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ABSTRACT
This article contributes to a theory of commensuration by examining 
the discursive production of incommensurability between objects, aes-
thetics, and practices, and by extension, “cultures” and “civilizations.” 
Everyday objects—such as camping tables and cloth shoes—are often 
taken as emblems for distinctions between China and the West. This in-
commensurability is reproduced through a series of semiotic processes 
described here: first, an historical shift in the vocabulary for everyday 
things, in which marked foreignness is replaced by marked Chineseness, 
and reflections on that history in contemporary film; second, traditionalist 
performances of resistance to (and repugnance for) Western aesthet-
ics, accompanied by a tendency to deploy markedly Chinese objects 
as emblems of cultural allegiance; and third, an artist’s lecture on the 
perplexity of negotiating this incommensurability in art practice. This 
boundary leaves out—or produces as excess—all those things that are 
designed, made, bought, and used in China, but which are not regarded 
as Chinese. I argue that this cryptocategory of the unChinese implic-
itly frames the work of Chinese artists and designers still called upon to 
produce a Chinese modern. [Keywords: China, art, aesthetics, objects, 
incommensurability, markedness, double bind]
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In 2010, the Tangrenjie (“Chinatown,” or “Tang dynasty people street”) 
mall just south of the Olympic stadium and directly across from the 

Ethnonationalities Park1 in Beijing, previously devoted to Tang-style jade 
and silks marketed to tourists, was remodeled. The new main floor was 
designed for local residents, with a supermarket on the top floor.2 It fea-
tured dozens of shops selling athletic wear and hiking/camping gear; 
all were well-known Chinese brands, designed and made in China, with 
pseudo-English names such as Toread and Fraspens. Outside the ath-
letic wear stores hung large images of young Chinese people stretch-
ing and running; in their display windows, the camping-gear outlets ar-
ranged tents, hiking boots, and shovels. Here and there between the 
athletic and outdoors shops were a handful of stores remaining from the 
mall’s previous incarnation, selling wenren tea sets (wenren or “literati” is 
a centuries-old class term for a literate/cultured person or bureaucratic 
elite), including ornate wooden trays and tiny cups and pots; jade ban-
gles, pendants, and knick-knacks; enameled vases with gilt rims; tea, 
gift-packaged liquors, and cartons of cigarettes. The tranquil domestic 
pleasures suggested by these products stood in contrast to the vigorous 
outdoor activities depicted by the other shops. During opening week, 
these two aesthetics came together in just one place, a camping store’s 
shop window: a white porcelain tea set had been set up awkwardly on 
a folding canvas table, with matching chairs on either side, facing out. 

This little set-up was a staging of a structure of disjuncture. The win-
dow-display attempted to fit together two contrary aesthetics embodied 
in objects: one of fragile white porcelain, and the other of rugged green 
canvas and black plastic. In so doing, it linked two modes of elite, mas-
culine sociality: men talking in offices and living rooms while smoking and 
making tea (the more elaborate the tea set, the more typically masculine 
the activity), and men hiking in the mountains (presumably after driving 
there in the white, “all-terrain” Jeeps that had replaced black sedans as  
the favorite cars for wealthy men in China). The first mode of sociability is 
markedly and “traditionally” Chinese: like literati tea, the parallel-chairs-
flanking-a-table furniture arrangement was a central feature of Chinese 
sitting rooms prior to the introduction of the sofa and coffee table, and 
it is prominently featured in period movies as a place for important dy-
adic conversation. The second, a form of camping, is in China more 
often regarded as Western or foreign. The humor in this commensuration 
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of tea set and camping table (and its efficacy as a marketing strategy) 
hinges on a presumption of incommensurability between the aesthetics 
and practices from which these objects emerged: as representatives of 
“cultures” (China and the West), tea sets and camping tables don’t be-
long together. However, as emblems of masculinity, they do. masculinity 
serves as the commensurating metric that structures the disjuncture.

This article considers the problem of commensuration by examining 
how aesthetics are made incommensurable as they are set against each 
other, in everyday life and in its more mediated projections. I focus on 
the example of contemporary China, where—despite a century of criti-
cal reflection on the instability of such binaries—Chinese and Western 
aesthetics continue to be opposed to one another in discourse, in prac-
tice, and—as described above—in the social life of things (Appadurai 
1986, 1990). The essay begins by examining aesthetic incommensura-
bility as a key, though intensely fraught, boundary-marking discourse in 
the contemporary Chinese context, especially with regard to the styles 
and forms of everyday objects. I use this discussion to frame detailed 
examinations of three instantiations of this discourse. First, I examine a 
historical shift in how objects were linguistically marked as Chinese or 
Western over the course of the 20th century, and link this shift to rep-
resentations of aesthetic change in contemporary period film. Second, 
I analyze a discursive confrontation between “Chinese” and “foreign” 
aesthetics in critiques of modernity by a traditionalist poet and a self-
styled artist-turned-kungfu master to offer a brief ethnographic con-
text for traditionalism as an aesthetic discourse and practice. Finally, I 
briefly examine a lecture given to art students at the Central Academy 
of Fine Arts, which reiterates the double-bind under which Chinese art-
ists and designers are called upon—as they have been called upon for 
decades—to produce a Chinese modern style in the face of discourses 
that consistently align things modern with the West and things Chinese 
with the past (Fabian 1983, Chakrabarty 2000, Zhang 2010, Pang 2012). 
my examples cut across different spheres of activity to show how the 
binary distinction between Chinese and Western/foreign forms persists 
and pervades the discourse around everyday things, a discourse that, 
I argue, derives much of its particular significance from China’s central 
role in industrial production for global circulation (see Pun 2005, yan 
2008, Kim 2013, Wong 2014). 
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Incommensurable Aesthetics and the Problem  
of “Chinese” and “Foreign” Things3

Aesthetic incommensurability is a form of boundary work (Irvine and Gal 
2000): a way of asserting distinctions or differences. Aesthetic forms are 
made incommensurable with one another insofar as they are regarded 
as belonging to social groups, ethnicities, nations, or “cultural worlds” 
(Holland et al. 1998) to which subjects are likewise regarded as belong-
ing.4 Discourses of aesthetic incommensurability frame the Chineseness 
of, for example, tea sets and people as equivalent. In some of the cases 
described below, objects such as cloth shoes are even described as being 
more Chinese than people.

The aesthetic ideology that regards aesthetic forms—colors, shapes, 
materials, sounds, smells—as cultural patrimony echoes the language 
ideology that regards linguistic forms—words, phrases, shibboleths—as 
emblems of ethno-nations (Silverstein 2000, Kroskrity 2000, Agha 2003, 
Harkness 2013). However, aesthetic incommensurability is not untranslat-
ability or incomprehensibility (Povinelli 2001), although it is equally politi-
cally inflected. Aesthetic forms are often regarded as being transparent 
or mutually comprehensible in a way that languages are not. Despite dis-
cussions of “translatability” in semiotics and art criticism, the aesthetic 
ideology of transparency continues to organize the practical distribution 
and circulation of aesthetic forms. Art, fashion, and music are transported 
across contexts without translation—the substitution of signs—in a way 
that linguistic texts are not, even though their meanings can and do shift in 
the process.5 Nevertheless, as will be shown in the cases below, despite 
this presumption of transparency, claims of aesthetic incommensurability 
often involve claims to a specific form of incomprehension: a failure not of 
the referential function but of the emotive, conative, or phatic functions of 
communication (Jakobson 1960). This failure may be expressed through 
behavior or described with metapragmatic terms particular to specific lan-
guages. In the cases below, such incommensurability is described as an 
inability to jieshou (accept/absorb) and a lack of ganjue (feeling).

