
Guest Editor’s Introduction

In the 1920s, Agnes Smedley (1892 – 1950), a radical American journalist, 
wrote a story about a Chinese man named Kwei Chu in her book Chinese 
Destinies: Sketches of Present-Day China. She begins by citing the comments 
of a Chinese professor to whom she has just related Kwei Chu’s story: “It 
is typical of thousands of our intellectuals today. Kwei Chu was broken by 
love. His own personal emotions were the most important thing in life to 
him. Of course! The intellectuals have nothing else. Even the revolution, to 
most of them, is nothing but an emotion; not a life and death necessity as it 
is for the masses.”1 Like many educated Chinese youths in the early decades 
of the twentieth century, Kwei Chu fought a hard and unsuccessful battle 
against the patriarchal institution of arranged marriage and experienced 
bitter disappointment in his pursuit of free love. He was able to find tempo-
rary release from personal misery by dabbling in revolutionary politics. But 
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as the space for a passionate political life shrunk under a repressive regime, 
he became disillusioned and gave in to self-pity and dejection. In prefacing 
her story with the Chinese professor’s remarks, Smedley seems to share his 
diagnosis of Kwei Chu’s affliction. Toward the end of the story, she cites an 
exasperated friend of Kwei Chu who accuses him of being “a futile intel-
lectual” lost in the “swamp” of his own emotions.2 In this short anecdote, 
especially in the framing commentaries, a great deal is said about emotion 
subtextually. Fleshing out these assumptions will, I hope, allow me to dem-
onstrate the fundamental importance of historicizing and contextualizing 
the study of emotion.

The most basic assumption, something very much taken for granted in 
most modern societies, is that emotion pertains to the private life of the 
individual. It is a domain of experience grounded in the individual body 
or psyche and is ultimately knowable only to the individual. Emotion is 
expressed through language, gestures, and signs, but expressions can only 
approximate emotion and can fail when emotion is too strong for ordinary 
words or tears. The power of emotion is such that it can destroy a person, 
mind as well as body. The second assumption is that the educated classes 
tend to place a high premium on the life of the emotions, particularly 
romantic love, so much so that love has become modernity’s most privileged 
sign of individuality and subjectivity. The pursuit of free love against the 
claims of kinship and community is so habitually deployed to signify an 
individual’s coming of age and acquisition of subjecthood that it can still 
resonate powerfully despite being hackneyed. Love turns people inward and 
against society, giving us many a ruminating and rebellious romantic hero.

The third assumption has to do with emotion’s alleged atomizing effect. 
It is assumed that the private emotional life of the bourgeoisie is funda-
mentally discontinuous with the social and the political. Once emotion has 
become “the most important thing in life” for an individual, it detaches 
that individual from communal life and renders him or her a self-absorbed  
aesthete. In other words, emotion is ethically constrictive and politically 
immobilizing. From the emotionally absorbed individuals — typically of 
bourgeois or petit-bourgeois extraction — one cannot expect genuine and 
steadfast political commitment. When they do participate in political activi-
ties, they cannot but be merely seeking an outlet for their gushing nature 
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and are usually too brittle to withstand the test of time. Their devotion to the 
life of the emotions depoliticizes them, reducing them to private persons inca-
pable of forging lasting social bonds, let alone transclass solidarities. In par-
ticular, romantic love is égoïsme à deux: narcissistic, possessive, and affected. 
One learns the rituals of love from novels, plays, and movies. Romantic lovers 
are nothing but simulacra of one another: they write the same plaintive love 
letters and heave the same melancholy sighs and plot their lives according to 
the same melodramatic script. The emotional turbulence that wrings their 
hearts to pieces is of no significance to others. Their extraordinary feelings 
cannot be easily transferred to other individuals or translated into love of 
family, community, or nation — entities that either hardly matter to those 
caught in the tempest of romance or are the very source of their oppression. 
Their emotional life is thus qualitatively different from that of the masses. 
The latter are driven to revolutionary action as “a life and death necessity” by 
passions that are primordial, spontaneous, and communal. Their passions are 
not cribbed from books or movies and are infinitely serviceable to the goals 
of revolution. The masses are out to change the world.

