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Abstract

Digital Ephemerality: Digital Media and Radical Politics in Postsocialist China

by Yizhou Guo

Digital Ephemerality: Digital Media and Radical Politics in Postsocialist

China visits three youth digital sites in contemporary China to explore the boundary
and potentiality of our knowledge about politics in the digital time, precisely what
counts as political desires, activities, and futurities in the condition of the postsocialist
digital sphere. Analytically, I engage the concept of digital ephemerality, or the
postsocialist temporal experience of historical lightness, present absence, and
disjointed reality in the digital sphere that Chinese youth, in particular, the generation
of youth that I term the postsocialist youth, has vividly felt, engaged and lived.
Tracking the collective experience and affect of postsocialist youth about such
ephemeral temporality on three digital sites, i.e., an online entertainment program, an
interest-based film review website, and a virtual space of influencer economy, I pay
special attention to those digital archives that were treated as redundant or disposable.
Through collecting, engaging and interpreting with these surplus digital materials, |
focus on how these postsocialist digital spheres premise alternative imaginaries of
politics that a dichotomous confrontational discourse of resistance against the
authoritarian state— a discourse of political that possesses the mainstream form of

resistant politics— cannot afford to envision.
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Introduction — Digital Ephemerality: Digital Media and Radical

Politics in Postsocialist China

On one episode of the Chinese idol-training show! Youth with You (ging chun you ni),
one participant, a 25-year-old woman who was a well-known Internet influencer
before the show, confessed her anxiety about being forgotten: “I think an influencer’s
career is quite fragile. I don’t know when everyone will stop paying attention to me,
stop watching me, or stop liking me” (iQiyi 2020). Feeling insecure about her
potentially fading fame, she came to the show with the aspiration of finding more
solid and long-lasting attention. Ideally, the young woman would achieve her goal by
becoming one of the nine finalists out of one hundred and nine competitors, all girls
and young. Judging from this ratio, the chance of her achieving this ultimate goal was
low. The survival logic of these talent shows is cruel: you either become the winner,
or you are nobody. Unlike conventional talent shows, however, this idol-training
show offers a quite different mechanism of attention that can enable young women
such as the former influencer to achieve their goal of being seen, liked, and

remembered.

! The idol training show craze in China is a spinoff of the K-pop entertainment genre, a new form of
the talent show genre that appeared and became popular in the Chinese digital entertainment industry
within the last two years. Typically, a show like this features the process of “idol cultivation,” or the
process of audience witnessing young idol-wannabes pursuing their goals by participating in and
surviving a painstaking training camp, public performance competition, and multiple rounds of
evaluation and elimination. See Kim 2011; Zhang 2019).



Instead of emphasizing one’s professional ability regarding a specified talent
as conventional talent shows usually do, with the help of digital technology, this new
genre of entertainment shows prefers a person’s likeability over his or her skill and
focuses on audience participation over the opinions of professionals. Taking Youth
with You as an example, throughout the entire three months of the competition, all
participants move into an enclosed training camp equipped with cloud-based
surveillance cameras everywhere. With their consent, every minute of every
participant’s activity in every corner is recorded and used as raw material for the
show, and this material is considered equally important to the more competitive
content such as skill examinations and stage performance competitions. Usually, the
edited content is called “everyday shorts” (ri chang duan pian) of the trainees (idol-
wannabes). For those who are not particularly gifted with on-stage talent and who
would not survive on a conventional talent competition, these “raw” moments provide
chances for them to build their likeable persona, an impressive demeanor, and an
attractive “cuteness” by showing their presumably “real” selves offstage. Those who
are not featured in these shorts are easily ignored and face the danger of falling
behind in the weekly votes to determine the contestant rankings. And of course, it is
usually those who have received more opportunities to display their personalities who
rank highly.

Obviously, the “everyday shots” are not “natural” or “real” but rather
subjective and suggestive. Although, what remains uncanny is the idea that digital

media and technology (in this case, the cloud-based digital cameras) can change the



ways in which analog humanity situates, adapts, and alters itself, and can shift and
determine how the meanings and values of a society are produced and perceived. This
rise of a digital-dominated culture in tandem with the decline of conventional media
culture in the field of popular culture in postsocialist China is the subject of the
thematic inquiries in this dissertation.