In cases of systemic conflict—from colonizations and revolutions to 
everyday social distinctions and antagonisms—ordinary objects often 
come to be regarded as belonging to one or another category of per-
sons, and as being constitutive of that category. Food, clothes, furnish-
ings, tools, and weapons take on a significance that hinges on the rela-
tionship between nations, political parties, social classes, ethnic groups, 
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and characterological social roles (see, e.g., Bourdieu 1984, Clunas 1991, 
Keane 1994, Silverstein 2003, Gal 2013, manning 2012, Hankins 2013). If 
a discourse of identity (gender, race, culture, class, status, political affilia-
tion, aesthetic community, etc.) authorizes a person to possess or admire 
some type of object, it also quite frequently imposes an obligation to own 
or desire that type and a sanction on owning or liking any other (e.g., pink 
and purple and princesses are for girls, red and blue and superheroes for 
boys). The identification of an aesthetic with a social order such as a na-
tion, culture, or ethnicity is analogous to the concept of brand. Like brand, 
this aesthetic identity produces a “relationship between some set of other-
wise differently construed commoditized objects and a common formula-
tion of them as members of the same class (e.g., as Puma, Reebok, Nike)” 
(Nakassis 2012:627). And like brand, this relationship is constituted by 
interpretive regimes that take particular aesthetic features (colors, materi-
als, shapes) as marks of their place in social orders.6

Discourses of incommensurability often imply a commensurability at 
another level of contrast. If tea sets belong with Chinese men in ways 
that camping tables do not, this is because both can be recognized as 
emblems of masculinity. Objects become focal points for the “revaluation 
of categories” (Sahlins 1985:ix)—in this case, the revaluation of Chinese 
masculinities—in part because of their ontological status as material 
embodiments of positive and negative values (munn 1986). Things are 
“inevitably disproportionate to the sense of the signs by which they are 
apprehended” (Sahlins 1985:ix), and vice versa. That is, there is always 
something “more” in a tea set or a camping table that lends itself to re-
combinations, re-valorations, re-commensurations. When the two items 
are displayed together, their uncomfortable but suggestive combination—
even as it opens new fields of experience and practice for Chinese manli-
ness—re-asserts the equivalence between tea set and camping table as 
emblems of socio-cultural and gendered identity. 

In such discourses of incommensurability, insofar as one side of an 
equation is “unmarked” (Waugh 1982), the two sides are not equal. Things 
that might look “Western” in some contexts appear in others as the default 
aesthetics of “developed countries” (fadaguojia), or of globalization (quan-
qiuhua). The inequity of the marked/unmarked relation can undermine the 
parity constructed through claims of radical difference: are princesses 
as good as superheroes? This can result in a paradox of valuations—a 
double bind—for some subjects in some contexts. As we will see, this 
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problem applies in fields of aesthetic endeavor on both ends of the spec-
trum, from “classically Chinese” to cosmopolitan “modern”—though, I 
would emphasize, the double bind of national modernity as lived through 
incommensurable objects is not particular to professional aestheticians 
(compare Pang 2007, 2012 and Liu 2009).

Jianwai (Seeing Strange)
The phrase “seeing strange” in the title of this article is a direct translation 
of a Chinese expression, jianwai, meaning to see as an outsider to oneself. 
This expression is used most often in the negative: buyao jianwai, “don’t 
see (me) as an outsider,” meaning “don’t see me as a stranger.”7 I here 
use this expression to describe situations where people see as strange 
or estranged things that are or should be familiar: clothes, shoes, furni-
ture, paintings, cars, and newspapers. moments when “Chinese” things 
come to attention as Chinese in China can precipitate an awareness along 
the lines of the “break” described by Heidegger and marx, in which dys-
functional objects “become conspicuous” (Heidegger 1996:68), bringing 
to attention a “world”—in Heidegger’s case the world of practice, and in 
marx’s the world of production. For Heidegger, it is when tools break, or 
become unusable, that tools “ready-to-hand” become objects of atten-
tion. Similarly, marx says: “It is by their imperfections that the means of 
production in any process bring to our attention their character of being 
products of past labor. A knife which fails to cut, a piece of thread which 
keeps snapping, forcibly remind us of mr. A., the cutter, or mr. B., the spin-
ner. In a successful product, the role played by past labor in mediating its 
useful properties has been extinguished.” (marx 1976:289). 

In jianwai, the new awareness of the surrounding “material for living” 
(Heidegger 1962:64) is not provoked by a break or snap, but by a re-place-
ment that effects a recontextualization. In the case of the tea set on the 
camping table (where you might expect to see a thermos and camping 
mug), the tea set appears as markedly Chinese when set alongside these 
other objects—more Chinese than it looks in the teashop; at the same 
time, the camping table appears suddenly, markedly, Euro-American, even 
though it is, like the tea set, made in China. These situations occur most 
frequently with things that are called “Chinese-style” (zhongshi or tang-
shi),8 such as cloth shoes, embroidered silk items, high-collared coats, 
ornate wooden tables, prayer-bead bracelets, jade knick-knacks, and the 
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varieties of ink painting known as national painting (guohua), all of which 
are associated with pre-revolutionary elite cultures. But similar situations 
can occur with folk art objects (such as tigerhead baby shoes and pad-
ded cloth jackets), industrial items associated with socialist history (such 
as flower-printed enameled thermoses, washpans, and chamber pots), 
and even hairstyles (such as women’s hair in two braids hanging down or 
infants’ shaved heads with remaining tufts of hair indicating gender), all of 
which are often described as hen Zhongguo, very Chinese. 

In situations where these objects “take the floor” (Goffman 1981), com-
ing to interactional or discursive attention, they are explicitly or implic-
itly marked as Chinese: as culture, the symbolic property of an ethnon-
ational identity, described with deictics (“our China,” women Zhongguo/
woguo; “we Chinese” women or zanmen Zhongguoren). The marking of 
these objects as Chinese sets up a situation in which everything else—
all the clothes, accessories, apartments, furniture, cars, etc., that are 
made, sold, and used in China but never called zhongshi or tangshi or hen 
Zhongguo—can be framed as un-Chinese, not-ours, and can potentially 
appear as foreign, imported, other, outsider. In the process, the history of 
foreign aggressions and influences, colonial incursions, and global circu-
lation can be brought to awareness, raising the question of interactional 
participants’ ethnonational identifications and allegiances.

