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Animacy at the End of History in 
Chang-rae Lee’s On Such a Full Sea
Christopher T. Fan

“Why are the representatives of concluded  
humanity depicted with animal heads?”1

One rejoinder to the claim that it is easier to imagine the end of the 
world than the end of capitalism is that some observers of China’s 
rise have had no trouble imagining the end of American-style lib-

eral capitalism. As the argument goes, a “Beijing consensus” of authoritar-
ian, control capitalism will eventually eclipse a “Washington consensus” of 
decentralized, free-market capitalism.2 It is thus only a matter of time until 
the reins of global hegemony change hands. While it would not be inaccurate 
to read this particular “China threat” narrative as merely the latest in a long 
history of “yellow peril” articulations, it is also the case that China has for 
many years been shaping conceptions of American futurity with a predomi-
nance and consent hitherto unseen. Some of these conceptions, like those of 
Martin Jacques and Giovanni Arrighi, are sanguine: China’s restoration of its 
millennia-long geopolitical superiority is an occasion for hope—perhaps of 
an era of “accumulation without dispossession”—even as it inaugurates a new 
“systemic cycle of accumulation.”3 In others, China’s embrace of capitalism 
is just another indication that we have already arrived at the end of history, 
whether G. W. F. Hegel’s and Alexandre Kojève’s 1806, or Francis Fukuyama’s 
1989.4 In still others, China’s disregard for the environment, combined with its 
rapid growth, exaggerates the worst aspects of US-led capitalism, portending 
nothing less than the end of the world.5

The Bush II and Obama administrations’ policies of China containment 
notwithstanding, one consequence of these China-oriented scenarios is that 
orientalist epistemologies and cultural logics have made room for modes of 
East–West relationality other than the hegemony, antinomy, and fantasy that 
Edward W. Said so famously documented. We now contend with relations 
such as interdependency, partnership, and conflation that no longer require 
anachronism to function imaginatively, and whose spatiotemporal presence 
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both maintains and blurs the coherence of “US” and “China” as discrete 
economic, political, and historical entities.6 While the rejection of globaliza-
tion announced by the success of resurgent ethnic nationalisms in recent 
years might appear to signal otherwise, we are far from seeing the last of the 
political economy in which the US–China trade and finance relationship has 
become too big to fail.7 Moreover, despite the current US administration’s 
campaign rhetoric of antagonizing and decoupling from China, and despite 
China’s aggressive development of alternatives to its economic relationship 
with the United States (e.g., its “One Belt, One Road” trade and infrastructure 
program extending into countries in Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia), it is 
doubtful that we will have to revise the oft-repeated claim that the US–China 
relationship will be the twenty-first century’s most important geopolitical re-
lationship. Orientalism’s projections, anxieties, and reality effects will continue 
to cut both ways in a constant churn of residual and emergent forms, sparing 
no one. What orientalism no longer reliably produces is a guarantee that the 
West will always prevail.

In the United States, one response to this grinding halt of orientalism’s 
self-confidence machine and its rigged futurity has been what I would like to 
call a pragmatic acceptance of China’s rise. The term pragmatism has appeared 
frequently in discussions not only of Asian economic miracles like China and 
Singapore but also of neoliberalism and late capitalist foreclosure of personal 
futurities.8 Pragmatism in this sense refers to a style of (self-)governance and 
(life-)planning that is ostensibly nonideological, opportunistic, empirical, and 
market sensitive.9 What I have in mind here can be clarified by Aihwa Ong’s 
analysis of Asian economic miracles’ negotiation of neoliberalism through the 
“flexible” logic of the “exception,” in which “graduated” diminishments of 
sovereignty are accepted in exchange for the “political optimization” of states 
and bodies.10 Her primary case study is China, and her analysis of that country’s 
capitalist transition mirrors the pragmatism that she finds there:

In the transition from a centrally planned economy to capitalist development, the Chinese 
state devised various strategies to address rather specific problems of capitalist development 
that will also contribute to the political imperative to reunite with breakaway territories. 
. . . Obviously the point is not to judge sovereign power by some formulaic or container 
view of sovereignty but to adjust our analytical tools to examine various instruments and 
procedures of governing.11

Ong’s admonishment to “adjust our analytical tools” is, I would argue, an in-
stance of the overlapping of state- and subject-level pragmatisms that I want to 
describe in this article. Arrighi’s attempt in Adam Smith in Beijing to identify 
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what is “truly novel and anomalous” about China’s rise by exchanging Marx-
ian for Smithian frameworks might qualify as another.12 I therefore want to 
think about how the object-level pragmatisms on display in Ong and Arrighi 
interact with the subject-level pragmatisms that we find in Lauren Berlant’s 
theorization of “cruel optimism,” which names a pragmatic negotiation of the 
“everyday”—her phrase is “exhausting pragmatics”—amid neoliberal auster-
ity’s relentless smoothing of crisis into an “ordinary” state of affairs.13 These 
pragmatisms operate at the level of fantasy as well as through the protocols of 
institutions. They offer a powerful method for negotiating not only large-scale 
ironies and conflicts vis-à-vis ideology and, say, economic policy, but also the 
manifestations of these ironies in everyday life. Amid impasses of austerity 
and precarity, the apotheosizing of results as the arbiter of all value becomes 
something anyone can relate to, from Chinese Communist Party planners and 
American precarious laborers to survivors in a dystopian near-future. There is 
nothing like the threat of apocalypse to focus institutions on the pragmatics of 
survival, and nothing like the boredom at the end of history to focus individu-
als on the pragmatics of the everyday. How might we clarify, beyond simply 
insisting on analogy, the capacity of a vast array of late capitalist subjects to 
relate with each other via pragmatic values?