If my unpacking renders the professor’s unspoken assumptions somewhat 
tendentious and perhaps a bit overblown, it is to make a deliberate point: 
what appears to be a routine denunciation of intellectual affectivity and 
futility turns on a whole set of beliefs about emotion that are simultaneously 
familiar and strange to us. What is familiar is the affective definition of the 
individual, or the idea that our essence is grounded in our inner nature for 
which our emotions are the most incontrovertible testimony. By probing our 
hearts and giving expression to our feelings, we affirm our subjectivity and, 
ultimately, our humanity. As discrete moral agents, we draw upon this inner 
source to make our moral choices. Our emotion can sanction and sanctify 
our actions, and, at times, it can also exculpate our missteps — all because 
it is perceived to be the most truthful index of Nature — a fundamental 
ontological and epistemological category in Enlightenment thought. But the 
Chinese professor’s remarks also point to the profound disquiet brought on 
by the modern internalization of moral source that was once firmly located 
in the beyond: Heaven, God, the church, and the like.3 How, indeed, is 
it still possible to speak of universal ethical imperatives and to honor the 
claims of the community when we have only our hearts to guide us? Are 
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we not prone to become egocentric monads who have and cherish nothing 
but our emotions? 

Precisely because these questions have by no means been resolved in our 
own time, the professor’s remarks also disturb us. While we still believe in 
the privatizing and individualizing effects of emotion, particularly in the 
case of romantic love, we do not believe that it is incapable of universalism 
and transcendence. Grieving over the death of a beloved leader or popular 
hero has seldom failed to bring a community together to affirm its solidar-
ity; mourning for a national tragedy remains the most sublime and politi-
cally fraught experience available to disenchanted and depoliticized modern 
individuals. Above all, we cling to the romantic creed that love ennobles 
and that heroism is necessarily fueled by altruistic love. Indeed, the most 
memorable and fulsomely eulogized acts of heroism in our globalized mass 
culture are less often driven by patriotism, religiosity, or filiopietism than by 
romantic love (with notable exceptions, to be sure). Consider, for instance, 
the international blockbuster Titanic. What a flop it might have been had 
Jack sacrificed his life only to save a parent (as he might do in a morality tale 
of filiality) or a fellow third-class passenger (as he might in a socialist par-
able of class solidarity). What a disappointment it might have been had Jack 
not had the steamy romance with Rose and in the end died only to save the 
life of a stranger woman, however beautiful she might be. To give another 
example, in the recent remake of King Kong, a vaguely heteroerotic current 
of affection between Kong and his human captive humanizes the ferocious 
beast who alternatively surrenders himself to the human need for a cuddly 
(even if oversized) teddy bear and wages an earth-shattering battle against 
hostile humans in his piteous quest for love. Popular culture hammers it 
home that, in the age of disenchantment and postmodern cynicism, love is 
very much the sole remaining source of ethical heroism and transcendence.

Why is love able to occupy such a privileged position in the affective 
geography of modernity? The answer, I submit, lies in the fundamental 
linkage between love and humanity as posited by Enlightenment human-
ism and disseminated in the march of modernity across the globe. Let me 
illustrate this linkage with a third example — again drawn from the reper-
toire of global multicultural entertainment. An episode in the original Star 
Trek series aired in the 1960s called “Requiem for Methuselah” tells of the 
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adventure of Captain Kirk and his crew on a mysterious planet with only 
two inhabitants: a scientist named Flint and his daughter Rayna.4 At Flint’s 
active encouragement and facilitation, Kirk and Rayna fall in love with each 
other. Then the dirty secret is uncovered by the canny Spock: Flint is an 
immortal whose yearnings for love and companionship have driven him to 
create Rayna, an android with otherworldly beauty and superhuman intel-
ligence. But as an artificial creature, she is incapable of love, hence defeat-
ing Flint’s whole purpose. In inducing amorous sparks between Kirk and 
Rayna, Flint hopes to jump-start her emotional growth, only to become 
fiercely jealous of Kirk. In the very moment that she awakens to her emo-
tions and is confronted by the two men’s rival claims, Rayna short-circuits 
and dies, leaving us an unfinished sentence that hardly needs to be finished: 
“I was not human; now I love, I love. . . .” In typical science-fiction fashion, 
the episode rests its reflection on the human condition on an allegorically 
and telegraphically articulated idea, which in this case asserts the funda-
mental connection between humanity and (heterosexual) love. Rayna could 
not love because she was not human; Flint could not awaken love in her 
because he was not human, either (though he seems capable of yearning 
and jealousy); Kirk effortlessly attaches Rayna to himself because he is all 
too human; the moment Rayna finds love, she becomes fully human and 
therefore mortal; and faced with an impossible emotional predicament, she 
dies just as countless romantic heroines have done in similar predicaments. 
As Spock puts it pithily: “The joys of love made her human; the agonies of 
love destroyed her.” Rayna has to die because both men love her heterosexu-
ally and because heterosexual love is the most legitimate and most valorized 
emotion in modern culture.

