modern China lies a reluctant, though comforting recognition of a deeply
flawed China that only the Chinese themselves could love.

The examination of Chinese “character” as a constitutive element of na-
tional strength gave entry to the imperative of national salvation into the in-
dividual’s interior life. How one behaved in the privacy of one’s home, and
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even in one’s psychic life, directly influenced the health of the nation. The
individual’s private desires and torments bore the imprint of the nation’s de-
mise. Just as racial character was a matter of self-surveillance, interiority be-
came the discipline of nationalistic conscience. Whereas questions of the
Chinese racial character and the New Woman impinged directly on the na-
tion’s ability to survive, the individual’s inner conflicts expressed an uneasy
relation to the nation. Sexual torments resonated with perceived colonial
oppression. Identity was linked intimately, albeit uncomfortably, with the
process of identification, just as nation relies on the appeal of nationalism.
Whatever has been exacted from one’s identity to make possible the nation
as a collective identity is accomplished by coalescing the individual’s trauma
with the nation’s trauma.

The abundance of first-person confessional narratives in modern Chinese
literature of the May Fourth period beginning in 1919 attests to this com-
miserated intimacy. The need for self-dissection, as forcefully called for by
Lu Xun, was equated with national salvation. Only by scrutinizing what is
wrong with them can the Chinese regenerate their atrophied national spirit.
Embedded in the short story form, diary writing became widely utilized to
convey the interior dramas and torments of individual writers. Chapter 6 ex-
amines the making of individuals’ interior life in relation to the exigencies
of nationalism by focusing on masculinity and masochism in literature and
literary culture. The individual’s interior life reflected the conflicted relation
with the imperatives of nationalism, and that interiority also provided the
space for interrogating one’s own identity. Reflecting this intense focus on
the individual’s inner life and desires, Chinese intellectuals’ keen interest in
psychoanalysis at the time furnished a new perspective from which to ar-
ticulate their personal and sexual identities. Male writers expressed the
apprehensions of masculinity in masochism and melancholia. Self-torment
became a gratifying labor offering respite from the impossibility of exoner-
ation. They took pleasure in narratives of masochistic suftering, taunting the
audience with their restless, alternating requests for punishment and expia-
tion. This is expressed not only in the short story collections by Yu Dafu and
Guo Moruo but also in the private correspondence between Guo, Zong
Baihua, and Tian Han in Trefoil Collection.

The psychic grievance of individual torment offered a potent source for
impassioned attachments. Chapter 7 examines the appeal of suffering both
to individuals and to a collective national identity. The experience of suffer-
ing encapsulated the political and aesthetic mood for an era of individual
torment and social anguish. Wrestling torment from the privacy of individ-
ual psyches, the idea of suffering or depression (kumnien) provided an expres-
sion for the modern epoch too powerful to be claimed by any individual. Lu
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Xun’s translation of Kuriyagawa Hakuson’s Symibol of Angst bespeaks not only
a literary interest but also a profound concern with the experience of mo-
dernity in China. Kumen facilitated the expression of a modern China as
uncertain as it is sublime. It bridged individual restlessness with societal dis-
content, allowing the projection of, more than anything else, the intellec-
tuals’ anxiety over their felt social irrelevance as the legitimate sentiment
appropriate to the project of nation building. Artistic creations became syn-
onymous with suffering, reaffirming the centrality of failure to the tasks of
national salvation and revolution.

From these very different perspectives—yellow race, racial perils, eugen-
ics, national character, femininity and masculinity, beauty and literary mas-
ochism, and confession and suffering—a tale of nation building in twentieth-
century China unfolds. It is told many times from multiple locations on the
cultural topography, each time differently but consistently in the mode of fail-
ure. And it never ceases to be resilient even as it tells a cumulative tale of de-
feat. The relevance of this complex cultural framework for perceiving oneself
in relation to the outside world continues to have its political and social appeal
today. In 1991, the novel Yellow Peril (Huanghuo) once again revived the
specter of the destructive potential of the yellow peril. The trilogy first ap-
peared in a Canadian expatriate newspaper and was subsequently banned in
mainland China.? It envisions a time of political turmoil following the
Tiananmen Square incident (1989) under the threat of nuclear war and envi-
ronmental catastrophe. Most significant is the third volume, titled Yellow Peril
Re-attacks the World, in which the fulfillment of the prophecy of the yellow
perilis brought to life, as billions of Chinese refugees flood into Russia and the
United States, forcing the world economy, resources, and land into decline.

