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In this brief presentation, I would like to discuss economic representations in China and India with their largely rural setting. Being linked to these two places through my involvement with those engaged in experiments of transformative politics rooted in social practices of everyday life, I am often confronted with economic representations that infiltrate common sense. Our commonsensical picture of “reality” for the two places is that of a “developing” country. A tone of comparison is obvious here, and the Outside, which is not present in the representation “developing country”, is clearly playing a constitutive role in making such a projection a proper one in common sense. However, the question remains: how is this used in common sense?

I will mainly deal with appropriations made to serve purposes other than those intended by economists. Roughly speaking, there are two sides to this appropriation. On the one hand, they may be appropriated to serve purposes other than those made possible by their “proper” discourse. On the other hand, they may also be regarded as borrowings in the sense that in the appropriation of these terms, one unquestioningly subscribes to the “reality” constructed in and through the discourse that makes these terms meaningful. With regard to appropriations serving purposes of a different field, it is possible for these terms to be appropriated as critical instrument of different modes of resistance against the authority which is held to be responsible for the vices of social reality. The question of power relations is touched by these appropriations, and the case of Kerala can help us go further in our critical evaluation of these appropriations with regard to their limitations and possibilities for a transformative politics.

******

With the “reality” of China and India being represented, both inside and outside the country, as that of a “developing” country, economic representations that infiltrate common sense are under the sway of a hegemonic discourse of development which links “poverty” and “backwardness” to “ignorance”. Education is often geared to the building of a modern state and the moulding of nationals for the pursuit of modernization. Science and technology are always regarded as powerful tools the elite can learn from the West for the harnessing of natural resources still to be exploited for development to steam ahead. Yet, despite this naturalized linkage between education and development, the idea of meting out popular education to the masses, which is predominantly rural, remains an abstract concept of enlightenment, apparently offering a way-out for the large rural masses yet in reality providing upward mobility for only a minority. 

I will quote from a film that I think some of you may have seen. It won the Venice film award and is applauded as depicting rural life in developing China. The film, Zhang Yimou’s Not One Less, is a story about a primary school substitute teacher who strives to keep all the pupils in the village school, and when one boy is gone job-seeking in the city, she leaves behind the other children, goes to the city, tries various ways, and eventually locates the boy and brings him back to the village. The film, according to the Director, is instrumental in drawing public attention to rural schooling and in raising funds for “Project Hope”, the largest charity fund in China to sponsor rural children to school. The film is a good example showing how much Zhang Yimou subscribes to the discourse of development in his borrowing of economic representations. Firstly, the right incentive, in monetary term, for the right person at the right time in the right context can bring out the best of the person and may work miracles. While the slogan “not one less” represents a general wish of putting every rural child to schooling, the idea is embodied in the incentive for the young teacher – she is anxious to prevent any dropout (not one less) during her term of service because she is promised a monetary award for this task. Secondly, one central concern for China as a developing country, in order to successfully turn itself into a developed and modernized country, is the question of poverty and its reduction. Poverty testifies to the state of lagging behind in development which requires capital, including human capital. Education is an answer to the production of human capital, hence the reduction of poverty.

In Zhang Yimou’s film, his idea of lack in poverty can be reduced, in the final analysis, to a lack of money. Without money, the village school cannot have things proper to a school. The school does not have a proper building, proper desks and chairs. Teachers are not paid properly. They don’t have enough chalks to write on the blackboard, which becomes extremely crucial for both teaching and learning as children cannot afford to have any textbooks. The substitute teacher, a teenage girl, cannot afford the bus fare to go to look for the missing boy and thus she forces the children to sell their labour to those who fail to insist that they have no use of their surplus labour. The runaway boy finds himself lost in the city without money to buy food because his idea of selling his labour does not work out. Hence, “poverty” for Zhang Yimou is reduced to a monetary category while being represented as a descriptive term of unsuspected “reality”, and accordingly, to develop is to become rich, or at least richer than before. 