The ambiguities about the end of history versus the end of the world gen-
erated by China’s rise have not only shaped the geopolitical imaginations of 
contemporary novelists but also provoked anxieties and conflicts that force 
into relief various pragmatisms. The line of approach I take in this essay is to 
ask how relations associated with these pragmatisms might be apprehensible 
through the genre conventions of the novel. Along these lines, I am interested 
in Mel Y. Chen’s theorization of the “animacy hierarchy,” which she defines as 
a “scalar position” “between animate and inanimate—that is, beyond human 
and animal,” and how it might help us detect the pragmatic acceptance of 
China’s rise specifically in the register of literary characterization.14 My focus 
is on Chang-rae Lee’s 2014 novel On Such a Full Sea, which is exemplary of 
contemporary dystopian fiction that features the US–China relationship. Two 
things in particular distinguish On Such a Full Sea from many of the US–China 
dystopias that have appeared of late: namely, its self-reflexive attempt at imag-
ining a form beyond history’s end by replacing the liberal bourgeois subject 
that grounds the novel form with a posthistorical animacy.15 The question 
that the novel appears to pursue is something like this: How can a Chinese 
worker, as Americans see her, be an adequate protagonist for the novel? This 
question, I argue, is at the same time a question of whether subjects in US–
China capitalism are coherent beyond a narrow range of types. It is also, as I 
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see it, an extension of a problematic outlined by David Eng, Teemu Ruskola, 
and Shuang Shen: “Neither the human nor China is as self-evident a concept 
as it might initially seem. . . . In Western imaginations of the universal hu-
man, China constitutes one paradigmatic site of the inhuman, the subhuman, 
and the humanly unthinkable.”16 What Lee’s novel illuminates is how, at our 
present historical conjuncture, all of these questions become articulations of 
an even more fundamental question: whether it is possible now to imagine 
beyond late capitalism’s windless closure.

Temporality in the End Times

For some readers, On Such a Full Sea might appear to instantiate “techno-
orientalism”: a discourse that rose to cultural prominence in the 1980s with the 
emergence of cyberpunk fiction and film and that, in its earliest theorizations, 
named a cultural logic that imagined “Asia and Asians in hypo- or hypertech-
nological terms.”17 Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner and William Gibson’s 
1984 novel Neuromancer are often identified as exemplars of cyberpunk and 
techno-orientalist aesthetics more generally. Since David Morley and Kevin 
Robins coined the term in 1995, techno-orientalism has come to operate more 
as a genre label, referring broadly to future- and technologically oriented nar-
rative and visual genres that contain some element of orientalism—regardless 
of whether that orientalist content is conflated with technology at all. On 
Such a Full Sea, which features no such conflation, is “techno-orientalist” 
only in this generic sense. So if it is at all useful to think of the novel through 
a techno-orientalist analytic, then we would need to focus metacritically on 
how the novel problematizes not only our desire to conflate Asian subjects and 
technology but also our countervailing liberal desire to dismiss such a desire as 
racist and then bestow some form of humanism on the racialized subject. In 
other words, Lee’s novel is “techno-orientalist” insofar as it worries about how 
our responses to cultural logics that challenge the humanity of Asian subjects 
are limited to recapitulating and endorsing liberal subjectivity.

The inspiration for On Such a Full Sea came to Lee when he was on a train 
passing through a “derelict” Baltimore neighborhood: “On the return trip, we 
passed by again, and again I saw that sad neighborhood, which I realized I’d been 
seeing throughout my adult life. Decades, and really nothing had changed.”18 
The fictional solution Lee offers to this apparent stagnation is to “re-populat[e] 
this and other abandoned urban areas like it all in one stroke, boom . . . with 
a homogenous colony of foreigners.”19 Lee’s decision to cast Chinese workers 
as these “foreigners” was, he explains, a “response to American anxiety about 
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China and about American decline, two of my core interests. So it [fit] into 
what I was thinking about: America’s future and China’s influence and presence 
in America.”20 The reconstituted Baltimore in the novel, which is renamed 
“B-Mor,” was modeled on a factory dormitory in Shenzhen that Lee visited.21 
In interviews, Lee’s comments on these workers betray his perception of Chi-
nese workers as minor characters, as opposed to world-historical protagonists. 
The argument I want to make is that Lee’s pragmatic acceptance of China’s 
rise can be observed in his centering of a Chinese worker in the novel rather 
than correct for stereotypes in a way that would simply reproduce or endorse a 
liberal, bourgeois subject. Lee has provided indications that he is cognizant of 
this problem of humanism and form. Regardless of authorial intention, what I 
am suggesting is that, minimally, Lee recapitulates this problem by submitting 
a specific character type (the Chinese worker) to a counterintuitive mode of 
characterization (minoritized or waning protagonicity).