Kirk, in addition to being a great lover, is also the ideological spokes-
man for the show. This is how he sums up the message while ostensibly 
addressing Flint: “She is human, down to the last blood cell she is human; 
down to the last thoughtful aspiration, the last emotion, she is human. This 
human spirit is free. Rayna belongs to herself. She claims the human right 
of choice to be as she wills, to do as she wills, to think as she wills.” I offer 
this episode as a concentrated articulation of the modern understanding of 
emotion that undergirds the global translatability and universal appeal of 
the romantic genre. More than any other genre, the love story has been an 
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ambassador of Enlightenment humanism: we are all born equal and noth-
ing, be it race, class, or nationality, should stand in our way of associating 
with one another, socially, politically, or erotically; love not only ennobles, 
it also authorizes; on the basis of our ability to love, we can lay claim to the 
entire gamut of rights and dignities of humanity.5 But apparently this was 
not so for the Chinese professor (and perhaps for Smedley, as well). For him, 
insofar as romantic love deludes individuals into thinking that they “belong 
to” themselves and that they are entitled to absolute freedoms, it debases, 
constricts, and detaches people from what truly matters: the survival and 
prosperity of the collectivity. It therefore dehumanizes.

Lest we jump to the conclusion that the professor’s remarks are evidence 
of a peculiarly Chinese antiromantic (and antihumanist) temperament, we 
only need to juxtapose his remarks with historical understandings of emo-
tion to realize that they would strike medieval readers across East Asia as 
even more outlandish than they do us — but for different reasons. First of 
all, emotion in the Confucian moral scheme is meaningful only within the 
web of kinship-centered social relationships and public rituals. It is rarely 
perceived to be a physiological state housed in the dark unknowability 
of individual psyche. Instead of reducing individuals to atomized selves, 
emotion is a significant social force insofar as it binds people inexorably 
together and builds loyalties both vertically and horizontally. Moreover, the 
foremost Confucian emotion is filial piety, not romantic love. Filiality sup-
plies both the sentimental and ethical basis of larger loyalties and in theory 
subtends such egalitarian bonds as sworn brotherhood and erotic love. Pre-
cisely because a filial son cannot but also be a loyal subject, a great deal of 
emotional drama has been made of the conflict between the personal and 
the political. For this reason, it is the revenge story that seems to tug most 
forcefully at the premodern heartstrings. At the moment of bereavement, a 
filial son (sometimes daughter) or a loyal retainer would go on an assiduous 
and lifelong quest to avenge his parent or lord, which usually climaxes in 
the long-anticipated and serenely accepted death of the avenger. In death, 
the avenger makes plain the extent to which his social being defines his life 
purpose and his structure of feeling. Dying for one’s parent or lord is thus 
the most cherished premodern emotional spectacle. 

Contrary to the modern regime of romantic love, filiality and fealty turn 
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the self not inward, but outward, solidifying one’s obligations to family, vil-
lage, and kingdom. One affirms one’s humanity through an act of sacrifice 
that acknowledges the complementary but always hierarchical claims of the 
groups and institutions that constitute one’s social being. The emotions that 
have formal social consequences are necessarily ritually prescribed and pub-
licly enacted, while private feelings are accorded little social significance. 
The premodern person would not therefore understand what it meant for 
action in the public realm to be mere emotion. Nor would he or she see any 
merit in the suggestion that emotion is class-differentiated — that is, that 
the educated led an artificial emotional life while the masses were led by 
spontaneous passions hardwired to basic survival needs.