In these banal moments of jianwai, the cultural identities (and quali-
ties) of people and objects can be called into question. The coming-to- or 
bringing-to- prominence of Chinese things as Chinese can impose a new 
frame on other objects nearby (whether that proximity is mediated or im-
mediate), making it possible for them to be recognized as “un-Chinese,” 
and by extension potentially casting doubt on the ethnonational identities 
of their Chinese wearers and bearers. Jianwai (dialectically) undermines 
the identification between people and things on which it depends. This 
re-marking happens within a self-consciously postcolonial ethnonational-
ist discourse on loss and identity (typified by the cases discussed below), 
in a context of aggressive intellectual property rhetoric, in which Chinese 
designers, manufacturers, and artists are frequently accused of copying 
Western designs, styles, and technologies (Pang 2012, Wong 2014). At one 
level, the double bind of aesthetic incommensurability—the difficulties and 
productivities of commensurating the nation with the modern—is familiar 
across the globe (e.g., Luvaas 2013, O’Dell 1997); at another level, China’s 
bid to global commercial power, and the anxious reactions it triggers, make 
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these issues particularly loaded. In a context where aesthetic difference is 
“intensely ideologized,” the discourse of incommensurable aesthetics is 
always available as a frame for interactions and encounters.9 

Webb Keane, following Bourdieu, argued that, “the need for talk about 
social identities and cultural objects…often apparent when speakers ad-
dress each other across cultures, opens up within society—even in face-
to-face interaction—at points of critical difference and distance,” in con-
versations “between groups who, through the very forms of discourse they 
use, define themselves as outsiders to one another and treat their mutual 
communication as uncertain” (1995:107). These insights about difference, 
distinction, and the meta-discourse around cultural objects also apply in 
reverse: “talk about social identities and cultural objects” can call up the 
presence of outsideness even when no outsiders are present, and provoke 
a critical distance and even estrangement from things that are otherwise 
familiar.10 Such distinctions are always available, but are only sometimes 
performatively brought to relevance in interaction, which is to say that peo-
ple deploy these oppositions to position themselves, or others.

Politics of Incommensurability
Aesthetic incommensurability inverts the commensurations constructed 
through what Liu Xin calls “a competitive game of material development 
with or against the “Other” that now “constitutes the basic epistemologi-
cal and ethical ground upon which life and governance run their course” 
(2009:109). Liu argues that the rise of so-called “scientific” probabilistic 
statistics in 1980s China facilitated developmentalism, an atemporal sen-
sibility, in which statistical measures such as GDP and per capita income 
serve to mark growth defined quantitatively by comparison to a (primar-
ily) Western European and American Other. According to Liu, develop-
mentalism collapses time, replacing both traditionalist imaginations of the 
past and socialist imaginations of the future with incessant comparisons; 
time appears only as reflected in a hierarchy of developmental stages (for 
comparison to the linear histories and evolutionary teleologies of the early 
Republican nation-state, see Duara 1995). 

But if many aesthetic objects appear as emblems of the transnational 
cosmopolitanism analyzed by Julie Chu (as when a Fuzhounese woman 
preparing for an immigration interview asked, “Would I look more modern 
[modeng] in a t-shirt?” [2010:142]), others appear as remainders of these 
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other models of history: traditional pasts and socialist futures perch on 
developmentalist modernity like a tea-cup on a camping table. If statis-
tics are used to measure degrees of distance to be overcome, aesthetic 
objects frequently serve to articulate a qualitative difference that is not 
supposed to be eliminated by modernization or “scientific development” 
(kexuefazhan). Across multiple contexts, discourses around aesthetic ob-
jects seem to posit a fundamental difference between “cultures” or ethno-
nations that can all too easily seem to have been opposed to one another 
over centuries of commodity trade and war. Examples range from the “in-
vented and reinvented” Silk Roads (Chin 2013) and the China Trade to the 
Opium Wars, from the Eight Armies’ destruction of the Summer Palace to 
their tacit acceptance of Japanese occupation, from anti-colonial nation-
alism to socialist modernization, from “proxy” wars in Korea and Vietnam 
to Cold War tensions over military and diplomatic support for Taiwan, and 
from contemporary allegations of intellectual property theft and covert 
hacking on both sides to “currency wars” and Chinese holdings of US 
debt. Geopolitics surrounds the commodity transactions as a result of 
which Toread camping gear and jade jewelry appear together lining the 
paths of the “Chinatown mall” in Beijing.

The political significance of such aesthetic choices is evident in a va-
riety of contexts. Li Zhang (2010) has described the bifurcation of styles 
in housing complexes (groups of apartment towers sharing communal 
space and surrounded by walls) in Kunming. She estimates that one-third 
of new developments are given “foreign-flavored names,” including direct 
translations of European and American place-names, with “an approxi-
mate reproduction of what is broadly perceived by locals as Western-style 
housing” (2010:84). In 2005, these housing developments attracted a 
radical gesture of jianwai from the municipal government, which regarded 
them as evidence of “the degeneration and loss of decent Chinese urban 
culture…blind worshipping of Western things and fawning over foreign 
powers” (2010:87). more expensive housing developments aimed to de-
velop a localized (bentuhua) architecture incorporating Chinese (generic 
Qing–ming and specific local minority) architectural elements and “native” 
plants—with an emphasis on green garden spaces—that represents a 
tasteful synthesis of cultural heritage and modernity, “man and nature.” 
For Zhang’s interlocutors, the choice between these housing develop-
ments appears as a choice between global migration fantasies (Chu 2010) 
and ethnic/national/local identification. These commodities can serve as 
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political symbols, as when Ann Anagnost (2007) describes the “old towns” 
being (re)built in cities around China as commodified “nationscapes.” But 
for their partisans, traditional objects appear as emblems of continuity and 
as solutions to historical contradictions—as when the aesthetic powers of 
traditional medicines, including the ancient text of the ars erotica, are used 
to treat the depletions and excesses of post-socialist life (Farquhar 2002).

In this context, assemblages of old and new, or “East and West,” zhong/
xi, appear constantly. Though the concept of the assemblage promises 
precisely to transcend Eurocentric binary logics, even writings that cel-
ebrate this possibility can simultaneously (and perplexingly) reinscribe 
incommensurability.11 In jianwai, a form that might otherwise appear as 
a “global form” with a “distinctive capacity for decontextualization and 
recontextualization” (Collier 2006:400) is instead construed as having a 
specific origin: as foreign, and Western. Dipesh Chakrabarty described 
the intransigence of Eurocentric chronotopes of modernity in South Asian 
social thought as follows: “The Europe I seek to provincialize or decenter 
is an imaginary figure that remains deeply embedded in clichéd and short-
hand forms in some everyday habits of thought that invariably subtend 
attempts in the social sciences to address questions of political moder-
nity in South Asia” (2000:4). In the cases described below, the figure of 
Euro–America (the West, xifang, or the outside, waiguo/guowai) is similarly 
intransigent; it is inseparable from the figure of China, and vice versa, al-
though figure–ground relations—the relations of marked and unmarked—
can and do shift in particular discursive situations. 

These discourses of aesthetic incommensurability are particularly in-
tractable, of course, for aesthetic workers. mainstream Chinese brands, 
such as Toread, Fraspens, and Lining, are represented across a variety 
of contexts as straightforward copies or surfeits (Pang 2012, Nakassis 
2013b) of Euro–American brands such as The North Face, REI, and Nike. 
Laikwan Pang (2012) has described the difficulty that Chinese designers 
face in claiming creative authority in a context where their work is always 
potentially framed as copy. Contemporary artists, for their part, have fre-
quently and famously taken this very aesthetic incommensurability as a 
field for critical intervention, for example by integrating the Coca-Cola 
logo into “Chinese” forms, whether by painting it on a Neolithic urn (Ai 
Weiwei), or by working it into paintings incorporating tropes from maoist 
propaganda (Wang Guangyi). However, such interventions often repro-
duce the very categories that they ostensibly disrupt, as Winnie Wong 
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(2014) has pointed out in the case of contemporary artists’ conceptual 
experiments in the commercial art production center of Dafen. Like the 
tea set on the camping table, Ai Weiwei’s Coca-Cola urn can be read as 
reinforcing the incommensurability that it transgresses. 