Further contemplation of this anecdote illuminates a number of inquiries
examined in this dissertation. First, it is a self-evident truth that the arrival of digital
society, digital culture, and digital politics has been an integral part of the formulation
of the social experience of younger generations. Young people, especially the young
people born between 1980 and 1999, who I term postsocialist youth, adopt digital
lives much more smoothly and with less friction than older generations. For instance,
the unhindered, continuous recordability of daily lives, as seen in Youth with You’s
recording of the lives of one hundred and nine young women, was unimaginable even
two decades ago. This is not least because surveillance cameras were an expensive
investment, and technology at that time did not allow cloud-based, interruption-free,
continual recording. More importantly, being recorded by a camera 24/7 was a rather
uncomfortable experience for most people at that time — a time when taking a selfie
was not particularly common and social media was yet to come (Busetta and
Coladonato 2015; Hess 2015; Kuntsman 2017). However, we can see that these
young women seem to be quite used to these anonymous and voyeuristic digital
gazes. Not only are they fully aware of the existence of hidden cameras, they also

know how to make an impression in front of those cameras and feel no timidity about



doing so. Thus, we constantly see these young women talking directly onto the
camera, “chatting” with the camera as if they are talking to fans or altering the
direction of the cameras to obtain a better angle.

Young people’s comfort and proficiency with digital media, explained by
their acceptance of the ubiquitous and omnipresence of digital gaze and their quick
accommodation of social media, augmented reality, and virtual reality, show a
profound social transition in which digital media has smoothly transformed human
beings into a certain type of cyborg. This transformation is epitomized by these young
generations. They are cyborgs not in the sense of robotic automation replacing human
behaviors, but rather in the sense of how digital media, particularly pixel-based small
screen media, changes the ways in which humans observe, interact with, and reflect
upon the world. It also changes how humans imagine, understand, and articulate our
subjectivities through the lens of digital media. At this moment, when digital media
has swept through every aspect of our social lives, it is essential to ask the following
questions: in what sense are the analog humanities affected and altered by the power
of the digital, especially when we look at the digital lives of young people? In what
sense does their comfort with and adaptability to digital life indicate the more
intricate way in which analog humanities and society are captured, affected, and even
altered by digital media?

More importantly, the very fact that the massive collection of digital data
stemming from the uninterrupted recording of every moment of one hundred and nine

young women’s lives can eventually be condensed into a few hours of edited videos



that claim to discern reality conjures an unsettling feeling about what counts as real
and watchable life. It is paradoxical that the ubiquity of the digital gaze makes
everyday lives equally recordable and potentially unimportant. On the one hand, the
cloud-based cameras record every detail of the participants’ individual activity,
claiming to dutifully depict the real living moments through digital signals. On the
other hand, the indiscriminately recorded data only gain meaning when they are
selected, arranged, and weaved into the coherent and suggestive segments of
“everyday shorts,” while the majority of the actual “everyday” data are disposed of,
being considered unimportant, trivial, or insignificant. In a certain sense, the arrival of
digital media relentlessly lays bare a cruel condition: it is exactly because every
moment is recorded dutifully that the disposability of some of these moments
becomes ruthless: on what grounds are certain living moments considered to be more
meaningful than others? On what grounds are certain lives considered not worth
watching and remembering?

Essentially, what is confounding about such cruel digital disposability is the
question of how the normalization of digital media discloses the power dynamic
between lived experiences and the discursive construction that deems certain
experiences important and others trivial. Further structural discursive politics are
underscored in moments when such decisions are being made. In the making of the
“everyday shorts,” the ability of digital media to catch every fleeting moment, even
those that used to be easily forgettable, and preserve them indiscriminately as equally

processed data is at odds with the later disposal of some of the equally processed data.



In a certain sense, preserving and then disposing of those lived experiences as
“unwatchable” reveals the violence that exists in the hegemonic production of
meaning, in this case, what constitutes a watchable life.

The cruel violence of the hegemonic production of meaning would be harder
to discern without the arrival of the digital media era, which was a prerequisite for the
excessive production of data. Analog media only presents the results of the
hegemonic politics of meaning: the analog camera records only important life events,
books and newspapers only publish critical and important opinions, and television
only features crucial and significant news and events. In contrast, excessive digital
media promises the recording of everything, from transitory moments caught by
surveillance cameras and trivial thoughts left on a social media platform to a fleeting
exchange of opinions between two anonymous online avatars on a random webpage.
Such excessive data bring to the front all of the contents of these surplus archives, or
archives of lived experiences that would otherwise be disposed of for not being
meaningful. It brings to light the very process by which certain voices, lives, and
affects are deemed crucial while others are deemed excessive, redundant, and
excrescent.