Zhang Yimou’s picture is a picture of wishful thinking because the question of power relations spinning the social net of inclusion and exclusion is missing. Zhang seems to be totally unaware of the tensions between, on the one hand, the system and practices of education, geared to modernization, industrialization and urbanization, and, on the other hand, the relationships and locality of rural life. He seems to fail to notice that the askew practice of education in China has the effect of marginalizing the bulk of the population away from lines of mobility available for climbing the social ladder, thus maintaining large classes of subaltern as a pool of extremely cheap labour force in the service of export-oriented industries. He is unaware of the possibility that education is part of the problem of, rather than solution to, poverty.

A comparison of Not One Less to the Iranian film Children of Heaven will manifest a crucial difference: in the latter, the little brother negotiates with his environment and makes do with resources at hand. He eventually participates in the marathon race not because he is driven by the “incentive” for award, which is usually taken for granted in economic representations, but because the third prize – a pair of sports shoes – will help him out of a situation of necessity – his sister needs a pair of shoes to go to school. There, the question of poverty is not a mere question of lack of education, but is rather the effect of a system of provisions, education included. The family is poor not only because the father has to depend on the mercy of a system for the provision of means for making ends met, the father is also so subjected to the control of an asceticism he has internalized throughout the years that he is unable to venture beyond his world in practice, though not in imagination, to assert himself in experimenting with unfamiliar relations that might result in the enlargement of the system of provisions for him.

Hence, we see here that the fate of poverty is the effect of the complicity of the forces of modern economy, depriving him of whatever means of sustainable livelihood he might originally have, and the forces of moral values rooted in a tradition that prevails long before the ruling elite acquires a desire for modernization. Modern education is shaped after the elite’s desire in order to serve the project of modernization, and poverty is the effect of that project.

Both Not One Less and Children of Heaven engage with poverty. However, for Not One Less, poverty is a general problem of development that calls for a general solution, grounded in sending children to school. The brief reading of Not One Less offered above points to the operation of abstraction in the discursive construction of poverty. With such a language, things become more and more dependent upon calculation and being assigned a number in monetary unit. Along with this trend, experiences are being represented more and more as abstractly constituted. So in Zhang Yimou’s film, the substitute teacher’s determination to bring the runaway boy home is maintained and consolidated by discursive actions through her verbal exchanges with others. It is always the actions of the words of the others as spectators or bystanders that account for the constitution of the girl’s experience. The moment the Director ceases to embody her experience in words is when she is represented as overstretching herself to the limit, including the limit of language, and dozes off. This is the abstraction of Zhang Yimou in borrowing economic representations for his own purpose which, however, is still very much inscribed in the economic discourse that makes these representations meaningful.

By contrast, poverty in Children of Heaven is not a general problem of development. Rather, as effect of development, poverty is a practical problem, specific to the situation of the little brother and sister and their parents. So the boy has a grasp of the situation more as a practical problem to be dealt with tactically. It is not a general problem for him that calls for a general solution of some sort. Furthermore, the way the brother and sister conceive of their practical problem is framed by the affective bonds of family relationships. Here the Director allows us to see that the affective forces in the children’s experience exceed the logic of narrativization. To give one example, what gives the boy strength and encouragement are deeply engraved moments of intimate experience binding him to the ones close to him. So when the boy pushes himself in the race beyond the limits of physical exertion, he enters into a trance-like state operated by a single purpose of bringing a pair of shoes home for his sister. A series of powerful memories of his sister sustain the trance and his effort to finally win, unfortunately, first place. Unlike Not One Less, where experience is merely represented by words or the outward appearance of the body, that is, denotatively, this example shows us that the affective power of the boy’s experience bears out the excess in being that is too slippery to be contained by any discursive structure. And in this connection, this affective power, the action of the excess in being, is primarily the power to give. To relate the excess, the Director resorts to show us scenes of historical moments that present themselves in the present with future thrust, rather than resorting to words or figures that are supposed to speak for themselves.