Contemporary Chinese factories produce both simulacra of history and 
emblems of modernity; but the vast majority of things they make are not 
quite so clearly identified, or so neatly divided from one another. moreover, 
the choices between these poles are not as stark as the choice of apart-
ment complexes; you might well need both a tea set and a camping table, 
just as you might need both a chemical pill and an herbal decoction. In 
shops, malls, bodies, and houses, these things cohabitate. How do the 
tensions that resulted in the regulation of foreign names in Kunming hous-
ing complexes refract through the social lives of things? How are such 
objects marked and re-marked as emblems of ethnonational conflict?

The cases discussed below show that this discourse of incommensu-
rability remains pervasive and persistent. Its significance derives from the 
range of contexts in which it emerges: first, the presentation of everyday 
objects in a mall described at the start of the article; second, the shift-
ing vocabulary used to refer to the mass-produced things of everyday 
life; third, the representation of that shifting organization of material life in 
popular period film; and fourth, elite traditionalist responses to that shift, 
including ways of living with objects and ways of talking about them.

Re-marking the Foreign
Over the course of the 20th century there was a dramatic change in the 
linguistic marking of everyday objects according to cultural origin. In the 
19th century, a character for “foreign,” yang (meaning “ocean”) was at-
tached, both discursively and typographically, to most imported goods 
from Britain and other Western countries, as well as to colonial persons and 
governmental apparatuses. Later, when yang objects began to be made 
in China, they were still frequently called yang. But over the course of the 
20th century this usage disappeared and now there are only a few items 
still linguistically marked as “Western” (xi), and even fewer called yang. The 
first set of terms below describes a material culture in a period of extensive 
bi-directional trade (on which see Hevia 1995, Liu 1995); the second set of 
terms describes a history of political and economic relations through a cast 
of character-types (on which, see Tang 2000) (see Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1: Words for Objects

Old 
form

Literal  
Translation English

Current  
usage 

Literal  
Translation

洋瓷 Foreign 
porcelain

Enamelware 搪瓷 metal-enamel

洋灯 Foreign 
lamp

Kerosene lamp
Electric light

油灯
电灯

Oil lamp
Electric lamp

洋钉子 Foreign nail Nail 钉子 Nail

洋车 Foreign car Rickshaw 三轮车 Three-wheeled car

洋葱 Foreign 
onion

Onion still in use

洋花布 Foreign 
printed cloth

cloth 花布 Printed cloth

洋灰奖 Foreign  
ash-paste

cement 水泥 Water-mud

洋漆 Foreign 
paint

paint 油漆 Oil paint

洋码子 Foreign 
numerals

Arabic numerals 数码 Counting numbers

洋樓 Foreign 
building

Apartment or 
multi-story 
building

楼房 Storey-building

洋酒 Foreign 
liquor

whiskey, 
bourbon, 
vodka, etc.

occasional 
use, mostly 
replaced by 
particular 
types

New forms are 
transliterations of English 
terms, and do not 
include the jiu-suffix for 
alchohol

西装 Western suit business suit still in use —

西餐 Western 
food

— still in use —

洋药，
洋烟

Western 
medicine, 
Western 
tobacco

opium yapian鸦片 transliteration

洋娃娃 Foreign 
baby

babydoll still in use —
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Figure 2: Words for People

Old form Literal Translation English 
Current  
usage 

Literal  
Translation

洋气
洋味

Foreign smell/air/flavor — In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋鬼子 Foreign devils — In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋帽子 Foreign hats, impolite 
term 

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋人 Foreigners — 外國人 Outside-country 
people

洋枪队 Armed foreign forces — In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋法子，洋
劲儿, 洋俗

Foreign ways (of 
behaving)

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋财 Wealth obtained from 
trading with foreigners

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋里洋气 Ostentatious foreign style — In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋包子 Foreign educated 
Chinese, impolite

— haigui海龟 Sea turtle

洋博士 Foreign-educated 
Chinese, polite

— haigui海归 Returnee from 
overseas

洋迷 Fan of the foreign, one 
enamored of foreign 
things

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋为中用 making foreign things 
serve China

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

洋奴买办，
洋奴思想

Slave to the foreign, 
foreign-influenced 
thoughts and ways of 
being (negative)

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—

土包子 Dirt-dumpling, rube, 
hick; a person who is 
not conversant with the 
foreign (a 19th and early 
20th century term in 
Shanghai dialect, used to 
describe Chinese people 
living outside the sphere 
of colonial influence).

— In occasional/ 
historical use

—
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Although most of these terms are no longer in use in everyday life, they 
are still in common circulation because period dramas are one of the dom-
inant genres of contemporary Chinese media (see Zhang 2008). Scenes 
of the “world” (cf. marx and Heidegger, above) in which foreign objects 
like eyeglasses, short hair, and bowler hats marked the characterological 
figure of the foreign-educated Chinese, the yangbaozi or yangboshi (but 
also suggested cosmopolitan sophistication), and in which Chinese ob-
jects were the basic, everyday, unmarked ones (but also, in some cases, 
marked the rube or tubaozi), can be seen at any given moment on a hand-
ful of the dozens of television channels, and at any given movie theater. 
Among all the historical television shows and movies depicting the pre-co-
lonial ming and Qing dynasties, a very large percentage focus on the early 
20th century, especially Shanghai in the 1930s, in which one of the focal 
points of attention is the markedness of now-common foreign objects: 
cigarettes, suits, watches. In most cases, these depictions of pre-revo-
lutionary Shanghai focus on underground resistance to the Nationalists, 
the Japanese occupiers and their Western accessories (readers might be 
familiar with Lust, Caution [2007]; Legend of the Fist: The Return of Chen 
Zhen [2010]; Ip Man [2008] and Ip Man 2 [2010]; and Dangerous Liaisons 
[2012] set in 1930s Shanghai, as examples of this genre). These films and 
television shows provoke and cultivate many desires, among them the 
desire for the objects that occupy its elaborate set-dressing: both Chinese 
things whose charm lies partly, here, in their surprising banality, and those 
yang things (appliances, accessories, words) that stick out, marking the 
student returned from overseas and the houses of luxury. Some of the 
pleasure of this genre, I might argue, lies in its inversion of contemporary 
indexical orders (Silverstein 2003).

Filmic depictions of the early 20th century present a curious analogue 
to the present situation: markedly foreign things—imported cars, clothes, 
food, wine, foreign educations—still index class and sophistication for 
contemporary elites, just as they did for the yangbaozi in the 1920s and 
1930s. But in the depicted past, foreign things stood out in a world of cloth 
shoes, loose cotton jackets and trousers, ceramic teapots, and rosewood 
chairs. Now, most “foreign” things—such as Apple iPads and Samsung 
phones—are made in China. The similarity of Toread and Fraspens prod-
ucts to those of Nike and The North Face (and the fact that they are pro-
duced in the same place) makes their pricing a problem of political phi-
losophy. Being “Chinese,” like being “imported” or being “handmade,” is 
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a form of value; but what is the value of the thing that is produced industri-
ally, that is not imported, but also not Chinese?