The principles of characterization and value that structure On Such a Full 
Sea are very much developed at these imaginative limits, which align the novel 
closely to a genre that Mark Fisher calls “capitalist realism”: “the widespread 
sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, 
but also that it is now impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it.”22 
Critics of capitalist realism and its cognates have glommed onto dystopian 
fiction and film: cyberpunk novels like Gibson’s, postapocalyptic novels like 
Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006), naturalist television shows like HBO’s 
The Wire (2002–8), and films about catastrophe-in-progress like Children of 
Men (2006), Bong Joon-ho’s film Snowpiercer (2014), and Joss Whedon’s Firefly 
(2003). One reason for this attraction might be the amenability of dystopia to 
the Kojèvean-Fukuyaman end of history anxiety that Fisher elaborates.23 At the 
end of this essay, I turn to Kojève’s theory of the end of history in order to revive 
some of the imaginative possibilities found there (though not in Fukuyama, 
and so not in Fisher), and restore them to the notion of capitalist realism that 
I hope to show is clearly being tested in On Such a Full Sea.

If iterated enough at scales from the micro- to the macro-political, the 
injunction of pragmatism suggests a steady decline into dystopia on a road 
paved with compromises and indignities. Berlant helps us see how this decline 
shifts the temporality of narrative to that of the “impasse,” which she defines 
as “a stretch of time in which one moves around with . . . both a wandering 
absorptive awareness and a hypervigilance that collects material that might 
help to clarify things . . . and coordinate the standard melodramatic crises with 
those processes that have not yet found their genre of event.”24 Crucially, the 
genre of the impasse is rooted in “the way the body slows down what’s going 
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down [and thus] helps to clarify the relation of living on to ongoing crisis and 
loss.”25 The impasse offers a way to recontextualize the figure of the animalized 
human that so often emerges in dystopian fiction as a result of crises of state 
control (e.g., Blade Runner’s replicants, The Road’s cannibals, Firefly’s reavers), 
and whose potential for redemption points to an outside of the capitalist real-
ist cul-de-sac. Victor Bascara argues that these figures, horrifying as they are, 
“may also constitute the formation of an emergent class entitled to recogni-
tion.”26 The temporality of animacy in dystopian narrative, in other words, is 
that of the impasse—a stalling out between two positions—and it is perhaps 
for this reason that animacy in Lee’s novel can often be found mediating the 
end of history and the end of the world: two of our most familiar tropes for 
thinking through the impasses standing between late capitalism’s crises and 
its uncertain futures.

The narrative present of On Such a Full Sea extrapolates economic and en-
vironmental trends of our present some 150 or 200 years into the future. The 
world has succumbed to environmental catastrophes associated with the kind 
of hyperindustrialization that destroyed the fictional Xixu City in China: “It 
was as if the entire valley and everything in it were slowly scorching.”27 Because 
of these catastrophes, all of humanity eventually falls victim to “C-illnesses,” 
which are never clearly defined, but are paradigmatic examples of a trope that 
Heather Houser calls “ecosickness”: a “pervasive [bodily] dysfunction” that 
“cannot be confined to a single system and links up the biomedical, environ-
mental, social, and ethicopolitical.”28 As we learn more about the world’s social 
and spatial structure—its rigid stratification into affluent “Charter” cities and 
vassal “facilities” that produce goods for Charters—it becomes clear that C-
illnesses are more than just a background condition; they are the novel’s central 
world-building principle.29

After an essentially lifelong struggle with C-illness and treatment, the deni-
zens of this world succumb to “the Crash, a degenerative condition in which the 
major organs begin to fail, one after another, caused by the accrued ill side effects 
of the serial therapies, or maybe the therapies themselves . . . until complete 
shutdown ensues, and there’s nothing left to be done.”30 In a novel appearing a 
mere six years after the most severe economic crash since the Great Depression, 
it is difficult not to read this description as an allegory for capitalism’s crises, 
with the indistinguishability between treatment and malfunction echoing 
corrective measures like austerity that are worse than the crisis itself and that 
have pushed countries like Greece to the point of “complete shutdown.” Thus, 
even though the “C” of the appellation is never defined, it strongly implies 
“cancer” while also inviting interpretations like “crash,” “climate,” “capital,” 
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and “China.” C-illnesses ground the novel’s engagement with contemporary 
“toxic discourses,” to use Lawrence Buell’s phrase, in which China has become 
associated with environmental catastrophe, pollution spillover, toxicity, and 
apocalypse.31 What Lee’s novel demonstrates is how orientalism provides a 
connective tissue joining end of history and end of the world thinking, and 
how the everyday is endured under the threat of annihilation.

Differing from the template of “outbreak narratives” that Priscilla Wald 
describes, On Such a Full Sea begins at a point long after the initial outbreak 
panic.32 By the narrative present, society has learned to live with and organize 
its modes of production around the brute fact of perpetual outbreak. After 
the environmental catastrophe in Xixu, the city’s residents are brought over to 
America to repopulate B-Mor by the citizens of so-called Charter cities: ultra-
wealthy, walled utopias whose “tallish, attractive [residents] of various races 
and ethnicities” signal the actualization of the postwar American “neoliberal 
multiculturalism” that Jodi Melamed has described.33 Charters and facilities 
have replaced nation-states with a federated model of quasi-corporate city-state 
franchises. Within B-Mor’s walls we find a transplanted, hyperurban Chinese 
space replete with food stalls, multigenerational households, and Blade Run-
ner–like media overload: nonetheless, the city was specifically designed to 
produce uncontaminated food. Food production has been urbanized because 
the anarchic “open counties” that constitute the vast unincorporated spaces 
outside the walls of Charter cities and facilities are toxic and unfit for agricul-
ture. Looming in the background of this setting are hints of the slow decline 
of the human race. Even Charters, with their best-in-class health care, “didn’t 
actually live more than a few years longer” than facilities residents. On top of 
this, “a growing number of [Charter] patients . . . had stopped responding to 
[C-therapy] treatments altogether.”34