Even more recently, the new epidemic of 2003, severe acute respiratory
syndrome, recalls the power of cultural anxieties about biological contami-
nation from an exotic origin. Referred to in certain European presses as
“China syndrome” or “Asian flu,” the acronym SARS had the unfortunate
resonance of “Special Administrative Region,” Hong Kong’s official name
since the 1997 handover. Conspiracy theories of the virus as U.S. biological
warfare against the Chinese met with the retaliatory speculation that China’s
own biochemical labs unleashed the virus on the populace. The exchange of
paranoiac accusations hark back to eatlier eras of racial and national antago-
nisms fueled by imagined powers of contamination. Summoning the resolve
of patriotic nationalism, Premier Wen Jiabao, on May 4, 2003 —the eighty-
fourth anniversary of the monumental nationalistic, anti-imperialistic, and
new culture movement in 1919—called on the nation to carry forward the
May Fourth spirit of “democracy” and “science” in the nation’s fight against
SARS.?Y
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The continual cultural power of the invocation of racial and national sur-
vival follows a tradition beginning in the late Qing period of imagining the
rise of the yellow race as menace and master. The future of the Chinese race
is envisioned with a hope driven by the promise of a once-derogatory des-
ignation. In journals and newspapers from the 1860s throughout the 1930s,
the preoccupation with what is wrong with China only intensifies. The pre-
occupation with failure will become ingrained as a particular consciousness.
The question of China’s ills ceases to be posited exclusively as such, for by
the 1920s and 1930s, it will have been internalized as the constitutive prem-
ise upon which every other question is posited. Failure becomes the em-
bedded consciousness of an identity in search of the “Chinese.”?! Its per-
petual lack of fulfillment also enables its intense passion ever to preserve that

possibility.

Undoing Idealism

China’s nation-building project compels us to think differently, going against
our intuitions and desires to deplore abjection and to privilege empower-
ment. Existing critical approaches toward difterent national literatures and
cultures, however, have not yet adequately met this demand. Before pro-
ceeding with the specific analyses of China’s culture- and nation-building
process, it is necessary to address the conceptual implications it holds for
other disciplines. Due to the range of theoretical issues outside the China
studies field that the present study engages, this last section will discuss at
some length the ways in which certain conceptual approaches designed to
deal with cultural alternatives and national literatures have also limited our
understanding of the array of possible articulations of different national and
cultural narratives.

In the past twenty years, theoretical interest in “third-world literature”
has gained focus and intensity, primarily because different national traditions
and minor literatures are deemed valuable for a critique of the Western in-
tellectual tradition and literary canon.*? The project of incorporating the pe-
ripheries and minor discourses, however, has recently encountered its own
limitations. The practice of literary and critical theory has fallen short of its
aspirations for dialogic cultures and global literatures. New barriers to
proper recognition have risen to replace and even compound old ones,
as the criterion for assessing the value and scope of non-Western or minor
literatures remains bound to a question of who wields the power of repre-
sentation.* More problematically, a proclaimed ethical reflexivity, as a more
socially responsible approach, has also made the motivations behind well-
disguised rationalizations even less transparent.
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Amid these battles over ethics and responsibility, there has been little
room for reflecting on the difterent implications of these issues in and from
other locales that do not observe the same set of ethics. The genesis of
Malaysian-Chinese and Singaporean-Chinese literatures in the early twenti-
eth century serves as an example. Originally a diasporic split from mainland
Chinese literature, Sinophone literature in Southeast Asia has been consid-
ered minor to and derivative of China’s modern literature (New Culture
Movement of 1915) well after the declaration of a “South Seas color”
(nanyang secai) literature by a group of expatriate writers between 1927 and
1932. The fact that literary awards in Taiwan, rather than mainland China,
have now become a forum of recognition for Malaysian Chinese writers fur-
ther complicates the notion of a national center for legitimate “national” lit-
erary traditions. The often-invoked notion of “cultural China,” a concept
used to avoid the pitfalls of a singular geopolitical and cultural identity, was
in fact first proposed by these Southeast Asian diasporic writers. Despite the
intent behind its original proposal, “cultural China” has largely been limited
to Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China, the'three most vocal locales
in the Chinese heritage world.**

The invitation to participate in a more open cultural forum is tempting.
It also comes, however, with its own conditions for speaking. The develop-
ment of modern Chinese literature as a field in the American academy in
many ways reflects the intellectual burden created by this kind of frame-
work. On the one hand, subscription to current multicultural discourses
(whether postmodern or postcolonial) has undoubtedly provided a more ef-
fective way for modern Chinese literature, or any other third-world litera-
ture, to create its own academic identity in a cross-cultural nexus. On the
other hand, the distinctiveness of different national literatures and traditions
are recognizable as long as they participate in the familiar history of oppres-
sion and subjugation. Whether it is to expose the secret neuroses of the im-
perialist legacy or to empower cultural and political exile as productive mar-
gins of alterity, attempts at reexamination often stipulate a tale of national
suffering and grievance or of indictment and triumph in the face of West-
ern domination.*® The assumption that empowerment and sovereignty are
demonstrated through the degree of extrication from domination, recast as
globalization or historically prefigured as imperialism, does not merely un-
derlie analyses of colonial nationalism. The same principle also shapes the
way ideas such as individual freedom and self-determination are heralded as
universal aspirations, often subsuming cultural differences.* It is not always
clear, however, whether freedom from bondage, in the way it is conven-
tionally understood, is or should always be the desired solution.
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The experience with westernization in China demonstrates the im-
portance of this question. As many historians have pointed out, although
westernization held the promise of reinventing a new China equipped with
modern science and technology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, China’s optimism was also accompanied by an anxiety over the per-
ceived threat of imperialism.?” A series of foreign aggressions and territorial
occupations beginning with the Opium War quickened the pace of disinte-
gration of the imperial order. By the early twentieth century, China’s sense of
cultural sovereignty was irreversibly shaken. The ambivalent recognition of
both China’s weakness and its need to emulate the very source of that subju-
gation for modernization, widely acknowledged at this time, led reformers
and intellectuals to endorse a distinct cultural rationale for national survival.
Beginning in the late 1890s, intellectual discussions, political tracts, and pop-
ular discourse focused on notions of racial peril and cultural extinction. An
intense preoccupation with the failure of an empire, culture, and race led to
persuasive articulations of modern Chinese national and racial identity.