These days it is “Chinese” clothes that are culturally marked: called 
Tangshi or Zhongshi, Chinese-style, they include high-necked shirts with 
cloth clasps for men, loose-cut pants made of linen or silk for men, high-
necked flowing coats with wide sleeves and embroidery for women, and 
qipao dresses. These items are not always strictly “traditional,” but they 
are marked by a general aesthetic: materials, color choices, ways of us-
ing fabrics, ways of applying decorative elements. Ornate wooden carved 
furniture is called zhongshi, even when it departs from traditional styles 
(for example, a Western-style sofa and coffee table made of mahogany 
and carved with Chinese decorative details). Other common items fre-
quently described as being hen Zhongguo are: beaded prayer bracelets, 
cloth shoes, knotted tassles, carved jade knick-knacks, fans, birds in little 
wooden cages that can be carried about, and, of course, ink painting (in-
cluding both the paraphernalia and the art [much of which is not traditional 
either; contemporary ink painting comprises many genres]). Chinese ob-
jects are not just distinguished from un-Chinese objects by labels or dis-
courses. They are sold in specialty shops, marketed by specialized sup-
pliers, and produced by specialized artisans. National painting (guohua) 
has its own academic departments, its own stars, its own galleries, and 
its own auction houses, commanding prices that often exceed those of 
“modern and contemporary art” (xiandai or dangdaiyishu). 

markedly Chinese objects—especially the ones associated with pre-
colonial elite Chinese aesthetics—are a central component of contempo-
rary Chinese aesthetics of sophistication, prestige, and power. Traditional 
elite and folk arts were objects of political attention from the early days of 
the Communist Party, though there were controversies over the political 
status of elite arts, but mao’s talks at the yan’an forum on art and literature, 
which served as a de facto aesthetic policy until the 1990s, put consider-
able emphasis on both “national forms” and “folk forms,” and for most of 
the socialist period after the Sino-Soviet split there was a strong emphasis 
on modernizing Chinese genres as opposed to “learning from” the West 
(Andrews 1994). Official buildings and the state meeting rooms shown on 
television are decorated with Chinese-style ink painting murals, as they 
have been since the 1960s.The offices and living rooms of government of-
ficials, school administrators, and other conservative wealthy people usu-
ally include guohua, jade or wood carvings, and elaborate wenren (literati) 
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tea sets. Upper middle-class matrons frequently wear Chinese-style em-
broidered coats, shawls, and jade bangles. 

Environments and costumes composed entirely of “Chinese” things 
tend to look like theatrical representations of the past, appropriate for 
period dramas and theme restaurants. However, there are subcultures 
of people who wear and display a lot of Chinese-style things, including 
many writers, academics, and guohua painters, who often integrate ob-
jects such as prayer beads, cloth shoes, or pieces of Tangshi clothing into 
outfits that also include un-Chinese items, such as jeans and polo shirts. 
Some practice an austere material life enforced by poverty; some tradi-
tionalist eccentrics wear their hair long and practice Buddhism or Taoism; 
others develop an aesthetics of simple luxury, raising goldfish in ceramic 
urns and setting up tea sets and calligraphy-writing tables in their living 
rooms. A popular style of interior décor for elite institutional, consumption 
and residential spaces in major cities (such as schools, cafés, bookstores, 
and designers’ homes) is composed of spare, angular, concrete buildings, 
with polished concrete floors, all dark grey and white, appointed with an-
tique stone carvings or folk art forms. 

These objects and forms, in which Chineseness is mobilized as a value, 
derive that value in large part by their opposition to that much larger cat-
egory of items that are designed and made in China but which are not 
Chinese. Consequently these objects must be understood in terms of the 
historical shift in relations of markedness described above. In the next 
section, I discuss in more detail two exemplary cases of traditionalist and 
antiquarian aesthetic subject positions: first, an extended argument for 
a traditionalist mode of life in the form of a major newspaper’s interview 
with a poet; and second, an artist’s construction of a kungfu studio on the 
outskirts of Beijing.

“A Poet’s Material Life”
Like the dysfunction that provokes attention, jianwai is a common oc-
currence that only sometimes provokes extended reflection. The follow-
ing document presents one such reflection: a 2008 Southern Weekend 
(NanfangZhoumo 2008) story on the award-winning poet yang Jian, called 
“A Poet’s material Life” (2008.4.24/Wenxue section, D27). The feature in-
cluded both an article by the reporter Huang yin and a full transcription of 
his interview with yang Jian (NanfangZhoumo 2008). The article starts by 
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describing the small house on the outskirts of the city where the poet, a 
former factory worker, cares for his sick mother. In this “plain but orderly” 
home, the most prominent items are bookshelves topped by an image of 
Confucius, photocopied pictures of influential Chinese authors, and a guqin 
(ancient harp); shaded by plants is a pile of tiles from old buildings that have 
been torn down, which the poet hopes to use in building a future home.

NanfangZhoumo: many people would admire your life, but if you really 
try to go live it, it’s really hard; you lose a lot of the things (东西) of 
urban life.

Yang Jian: I’ve always opposed city life. I don’t like it. When I live in the 
city, at most I buy a bit of salt, some soy sauce, and some books.

NanfangZhoumo: When you live in the city, you don’t enjoy its conve-
niences, mostly you feel uncomfortable. 

Yang Jian: The main point about city life is it keeps getting faster and 
faster, more and more uncomfortable, more and more there is no 
way to concentrate on doing something (聚精会神). There are so 
many things bothering you. For example, many kinds of noises, ma-
chine noises, women’s (妇女) noises, children’s noises. At this point 
the city is already a collection and distribution center for noise (噪音). 
you will be in a divided state (分心). you have to use a lot of energy 
to resist this thing (这个东西), to achieve a state of concentration. 
I hate the sound of motorcycles, I hate the sound of high heels. I 
am also annoyed by the sound of newspapers. In the human world, 
the driest, most monotonous sound is the sound of people ruffling 
newspapers. These are not the symbols (标志) of a Chinese-style 
civilization (中国式文明). The cloth shoes we wore when we were 
children, used only needle and thread; walking along the road softly 
and quietly, with colors that were simple/innocent (单纯). Not like the 
high heels now; when they go down stairs the sound is unbearable, 
there is a kind of brashness, a stubborn, willful self-importance. No 
matter whether it is the sound or the form, I can’t accept them. Cloth 
shoes are really great, when I was a kid I wore them—a black up-
per and a white sole, they come close to Chinese mountain–water 
(landscape) painting. Black and white: it is a sophisticated, succinct 
summation of the world.

NanfangZhoumo: But these days, that sort of classical aesthetics has 
been almost completely abandoned (抛弃).



Seeing Strange: Chinese Aesthetics in a Foreign World

110

Yang Jian: yes, the abandonment is almost complete, in every aspect it 
is thoroughly gone. I especially hate xiangsheng [cross-talk, a popu-
lar genre of verbal performance/vocal art that is specific to northern 
China]. They’ve already become tools. Every age has this kind of 
thing that appears and becomes a tool. They’re not even as good as 
the popular culture of the Republican era or even further back.

NanfangZhoumo: What about Beijing opera?
Yang Jian: I can accept it. I like opera.
NanfangZhoumo: What about Western music?
Yang Jian: I can’t accept it. 
NanfangZhoumo: No matter the instruments?
Yang Jian: I can’t accept it. Western symphony, piano, I don’t like it.
NanfangZhoumo: Don’t you have any bodily reaction?
Yang Jian: yeah I have a reaction, I want to turn it off. Listening to erhu is 

okay, I feel very familiar (亲切). Chinese instruments have an echoing(
呼应) relationship with the Chinese natural world, and an interactive (
互动) relationship with our inner world. This sound fits (吻合) with my 
internal world.