C-illnesses refract contemporary discourses that portray China’s rise as an 
intensification of capitalist crisis vis-à-vis environmental devastation, and that 
see China as the linchpin in any attempt to address the global consequences 
of such devastation. In a typical contribution to the “toxic discourse” that has, 
of late, attached itself to China in the minds of Western observers, Jonathan 
Watts writes: “An alarming number of [China’s] problems are spreading across 
borders to become a global security concern. . . . Unless China kicks its coal 
habit, scientists say greenhouse emissions will surge, global temperatures will 
rise, and climate change will create millions more eco-migrants and food sup-
ply instability.”35 Julie Sze writes that arguments like these, in which China 
is dragging the rest of the world into irreversible environmental catastrophe, 
in fact betray an “eco-authoritarian” envy precisely in their ascription of an 
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outsized share of blame and responsibility to China: “Within the United States, 
our greatest ecological desire is to fixate on China as the focal point of the 
vast majority of global pollution, and thus displace our own responsibility for 
global environmental damage. . . . China is our psychological displacement and 
doppelganger. . . . We fear China and its pollution; at the same time, we are 
defined by our envy of the power of authoritarian government to make posi-
tive environmental changes.”36 The epidemiological undertones in the Watts 
passage rearticulate a racialized trope of disease that, as Nayan Shah has shown 
in his study of San Francisco’s Chinatown, has so often been associated with 
the “yellow peril.”37 Fan Yang’s reading of viral videos about China’s immense 
smog problem demonstrates how reformist, China-blaming toxic discourse 
situates “China’s present smog as a problem in Euro-America’s past.”38 Said’s 
orientalism is very much alive and well here.

The significance of the novel’s plot picking up long after the urgency of the 
initial outbreak of C-illnesses is that temporality has been therefore liberated 
from the inexorable urgency of emergency and exception. It becomes possible, 
then, to see how the pervasive threat of C-illnesses has insinuated itself into 
various social forms: and it is in these forms that we can observe overlaps with 
forms of “exhausting pragmatics” that constitute Berlant’s descriptions of ev-
eryday life.39 These appear most strikingly as health care narratives of the sort 
that became ubiquitous in the run-up to the Affordable Care Act’s passage in 
2010.40 We are presented, for instance, with the details of facilities insurance 
plans that, in effect, literalize the biopolitical determinants of class identity 
and social stratification: “The maximum stay period in the health clinics is 
effectively one work cycle (six days), no matter the condition or needs of the 
patient, as the family is now responsible for the fees past that time, fees that 
are well beyond most any B-Mor clan’s capacity to pay.”41 Even though Charter 
residents enjoy no restrictions on their health care, they are constantly under 
threat of expulsion from their Charters: a more severe version of the present-day 
threat hanging over Americans with employer-provided health care.42 Under 
immense economic and social threats (which mediate the by-now commodified 
threat of C-illnesses), Charter residents transvalue their imminent worthless-
ness into individuating visions of self that Berlant calls “safety-deposit objects 
that make it possible to bear sovereignty through its distribution, the energy of 
feeling relational, general, reciprocal, and accumulative”—with an emphasis on 
the last: they see themselves as “Connoisseurs of Me,” “exquisite microcosms” 
consumed by a “tireless drive for excellence” and a “compulsion to build and 
to own.”43 While the rewards to Charter residents for successful research are 
immense, the consequences of failure are severe: “Very little is guaranteed for 
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a Charter person, if anything at all . . . one must continually work and invest 
and have enough money to sustain a Charter lifestyle or else leave [to the open 
counties].”44 Neither in the orientalized space of the facilities nor in the neo-
liberal Americanized space of the Charters is anyone spared from what Berlant 
calls “the slow train wreck that is always coming in the catastrophic time of 
capitalism, where if you’re lucky you get to be exploited, and if you’re lucky 
you can avoid one more day of being the focus of a scene that hails and ejects 
you when it is your time to again become worthless.”45 Train wrecks notwith-
standing, the temporality that allows these bureaucratic details to infuse the 
novel’s narrative coincides with what Berlant calls “slow death”: the “physical 
wearing out of a population in a way that points to its deterioration as a defin-
ing condition of its experience and historical existence.”46 The stagnation or 
heat death of this impasse shifts the novel’s focus away from emergency and 
exception to the “dispersed management of the putatively biological threat.”47