On first consideration, admissions to failure, national decay, and racial
degeneration may not strike one as a positive discourse in any successful
nation-building process.*® Indeed, in its everyday sense, failure is a lesson
learned or a mistake not to be repeated. It hardly elicits a desire for its rep-
etition. A commitment to failure, however, upsets this premise of success.
Among other things, it removes the weight of ideals deemed universal from
the workings of agency. Thus, Chinese intellectuals may desire democracy
without endorsing the condition of freedom, while writers fantasize about
self-inflicted pain without conceding to the position of the abject. One
might consider, in light of Lydia Liu’s recent provocative analysis, the in-
cursive role of “itinerant signs” that continually reproduce asymmetry in the
meanings of words and consequently recognition.?* And the “obsession with
China,” as so aptly discussed by Chinese intellectual and literary historians
for halfa century, may in fact display not a mere fixation but a powerful cul-
tural production based on what David Wang insightfully calls a “scar typol-
ogy.”*" The very unlikely appeal of failure has precluded the critical exam-
ination of how national identities, in countries where Western domination
is considered a part of their modern and nationalistic history, can survive in
a kind of persistence without triumph. Contrary to the grasp of common
understanding, nationalism can proliferate around an ever-precarious sense
of survival that engenders the continual emotional investment in the idea of
the Chinese nation as a collective destiny.

Even though scholars who focus on previously unvoiced narratives of
oppression may highlight a certain culpability of imperialism, they also fore-
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stall questioning the status of this history.*! Notions of residual subjectivities
that defy and survive subjugation, or subversive and parodic debunking
launched from the margins of dominant ideologies, have been inspired by
the optimism of revising the notion of hegemony. However, these venues
still share the premise that these subversive positions carry the indelible im-
print of subjugation, testifying to the authenticity of their suftering as well
as confirming the continual role of imperialism in their tales of intervention.
Attempts to present different views often resort to the device of claiming an
“uncontaminated” tradition and continuity before or following Western
presence.*? The contention often rests on the issue of whether westerniza-
tion, as in the case of nineteenth- and twentieth-century China, ought to be
considered unique and given disproportionate status or contextualized
within a longer historical frame that remains centered on China as the pri-
mary point of reference.*

Whether these concepts— one that seeks to level disciplinary boundaries,
and the other that essentializes cultural traditions—can challenge or loosen
the historical grip on the definition of subjugation or imperialistic domina-
tion is a question that cannot be answered by existing approaches toward
critical studies. The prevailing assumption that subjects might through dif-
ferent kinds of empowerment regain the autonomy previously denied them
has compelled the line of inquiry itself to return continually to the site of in-
jury.* The sanctity of pain remains an absolute condition in which victims
as well as vanquishers are bound by suftering and guilt. This drama of social
suffering, however, requires reexamination. The appropriate response to vic-
tims’ commemoration of suffering is not always predicated on the admission
of guilt. Yet, continually invested in the notion of authentic selves and cul-
tures, we seem reluctant to forgo the ideal of recovering a kind of individ-
ual freedom before the state of bondage. Despite the often-repeated recog-
nition that individuals enter into social existence under a certain conditional
sacrifice and that no “individual” stands outside these given parameters, the
recovery of individual freedom as a project of restoration remains a driving
impetus behind conceptions of what it means to rehabilitate national or in-
dividual autonomy.

We have yet to consider articulations of distinct and coherent national
identities based not on sovereignty but on the embrace of “failure.” A con-
ceptual framework appropriate for such a task has to be created. The prac-
tice of embracing failure provides an unexpected solution to prevailing anx-
ieties about national and cultural identities. It relieves nationalism of its
ideological prominence by examining its interaction with and reliance on
other cultural forms of expressing plenitude and survival. To this end, this
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study differs from the usual treatment of nationalism, in which “nation” over-
sees cultural life as its inescapable, dominant referent. Whereas the historical
sense of failure is bound with tangible events of deprived sovereignty and na-
tional defeats, the concept of failure creates a discursive possibility for con-
sidering the value of the struggle for identity outside the commitment to suc-
cess. Its theoretical implications also challenge the evaluation of the viability
of national and cultural survival according to the idea of self-determination.
If the recognition of failure, rather than strength, can incite a passionate at-
tachment to the ideas of the Chinese nation or race, then one would have
to rethink the extent to which the position of the subjugated actually ex-
cludes or compromises the possibility of agency.