Therefore, it is productive to ask what we can know by looking at these
archives of surplus materials. In what ways can these archives of unimportant
material, silenced in the hegemonic mainstream politics of discourse, lead us to make
productive critiques of the discursive formation that dismisses these experiences as

unimportant in the first place? Moreover, in what sense can developing a critique



from these disposed and trivialized experiences make a louder sound than the
critiques we have had up until now?

In this sense, the dissertation intends to explore two questions: In what way
does digital media allow us to imagine radical critiques of the hegemonic discourses
of a society? In what sense are such radical critiques enabled by the construction of
digital sociality and digital humanity? This dissertation explores these questions by
looking at what I conceptualize as the archives of surplus from three digital
youthscapes (Maira et al. 2013, xviii) in China: a youth culture website, an online
entertainment program, and an Internet influencer economy site. I investigate what
kinds of political formations emerge from the surplus of these digital sites or from the
digital archives that do not necessarily “make sense” and are not “significant,”
“profound,” or “politically evocative” but have the potential to provide an alternative
angle from which we can understand postsocialist cultural politics in China in the
digital era. While the first site emerged in the mid-2000s and has remained active
since then, the latter two sites only emerged and developed during the mid-2010s. In
the popular discourse in China, all three are known as typical digital spaces
exclusively for young people — a commonly shared sense that coincides with the
user demographics of these sites, as young people, specifically postsocialist youth,
compose the majority of these sites’ frequent visitors.

While the questions asked in this dissertation are concerned with a critique of
digital media in general, none of them can be fully grasped and answered without

being situated in the very concrete historical context of postsocialist China,



specifically regarding the social experiences of postsocialist youth in the 21 century.
Instead of seeing the stories in China as merely a counterexample of what happened
in the perceived liberal West or an absolute antithesis of the latter, I contend that the
postsocialist condition does not make China an exception but rather makes it a
productive case for studying the political potentialities and stakes brought by the
arrival of digital media. While the criticality of China’s history will be further
enumerated in later sections of this introduction, at this point, it is helpful to address
three historical factors that determine the condition of China as both unique and
typical. First, China’s postsocialist condition has involved a series of economic
reforms and cultural opening up policies since the late 1970s. Its essence rests on a
shifting political formation from the socialist revolutionary discourse to a
postsocialist neoliberal-oriented discourse. Importantly, this postsocialist condition
has coincided with the arrival of a digital society. In other words, postsocialism in
China should be understood, in a certain sense, as digital postsocialism. Second, the
unique generational experience of China’s postsocialist youth, as both living in the
aftermath of the socialist past and living in tandem with the arrival of digital society,
has made this generation a great sample for thinking about the relationships among
youth culture, digital sociality, and digital humanity. Last but not least, the digital
authoritarianism of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), as shown by the practices of
massive censorship and information blocking, also makes the postsocialist digital

sphere in China a productive case in which to reflect on the potentiality of radical



politics where an omnipresent state power makes any political imaginary within the
frame of traditional political formation Sisyphyean and dystopian.

When looking at the three digital sites, the dissertation pays special attention
to what I call the “surplus digital materials,” i.e., digital archives and repertoires that
have been considered unimportant, insignificant, trivial, inconsequential, and
therefore not politically vital. Bearing the thematic inquiries of the radical potentiality
and stakes of digital media in mind, I ask: in what sense do the thriving digital
spheres under investigation offer us a lens through which to look at the potential
critiques of discursive politics enabled by the surplus data produced, preserved, and
archived by digital media? Additionally, in what ways do these archives of surplus
inform us about the structure of feeling of China’s postsocialist youth, especially the
collective affects that cannot be grasped through the mainstream discourse on social
struggle and aspiration? Moreover, in what manner can radical critiques be
elaborated from these digital sites and generate accountable imaginary of a political
future of both postsocialist China specifically, and digital humanity in general?