The affective terrain of the premodern world has become a truly for-
eign country. The Chinese professor, for all his denunciation of bourgeois 
emotion, is solidly situated in the modern topography of affect; indeed, his 
very language signals a sea change that has culminated in the modern cult 
of emotion. However, the commonsensical notion that emotion is a trans-
historical and universal constant because it belongs to the realm of nature 
continues to drive not only the culture industry’s penchant to cannibalize 
history, but also the scholarly tendency to smuggle modern assumptions 
about the inward self and its private/privatizing emotions into the interpre-
tation of historical materials.6 The privileging of erotic themes in classical 
literatures, for example, betrays our inability to come to terms with the fact 
that dyadic, heterosexual love is not the central axis of the premodern map 
of tenderness wherein the most poignant emotions are lived out in the public 
realms of political loyalty, homosocial friendship, and filial devotion. In its 
affective illiteracy and anachronism, our scholarship resembles the Disney 
rendition of the Mulan legend, which turns what is essentially a tale of filial 
heroism and familial bond into a tale of romantic love and individual hero-
ism. In the earliest ballad version dating back to the sixth to seventh century 
CE, Mulan dresses up as a man to enlist in the Khan’s army in her aging 
father’s stead, fights valiantly alongside her male comrades, declines the 
reward of high office, and returns home to be a daughter again. The poem 
firmly grounds Mulan’s identity in her daughterly role by glossing over her 
battlefield experience and dwelling instead on the before and after: Mulan’s 
troubled thoughts while sitting in front of the loom, her sartorial transfor-
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mation into a warrior, her parents’ longing for her, her younger siblings’ 
delight at her return, her joyful resumption of feminine accoutrements, and 
her messmates’ astonishment at the revelation of her gender.7 

As Joseph Allen points out, Mulan, the archetypal cross-dressing woman 
warrior, is returned to the familial bosom through evocatively poetic elabo-
rations of dressing, undressing, and redressing.8 Gender is more a sartorial 
matter than a somatic one. Modern retellings of the legend, however, invari-
ably tack on and foreground the plot elements of romance and marriage 
both to fix Mulan’s gender at the somatic level and to shift the affective axis 
from the corporate family to the heterosexual dyad. This trend culminates 
in the Disney animation film Mulan, in which the eponymous heroine is a 
vivacious, assertive, and quick-tongued woman who nearly single-handedly 
saves the empire and who finds romantic happiness and individual fulfill-
ment via military adventure and service. Familial love is still portrayed, but 
it is not the primary site of affective cathexis. It would be hard to anchor 
the film’s contemporary appeal without a dashing young captain taking 
up prominent screen position and discovering Mulan’s “true” gender and 
falling in love with her early on. An entirely filial drama would be less 
than gratifying to Western as well as Asian audiences, not least because we 
have lost our ability to ground humanity in other modes of connection and 
attachment.

In raising these examples from the historical context as well as global mul-
ticultural entertainment, I hope to call attention to what has become axi-
omatic in our understanding of emotion and society — our emotive doxa, so 
to speak. Both the mass cultural axioms that measure humanity with love 
and the Chinese professor’s class inscription of emotion are historically situ-
ated structures of feeling that must be critically interrogated instead of being 
allowed to underwrite our scholarly endeavors or being simply dismissed as 
the prejudice of a radical era. My purpose in expanding at some length on 
these examples is to prepare the reader for the main thesis of this issue: that 
emotion is profoundly bound up with history and culture. My necessarily 
sketchy exercise of comparing and contrasting our modern emotive doxa and 
premodern configurations is meant to foreground the issue’s overriding con-
cern: the monumental transformations of structures of feeling under condi-
tions of (colonial) modernity in East Asia. The study of emotion, therefore, 
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is never merely a matter of deciphering psychosomatic patterns or cracking 
universal aesthetic codes. Rather, it necessarily entails an intellectual commit-
ment to the profound historicity and sociality of the human person and the 
plurality of cultures. The assembled essays here, though dealing with diverse 
subject matters across media and genres, share a common point of depar-
ture: we approach the variety of emotions — love, shame, grief, anger, and so 
forth — not as neurobiological categories or the moral/spiritual categories of 
universal humanity, but as structures of feeling, or articulatory practices fully 
embedded in the social process. In this spirit, this issue engages recent schol-
arship in history, literary study, sociology, anthropology, political theory, and 
philosophy that urges us to see the emotions as perceptions and appraisals of 
weal and woe and our emotional experiences as profoundly shaped by social 
norms, cultural practices, and historical experiences. 