One of the ways to approach this problem is to reconsider abjection and
victimhood. Abjection and other conditions of psychic pain, such as trauma
and melancholy, have contributed to the sanctification of victimhood in
current critical discourse. Suffering occupies a narrow scope of interpreta-
tion whereby victimization possesses a certain unchallengeable authenticity.
More than an analytical category for psychic injuries, abjection has also cre-
ated an alarming explanatory power for why abject subjects stay as subjects
in pain. Often as a project of guilty reflection, the focus on abjection as a
state of robbed expression has projected the silent indictment of one’s own
culpability. Contrary to this theoretical tendency, a historicization of an ab-
ject consciousness in defeat, such as one faced with the overwhelming dom-
inance of westernization in China in the late nineteenth century, reveals a
great capacity for psychically renegotiating this condition and reinventing
the exercise of agency.*®

That abjection might have a more promising potential for self-assertion
than the absence of any kind of subjugation may disturb our usual sense of
preferred social existence. The suggestion that people might of their own
volition seek out curtailing circumstances for their social or psychological
well-being at least goes against what we would like to believe about the
pursuit of individual fulfillment. Yet for countries operating under the im-
peratives of nationalism and imperialism, defined by defeats and hard-won
victories, subjugation generates its own condition of persistence beyond os-
tensible resistance. The embrace of failure belies not a mentality of submis-
sion but a strategy of negotiation. Violence, as Frantz Fanon aptly pointed
out, remains the brooding fantasy of the oppressed. No experience of sub-
Jugation excludes the “secret defiance” that seeks out some way of avenging
itself.#0

Resistance may be most productive, and certainly persevering, when it is
not openly expressed but harbored as an unleashed potential of might. Less
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obvious, however, is that rather than rely on covert subversions, the task of
reappropriating agency can be accomplished by openly rushing to one’s own
subjection. In just this way, the incessant preoccupation with failure in the
nation-building period in China enabled Chinese intellectuals to interpret
China’s cultural decay as something they brought upon themselves. At the
risk of muting the effects of Western hegemony, they would insist instead
that the damage inflicted by domination remains secondary to what the
Chinese themselves did not manage to accomplish. In this way, they con-
tinued to invest in an identity of themselves, even if disparagingly. The im-
age of a venerable civilization is grasped with even greater tenacity through
adaptive rhetoric, despite the pervasive sense of disorientation regarding the
viability of China in the twentieth century.

In significant ways, the challenge posed by an understanding of the pro-
ductivity of failure in the project of culture and nation building in China
stands at the crossroads of contemporary Western critical thought. Theories
of power and resistance, from peasants in Malaysian villages to contentions
over the Western literary canon, often oscillate between wanting to affirm
the potential for inventive agency at the margins of legitimacy and return-
ing to challenge the center for recognition from within.*” Scholars of na-
tionalism are divided on the intrinsic value of nationalism in view of the
power of European Enlightenment discourse it carries. Distinctions between
anticolonial, reactionary nationalisms in the non-Western world and West-
ern European nationalisms founder on the issue of origins, as though the fo-
cus on different types of nationalisms, such as Eastern and Western, would
resolve the ambivalence of nationalism as an ideology as well. Scholars are
hesitant to consider the complexity of the motivating passions attached to
the nation that are psychologically distinct from patriotism. Psychoanalyti-
cal thinking, which seems to offer precisely this much-needed examination
of national subjects’ interiority, is equally confounded by the resistance of
subjects to the fulfillment of their own desires, which turn out to be as much
a psychic burden for them to maintain as to disappoint.*® The complex and
often well-disguised ways in which individuals seek the recognition neces-
sary for their desired identities are also at the core of debates on multicul-
tural politics in the United States.*” How subjects are constituted and why
that does not always denote subjugation and domination are questions that
these discourses are often ill-equipped to answer.

A consideration of failure puts in question the assumed premise of social
interaction that subjects are reliable and liable for the recognition they seek.
It asks whether an idealized vision of the autonomous subject and social ex-
istence, to which such a liability is attached, offers an effective or meaning-
ful way of assessing cultural survival.
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Nationalism, carrying its persistent and intensifying appeal into the
twenty-first century, provides an obvious locus for such an inquiry. In its ex-
treme expression, love for the nation assumes an unconditional love, a passion
that seems to hold explanatory power for fanaticism, violence, self-sacrifice,
and martyrdom. People’s voluntary sacrifice in the name of nation has been
singled out as the strongest testimony to the extreme and dangerous appeal
of nationalism. Beyond the simple explanation of extremism and fanaticism,
the curious demand that one die for one’s nation has also been continually
posited as one of the most puzzling aspects of nationalism. Why, indeed,
would individuals who identify themselves with the nation as a source of in-
dividual fulfillment be willing to forgo their own well-being? One might well
wonder what kind of attachment seeks its own destruction and how that is
productive of the sentiment of nationalism or collective allegiance.