In responding to these questions, the dissertation uses the notion of digital
ephemerality to build its thesis argument and political intervention. As I will expand
further in the following section of this introduction, digital ephemerality is a
postsocialist temporality that is worth contemplating and conceptualizing. Through
developing a radical hermeneutic around digital ephemerality and looking how this
postsocialist temporality is embodied in various forms such as digital representation,

digital affect, and digital enchantment, the dissertation argues that a critique of the



temporal experience of digital ephemerality, a quintessential temporal feeling that is
so centrally felt in the postsocialist condition in China, can illuminate a vision of the
future that has yet to be illustrated.

In the following discussion, this introduction will first provide theoretical
scaffolding for the concept of digital ephemerality as a postsocialist temporality. I
will then provide a historical contextualization of the social experience of
postsocialist youth with an investigation of the development of postsocialist China’s
political economy. The methodological intervention will also be investigated as I
provide further elaboration of the idea of surplus digital materials and explain the
dissertation’s research method. The introduction will end with a comprehensive
literature review of postsocialist studies and Chinese Internet studies and descriptions

of each chapter.

Postsocialism and Digital Ephemerality

The term postsocialism was first coined by Arif Dirlik to describe the nature of
“socialism with Chinese characteristics,” a rhetoric adopted by the CCP since the
1980s to legitimize China’s socialist state amid a series of state-led economic and
political reforms with strong capitalist features (1989). Since the spectacular fall of
the Berlin War and the dramatic collapse of the Soviet Union in subsequent years, the
term has been widely adopted to describe the political, economic and cultural
condition of former socialist countries and regions (Verdery 1996; Hann 2002;

Giordano et al. 2014; Wengle 2015). However, postsocialism is “not only a historical

10



period, but also an epistemology and production of knowledge, and as such it exceeds
and outlives its historical eventness.” (Kim 2010). In this sense, the end of the Cold
War and the arrival of capitalism in formal socialist camps also initiated a series of
shifting global geopolitical structures and cultural politics (Brandtstddter 2007; Chari
and Verdery 2009; Gille 2010; Shih 2012, Dai and Rofel 2018).

In this dissertation, following a wide array of literature (Scott 2015; Kim and
Atanasoski 2017; Atanasoski and Vora 2018), postsocialism is interpreted as a
temporality, or a subjective temporal experience, in which a nuanced implication is
captured in the temporal attribute of the “post.” To begin with, the notion of
postsocialism refutes the reductive “end of history” argument, which sees the end of
the Cold War as a historical point of closure in which the collapse in the East and the
advent of Western liberal democracy alongside the growth of the neoliberal capitalist
economy indicated that humanity had reached the endpoint of its sociocultural
revolution (Fukuyama 1992). Postsocialism does not simply indicate this transitology,
or a “status of being ‘in between’ a socialist past, a system from which ‘transition
societies’ are moving away, and the capitalist future these societies are moving
towards, even if there might be ‘setbacks’ (Brandtstddter 2007: 131). Rather, the
development and transformation of countries and regions from the formal socialist
camp indicate that instead of pursuing a homogeneous telos, there exist various forms
of “other modernities” (Rofel 1999; See also Mandel and Humphrey 2002; Zhang
2008; Ghodsee 2002; Morris 2016). Moreover, the “postness” of postsocialism

conjures up a hauntology of the lingering “aftermath” of the socialist past (Scott
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2015), the “retro” fascination of socialist past (Pehe 2020), the actual or ghostly
existence of the socialist state (Zhang 2008), and the perpetuation of the political
discourse and cultural imaginary that the present has inherited from the socialist past
(Denton 2014; Wu 2015). In other words, more complicated than a simple
demarcation between a before and an after, postsocialism describes the entanglement
between the socialist past and the postsocialist contemporary.

The postsocialist temporality is essentially a strange, or even queer
temporality (Atanasoski and Vora 2018; 141) in the sense that it neither accepts a
teleological future nor is a continuation of a haunted past but rather remains a
troublesome time bind that prevents any sort of smooth transition from an old norm to
a new one. This queer temporality creates alternative spaces of discursive formation
and political imaginary to work with that diverts, challenges, refutes, and overthrows
the hegemonic power structure. Resonating with this argument, this dissertation
further proposes that the social experience of contemporary China, particularly in the
digital sphere in China, provides an important angle for us to further grasp the
strangeness and radicalness of postsocialist temporality. As I contend in the following
sections, in the digital sphere of contemporary China, postsocialism is experienced as
a temporality of ephemerality, or a subjective temporal experience of being
ephemeral. While this digital ephemerality is felt in various ways and is a
quintessential experience in postsocialist China, an examination of its affective power
can provide us with a rich script for articulating a counter-hegemonic imaginary of

radical digital politics and futurity.