Another example I would like to discuss is a short story by Zhang Jie, a well-known woman writer in China. In the story Internal Heat, Zhang Jie offers us a telling picture, with a smack of humour, of the polarization of Chinese society. On the one hand is the world of the economic and political elite, on the other is the world of the subaltern. In the world of the elite, adultery maintained on the basis of calculation with regard to exchange values is an open secret. News about these get circulated as scandal in rumour, however, they are not supposed to be treated openly. In the world of the subaltern, asceticism is not only the rule that governs their formative process, it is also their survival strategy. The scene in the story is when the domestic servant Maid Pan encounters a cultural shock when she enters the master’s bedroom, the door not locked, and sees the master and his daughter-in-law nude in bed, making love. She herself initially feels ashamed, as if she is the one committing adultery. But then, the experience quickly incurs changes in her outlook and practice, for she allows her own contradictions to be fully reckoned, contemplated and challenged. The witnessing of the adultery scene conjures up repressed desires in her for a driver. The moment of shock forces a rethinking of the ethics that have always disciplined her. She reasserts her own ethics and her supremacy in relation to the elite, that she does not exploit her body for exchange, but learns to enjoy sex for pleasure, however transient her relationship with the driver may be.

Transformative politics is a learning process, which is not so much to confront an external, common enemy, but to learn to work and live with each other, without dismissing differences that are historically produced. Transformative politics attempts to problematize naturalized power relations in order to seek their transformation. Hence, with appropriations, we would also like to explore if they subscribe to the underlying reality, or endeavour to subvert it.

In Zhang Jie’s story, she does not subscribe to any common sense economic approach in naturalizing what is represented as reality, but rather, she penetratingly points to areas such as the liberating transformative power of one’s experience and the freedom one can always practice in the pursuit of happiness that does not depend on mere calculation of returns, areas going beyond the economic approach.

While Maid Pan testifies to a transformative process affirming liberation and happiness, it is largely on the level of a personal experience, an attitude to life which exceeds the spiral of the predominant culture of personal relationships as exchange values. It stops short of a collective response to the “reality” which it finds intolerable. The question of power relations is certainly raised in the rhetorical appropriations of economic representations as critical instrument. However these rhetorical appropriations have not travelled far enough to confront these representations in positive and productive ways that reveal them to be themselves rhetorical maneuvers in the construction of a reality, together with a determination of how the problems of that reality are to be read and to be resolved. The case of Kerala can be a supplement to this stopping short.

What I would like to highlight about the experience of the People’s Science Movement and People’s Planning Campaign in Kerala is the resort not to economic “incentives” but to voluntarism in collective efforts in tackling problems in the communities and in building sustainable livelihood. The power to give testifies to the inherent power of free agents, and is a productive force in the mending and rebuilding of trust and cohesion which are being increasingly destroyed by the “progress” of modernization. The People’s Science Movement offers us invaluable experience in the rethinking of the question of development through a critique of science and technology. It goes beyond the concern with growth and productivity in its recognition of the power of know-how to shape and form us.

The People’s Science Movement was initiated by scientists themselves with the full awareness that science, one can add knowledge in general, is a site of contestation in at least two essential aspects. Firstly, in the assimiliation of scientific knowledge, one encounters the contestation between different cultures and different languages. One example is the introduction of modern medicine. Modern medicine’s secular approach of assigning the cause of illness to some external bodies that invade the patient’s body was always in conflict with the cultural practice of the locals that took the malfunctioning of health as a sign of their mistake committed against the gods and thus were duly punished. Another example is the Chinese language. Yan Fu (1854-1921), who had studied in England, translated Mill’s Logic with classical Chinese. He had talked about his experience of struggling for weeks in trying to have just one word translated. This is easily understandable in view of the immense differences separating the two languages. While the formal language of Logic can be more or less detached from any existential context, the Chinese language was mainly connotative. If divorced from a shared culture, and more importantly, a shared experiential context, it could not be made sense of.

Secondly, another aspect of contestation is that of the desire in the assimilation of scientific knowledge, whether it is driven by a desire of the elite to modernization, emulating the developed ones, or a desire to secure sustainable livelihood by the people themselves, hence the name of people’s science movement.

Kerala is a case of transformative politics in and through which resistance and rule relate to each other in positive and productive ways leading to learning processes of practices of government from below. The concern with the practices of government is the concern with the conditions and possibilities of the everyday life of subjects of a community. It is a concern that opens up the question of rule in the everyday, voluntary interactions, that is, it problematizes the practices and understanding of government by freeing it from the customary understanding of government that posits a certain centre, a seat of power as its referent point from which decisions, programmes and policies emanate.