Together, the essays seek to address the following questions: What is 
the relationship between changing structures of feeling in East Asia and 
modernity? How have the syntax and semantics of emotion evolved and 
how have certain emotive concepts circulated and entered into the new sym-
bolic economies of colonial contact zones? In what ways is modernization 
also a process of sentimentalization and what are the implications for gen-
der and class formations? How did colonialism invoke the Enlightenment 
understanding of emotion to legitimize the “civilizing mission”? How did 
modernizing elites deploy sentimental discourses to articulate their agency 
and advance nationalist as well as modernization agendas? How did nation-
alist governmentality regulate emotional conduct as a way of regulating the 
body politic? How have different social groups deployed the discourses of 
affect for purposes of resistance, subversion, or revolutionary mobilization? 
How might we write genealogies of emotion in East Asian histories that 
go beyond the study of Oriental thought or Eastern aesthetic sensibilities? 
What kinds of sources can we turn to and how might we fruitfully combine 
the methods of philological exegesis, aesthetic criticism, folklore studies, reli-
gious studies, sociological analysis, ethnography, and the history of ideas? 

Reflecting the current interest in postcolonial studies, the majority of 
the essays in this issue approach colonial/postcolonial politics as politics of 
emotion. Huei-chu Chu’s reading of Japanese ethnographical fiction writ-
ten in colonial Taiwan plunges us into the complex process of emotional 
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transformation under colonialism. The “imperial eye” that writers of both 
Japanese and Taiwanese origins train on “indigenous” or “folk” customs 
such as funerary rites can be at once objectifying, patronizing, and empa-
thetic. While the earsplitting music and loud colors accompanying Taiwan-
ese funerals strike one ethnic Japanese writer as signifying a deficiency in 
genuine feelings, another Japanese writer recognizes their emotive reso-
nance within the local symbolic economy. An ethnic Taiwanese writer pre-
sents us with a flamboyant portrayal of a funeral without any explicit refer-
ence to imperialization, but, as Chu points out, the implicit epistemological 
framework is decidedly mediated through the multiple colonial structures 
of knowledge (written, Han Chinese, Japanese). The counterevidence is a 
text written in Chinese that is disappointingly stingy, as it were, with ethno-
graphic details. Our knowledge of the indigenous poetics of feeling is thus 
inherently dependent on colonial epistemology. This has profound implica-
tions for any anticolonial or nationalist project of retrieving an authentic 
affective regime. The issue opens with this essay because it raises questions 
that are also taken up in one way or another by the rest of the essays: In 
what ways has colonialism or imperialization displaced or transformed 
indigenous valuation of emotions? How is the Enlightenment dichotomy 
of empty formality versus true feeling mobilized to serve both dominant/
colonial and critical/subversive agendas? 

Catherine Ryu reads a postcolonial text by the Korean writer Kim 
Chŏng-han and considers how his delineation of the “emotional landscape” 
of colonial Korea is also an effort to construct an alternative identity for 
postcolonial Korea. In Kim’s fictional world, the Koreans live by sentimen-
talized (and hence implicitly modernized) Confucian moral principles, par-
ticularly filial piety. Crucially, filial piety is invoked as a feeling rather than 
a moral code. Indeed, Confucianism for Kim is not merely a set of codes 
or injunctions, but a lived experience — at the level of deeply felt even if 
unarticulated emotions. In this way he blunts the critique of Confucian-
ism as a feudal or antimodern ideology, while rendering filial piety a legiti-
mate resource for constructing a counterhegemonic identity to fill a certain 
“lack” or “inadequacy” in Korea’s modernization project. However, in turn-
ing the dichotomized emotional world of the filial versus the colonial into 
a prescription for the postcolonial era, Kim apparently converges with the 
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modernizing state that is also promoting Confucianism for statist goals. In 
the end, Ryu reminds us that “the opposition between the filial and the 
colonial [as depicted in the novel] cannot be sustained in the absence of Japa-
nese rule.” In other words, the opposition between a Korean identity rich 
in moral sentiments and a colonial identity that is emptied of this emotive-
ethical reserve is ultimately a fictional construct. The challenge is how to 
theorize filiality as an emerging structure of feeling outside the “hegemonic 
ideology of modernity” so that it opens up new possibilities for conceptual-
izing national identity.

Harriet Phinney continues to ponder the politics of emotion in the post-
colonial context. It has often been said that the nation-states founded in 
the wake of the anticolonial liberation movements in Asia and elsewhere 
adopted racialist-nationalist ideologies and governmental policies that were 
isomorphic to those of the colonial states. This was especially true in the 
realm of biopolitics, or the regulation of the life processes of the people con-
ceived of as “populations.” Phinney traces how the Vietnamese political and 
intellectual elites from the colonial era through the contemporary reform 
era have played a tutelary role in the love life of the Vietnamese people. 
Whereas early-twentieth-century Enlightenment intellectuals promoted 
love for its own sake to undermine patriarchal authority and to inaugurate 
a modern subjectivity, the socialist state sought to enshrine the nation as the 
most sublime object of affection. The Doi Moi state tried in turn to refocus 
affective life on the family as part of its larger program of privatization. 
The genealogy of official discourses on love, interestingly, helps Phinney 
make sense of unorthodox practices of love in everyday life, particularly 
how and why older single women are able to justify bearing children out of  
wedlock.