12



It is crucial to recognize that the temporality of digital ephemerality is first
and foremost experienced in China as a state-enforced violence, embodied in the
everyday experiences of ordinary netizens and online activists and epitomized as
compulsory short-livedness, or the urgent and uncertain feeling that something has
been there before and is there no more. This state-enforced violence is made
ubiquitous by the digital authoritarianism of the CCP’s rule. Internet censorship in
China, enforced by the CCP, is an arbitrary and authoritarian speech surveillance
system. While some censorship rules, such as the prohibition of any direct discussions
of politically controversial topics, such as the 1989 June 4" Tiananmen Square
Protest, the Tibet issue, or the Uyghur controversy, are foreseeable, others are rather
contingent. Usually, when a public debate is created on the Chinese Internet, what
content and opinions are considered politically inappropriate and subject to
censorship are unspecified and liable to change. Posts can be deleted for rather vague
reasons, websites can be shut down with no warnings, and social media accounts can
be entirely deactivated. The feelings of uncertainty and urgency are especially
prominent in those online public debates involving political dissent and moral
challenges, such as interrogations about government accountability, criticism of
social inequality and injustice, and advocacy for minority communities’ rights, when
the state’s violent act of disappearing dissent becomes mostly unpredictable and
inscrutable to ordinary people. The passive voice of popular idioms for Internet

censorship, such as “bei xiao shi” (being disappeared), “bei he xie” (being
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harmonized), and “bei si ling si” (being 404ed), express Chinese netizens’ discontent
and discomfort with being deprived of their agency (Benney 2014).2

The feeling of short-livedness imposed by compulsory ephemerality easily
preconditions a dystopian vision of the future of digital politics in China, as
authoritarian power has not been diminished by but rather strengthened with the help
of digital technology, which many once believed would democratize political entities
such as China and other countries in the former socialist camp during the Cold War.
From this viewpoint, the digital sphere has become instrumental in rather than
destructive for the establishment of authoritarianism. The intensification of speech
censorship, development of an augmented identity recognition surveillance system,
the creation of a nearly airtight blocking system known as the “Great Firewall of
China,” and increasing effectivity of ideotainment (Lagerkvist 2008), have all been
accomplished with the help of digital technology and digital culture; given these
developments, what is in the future of China is an Orwellian post-human control
society in which individual agency and civil rights are all dissolved and disappeared
into controllable, trackable and “debugable” data.

On the other hand, the complicity between the Communist state and the digital

sphere in the quotidian experience of compulsory ephemerality also envisions the

2 The idiom of “being harmonized” is a reference to the concept of the harmonious society (ke xie she
hui) that was adopted by the CCP in 2004 to suggest a socioeconomic vision for Chinese society. In
Internet slang, it is used as a parody to mock the violent erasure of politically sensitive content that is
considered “disharmonious.” See Zheng and Tok 2007. The idiom of “being 404ed” refers to the
HTTP standard response code for an error message. Code 404 refers to “Page Not Found,” which is
used by Chinese netizens to allude to the censorship and deletion of online content. See Xu 2015; Li
2016.
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mainstream script of resistant politics in China. In this script, Internet censorship is
the ultimate and most crucial predicament which Chinese netizens are supposed to
resist and eventually conquer, even though the telos of this digital liberation, i.e.,
liberation from the control of an authoritarian power through the continual resistance
and revolutionary overthrow of that power, is constantly rebuffed in front of the
Goliath of state power. This is a narrative of revolutionary heroism symbolized by
tragic Sisyphyean figures who repetitively and assiduously struggle for a brighter
future amid the imminent oppressive present.