The concern with the everyday life can be articulated along the question of development, the question of education, and the question of the learning processes that emerge with the engagement in transformative politics.

In so doing, we are reminding ourselves that representations are always made by investing oneself in a certain subject position assigned by a certain discourse, hence the complex implication of power and knowledge. In other words, questions of representation are also questions of politics of contestation of readings of “reality” from different positions, whereby problems of “reality” and ways of resolving them are conceived differently in different discourses.

Attachment A: “A Night-time of Love”, excerpt from a reading of Zhang Jie’s fiction.

Attachment A

A Night-time of Love

Lau Kin Chi


In Internal Heat (1991), the domestic servant Maid Pan and her lover, driver Old Jin, present the possibility of sex and relationships that aspire to be non-exploitative but reciprocal. Their subaltern position critiques and subverts relationships in the elite world.


In Internal Heat, the patriarch is figured as the master of the house and the Secretary of the Mammoth Study Society, Tang Bingye. The name carries the meaning of China-Grand-Enterprise. The story starts with a despicable description of him:


Tang Bingye had excessive internal heat. His faeces was dry, his urine red yellowish, his canthus filled with yellowish-greenish gum, his lips festered, his tongue furred, the tip of his tongue blistered, his teeth gum inflamed, his cheek swollen. When he opened his mouth, a stinking smell of indigestion emitted. (IH 120)


Tang’s intrigues of controlling the Mammoth Study Society by allying with some and excluding others are games of masculine power struggles. This world of males is full of greed, violence, and swindles. Revolt against the patriarchal values he represents does not come from his colleagues or opponents; in the public sphere of power struggle, all involved play the same game. On the other hand, in his private life, the three women in his home each represents a different way of women relating to the patriarch.


His wife, Xiang He, is fully aware of the husband’s character and hypocrisy, especially of his keeping mistresses. Unable to put up a fight, and unwilling to give up her social and public position and privileges as the Secretary’s wife, she tolerates the husband’s love affairs, while she herself indulges in food and eats with a fierceness whenever she accompanies her husband to feasts. A greedy appetite compensates for a lonely bed. She figures very much like the greedy wife Xia Zhuyun in Heavy Wings.


Tang’s daughter-in-law, Yuzhi, chooses to stay on in the family when her husband dies, and becomes Tang’s mistress. When she, a typist and daughter of a grocer, marries into the family, she is timid and non-assertive, but her expectation is to enjoy wealth and comforts. (IH 171) When the husband dies, she is unwilling to return to her parents’ shabby home which is without toilet or bathroom, where she will enjoy no more hot baths. She thus chooses to stay as a mistress to the father-in-law. “She could not allow herself to be exploited by this family without getting some returns.” (IH 172) Apart from the desire to exchange sex for material comfort, she thinks she is taking revenge on the family in her own way: “Sometimes she thought, how could she be letting the body of this old guy with a smell of coffin heap on her body; how come she was doing this business. But perhaps she wanted to cause this glorious family some non-glorious moments.” (IH 173) Her way of resistance, as she herself sees it, is to contemptuously allow Tang to copulate with her, and to act and think like a whore. So she engages in verbal battles with the couple, calling the family “a brothel”. (IH 178)


Yuzhi’s resistance is only verbal, for in practice she cannot resist the luxuries Tang offers. The comforting idea that she is getting her vengeance over Tang has elements of deception in it, for this justifies her complicity and self-destruction. If hers may be said to be a battle against the patriarch, the battle is also waged against other women and against herself. Hence, she is hostile not only to Xiang He, but also to the maid.


The third woman in the family is domestic servant Maid Pan. Maid Pan is a minor character but one who strides two worlds. Her home, her husband and family are in the countryside, but she has stayed on in the city to work as maid in a cadres home. She borders the frontiers of the urban and rural worlds, and the world of the elite and that of the subaltern. Present but quite invisible in the house, she speaks little but sees a lot. She is stunned when she inadvertently intrudes into the unlocked bedroom where she sees with her own eyes the nude master Tang Bingye copulating with his daughter-in-law Yuzhi. Vaguely knowing something is going on between the two is different from actually witnessing it.