I want to draw attention here to how the temporality of “slow death” in Lee’s 
novel cannot in fact accommodate the urgent temporality of the “outbreak” on 
display in Shapiro, Shah, and Chen, and how this incompatibility highlights 
one important difference between Saidian orientalism and its postsocialist mu-
tations. The temporality of slow death dissolves the yellow peril threat posed by 
C-illnesses, thus allowing C-illnesses to be incorporated into the social totality 
and to exist as something other than threat: as a career-making goad for Char-
ters, for instance, or as an ethos of the death drive for facilities residents. Indeed, 
the stability of the world’s social structure depends on Charter residents’ refusal 
to surrender to C-illnesses and facilities residents’ corresponding embrace of a 
fatalism about death.48 Here we find an allegory for the absorption of a Said-
ian orientalism’s resolute hierarchy into the uncertain hierarchies of political 
economic interdependency. Along these lines, we might additionally consider 
that the one feature of Buell’s model of “toxic discourse” absent from On Such 
a Full Sea is reformism; the question of how to solve the world’s environmen-
tal crises is never raised.49 The novel takes place at a historical vantage point 
at which the end of the world is clearly in sight, but just far enough into the 
future that urgency is impossible. This narrative structure thus recapitulates 
the temporality of climate change discourse, which has always struggled to 
make long-term events feel urgent. These temporalities thus reflect more on 
our psychology than our natural world, which helps us understand why Lee 
sees the novel’s environmental catastrophe as “a psychic condition, of feeling 
beleaguered,” and why Lee has rejected attempts by reviewers and readers to 
categorize his novel as “cli-fi,” or “climate science fiction.”50
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We might therefore interpret the central drama of On Such a Full Sea as 
the possibility that a new temporality is being born: one that might overturn 
“slow death” but does not resume an orientalist urgency. The novel’s plot be-
gins when its main character, Fan, a sixteen-year-old fish farm diver, leaves the 
walls of B-Mor in search of her boyfriend, Reg, who is allegedly C-free. As the 
novel’s limited omniscient narrator—an unidentified “We” that functions like 
a Greek chorus—registers Fan’s itinerary through the novel’s world, it puzzles 
over the various disturbances she leaves in her wake and the violent trials she 
endures. Crucially, Fan is pregnant with her and Reg’s child. As the carrier of 
a genetic code that could potentially spread and have a revolutionary impact 
on her world, Fan instantiates a trope that Wald calls “the healthy carrier”: a 
figure “who both suffers and represents the sins of the modern world. This 
figure embodies not only the forbidden intrusions, the deep connections, and 
the most essential bonds of human communion but also the transformative 
power of communicable disease.”51 The healthy carrier, in other words, is a 
revolutionary figure that radically disrupts structures of value and temporality: 
Fan’s child could be a carrier of C-illness, or, like its father, it could be C-free. 
Its undecidability oscillates between significations of threat, Utopian alternative, 
and equivalence. After Fan leaves B-Mor, a kind of entropy is unleashed. Food 
stocks collapse, and residents begin to breach sacrosanct rules of community 
decorum. Demonstrations against conditions in the facilities even begin to 
crop up. The “We” narrator wonders whether “these incidents were in some 
tangled way inspired by Fan’s actions.”52 As a potential social contagion, Fan’s 
constant movement creates ripples but also distributes revolutionary energy 
such that it never concentrates in a specific area long enough to amount to 
change. While the unrest in B-Mor temporarily interrupts the cozy Charter–
facility symbiosis, conservative forces prevail. Food stocks recover, and the few 
remaining B-Mor residents who protest their lot soon grow bored of action. 
By the end of the novel, stability has been restored, and it is unclear whether 
the spectacle of Fan’s movement has pushed her world any closer to a time of 
justice or beyond the end of history.

Posthistorical Form

In her reading of the Dardenne brothers’ films, Berlant argues that in the 
impasse of cruel optimism there is no hint of “revolutionary possibility.” In 
their films, “the citizen’s dissatisfaction leads to reinvestment in the normative 
promises of capital and intimacy under capital. The quality of that reinvest-
ment is not political in any of the normative senses, though—it’s a feeling of 
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aspirational normalcy, the desire to feel normal.”53 This aspirational normalcy, 
I would note, coincides with the “exhausting pragmatics” of the impasse. The 
opportunism and confounding optimism that so energetically drives characters 
like the Dardennes’ Rosetta (a paradigm of what Ong calls an “exception to 
neoliberalism”) is the same that drives the indefatigable Fan.54 The difference 
between characters like Rosetta and orientalized characters like Fan, however, is 
that, even though both are clearly animacies in their struggle for humanity, we 
are scandalized by Rosetta’s fall from liberal subject with bourgeois aspirations 
into objecthood/inhumanity, while Fan’s aspirational subjecthood proceeds 
from a place of mystery and is what most puzzles the “We” narrator. The “We” 
narrator’s bafflement, in other words, suggests that while it is easy for us to 
empathize with Rosetta’s struggle for humanity, it is not as easy to affirm Fan’s 
humanity. Moreover, the narrator’s bafflement suggests that it is necessary 
to work through this unease because the desire to bestow an abject subject’s 
humanity by fiat creates additional problems—perhaps like the ones created 
through an undigested civil rights discourse that results in what Melamed calls 
“neoliberal multiculturalism.”

This struggle becomes clear in the “We” narrator’s descriptions of Fan as 
an animacy. She is at one point described as “an arbitrary plant or small tree 
in a section of counties bush.”55 More often, Fan is described as piscine. Her 
talents as a fish farm diver are preternatural: “More than the other divers, [she] 
took to the tanks with a quiet abandon. . . . She once told us that she almost 
preferred being in the tanks than out in the air of B-Mor, that she liked the 
feeling of having to hold her breath and go against her nature.”56 While put-
ting on her diving skinsuit, “only the pale gleam of her bare feet and hands 
and face [indicated] her humanity. Once she pulled on gloves and flippers and 
her eye mask, she looked like a creature of prey.”57 It is perhaps because of 
Fan’s piscine qualities that Reg does not eat fish: a fact that the narrator and 
Charter researchers suspect might have something to do with his being C-free, 
but that we might read as revealing Reg’s position in the animacy hierarchy.58 
These passages depict the “We” narrator’s struggle to reconcile the animacy of 
a Chinese worker with the interiority of the bourgeois subject.