Given the multitude of conflicts and disagreements that arise with regard
to expressions of nationalism, it is surprising how little has been said about
that intuited relation we attribute to nation and nationalism. Seldom exam-
ined is how nationalism is practiced as though it were simply about some-
thing called the “nation.” We assume that the passions of nationalism stem
from an allegiance to an entity clearly recognized as the nation. However,
nationalistic subjects often endorse the sentiment of nationalism without
agreeing on a coherent vision of the nation. Separatist movements and eth-
nic violence are often sparked by disagreements over a single definition of
nationhood.

In this way, nationalism no more takes nation as its exclusive object than
identification does any particular identity. Inaugurated in the name of self-
determination and national sovereignty, desires for nationalism unleash a
process rather than embody a goal. Nationalism is not attached to beliefs or
ideologies identifiable as those belonging to the nation as such. Categories
usually associated with nationalism, such as self-determination, freedom,
and sovereignty, are not in themselves capable of eliciting the emotional at-
tachment proper to nationalism. The process of becoming invested in the
destiny of the nation predicates itself on the ability to incite and awaken in-
dividual passions. In incitement lies the power of nationalism, its suscepti-
bility to individuals’ participation. Subjects’ perceptions of themselves as
participating in this process reify, in a circular way, the sanctity of the nation.
The problem does not reside in the question of what is the proper object of
nationalistic allegiance, nor does the blame lie with the irrationalities of na-
tionalism as a sentiment. The inconsistencies that plague conceptions and
practices of nationalism alert us that nation, as an object of patriotism, is the
product of the ambiguities of identification.

Seldom, however, do we think of nationalism as a process of identifica-
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tion due to the value we place on nationhood as sovereignty. We seem will-
ing to take the authenticity of nation at its word as much as we unquestion-
ably accept the authenticity of suffering. In just this way, most inquiries into
nationalism have attempted to naturalize the conjoining of nation and na-
tionalism, primarily because they equate nationalism with the building of
state ideology.>® In this view, nationalism trickles down to the populace,
who are instigated or indoctrinated into endorsing ideologies of the state in
the name of nationalism. Insofar as cultural experiences of nationalism are
distinct from state ideology, the latter possesses the coercive power to re-
shape and even supersede the former. However, nationalism constructs dis-
tinct cultural experiences, because it relies on passions that are intimate to
individuals rather than to the nation. The empty abstraction “nation” itself
elicits no emotional response. The most powerful tropes evoked in nation-
alistic rhetoric are often those already familiar and reinforced in cultural life.
Nation appeals to kinship, to the naturalness of familial attachment. One’s
country is, after all, the fatherland or the mother country. The purity of the
love for the nation is often declared as a more exalted way of self-fulfillment
than romantic love. In times of war, it is one’s own mother, wife, and sister
who are pillaged, a favored metaphor for driving home the sense of peril
threatening each masculinized citizen.”!

However, all this still explains little, if anything, of the nation itself. Love
for the nation is, after all, not the same as love for one’s own family or of
oneself, both of which are often sacrificed for the nation. In cases of intense
nationalism, usually accompanied by a history of colonialism, allegiance to
the nation is measured directly against personal sacrifice. In such cases, love
for the nation may draw not from the positive feelings one has for the suc-
cess of a larger entity called the nation but from a complex psychic relation
predicated on failure, the willingness and even the desire to fail.

At the core of nationalism lies a perpetually incitable sense of injury. Na-
tionalism does not rely on just any kind of emotion. Rather than pride, feel-
ings of injury provide the most versatile and undying desire for ambition.
The reconstitution of national identity is always pursued with the utmost
conviction and energy after suffering successful attacks, such as in the two
Sino-Japanese Wars (1894—95, 1937—45) and, in the American context,
Pearl Harbor and September 11.

The fundamental paradox of nationalism is its testimony not to greatness
but to the need for greatness. Oddly, its persuasion and legitimacy derive
from the lack of precisely those elements on the basis of which its ideology
can be reified. The identity of the nation must be perceived as having failed
in some way in order for nationalism to come to its rescue. The endanger-
ment of nation legitimates the pretext for nationalism. A nation for which
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one cannot enjoy an exalted image is the driving displeasure behind the na-
tionalistic impulse.

Through relentless appeals to one’s sense of shame, guilt, and hatred, na-
tionalism becomes palpable to individuals through incitement. Nation is in-
deed not possible epistemologically without its coalescence with something
more intimate to the subject’s interior topography. Nowhere is the entity
nation palpable without its reliance on expressions that cannot be claimed as
its own. One loves the nation through something else, or one feels the per-
ils of the nation through the threat to one’s own person, the imagery of one’s
mother and daughter raped in times of conflict with other nations. In this
way, assaults on the nation often translate into discourse on the endanger-
ment of one’s own body. To partake in national pride requires knowing in-
timately one’s own sense of shame, for love for the nation is always prompted
by an inadequacy of that love. When the occasion arises, one must even be
willing to bring that destruction upon oneself as an honorable sacrifice to
show just how much one does indeed love the nation.