That the Vietnamese elites would take it upon themselves to manage 
the life of the heart on behalf of the people is highly symptomatic of mod-
ern governmentality, which is certainly not limited to authoritarian gov-
ernments. In liberal democratic societies, biopolitics is more diffused and 
shouldered more actively by civil society, as well as by expressive and media 
culture. In her extensive survey of Japanese romance novels published 
between the 1970s and the 1990s, Janet Shibamoto Smith demonstrates, by 
means of a linguistic and narrative analysis, how popular culture prescribes 
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a normative, albeit shifting, model of romantic masculinity through literary 
articulations of “lovestyle.” Each of the three decades is associated with a 
dominant lovestyle that shapes women’s romantic fantasies and everyday 
practices. In the 1970s, desire/sex is rarely the source of narrative tension and 
male characters duly fall in love with the women whom they regard as suit-
able future spouses. In the 1980s, men become more introverted and place 
a higher premium on women’s erotic desirability. This shift indexes the 
changing ideals of femininity during the same periods: whereas life stages 
were highly regulated and women were expected to retreat to the domestic 
sphere at a prescribed age in the 1970s, in the following decade women were 
urged to attend more to their individuality. In the 1990s, romantic heroes 
are characterized by overt displays of masculinity and sexual expressivity. 
Shibamoto Smith suggests that this is part of a larger trend whereby women 
are demanding more, or are incited to demand more, from men than just 
economic security and social standing. 

If the shifting grammar of love in romance novels is delivering more grat-
ifying heroes to Japanese female readers, it also registers a trend in which 
desire is increasingly associated with primal drives and individual fulfill-
ment while increasingly divorced from the emotional, ethical, and insti-
tutional framework of marriage and family. Corrado Neri’s study of the 
Taiwanese auteur Tsai Ming-liang’s films speaks directly to the problem of 
the disappearance of emotion from everyday life in an industrialized world. 
In Tsai’s eerily apocalyptic films about lonely individuals stranded in bar-
ren and desolate urban spaces, emotion no longer flows from human heart 
to heart. Rather, it is displaced onto buildings, furniture, natural elements 
(such as rain), everyday objects, and fruit (most notably watermelon). It is 
articulated not in words or through familiar bodily gestures or proxemics, 
but through fetishistic attachments to physical/organic objects or abstract 
symbols (such as the timepiece), or in music and dance interludes evocative 
of a lost age of emotional plenitude and expressivity. Here, sex is anony-
mous, mechanical, commercialized, onanistic, even incestuous; rage bursts 
out of nowhere and is unstoppable; hysterical weeping lasts for a cinematic 
eternity without any pretension to forge a cathartic community. This, Tsai’s 
films seem to say, is the postmodern poetics of emotion. We have lost not 
only our ability to feel deeply (as the moderns once thought they could or 
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ought to), but also the arts of performing our emotions movingly (as the 
premoderns did or were called upon to do). We have become stranded in the 
paradox of what Neri calls “the lost emotions of the flesh.”

 What Tsai gives us is a radical vision of the postmodern condition that 
has been commented on — either in lamentation or in celebration — by 
many cultural critics. But Weihua Wu and Xiying Wang’s genealogical 
survey of weeping (ku) in modern China seems to suggest that intellectual 
anxieties and prescriptions about emotions have had little impact on how 
the masses conduct their emotional life. Historically, Confucian literati pre-
scribed ritual protocols for weeping in everyday situations and deployed it 
strategically in political struggles. Modern intellectuals and the modern-
izing state in the twentieth century have sought to direct and regulate the 
performance of weeping. But, as the authors show, people did not always 
adhere to the boundaries of propriety and periodically perturbed the elite 
with their collective weeping orgies. The latest of these was the national 
crying game of the Super Girl singing contest modeled on the American 
Idol show. The contest garnered unprecedented international media cover-
age not, however, for the prodigious tears shed by the contestants and their 
fans, but for its mimesis of procedural democracy — the winners at each 
level were chosen by cell phone ballots cast by the viewers. Nonetheless, the 
show’s mass appeal had everything to do with its ability to forge sentimen-
tal communities through well-orchestrated bouts of collective weeping. Can 
democratic sensibilities indeed be gestated in national rites of sentimental-
ity, as some observers have hoped? Is there as much political promise in the 
impassioned fandom of mass culture as in the community of grief precipi-
tated by violence, war, and other human tragedies? Are critics justified in 
invoking the specter of totalitarian fanaticism? Is there an ethically viable 
politics of emotion that may redeem Tsai Ming-liang’s emotionally dysfunc-
tional bleak new world?