NanfangZhoumo: Well, how about Western painting? 
Yang Jian: Even less, I hate it all. When I was young I looked at that stuff, 

sometimes I still look at it. Now I think our Chinese stuff is so much 
better than theirs. Their understanding of nature is totally different. 
Back when the West was painting landscapes, it couldn’t compare 
to China. The Western approach to landscape is stuck in the phase 
of realism, it hasn’t changed much, and can’t compare with China’s 
great landscape painting.12

In this text, yang Jian is doing a very explicit form of jianwai: through a 
set of highly stereotyped emblems, he is effectively describing all the 
commodities of urban life as alien, both to himself and more importantly 
to China. Huang yin starts the conversation by describing city life (the 
life of most readers) in terms of access to material things. yang Jian 
responds by expressing detachment from those very things, and goes 
on to contrast “city” things—including women, for which he uses the 
socialist-era feminist term funu, embodied in the “brash, self-important” 
sounds of high heels going down stairs—with Chinese civilization, as 
embodied in the cloth shoe. Note how as the interview proceeds, the 
pronouns ratchet up and down in scale: the first “you” (in Huang yin’s 
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question) refers to the generic individual who might consider following 
yang Jian’s example; the “you” in Huang yin’s next response refers to 
yang Jian himself. The three “you”s in yang Jian’s reply are ambiguous: 
they refer to yang Jian himself, and suggest that others are bothered by 
these noises too (and if not, they should be).

Speaking to the Chinese audience who read these lines in the newspa-
per, buying their newspapers early on a Thursday morning as they walk to 
the subway, a very large percentage of them wearing high heels—news-
papers ruffling, shoes clacking against the pavement—yang Jian calls on 
them to “remember” the cloth shoes “we wore when we were kids.” He 
figures these shoes as indexes of humble, handmade hominess and icons 
of Chinese literati painting, and by extension literary culture. (This double-
sided figure parallels his account of his minimal engagement in urban com-
modity transactions: salt, soy sauce, and books.) Finally, he figures the 
color scheme of the shoes as an emblem for a metaphysics of opposition 
that is recognizably Daoist: black and white, yin and yang (another theory 
of incommensurablity or distinction). All the “noisy things” that make up the 
city—all the things (i.e., commodities) that yang Jian suggests he doesn’t 
buy—are implicitly positioned as un-Chinese, along with their owners. 
That includes the newspaper itself, and xiangsheng, a performance form 
in which two people dialogue in rhymed couplets accompanied by clap-
pers, which has developed new and more spectacular forms for television. 
(This is a popular, vernacular form, and its crudeness might be the cause 
of yang’s dislike; the aesthetic references he deploys are alternately “high” 
or “folk” culture, not associable with modern culture or media industries.)

Huang yin responds to this positioning by asking yang Jian what he 
thinks of Western opera and painting. Thus, the reporter attempts to shift 
the conversation from newspapers and high heels to a discussion of spe-
cifically cultural objects, moving from the awkward topic of the cultural 
attributions of everyday things, including the newspaper in which he as 
reporter is implicated, to heritage emblems of discrete cultural attribution. 
But yang Jian shifts it back again by turning the topic to Chinese painting, 
and from there to a broader argument regarding the problematic meta-
physics of contemporary Chinese identity: 

Yang Jian: In Western painting people are first; in Eastern painting the 
heaven–earth spirit is first, people are just a small piece.

NanfangZhoumo: you’re talking about ancient Chinese painting.
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Yang Jian: Right, ancient painting. Today’s Chinese painting, like other 
aspects of today’s Chinese life, has changed. It’s not just in paint-
ing, in all aspects there has been a value change. Changed its face, 
altered its tone (变调13)—if it’s not Western, it’s Soviet, the original 
Chinese things have all disappeared. Real Chinese people’s identity 
has already been completely replaced. Chinese people in the true 
cultural sense no longer exist.

NanfangZhoumo: But some people think, if Chinese culture has vitality, 
it will survive, and if it has already died of old age, it is natural for it to 
disappear. Do you agree?

Yang Jian: I don’t agree. Chinese culture will live again, there are already 
signs of this. I feel that Chinese culture is being born, aging, and dying, 
rising and falling, a natural state of affairs. Chinese culture is a very 
natural culture; it has been born, matured, will decline, and disappear 
without a sound. Chinese culture is the way of following nature; it will 
decline to nothing, and at the same time develop, be restored.

In this conversation between a poet and a reporter, objects and especially 
aesthetic objects play such a central role (as compared to, say, poetry, 
or the problem of language change and loan words). This is not just a 
thematic choice on the part of Huang yin. The problem of “material life” 
is a dominant theme in discourses of postcolonial opposition between 
China and the West, in chronotopes of cultural loss, and in descriptions of 
post-socialist transformations (which are, of course, always related to one 
another). yang Jian associates urbanity with roaring trucks, clacking high 
heels, and ruffling newspapers, all of which belong to “now,” as opposed 
to the silent cloth shoes of “childhood.” But he makes these shoes (which 
are still very widely worn and readily available) sound like something lost: 
“when I was little I wore them.”14 This chronotope of loss echoes the claim 
that “the original Chinese things have all disappeared...Chinese people in 
the true cultural sense no longer exist.” yang Jian himself, judging by the 
picture in the newspaper, wears rubber-soled leather shoes, of the kind 
worn by most lower- and middle-income Chinese men: shoes that are 
designed and made in China, but which are never described as “Chinese.”

yang Jian’s self-positioning is self-consciously postcolonial. His feel-
ing of estrangement from the contemporary world extends even beyond 
manufactured objects to include plants, as described in a quote from the 
article accompanying the interview:
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In the little courtyard yang Jian dreams to someday have, there are 
pines, bamboo, and plums. “These are Chinese people’s classic 
plants, just like the Book of Odes is our classic literature. We com-
prehend these plants. To really understand them takes time. I feel 
very close to them. For example the plum, in the middle of winter 
when it has no leaves, it can still bloom, and its flowers have an 
uncomplicated fragrance, very natural—when you happen to smell 
it, it is very mysterious. Western plants are too fussy (overdone), 
their names sound ugly, they look ugly, and their colors are bizarre.” 
(NanfangZhoumo 2008)

For yang Jian, even plants can be regarded as belonging to human cul-
tural worlds, as analogues and co-relatives of literary and aesthetic tradi-
tions. Implicit in this comment is a theory of culture that presumes long 
relations between ethnonational groups, languages, and local ecosys-
tems of fauna and flora (“To really understand them takes time”). This is 
an aesthetic politics that seeks to protect cultural ecologies from inva-
sive species; it might be regarded as an extension of the theory of cul-
tural belonging realized most fully in the work of the regional Bureaus of 
Immaterial Cultural Heritage Preservation managed through the national 
ministry of Culture (synchrony between ecological and cultural preserva-
tion efforts is of course not unique to China; see, e.g., Carneiro da Cunha 
and Almeida 2000).

In this article, yang Jian appears as an idiosyncratic critic of main-
stream culture, and as a recognizable figure: the traditionalist. The tra-
ditionalist approach to being in modernity has been adopted by many 
Chinese artists and intellectuals. many artists, writers, and musicians 
decorate their homes and bodies with Chinese traditional objects, and 
profess disdain for urban (and/or modern) life. Like yang Jian, tradition-
alists frequently suggest that genuine Chinese culture has already dis-
appeared, even as they go on working in (and profiting from) aesthetic 
genres that derive their value and construct their markets in part by be-
ing markedly Chinese. 