These feelings of self-berating, conscience, and guilt are the points of
fixation around which the psychic life of the individual also unfolds. For this
reason, what nation invokes is also infinitely displaceable. The transmutation
of nation surfaces everywhere and in all forms during times of national crises.
Its persuasiveness, however, does not stem from its obviousness but, rather,
relies on its metaphorical promiscuity. Whether it is the brand of toothpaste
one uses—as it was in China during the height of the anti-American goods
boycott in 1905 —or the killing of sparrows under Mao’s ordinance, the na-
tion’s urgency parallels invasions of one’s health and belongings. Metaphors
of bodily harm to individuals abound in discussions of the nation’s impor-
tance to its people’s survival. The appeal to the fear of disease and deformity
elicits a far greater sense of peril than good health. Likened to the health of
the individual, the health of the nation claims immediacy. It is not coinci-
dental that successful evocations of degeneration accompany corrective pro-
grams of social reform, nation building, and eugenics. As long as the nation
never reaches this state of good health, it can continue to exist as an urgency
demanding unconditional devotion. The conviction of failure, rather than
sovereignty, makes nationalism possible.

As powerfully evocative as the image of impending ruination is, feelings
of inadequacy alone cannot sustain nationalism. Dejection without hope
does not elicit the proper nationalistic subject. Compensatory love must be
voluntary in its sacrifice. Nationalism does not in itself command this alle-
giance, for the sentiment of loving the nation means to love it as though it
were something else. In order for nationalism to appear to enjoy this alle-
giance, subjects would have to willingly embrace, in a moment of identifi-
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cation, the imperatives of the nation as their own. Perils of the nation are
perceived most poignantly when viewed as an extension of the individual’s
subjective attachments. The required sentiment of national survival easily
finds resonance with the survival of one’s own desires. Rather than the na-
tion making the demand, subjects exact this voluntarily from themselves.
This constitutive moment of complicity, however, is not always readily vis-
ible, as passions for the nation become indistinguishable from one’s own
conviction in the significance of one’s death. In this way, the willingness to
desire one’s own sacrifice not only desires failure but, ’signiﬁcantly, fails
desire. Indeed, as we will see, the theme of thwarted love predominates in
Chinese literature throughout the nation-building period. To escape the
imperatives of both one’s sense of selfhood and the nation’s directives, the
protagonist often chooses to renounce love in favor of patriotism.>*> Often
voluntarily sacrificed for the nation, sexuality also eroticizes nation as a sex-
ual object.

Strangely, love for the nation constitutes an inward experience that has
often been singularly mistaken for an external allegiance. The nation shares
an intimacy with individuals, and nationalism appears to promise this indis-
soluble link. Yet how this intimacy is possible and continually renewed pre-
sents a question that reinterrogates the individual’s allegiance to the nation.
The centrality of sexuality in the individual’s passionate attachments to the
nation contributes to our understanding of identification. Nationalism
makes possible the nation.>® Critical attempts to provide this link through
sexuality have largely been limited to unveiling nation as a constructed cat-
egory through cultural myths, fables, and the imaginary.>* How its con-
structedness relies on the continual psychic participation of individuals in
the complicated processes of identification remains unexplored.

The question of how nation and nationalism are severed by the intrusive
and disjunctive passion of the subject requires a narrative of interiority. Na-
tionalism’s continual sway over the individual’s needs to express collective al-
legiance passionately and even violently prompts us to reexamine the en-
abling psychological constituents. The naturalized tie between nation and
nationalism might thus be better understood as the uneasy relation between
identity and identification.

Psychoanalysis, in this way, has contributed much to our understanding
of how cultural perceptions interact and shape social realities. It posits a
sobering view of the constructed condition of social existence and how in-
dividuals survive it. The intertwinement of subject and object, interiority
and exteriority, posits the problem of self and other in ways that have ex-
erted a deep influence on the discourse of contemporary cultural and liter-
ary studies. Its stature in this way, however, has come up against much crit-
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jcism, especially regarding the assumption that the language of psychic to-
pography applies across different cultural terrains. Nonetheless, the narrative
premise of psychoanalysis has something else to tell us about the theoretical
tendency to prefer the position of subjects under siege.

The basic notion that subjects are in search of a foreclosed object, the ful-
fillment of which constitutes their desires, uncovers a tale of frustrated inte-
rior life. In many ways, subjects are, on this psychoanalytic premise, doomed
from the start because this relation to the object remains both primal and
irreplaceable. Hence the adage of “too little, too late” necessarily plagues
whatever attempt the subject makes to retrieve the sense of well-being that
she or he once felt with the object as part of the world and self~perception.
The state of deferred gratification proves both necessary and interminable,
creating an insurmountable distance between desire and its fulfillment.