Maid Pan cleaned the rooms one by one, and when she came to Tang Bingye’s room, she opened the door, and was stunned. On Tang Bingye’s big bed were all nude, hugging, two persons. The two persons were none other than Tang Bingye and Yuzhi.


Maid Pan hastily backed out.


She did not know if it was due to the shock or the urgency, but she wet her pants. Later she thought, what did this have to do with me? They did not wet their pants, so why should I wet mine?


After wetting her pants, she then thought, oh my goodness, they not only were all nude, they did not even bother to lock the room.


Not even bothering to lock the room! [...]


When it was time for lunch, Maid Pan was with Tang Bingye and Yuzhi. She still did not dare to look at them, as if she herself was the one caught in the adultery. The other two, however, behaved as if nothing had happened, and as usual, chatted and laughed. [...]


Maid Pan had thought they would have been so ashamed that they would want to find a hole in the ground to hide in. To her surprise, Tang Bingye was talking grand theory, and not only grand theory, he was criticizing the newspapers for their inadequacies. (IH 166-9)


Maid Pan’s reactions to the adulterous affair are initially shock and shame, as her reference is in conventional morality — that sex is something one does behind locked doors, in private, and that adultery, especially incestuous adultery, is shameful and immoral. But the experience quickly incurs changes in her outlook and practice, for she allows her own contradictions to be fully reckoned, contemplated and challenged. Zhang Jie does not have Maid Pan cling to conventional morals or conveniently denounce the adulterers, and in that way represent the “tradition” or the “ethical”. While she clearly rejects the incestuous adultery of her master and mistress, Maid Pan is capable of transformations with her reflectiveness.

Maid Pan was quite absent-minded when she prepared the meal today. She kept shiveringly thinking of the scene of them nudely hugging in bed. Her heart beat, her face blushed, her breath short. [...] The more she thought, the two persons in the bed became herself and Old Jin. Why could they not change? Look! after they did that, did they not continue to eat rice? Did they not continue to read the newspapers? Yuzhi continued to complain that she had put either too much or too little water in boiling the rice. Tang Bingye continued to instruct her to water the plants in the courtyard... Neither of them found it difficult to live on due to shame or immorality because they were not supposed to be nudely hugging each other in the bed and furthermore to be caught right in the middle of it. (IH 169)


On this matter, she saw the difference between them, and her and ordinary folk. (IH 184)


Especially after she had witnessed Tang Bingye and Yuzhi nudely hugging each other, she found it more difficult to restrain the temptation of illicit pleasure with Old Jin. She kept imagining what it would taste like if she were to be hugging Old Jin that way.


She kept thinking, if the old man and his daughter-in-law could do this with such unabashed candidness and legitimacy, what sort of wrong would it amount to for Old Jin and her to do it?


So she stood up from the doorsteps, pat the dust on her trousers, and with a light heart of self-forgiveness, with ease, she left the greyish, carved gate of the Tang family. [...]


Maid Pan said with determination and no return, “I have thought through this. Why the hell can some people do whatever they like to do, and why the hell do we people suffer by restraining ourselves?” [...]


Maid Pan did not ask Old Jin to divorce his wife and to officially marry her; she did not ask Old Jin to give her a monthly payment on the ground that she could not let him sleep her for nothing. She thought, they were a “dew couple”. The relationship transient like the dew, not indebted in any way to each other, not doing harm to each other, both opting for this voluntarily. One day, Old Jin would return to his home, and she would return to her home. But so long as they were dew husband-and-wife, they would love and care for each other as dew husband-and-wife. No way would they be like the Tang family, where each person let their mind and heart sink so much that they could only go to hell.


It was dawn. Maid Pan looked at the paling window, and felt that her experience in the Tang family was worth it. Though she did not sleep the whole night, she on the contrary became more youthful, more fulfilled. Old Jin was quite good; he did it much better than her husband.