This characterological role echoes old models: the “middling recluse” 
secluding himself in a garden near the city or a distant village, retract-
ing from the world into a little home filled with books, music, and other 
cultivated pursuits (“Leaving the city is yang Jian’s greatest dream”). 
This type has historically represented a tactic of disengagement from 
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the imperial political sphere, particularly in periods of dynastic change. 
Reclusion appears as a response to both success (on which, see Clunas 
1991 and yang 2003) and failure (e.g., Shen Fu in Six Records of a 
Floating Life, [1983]). yang Jian’s case, however, puts a new spin on the 
old trope: the “world” the recluse retires from is not that of imperial poli-
tics, but of urban consumer modernity. 

Wuguan Master
For example: a well-established contemporary guohua painter in Beijing 
has been very successful with his paintings of Rubensesque nudes in 
ink on paper, sold through a gallery in the 798 Art District that also car-
ried other genres of contemporary art. He was a graduate of the Central 
Academy of Fine Arts and friends with many contemporary artists and 
designers. He had practiced kungfu for years, and in 2008 he decided to 
open a wuguan, or martial arts studio. He rented and remodeled a large 
space in a studio district in the far northeast of Beijing. Around the front 
of the building he built a koi pond; a little wooden bridge over the pond 
led to heavy wooden doors flanked by clusters of bamboo. These doors 
opened into a giant practice studio, two stories high and made of gray 
stone; the floor was bisected by an artificial stream linked at either end 
to the outdoor koi pond, so that the fish could swim around the building 
in a circle. On the other side of the stream (linked again by small bridges 
to the main room) lay a long black guqin (classical Chinese harp). Behind 
it was a beautiful burlwood table with two matching chairs, for drinking 
tea. Through a door was a long room with a wooden refectory table for 
dinner parties; in the rear of the studio there were two small bamboo-
lined courtyards. He had two live-in apprentices (tudi)—adolescent boys 
from the countryside who shaved their heads, wore black, draped linen 
pants and cloth shoes, and, in addition to studying kungfu, made din-
ner and served beer to friends who came to practice or just to watch 
and drink in the evenings. many of his friends began calling him shifu or 
“master,” with various degrees of seriousness. Such humor, gentler than 
sarcasm, is a common defense against the jianwai implicit in the tradi-
tionalist mass-mobilization of signs of “the Chinese.” 

 Individuals who adopt the traditionalist stance often do so by associ-
ating themselves with Chinese objects (owning, wearing, displaying, us-
ing, selling, making, etc.), and also through meta-discourses about ethnic 
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identifications: discussing the beauty of Chinese objects, and contrast-
ing them with other types of things belonging to contemporary, modern or 
“present” life, in the way that yang Jian did above. In such conversations, 
“modern” objects like high heels are not usually explicitly described as 
Western (xifang) or foreign (waiguo, guowai). But given the discursive back-
ground in which a binary opposition between China and the West (notably 
excluding the rest of the world) is constantly raised in discussions of poli-
tics, social mores, economic institutions, laws, habits, and food, this kind 
of talk can bring into play the cryptocategory of the un-Chinese, marking 
a whole range of items as signs of the foreign and by extension reflecting 
unfavorably on the authenticity or identifications of their ethnonationally 
Chinese bearers and wearers. As a result, in these moments, the whole 
contemporary life-world—from objects to habits, dispositions, and aes-
thetic preferences—can come to be the objects of jianwai. 

The awkwardness surrounding the unmarked category can provoke 
a variety of responses. In the interview with yang Jian, after the poet 
had begun to decry newspapers and high heels as not Chinese, the re-
porter Huang yin quickly turned the conversation to Western things as 
such. Discussion of imported items, foreign brands, and other markedly 
Western items stands in a complementary relationship to discussions 
of Chinese things; it is also a crucial discursive component of a stance 
adopted by many urban young people, including artists and designers. 
In interactions like these it can be deployed as a counter-discourse, a 
way of avoiding the question of all those unmarked items that—like high 
heels, newspapers, motorcycles, and yang Jian’s clothes—are made, 
sold, and used in China, but never called Chinese.

Like yang Jian, some traditionalists provoke situations of jianwai by 
commenting on the decline of Chinese aesthetics; but even when such ac-
tors (or characterological figures) are not in the scene, similar realignments 
can be provoked by physical juxtapositions of Chinese and “un-Chinese 
objects,” in homes, on bodies, and on screen—from movies about 1930s 
Shanghai to the tea set on a camping table with which this article began. 
Of course, such juxtapositions must also be seen as themselves discur-
sive, informed by the same structures of disjuncture and discourses of 
incommensurability that they produce. In conclusion, I turn to the problem 
that this incommensurability poses for Chinese artists and designers at-
tempting to regard their work as both Chinese and modern.
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Chinese Modern
In the spring of 2008, an artist recently returned from two years of study 
abroad in America and time spent traveling in Europe gave a slide show 
about his travels to a large audience of teachers and students at the 
Central Academy of Fine Arts. yang Laoshi began by saying that “we all 
copy the West (xuexifang), but we aren’t clear about it (zanmen dou buq-
ingchu)…Chinese art education lacks a reflection on space and time. We 
have to break open our thought process and then put it back together” 
(dakai silu ranhou jiehe huozheshi zonghe zaiyiqi). He proceeded to show 
dozens of pictures of artworks, famous buildings, and vernacular archi-
tecture in the US and Europe. yang Laoshi described America in terms of 
commodification (shangyehua): “For two years in America, I always felt 
cold.” He showed pictures of contemporary art in the IBm headquarters 
and in a department store window, saying that in the US, “contemporary 
art has become utilitarian (shiyonghua), you can’t see any faith in it, you 
can’t see any human soul.” He attributed this coldness to a historical 
loss of religion and spirituality (jingshen), using as an example a picture 
of an infelicitous redesign of a church. On the other hand, he regarded 
Europe with great admiration, particularly its art: “French architecture is 
not like America’s, cold as ice.”

After showing dozens of pictures of paintings in European museums, 
he complained to the assembled art students that, “Chinese art is re-
ally too much like Western art.” Then he said, “The more I studied the 
West, the more estranged I became (mosheng); the reason I was es-
tranged, is that I was more and more clear about it (the West).” He ar-
gued that students (future Chinese artists) needed to find a “third way” 
between the ancient and the modern, the Chinese and the Western, be-
tween the “passion” of the ancients (both Chinese and European) and 
the technologies of modernity. He concluded by saying that, “modern 
life is really materialistic (wuzhi)—designed, commodified. To avoid the 
Westernization of China, we have to make tradition contemporary. We 
have to take what is good from the West and use it…we have to study 
it.” To the assembled students, and anyone else familiar with the rheto-
rics of early 20th century Chinese anti-colonial nationalist activists, this 
speech might have sounded like an echo—students returned from over-
seas, struggling to make tradition contemporary. This dilemma is—as 
Chakrabarty (2000) called it—an historical cliché, and yet it continues to 
be a focus of discursive attention and even anxiety.
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The refrain that Chinese artists and designers are too influenced by 
the West, and have yet to establish a distinctive style, is frequently re-
peated in interviews in Chinese art and design magazines (e.g., Sigg et al. 
2004), as well as in my own interviews with Chinese artists and design-
ers (where it appears sometimes to be a scaled-up version of the polite 
self-deprecation that is routine in professional interactions). The success 
that European and American designers have had in China—for example, 
in winning contracts to design all the major buildings associated with the 
Olympics such as the “water cube,” the “bird’s nest,” the “egg,” and the 
CCTV towers—are taken alternately as evidence of the continued unequal 
trade relations between China and the West, and of an internalized yang-
nusixiang (slavery to the foreign). 