Such a tragic necessity has been useful for critical thinking. Previously,
subjects were explicated in terms of desire. Thwarted, unconsoled, and frus-
trated, they were driven by a desire that could end only in dissatisfaction, re-
inforcing the futile search for the ultimate fulfillment. Longing and the un-
ending torture of unfulfilled love were taken, in cultural and literary studies,
as solemn testimonies to the human condition in terms of class, gender, and
nationality. Because desire is constantly at odds with the demands of politi-
cal and social reality, the torturous negotiations subjects must conduct to eke
out a viable social and psychological existence are channeled into narratives
of domination, subjugation, and oppression. Resistance against hegemony,
be it class, race, or gender, is also cast in these terms of psychological hard-
ship. The burden of maintaining sanity in the face of deprivation, violence,
and trauma, especially in contexts of national histories and colonial violence,
is considered an unfortunate but inevitable component of social existence.
The operating assumption remains that, given the choice, individuals would
not opt for subjugation and would pursue instead a life guided by freedom
and self-determination.

However, to live up to this ideal that drives cultural and social critiques,
considerations of psychic survival are held up against what amounts to an ap-
pealing but impossible state of being. For instance, recent attempts to use
melancholia to analyze injured identities, racial and sexual, continue to in-
vest in the idea that there are certain representations that curtail individual
freedom from its ideal state of exercise.®® The one injured is, by definition,
avictim of the structures of power and domination. Melancholia, as the con-
dition of grief, deprivation, and trauma, has come to preoccupy reflections
on the psychic repercussions from social injury.

Melancholia has become useful for cultural analyses because it provides a
topography for tracing shattered identities whose occasion of detriment is
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brought on by prescribed norms of race, gender, and class. The detriment is
inescapable, as it predicates, to varying degrees, the possibility of having an
identity at all. However, although credited with founding this insight, psy-
choanalysis itself does not always unambiguously corroborate this tale of
trauma that has come to structure theories of racial and sexual anxieties. For
Freud, if we return to one of the foundational studies of melancholia, the
melancholic seems enabled rather than incapacitated by suftering in his or
her ambivalent need to demonstrate it with insistence and compulsion.>® On
the one hand, the melancholic is characterized by withdrawal and disinter-
estedness in the surrounding world; on the other hand, the melancholic has
a need to address and demonstrate his or her symptoms before an adjudicat-
ing audience. The melancholic is characterized by an “insistent commu-
nicativeness which finds satisfaction in self-exposure.” 3

The insistence and eagerness with which the melancholic tirelessly acts
out the conflicted relation with the loved object casts doubt on the degree
to which the melancholic is, as she or he professes, bound to the agent of
distress. The compulsion to demonstrate incites, rather than submits to, the
pain of loss. If melancholia is likened to a wounding, as it has been in psy-
choanalytical literature, it is, oddly, a wounding that enjoys the labor of rep-
etition, of rewounding itself. Freud himself overlooks this oddity and be-
lieves that the melancholic’s rebellion is merely a symptomatic reenactment
of the fundamental trauma being suffered, and despite the displayed revolt,
the melancholic is ultimately in a “crushed state.” > It is, however, not clear
whether the melancholic subject is incapacitated by the haunting specter of
the loved object or in fact exorcising the state of paralysis by turning it into
his or her own creation through psychic labor. In other words, it is not cer-
tain whether the psychoanalytical premise assumes the inevitability of doom
or offers the possibility of relief only by way of detriment.

Significantly, internalized along with the object are the various attach-
ments, love or hatred, that the melancholic subject once had with the ob-
ject. The relation to the object, rather than the object itself; provides the fo-
cus of reenactment. The object cannot be loved or hated, memorialized or
murdered, without this relational displacement. We are looking not for an
object whose restoration would be ultimately satisfying but a reenactment
of the subject’s relation to it.>” For the melancholic, the point of fixation is
not the love once known and lost but the love never really known.® The
significance of the lost object cannot be maintained throughout the melan-
cholic morphology of dejection, withdrawal, disinterestedness, public self-
reproach, eagerness for communication, militant self-aggression, and antic-
ipated punishment without itself undergoing a process of transpositions.
Suggested through these performances of the melancholic labor is, in fact,
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another facet of the psychic economy of grief. The penchant for drawing at-
tention to one’s suffering takes on a specifically pleasurable dimension.

The economy of melancholia, then, is no longer restricted to mourn-
ing but carried over into a kind of triumph in persistent labor. All forms of
psychic survival have, after all, a “crushed state” as their originating prem-
ise. Yet this price of social existence need not be interpreted solely in terms
of that shattering. To survive is to have already begun the disengagement,
one should remember, from that moment of psychic trauma. The efforts at
reappropriating trauma carry significance in themselves, apart from the
“shadow of the object.”