In this sense, the digital ephemerality of postsocialist China preconditions the
difficulty and limitations of elaborating political insubordination and futurity merely
through building critiques of state politics, specifically building resistant political
formats in critiquing state policies, regulations, and prohibitions. It is on these
grounds that the dissertation proposes to take a deeper look at the alternative
potentiality embedded in the digital sphere, the political formation of which cannot be
provided by simply looking at state politics and the resistance to them. Specifically,
the dissertation further theorizes digital ephemerality through three perspectives.
Digital ephemerality, I argue, signifies historical lightness, present absence, and
disjointed reality, and all three perspectives provide radical hermeneutic space for the
imagining of digital politics outside of the realm of state politics.

First, digital ephemerality signifies the status of historical lightness, or the
disposable temporally situated experiences that are considered insignificant as

compared to monumentality or History with a capital “H.” In other words,
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ephemerality speaks of the previously and currently existing life experiences
excluded by the hegemonic discourse of modern historical time, which, considering
the latter’s pursuit of eventful teleology, are nonhistorical, if not the ruin of History.
By modern historical time, I mean the linear chronological narrative that is
“organized around a notion of discrete but continuous modular change, in particular,
modular change as linear, diachronically, stretched-out succession of cumulative
instants, an endless chain of displacements of before and after” (Scott 2015, 5).
Ephemerality, in this sense, is the opposite of the story of the “metanarrative,” or the
narrative with History’s “functors, great heroes, great dangers, great voyages, and
great goals” (Lyotard 1984), as well as the meta-anti-narrative, or a narrative of those
heroes of insubordination, travelers who resist the voyage, or iconoclasts who
challenge social goals. While in an ideology of the fetish of monumentality these
metanarratives and meta-anti-narratives become the favorites of History, those vivid
lived experiences that do not necessarily have the privilege of being narrated and
recorded are left outside and abandoned by History.

The dominant power undoubtedly determines the ephemerality and
monumentality of past and current experiences of living. Ephemerality, in this sense,
belongs to the historical underdogs, the oppressed, the subalterns, and the forgotten.
Retrieving the historical time of these “ephemeras,” therefore also retrieves an
alternative temporal unfolding of histories. Feminist historiographies have played a
pivotal role in uncovering the history of ephemerality. For instance, in gathering the

collective and individual memories of rural Chinese women in the 1950s, Gail
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Hershatter (2011) shows the ways in which the ignored textures of these women’s
historical memories reveal gendered memories distanced from the official History of
the revolution and communist victory upheld by the CCP. The gender of the
memories projects a totally distinguished timeline, time knots, and chronologies when
those unsignifying and inconsequential experiences were incorporated and interrupted
the monumentality of History.

The radical potentiality of looking at digital experience and digital existence,
which have been dismissed as ephemeral, is explored in chapter one, where I provide
an alternative interpretation of the political promise that digital entertainment in
China enables for elaborating queer politics in China. As I see it, aside from the
mainstream resistant rhetoric of queer liberation that targets the state censorship of
popular cultural representations of LGBT identities and recognizes the overthrow of it
in the final telos, those ephemeral moments in digital entertainment provide a very
different trajectory of radical queer politics that not only disintegrates the symbolic
elimination of sexual minorities but also deconstructs the hegemonic logic of queer
liberalism that normalizes the heterosexual order.

While the temporal lightness of digital ephemerality is summative, as it
describes the conclusion of certain things that have lived in the past, the concept of
ephemerality also signifies an affective feeling in the present tense, particularly an
affective feeling of the very existence of absence in the present. The hegemonic
definition of ephemerality as short-lived existence determines that the temporal

experience happened in the past tense, since it is only through the experience of
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something being over that this feeling emerges. In other words, being ephemeral
actually always describes the status of “was being ephemeral,” as things that feel
ephemeral are always no longer here. What is left in the present, overwhelmed by the
notion of the ephemerality of the lost past, is the experience of the absence left by that
lost thing. In this sense, ephemerality catches the vivid experience of present absence,
the feeling that something is absent in the here and now. In other words, the present is
a ruined time. In discussing the esthetic of postwar Japanese architecture, Jin Baek
(2006) recognizes the notion of “mujo,” a Japanese word for “no permanence” as the
central allegory of the discourse of the ruins in this esthetic. The nihilistic belief of
the fatal finitude of human societies, augmented by the notion that nothing permanent
will be left, is embodied in the repetitive and obsessive representation of ruins,
particularly of those mega-structures. Different from the naturalized time flow in
which the past is replaced by the present as time progresses, the discourse of the ruins
accentuates the abrupt and melancholic removal of the past that eventually makes the
present unwanted and untempting. In this sense, the present, perceived through relics,
ruins, and unlivedness embodies the experience of ephemerality through the
exhibition of absence to remind us of the passing of the past in the now and the yet to
come of the future.