She somehow felt grateful to the Tang family for locking her out. So from today on, she would start a new life. (IH 187-9)


The witnessing of the adultery scene conjures up repressed desires in Maid Pan, and the moment of crisis that causes her to wet her pants forces a rethinking of the ethics that have always disciplined her, ethical standards set by people like Tang who speak one grand theory, but act otherwise. On rejecting the moral binds, she takes action to leave Tangs house, and to cohabit with driver Old Jin. She sees her ethics as essentially different from Tang’s ethics, and she reasserts her own supremacy in relation to the elite, for her sex is out of desire and reciprocity, and is free from selfishness or greed. Her relationship with the driver is recognized as being transient like the dew, but neither person conspires against, takes advantage of, the other person, unlike the elite world. Because she does not prostitute herself or exploit her own body for exchange, because she chooses to work on sewing jobs rather than return to the Tang family, she identifies her own moral supremacy.


Maid Pan as the subaltern is disdainful of the hypocrisy of the elite world, but does not go for a rejection of sex itself. Maid Pan goes through the wetting of her pants, and then a fast beating heart, a blushing face and a short breath. The shamelessness of the incestuous adulterers contradicts her usual expectations, and the comparison becomes a liberating factor when she starts questioning her previously unquestioned sense of shame. In so doing, she sees how its disciplining effects have inhibited her from sexual pleasures. When Maid Pan and Old Jin eventually make love, she tries to recall what she has seen about love-making techniques between Tang and Yuzhi. Old Jin tells her to take opportunities to look at the pornographic videos in Tang’s home. “Learn more techniques, and we will have much more fun.” (IH 188) Maid Pan finds that “Old Jin was quite good; he did it much better than her husband”. With the sexual gratification, she becomes more youthful and fulfilled. The fulfilment is body pleasure as well as moral ease.


Maid Pan’s revolt against the patriarch is not a simple rejection of the male master of the house as the Other. She is not trapped in the Manichaen opposition, for she also revolts against the patriarchal values and ethics in which she herself is inscribed, values and ethics propounded and reiterated by the elite like Tang Bingye. Able to revolt against the “them” in “us”, and not simply rejecting sexual pleasures as degenerating, she is capable of problematizing herself and reflecting on her complicities within the existing patriarchal order. Her idea of a relationship of “dew”, fresh and sweet, however transient, echoes the Castoriadis idea of a “night-time of love” amidst a general environ of hostility and lock-out.


Maid Pan figures as the subaltern’s rejection of the hypocrisy and lust among officials and intellectuals, the elite world. Some shadows of this figure have appeared in Zhang Jie’s previous works. In Heavy Wings, there is a fleeting image of the figure of an old woman selling popsicles in the street, in the shadow of a tree, a figure envied by Zheng Ziyun for living in an almost imperceptible, incomprehensible world different from his, a world not so much intruded by “modern” lifestyles or concerns.

In the shade under the tree on the opposite side of the street, the old woman selling popsicles was persistently shouting, “popsicles — chocolate popsicles — ” Zheng Ziyun always saw her, much the same age as his, apparently in good health. Short, dry, dark brown visage, like a dried mask. Traces of a hard life. But in her vibrant shouts she still had strength to struggle with life. Whereas he seemed to be vacillating at the verge of life and death. Secretaries, maids, offices, limousines... all these had debilitated him. Modern life that caused the flesh to degenerate. (HW 256)


In Heavy Wings, the world inhabited by the popsicle woman is far remote from that of Zheng Ziyun. The different worlds appear to be exclusive of each other, inhabiting different spaces. When it comes to Internal Heat, the different worlds share certain spaces and ethics, intruding into each other, yet also fending each other off, hence Maid Pan inadvertently intrudes into the master’s bedroom, and the master’s whole family deliberately locks her out late at night. It is in this sharing/infringing of spaces and ethics that the subaltern rethinks her complicities in sustaining the order which prevails and disciplines those different spaces, especially those that are inhabited by the subalterns.


When Zhang Jie takes a gender perspective, but is limited to the elite world of officials or intellectuals, the gender dichotomy remains the block that cannot be transgressed. When subalternity is introduced into the gender perspective, however, different forms of interloping becomes possible, and transgressions go beyond revelations of despair and disappointment, to ushering in new, practical and practicable possibilities.
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[Excerpts from Zhang Jie’s works quoted here are translated by Lau Kin Chi]
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