Fan’s geographic and social mobility from facility to counties to Charter is 
unprecedented in her world’s stagnant social structure, in which even the mere 
ideation of social mobility has become all but impossible. The singularity of 
her act prompts the “We” narrator to observe and comment on her progress 
in light of a vexing question that situates them firmly at the end of history: 
“whether being an ‘individual’ makes a difference anymore. That it can matter 
at all. And if not, whether we in fact care.”59 The obsolescence of individual-
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ism and the apparent unavailability of negative action constitute the only true 
novum in the novel, to borrow Darko Suvin’s term for the element of the new 
that distinguishes science fiction from other genres.60 These are also central 
features of Hegelian end of history theories from Karl Marx through Kojève, 
Fukuyama, and Giorgio Agamben.61 As I have been suggesting, what makes 
On Such a Full Sea unique is how it redounds animacy back on the novel 
form itself as a solution to the problem of reconciling its protagonist’s radical 
particularity with her explicit typicality.62 This additional, metafictional layer 
distinguishes Lee’s characterization of Fan from deployments of the liberal figure 
of the “hypothetical mandarin,” which is Eric Hayot’s phrase for a Western 
tradition of Sinological Orientalism that originated in the eighteenth century 
and continues to function, mutatis mutandis, as a mode of moral training for 
the geopolitical consciousness of emerging bourgeois subjects.63

Lee had a specific novel in mind when he began the first version of On 
Such a Full Sea, which he later abandoned. It was to be about workers living 
in “the factory towns outside of Shenzhen.” Lee admits that he approached 
his subject with “preconceptions” about how “horrible” the conditions would 
be and that he had in fact planned on writing a novel in the vein of Emile 
Zola’s Germinal, which he describes as “a great novel about coal miners in 
a town in 19th-century France and their struggles—their battle against the 
owners and the degradation that they suffered.”64 What Lee expected to find 
in Shenzhen was a gothic setting confirming stories in the American media 
about dangerous working conditions, strings of suicide, and exploitation.65 Lee 
was surprised to discover, however, that the factory he visited “was a fascinat-
ing place, certainly not awful, sort of like a prep-school campus that had been 
allowed to get run-down.”66 Rather than find Étienne Lantier and his fellow 
miners huddled in revolutionary discussion, Lee found clues (“a prep-school 
campus”) that the factory’s workers harbored a familiar sense of individuality 
and bourgeois aspiration. We might say, then, that Lee experienced a shock of 
the familiar, of the sort produced by accounts of Chinese rural migrants such as 
Leslie Chang’s ethnography Factory Girls (2009) and Ivan Franceschini, Tom-
maso Facchin, and Tommaso Bonaventura’s documentary Dreamwork China 
(2011), texts that seek to replace mainstream, techno-orientalist portrayals of 
migrant workers as technologized humans with portrayals of those workers 
optimistically pursuing neoliberal self-fashioning.67

Because of the incompatibility of Lee’s source material with the revolutionary 
narrative he wanted to craft, when Lee sat down to write, he found himself writ-
ing a book that was turning out more like journalism than a novel. He explains 
in an interview, “You know, the writing was fine. But I think I was writing just 
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basically what you guys [journalists] were writing. I wasn’t adding anything to 
that story, in my view. I didn’t want to just report on it.”68 Reportage, as the 
genre of the impasse between liberal humanism and oriental animacy, failed in 
Lee’s first attempt at the novel, but in the novel that he ultimately produced, 
the detached, objective style of reportage was retained in the voice of the “We” 
narrator. This detachment suffuses the novel in passages like these: “Did Fan 
care about such things? We can’t be certain. We know much about her daily life 
but that still leaves a great deal to be determined.”69 Such detachment makes 
space for metafictional reflections such as when the narrator observes that “in 
terms of character” Fan is “not terribly distinctive.”70 I read this observation as 
a comment not only on her muted personality but also on how she might not 
qualify as the kind of liberal, bourgeois subject traditionally associated with 
the novel form. Throughout On Such a Full Sea, the narrator plays a kind of 
metafictional game, preempting almost every literary critical assumption that 
Fan qualifies as the individual that critics like Ian Watt locate at the ideological 
and formal center of the nineteenth-century novel (with which Lee is, again, 
clearly in dialogue). With the “We” narrator’s comments on individuality not 
making a difference in mind, contrast Watt’s insistence on the centrality of a 
strong, socially situated protagonist:

The novel’s serious concern with the daily lives of ordinary people seems to depend upon 
two important general conditions: the society must value every individual highly enough to 
consider him the proper subject of its serious literature; and there must be enough variety 
of belief and action among ordinary people for a detailed account of them to be of interest 
to other ordinary people, the readers of novels.71

With the “We” narrator’s description of Fan, which denies her any access to 
protagonicity:

The more we follow the turns of her journey, the more we realize that she is not quite the 
champion we would normally sing; she is not the heroine who wields the great sword; she 
is not the bearer of wisdom and light; she does not head the growing column, leading a new 
march. She is one of the ranks.72