Moreover, as a consequence of the linkage, the present experience of
ephemerality also illuminates the impossibility of a future that is to be arrived at
because the present fails to afford an imaginary of the future. In his studies of the

aftermath of the Grenada Revolution, Scott (2015) analyzes the postrevolution
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present as a temporal abyss, or “the present as ruined time” (9). The failed promise of
the abruptly sabotaged revolution leads to the sudden vacuumization of the futurity
elaborated by the revolutionary narrative and leaves those who experienced the
narrative a futurity that is already absent. The present, therefore, becomes a repetitive
indication of the futurity that is no-longer there, a “temporal still, stranded in the
limbo — the pure, desolate duration — of a post-revolutionary present that has nowhere
to go” (73). In this sense, the present is the ruin of the past and the future and
resoundingly conjures up the feeling of the absence of both.

Rather than an interpretative deployment that just describes the same thing
from a different perspective, this dissertation’s hermeneutic refashioning of digital
ephemerality as the present feeling of absence provides us with a crucial trope for
understanding the central structure of the feeling shared by postsocialist youth in
China and expressed on the Internet. This topic will be explored in detail in chapter
two, where I contemplate the political stakes of the digital sphere-inflicted affect of
present absence on a postsocialist youth interest-based website.

Moreover, the temporality of digital ephemerality is also experienced as the
construction of disjointed reality in the digital sphere, which I argue is expected in the
proliferating digital economy, where continual, consecutive, and coherent analog
humanity becomes disposable labor. Taking the anecdote introduced in the beginning
as an example, the “everyday shorts” made from the 24/7 live videos recorded by the
surveillance cameras exploit the young women by subjecting their ordinary lives to

the ubiquitous and ceaseless digital gaze and alienating their continual lived
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experiences in the unfolding of time into watchable and unwatchable isolated,
nonconsecutive, and ephemeral moments. While these watchable ephemeral moments
provide profits by attracting anonymous attention from the digital sphere, the
unwatchable moments are abandoned with easy disposability. In other words, in the
era of the digital economy, the analog existence of human beings that was coherent,
consecutive and continual is disintegrated and deprived of its comprehensiveness.
Digital ephemerality, in this sense, illuminates the process of the digitalization of
analog humanity — a topic that will be further explored in chapter three’s discussion
of the livestreaming economy’s digitalization of the analog existence of gendered

labor.

Postsocialist Youth and the Generation of Threshold

In 1980, the CCP implemented a demographic policy that would produce profound
influences in the following decades by requesting that all married couples in urban
households have only one child. This birth control policy, known as the “one-child
policy” (du sheng zi nv zheng ce), was issued to compensate for the demographic crisis
left by the radical population policy of the Maoist era. In 1953, the first census of the
P.R.C revealed a naturally high population increase rate, which worried the leading
demographer, Ma Yinchu. However, his suggestions for “family planning” and
“popular control” were soon dismissed by the then radical left party leaders during the
Great Leap Forward (1958-1962), the economic campaign mobilized by CCP to speed

up China’s economic development procedures, and the Anti-Rightist Campaign (1957-
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1959), a political purge that targeted the alleged “Rightists” within the CCP who were
mainly political dissidents of Maoist ideology. Ma’s suggestion for population control
was criticized as reactionary and anti-revolutionary (He 2002). In 1958, Mao wrote
“the more people we have, the more power we have,” suggesting the increasing and
expanding population was a determinant of the strength of the nation (Mao 1954). At
the same time, Ma was interrogated as a Rightist and removed of his official position.
The Great Famine (1958-1962) followed premature economic pursuits and produced
an unbearably high death toll within the nation, further rationalizing the
compensationally high birth rate during the 1960s. In the 1970s, facing the burden of
an exponentially increasing population, the government finally introduced slogans such
as “One is good enough, two are perfect, three are too many” (Yi ge bu shao, liang ge
geng hao, san ge duo le), and “Later, sparser, less” (Wan, xi, shao) to discourage
people’s enthusiasm for producing more babies. However, these persuasive strategies
had little effect. In 1976, when the radical political movement of the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) was finally marked as officially over, the Chinese
population had increased from four hundred million in 1949 to nearly ten hundred
million, with a birth rate of 3.2%, far higher than the world average at that time.