For their part, the Western artists, designers, administrators, and col-
lectors who increasingly interact with Chinese counterparts contribute to 
these discourses with similar assumptions about the opposition between 
Chinese and Western/modern aesthetics. To give just one small exam-
ple: at a dinner-party in New york, on hearing that I conduct research on 
Chinese design schools, an American architect who has recently found 
himself traveling to China for design projects (since there are few, if any, in 
the US), complains that Chinese clients only want Western-style design, 
and asks, “Why don’t Chinese people have their own style?” It had not oc-
curred to him that a client who wanted a Chinese style would be unlikely 
to hire an American to design it, or that the propertied classes in the US 
and Europe have an equally powerful desire for objects that evoke the 
former colonial and semi-colonial territories of the Orient (for evidence of 
which you have only to look at the Gump’s catalogue). This is, of course, 
another kind of jianwai: the American who—like the Kunming officials de-
scribed by Li Zhang—regards Roman columns as not properly belonging 
to Chinese houses. In school and practice, these two forms of jianwai 
continue to frame the work of Chinese artists and designers in terms of 
a binary opposition between aesthetic cultural worlds, which they are re-
quired to traverse.

Conclusion
Contemporary Chinese visual-culture workers are now, as they have 
been for much of the last century, charged—by one another, by critics, 
and by their Western counterparts—with constructing a Chinese modern 
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aesthetic in the face of overwhelming Western influence. This is a perplex-
ing task, given the ubiquity of discourses that align things modern with the 
West, and things Chinese with the past. 

Through this analysis of jianwai, I have explored one of the ways in which 
this double bind is reproduced. Discursive articulations of incommensu-
rability produce the cryptocategory of the “un-Chinese,” things that are 
neither certifiably foreign nor recognizably native. Disapproving eyes—like 
those of yang Jian—can reframe these objects, shifting them from the 
background scenery of everyday life to the all-too-politicized foreground 
of interaction. In such cases, un-Chinese objects may be taken as dis-
crediting evidence of the political and cultural identifications of their own-
ers (Goffman 1963). While some take refuge in (and reap prestige from) a 
traditionalist stance that seeks to oust such objects, or at least subordinate 
them to a wider assemblage where “the Chinese” predominates, young 
designers attempting to design the Chinese modern—including those de-
signing athletic wear for Toread and Fraspens—frequently find themselves 
and their products cast in this interactionally unstable category. Perhaps, 
the task of constructing a Chinese modern aesthetic is, ultimately, the 
problem of de-constructing the cryptocategory of the un-Chinese. n

E n d n o t e s :

1The Minzuyuan is an elaborate theme park devoted to the 56 minority ethnicities of the People’s Republic 
of China, including artificial forests and replicas of west Chinese style cave dwellings, Tibetan wood 
houses, and Uighur muslim mosques. 

2The second floor of the mall featured a “Huarunfang” supermarket, an almost exact copy of the much-
maligned French “Carrefour”/Jialefu (object of anti-Dalai Lama nationalist demonstrations in 2008) with 
the same mix of shoes, kids’ toys, home electronics, shrink-wrapped groceries, and elaborate service 
procedures. The system of enclosing a supermarket inside an open-plan mall, forcing shoppers to tour 
a variety of expensive commodities in order to get to the socks and sodas, is likewise modeled on the 
Carrefour, which is often described as a French, urbane version of a Walmart.

3I use “foreign” or “Western” interchangeably since they are, in most of my examples, implicit formations 
indexed by the objects in play. But that these doubtless imprecise terms are applicable is borne out by 
the density of discourse that indeed uses them explicitly while performing the same gestures of aesthetic 
incommensuration. 

4This process depends on the construction of diagrammatic icons, or rhematization (see Gal 2005, 2013).

5See Ong (2012) and Chumley (2012) for a consideration of this problem in relation to the international 
fame of Chinese contemporary art. On the limitations of the metaphor of translation, and its relation to the 
conceptual possibilities offered by commensuration, see Hankins and yeh (this issue). 

6As many scholars have argued, brands themselves are subject to ethnonational commensurations 
(Disney, mcDonalds, Nike: American) that constitute grounds for both positive and negative value creation 
(see, e.g., manning and Uplishavili 2007). Indeed, metasemiotic identifications above the level of brand are 
crucial to the geographies of desire that form the brand’s “market.”
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7“Wairen” (outside people), means “strangers or non-intimates.” Foreigners are “outside country people” 
(waiguoren); people who have moved “here” from other places are “outside place people” (waidiren). 
Neiren,“inside person,” is an older term for wife, no longer used. 

8Tang referring to the Tang dynasty, but also to the Han ethnicity (the ethnic majority and most powerful 
ethnic group in modern and contemporary China), which was named after the Han dynasty. These dynas-
tic names are used as ethnonyms, just as the Confederate flag has served as a symbol for the white power 
in the US, because many other dynasties were controlled by non-Han ethnicities or foreign invaders. 

9Characteristic of what michael Silverstein calls an upshift in orders of indexicality: “N+1st order indexical-
ity is…always already immanent as a competing structure of values potentially indexed in-and-by a com-
municative form of the n-th order, depending on the degree of the intensity of ideologization” (2003:194).

10These moments are qualitatively different from the mostly humorous and sometimes awkward moments 
of difference that go on around foreigners dressed in or possessing Chinese things or using Chinese lan-
guages, including myself and the buffoons who appear on comic television shows.

11Discussing the Hong Kong skyline 20 years ago, Akbar Abbas wrote critically of the semiotics of such 
juxtapositions:

Consider the representation of Hong Kong as an East–West city, mixing tradition and modernity like 
memory and desire. We see this idea enshrined in one of the most durable images about Hong Kong, 
which shows a Chinese junk in Victoria Harbour against a backdrop of tall modernistic buildings…
promoted as a social archetype…the logo of the Hong Kong Tourist Association. [The image] sup-
ports a narrative that implicitly attributes the colony’s success to the smooth combination of British 
administration and Chinese entrepeneurship...It manages to make a complex space disappear into 
a one-dimensional image, structured on a facile binarism. (1994:445)

But only a few pages later, he posited a rather similar juxtaposition (skyscrapers and bamboo scaffolding) 
as evidence of a postmodern transcendence of that very binarism:

Hong Kong has become so inured to change, to progress, that it can be taken as the perfect ex-
ample of the situation Gianni Vattimo describes as the experience of “the end of history,” a situa-
tion where “progress becomes routine” but does not imply that progress has been absorbed or 
understood. Nevertheless, one crucial effect of such routinization is a weakening of the sense of 
chronology, of historical sequentiality, so that old and new are easily contemporaneous and con-
tinuities and discontinuities can exist side by side. For example, it is not anomalous to see a high-
rise building, including Norman Foster’s Hong Kong Bank Building with its space-age materials, 
surrounded by the traditional Chinese bamboo scaffolding during construction—a kind of spatial 
palimpsest. (1994:448)

12Interview transcript translated by the author.

13A technical term for transposition of key or sound modulations.

14The fact that most kids’ cloth shoes were and are brightly colored notwithstanding.
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