Even more strikingly, whenever the “We” narrator is presented with an op-
portunity to see in Fan the distinctive characteristics of an “individual,” it 
instead identifies characteristics that align her closer to inanimate and inhu-
man than animate and human on an animacy hierarchy. For instance, Fan is 
described as “not beautiful but rather distinctive in her presence”; a “singular 
will” rather than a subject with interiority, for instance; “consistent” rather 
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than “moral”; having “feelings” rather than “convictions”; possessing aware-
ness of her structural position “in the wider ecology” as “one of the ranks” 
rather than “self-knowledge.”73 This either–or structure mirrors the conflict 
between bourgeois humanism and oriental animacy that the liberal reformism 
of Factory Girls and Dreamwork China aims to resolve. On Such a Full Sea, as 
a text centrally concerned with the imaginative limits of capitalist realism and 
China-inflected narratives of the end of the world/history, appears to register 
that, characterizing Fan as a liberal individual with bourgeois aspirations—that 
is, as a novelistic protagonist—would simply have reiterated a familiar oriental-
ism in which the West, yet again, gains “the upper hand.”74

That Lee appears to address this problem through Fan’s animacy rather 
than (or at least as a specific articulation of ) her “minorness,” to use Alex 
Woloch’s term, suggests that “minorness” lacks a capacity to account for the 
racialized minorness at the heart of orientalism. Granted, Fan occupies both of 
the “extremes of minorness” that Woloch identifies in the nineteenth-century 
novel: the worker and the eccentric: “In one case, the character is smoothly 
absorbed as a gear within the narrative machine, at the cost of his or her own 
free interiority; in the other case, the minor character grates against his or her 
position and is usually, as a consequence, wounded, exiled, expelled, ejected, 
imprisoned, or killed. . . . In both cases, the free relationship between surface 
and depth is negated; the actualization of a human being is denied.”75 While 
this description comes impressively close to Fan’s itinerary in the novel, it does 
not equip us to account for the orientalism underlying Fan’s minorness. To 
push this farther, because of the way that Lee’s novel distributes its articula-
tion of political and ethical questions pertaining to minorness across formal 
registers like characterization, genre, and narrative voice, my analysis thus far 
could be said to be following on the heels of Berlant’s suggestion that a “wan-
ing of genre” might be a more apt analytic in our contemporary moment for 
understanding the relationship between realism and the present.76 In On Such 
a Full Sea, the genre of the novel falls under the same skepticism applied to 
liberal protagonicity.

If, as capitalist realist critics might contend, this relentless skepticism is 
symptomatic or mimetic of the foreclosure of alternatives to capitalism, On 
Such a Full Sea nonetheless offers reason to believe that at least an imaginative, 
if not a political or economic, alternative can be conceived through what Kojève 
would call “post-historical” aesthetics. In a famous footnote to his Introduction 
to the Reading of Hegel, Kojève offers two visions of the end of history: one 
American and animalistic, and the other Japanese and human.77 In the decade 
or so after World War II, after visits to the United States and USSR, Kojève 
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reached the conclusion that Hegel was correct in his claim that history had 
ended with the Battle of Jena in 1806, and that all subsequent history had 
been “but an extension in space of the universal revolutionary force actualized 
in France by Robespierre-Napoleon.”78 Once the universal homogeneous state 
has obtained, negative action is no longer necessary or available, and “there is 
no longer any reason to change” (which can be taken as a description of the 
predominant affect conveyed in On Such a Full Sea). It is at this point that a 
transfiguration of humanity occurs: freedom has replaced necessity as the rela-
tion between Man and nature, and so “Man remains alive as animal in harmony 
with Nature of given Being,” though not as a human animal.79 Kojève goes 
on to offer a speculative fiction about posthistorical aesthetics: “After the end 
of History, men would construct their edifices and works of art as birds build 
their nests and spiders spin their webs, would perform musical concerts after 
the fashion of frogs and cicadas.”80 This relation emerges in the “We” narrator’s 
narration of Fan’s itinerary: a register that can attain the realm of freedom. We 
can thus disambiguate the “We” narrator’s question about individuality making 
a difference anymore into two questions that Kojève’s footnote raises: whether 
Fan’s movement, which obviously causes a stir, counts as negative action, or if 
it instead counts as what Kojève’s student Georges Bataille called, in a critique 
of his teacher, “negativity with no use.”81

There is a scene in On Such a Full Sea that will help clarify the novel’s 
posthistorical aesthetics as it relates to what we might call a Kojèvean theory of 
characterization. In Seneca Charter, Fan finds herself in the service of a wealthy 
Charter resident named Miss Cathy. As is the fashion of the wealthiest Char-
ters, Miss Cathy “keeps” a group of girls as pets.82 The seven girls are, in Fan’s 
estimation, “Asian,” and each has had her eyes “altered” to be “huge,” making 
them resemble characters in Japanese animation.83 Without an animal–human 
framework like Kojève’s in mind, these scenes might appear supererogatory or 
strikingly discordant with the novel’s otherwise familiar liberal humanist values 
in which the animalization of the human is limited, one would like to believe, 
to metaphor. But insofar as Miss Cathy, as a Charter, is a historical human 
engaged in negativity, and the girls are posthistorical animacies (confirmed 
by the fact that Miss Cathy asks Fan to join the group), a Kojèvean character 
system is in play.