In short, do crying citizens make good citizens? Shih-diing Liu, in his 
turn, asks us to consider whether angry citizens make good citizens. He 
draws his data from a medium that we can scarcely afford to overlook — the 
Internet — and surveys heated chat room conversations on cross-Strait rela-
tions among mainland Chinese and Taiwanese participants. Against the 
prevailing Habermasian model of a rational, critical public sphere, Liu 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/positions/article-pdf/16/2/263/509726/pos162_01_lee.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



positions 16:2 Fall 2008 276

argues that the emotional outpourings in cyberspace create an alternative 
public space in which ordinary netizens voice their opinions and bring their 
divergent experiences and memories to bear on the intersubjective construc-
tion of identities and negotiation of power relations. By taking seriously 
these conversations which often fall short of standards of politeness, ratio-
nality, and tolerance, Liu turns our attention to where nationalism operates 
at the level of feeling and traffics in the affective rhetoric of purity, dignity, 
recognition, pain, humiliation, and injury. He shows that cross-Strait rela-
tions are not merely a matter of governmental behavior or diplomatic moves, 
but a site of emotional vicissitudes peopled by average citizens belonging to 
different polities and yet sharing the same “affective space” of cybercom-
munications. 

Jeffrey Santa Ana’s essay takes us to a geopolitical site — the multiracial 
United States — where citizenship is predicated on the overcoming of sup-
posedly parochial “ethnic” emotions such as anger, shame, and melancho-
lia. Santa Ana’s thesis hinges on a series of hierarchical oppositions: feeling 
postethnic/feeling ancestral, amnesia/memory, postmodern color blindness/ 
historical emotions, commodified multiraciality/materially informed hybrid-
ity. Through the fictional character of Rocky in a novel by Jessica Hagedorn, 
he illustrates the enormous attraction of the first terms to mixed-heritage 
Asian Americans as well as the human costs they exact. But the novel is 
also an exploration of the second terms as counterhegemonic alternatives. 
Santa Ana develops the concept of feeling ancestral — “empathic identifica-
tion with Asian heritage and genealogy” — to theorize Asian Americans’ 
purposeful reviving of negative emotions from their immigrant pasts not in 
order to submit to their debilitating sway, but as resources for elaborating 
materially grounded hybridity. If shame is the debased self-consciousness of 
the mixed-race immigrant underclass, then the reembracing of shame in the 
age of multiracial, postethnic, and postmodern euphoria returns one not to 
some essentialized ethnic identity but to a sense of agency grounded in the 
complex history woven of colonial, gender, and class oppression. 

We began this introduction with a Chinese professor’s disparaging com-
ments about intellectuals and their private emotions, and we end with a fic-
tional Filipina American’s engagement with ancestral/communal emotions 
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as a strategy of identity politics. Whether it is an object of eulogy, critique, 
or regulation, and whether it is perceived to be a privilege of the effete elites 
or a birthright of the uncouth masses, emotion has been a prominent though 
little-understood player in East Asian and global modernities. It is hoped 
that this issue is the beginning of sustained efforts at mapping the chang-
ing structures of feeling in the entangled histories of modern East Asia and 
beyond.

Haiyan Lee, Guest Editor

Notes

 This issue would not at all have been possible without Tani E. Barlow’s extraordinary 
intellectual vision and generosity of time and spirit. Along the way, Tani, Riki Thompson, 
and Dipika Nath patiently and with consummate professionalism guided me through the 
different and sometimes difficult stages of compilation and revision. The two anonymous 
reviewers for positions valiantly read and reread the entire issue and pushed me and the 
individual contributors to think more rigorously about what it was we aimed to accomplish. 
We are deeply indebted to their help.
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