In this way, we require some other explanation for the afterlife of an
agency that triumphs over loss without exuberance. The insistence of grief
points to the proximity of a resilience that is unaccounted for in the focus
on melancholia. The vocabulary of psychic grief needs a different language
of pain that mediates the excess of pain with the possibility of survival. An
unobvious but appropriate choice is the logic of masochism. Distinct from
and even antithetical to melancholia’s disinterest in pleasure, masochism
fetishizes the experience of perverse pleasures in circuitous ways that would
seem to be a far cry from the inward grieving over a cherished, loved ob-
ject. Yet if we consider perversion in its etymological sense of “turning
away” from something, be it normalized sexuality or the proper process of
mourning, then masochism and melancholia produce two mutually rein-
forcing orders of psychic survival.

How masochism achieves mastery is helpful in revising the psychoanalyt-
ical understanding of how one escapes a psychic allegiance to a loved but
overbearing object such as the nation. If we consider nationalism as consti-
tuted in injury rather than pride, and if that sense of failure somehow figures
as voluntary love, then we can conceive how the painful mode of failure re-
mains productive and consoling for an injured national consciousness. Mas-
ochism, in this respect, demonstrates how the psychic labor undertaken in
the name of an object becomes reappropriated as self-preserving labor. Iden-
tification, articulated in this way under the reign of the object, enables the
subject to survive under authority in an inventive way. The masochist escapes
authority by adhering most faithfully to its laws and prescriptions to the
point of fanatic participation. Pain is pursued with ticklish pleasure. In order
not to let any moment of pain go to waste, the masochist meticulously plans
the execution of his punishments. The significance of rituals, as once argued
by Theodor Reik, belongs to part of the masochist’s control over his fanati-
cism, an intended passionate allegiance that he never completely gives.®!

If melancholia teaches us anything about preserving an object of love such
as the nation, masochism shows how dubious this commitment can be. The
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embrace of guilt and shame does not admit to the culpability of a crime. It
does, however, harbor that culpability as the impetus for atonement. The
compensatory remorse, in turn, does not terminate with time or deed. In-
stead, it proliferates as something that continues to drive one to interminable
labor, to life. From this perspective, individual freedom lies in neither the
overcoming of defeat nor the restoration of a certain proper identity. Rather,
it consists in the intimate knowledge that one has failed and that this failure
can and should be compensated through the exercise of one’s own labor.
Preserving the object in oneself as part of one’s identity belongs to a process
of identification propelled by unrequited guilt and shame.

A theory of interiority can give us only the contours of the psychic life.
Yet placed in the specific context of national and cultural histories, it shows
that distinct narratives of survival and failure are not incommensurable as vi-
able, simultaneous narratives of nationalism. From the perspective of na-
tionalism, a consideration of the subjects’ interior life offers invaluable in-
sights into how passions informing this attachment are shaped in the cultural
imagination. As though anticipating the inevitable challenge to reground
considerations of the psychic life in the history of nationalism and cultural
modernity, the introduction of Freudian psychoanalysis in China in the
1920s and 1930s, for example, was met with objections on the grounds of
cultural specificity. However, leading Chinese proponents found innovative
ways of recasting the theory of psychic life in light of China’s particular
predicament with nationalism and modernity. Self and nation were two ir-
reconcilable categories often contending for the expressions of desire and
recognition. China’s unique sense of crisis and euphoria during these for-
mative decades led intellectuals and writers to address psychoanalysis, as a
theory of the “modern” self, in terms of both failure and rejuvenation. In
this sense, psychoanalytical theories were appropriated as a cultural rhetoric
in specifying the desires of selfhood and the imperatives of the Chinese na-
tion. The imperative of nationalism in China gave theories of interiority a
distinct cultural inflection.

An examination of the particular historical circumstances does not only
demonstrate how we can understand psychoanalysis in the Chinese frame-
work. How Chinese writers inflected the theories of interiority through
their personalized literary culture of confessions provides an equally com-
pelling narrative of melancholia and masochism unexplored by psychoana-
lytical and cultural theories. In a way that opens up the question of psychic
injury to the broader scope of cultural modalities for experiencing and ar-
ticulating suffering, failure can offer us invaluable insights into the forma-
tion of passionate attachments to nation and identity.

Fundamental to identity, the maintenance of failure is asserted over and
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above a deeply felt sense of inadequacy. For identity to remain a possible cat-
egory for desire, failure in this way must be preserved. This is true for na-
tions that find new impetus and energy after humiliating defeats, such as
China after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894—9s. It is also true for psychic
identities that thrive on threats to their own disintegration through either
rewounding or self-wounding. The notion of failure articulates the under-
lying economy of nationalism, racial melancholia, and cultural masochism
in diverse terrains of political, social, and literary expressions. It shows how
the consecrated object to which one professes allegiance—Dbe it the nation,
the loved one, or authority—is offered to the threat of destruction in order
for that allegiance to be possible. With an appeal as detrimental as it is per-
suasive, failure inaugurates a moment of promised reconstitution in which
China’s tale of nation building unfolds in the late 1890s.