Like pets, the girls are kept in an enclosure, which they never leave. The 
enclosure takes the form of a room adjacent to Miss Cathy’s sprawling bedroom, 
and it is here that the girls compose their “work”: a visual diary “drawn in the 
style of anime” that covers several panels of the room’s four-meter-high walls, 
from floor to ceiling. It is so intricately drawn that, from a distance, the walls 
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appear to be painted a solid color: “The scenes were not separated by borders 
or other framing but rather magically melded into one another, via all sides, a 
detail of background or figuration of one threading into the fabric of the next 
so that the whole appeared to be roiling in a continuous, visceral flow.”84 As 
much as the “work” resembles anime, without a framing convention, which 
in comic art is used to control temporality, there is effectively no temporality 
at all, only a “continuous, visceral flow” of representation: a present that must 
be worked over again and again, that never gives way to a future but instead 
expands indefinitely. This accords with the narrator’s observation that, being 
kept, “there was now nothing that could happen to [the girls], no new experi-
ences whatsoever save their routine.”85 Even though they are captives, the girls 
have acceded to a posthistorical realm of freedom. We might therefore say that 
they pursue art making, which is for them indistinguishable from “work,” as 
“birds build their nests.”

Kojève resorts to orientalism to imagine out of an impasse of the imagina-
tion. After a visit to Japan in 1959, Kojève amended his prior conviction that 
postwar America confirmed Hegel’s claim that history had ended. Americans, 
he believed, had achieved a classless society and were relatively free from work 
and necessity; they had thus “return[ed] to animality.”86 Japan prompted him 
to produce another account of history’s end: “There I was able to observe a 
Society that is one of a kind, because it alone has for almost three centuries 
experienced life at the ‘end of History.’”87 Kojève thus finds his present situ-
ated at a historical vantage point very close to the speculative vantage point 
to which Lee transports us in On Such a Full Sea, that is, a point very far 
into the end of history. Kojève writes that “all Japanese without exception are 
currently in a position to live according to totally formalized values—that is, 
values completely empty of all ‘human’ content in the ‘historical’ sense.” This 
last comment can be clarified with recourse to Kojève’s dictum that “man is a 
fatal sickness of the animal,” which, according to Agamben’s gloss, means that 
man “can be human only to the degree that he transcends . . . the animal which 
supports him, and only because, through the action of negation, he is capable 
of mastering and, eventually, destroying his own animality.”88 Since being hu-
man in the “historical” sense requires constant negative action against one’s 
animality, the Japanese have become human in a “post-historical” sense, being 
capable of negating their animality through the aesthetic. It is thus through 
their art—“the Noh Theater, the ceremony of tea, and the art of bouquets of 
flowers”—that the Japanese have become “negativity with no use”: human 
(“negativity”) animals (“with no use”), which Chen would call animacies.89
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Following Kojève, we might say that Miss Cathy negates her animality 
by keeping the girls, thus becoming more and more “Japanese.” Here we 
should openly acknowledge the vulgarity of Kojève’s orientalism and sign our 
endorsement of Jacques Derrida’s quip in response to these very passages in 
Kojève: “There is a French tradition, a kind of ‘French specialty’ of peremptory 
diagnoses upon returning from a quick trip to a faraway land whose language 
one does not even speak and about which one knows next to nothing.”90 
The orientalism that Lee very intentionally takes up in his depiction of the 
girls is of a piece with the orientalist depiction of Fan as an animacy whose 
protagonicity is in doubt (and, again, by extension, so is the subjecthood and 
humanity of Chinese workers). For Kojève, an orientalism depicting Japan 
as an aesthetic society indicated a posthistorical space not only because it 
mobilized a modernist politics that imagines Utopia as aesthetic autonomy 
but also because the early signs of the Japanese economic miracle appeared 
to guarantee a political economic enclosure for posthistorical culture.91 It 
was for this reason that Kojève believed that American capitalism, which he 
famously predicted as the victor of the Cold War—via economics, not ideol-
ogy—would eventually have to become more Japanese. China’s rise is by no 
means homologous to Japan’s, except insofar as it imaginatively replicates the 
eventual eclipse of US hegemony, but the point here is that where our liberal 
instinct might be to disavow Kojève’s vulgar orientalism, Lee stops short and 
tarries with orientalism. What we might learn from this is how to resist animal-
istic / liberal humanist strategies of imaginative containment when engaging 
with the negativity of animacies / Chinese workers. Put another way, we must 
resist becoming like Miss Cathy, whose bestowal of humanity upon subaltern 
subjects entails “keeping” girls like pets. Instead, the lesson of On Such a Full 
Sea might be that understanding subject formation amid shifting US–China 
relations requires tarrying with the negativity of orientalism: that is, engaging 
the problem of Chinese others as an aesthetic problem (a negativity with no 
use) whose resolution might lead us to an understanding of our shared status 
as animacies at the end of history.

If we, as American subjects, are to accept in good faith the reality of China’s 
rise, then we will have to tarry with the irreducible truth and subjectivity of 
Chinese workers, who are paradigms of the postsocialist Chinese other.92 Even 
though the girls’ resemblance to anime characters signals an orientalist aesthet-
ics, we are a long way from stereotype critique and its politics of disavowal, 
which would not allow us to go any farther than Derrida’s quip, resulting in 
more of the same: what Stephen Hong Sohn calls in his description of techno-
orientalism the “re-articulation and re-emergence of the yellow peril.”93 The 
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lesson here may be that in the midst of China’s “truly novel and anomalous 
rise,” to use Arrighi’s phrase, orientalism has the capacity to tell us far more 
than what we are anxious about, or what we would like to think of ourselves: 
it has the capacity to help us imagine what we might unexpectedly become. 
While we may or may not be at the end of history, the slow work of think-
ing through and articulating the US–China relationship will necessarily pass 
through the human–animal relation. Like Kojève’s birds, spiders, frogs, and 
cicadas, we are all pragmatists now.
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