It was under this population burden that the post-Cultural Revolution
government brought the idea of birth control back on the policy-making table. In 1979,
the one-child policy was enacted as part of an effort to achieve the government goal of

lowering the 1980 population growth rate to under 1%.? In 1981, the National Family

3 The actual increase birth rate of that year was 1.19%.
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Planning Commission (guo jia ji hua sheng yu wei yuan hui), a cabinet-level executive
department, overseen by the State Council, was institutionalized and charged with the
implementation of the policy on the national level, especially among urban populations.
In the 1990s, family planning was further incorporated into the performance assessment
of local governments and implemented as a national policy. In 2010, mainland China
had reached the lowest birth rate in the world, which was a warning sign of the potential
risk of becoming an aging society in the future. To prevent further aging problems, the
CCP decided to remove the restrictive policy in 2013, and implemented the so-called
“one single, two children” (dan du liang hai) policy, which allows married couples to
have two children if one of them was a single child. In 2015, the one-child policy that
had been enforced for more than three decades was finally removed entirely and
replaced by a two-child policy, which aims to compensate for the decreasing birth rate
while keeping the gross population in check.

Although on paper the one-child policy was in effect from 1980 to 2015, a
closer analysis reveals that certain demographic groups were directly affected by the
policy, i.e., the only children belong to a much narrower age range than is represented
by the complete time frame. Since the early 1980s, a “two singles, two children”
(shuang du liang hai) policy, which allows married couples who are both the only
children of their respective families to have two children, has been implemented on the
provincial level. Technically speaking, however, before the early 2000s, this policy
would not have had an extensive effect among urban populations. This is not only

because it took nearly three decades for all provinces to implement these special clauses
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(while most provinces practiced the policy during the 1980s, three provinces did not
implement it until the 2000s). More importantly, technically speaking, it was only after
2002 that these policies were truly able to affect larger populations since the first
generation of one-child children came of legal age to be married in that year. In other
words, while the “two singles two children” policy was implemented in parallel with
the one-child policy, for most married couples who had kids during the 1980s and
1990s, the likelihood of them meeting the special clause was very low, while since the
early 2000s, married couples who meet such criteria have increased exponentially.
Therefore, strictly speaking, the one-child policy only comprehensively influences
those Chinese youth who were born between 1980 and 2002.

It has become clear in hindsight that the one-child policy was a threshold marker
situated between an old China whose population increased widely and could not be
controlled, and a new China facing the common failing of almost all modern and
advanced nation-states — the aging problem. It was because of the enforcement of the
one-child policy that the historical burden of the socialist past could be contained, and
it is for the same reason that postsocialist China is finally meeting its new challenges.
People who are deeply attached to this policy, particularly those young people who
were born in the 1980s and 1990s as analyzed in the above paragraph, are also
distinguished from their fellow citizens with a rather figurative label because of their
direct relation with the policy: the “little emperor,” i.e., the privileged and spoiled only
child of the household who received all the attention from his or her inverted triangle-

shaped family (four grandparents, two parents and one child). The one-child policy, as

23



a threshold policy, has shaped these young people’s lives in various ways: the absence
of siblings as both companions and compensators generates feelings of loneliness and
isolation, which have more or less contributed to the popular notion of the “little
emperors” as a generation of self-centered and even selfish individuals. The burden of
being the “only” hope of the family, added to the typical burdens of love in traditional
Chinese kinship and increased social pressure for success, have also placed this
generation under pressure. In a more direct way, the dreary stories of forced abortion,
hide-and-seek with birth control administrators, gender-based infanticide, and secret
births have created feelings of abandonment, insecurity, and unwantedness for children
who were “not supposed to be” or were “unwanted,” and become a haunting story for
this generation. All of these generational experiences distinguish the one-child children
from both their parents and their younger fellows.

These one-child children have two other names: the post-80s (ba ling hou) and
post-90s (jiu lin hou). Both are generational labels based on the first year of the decade
of their birth. While the idea that “there is a generation every ten years” (shi nian yi
cha ren) is not a new idea but a conventional part of generational consciousness in
China, using decimalism to demarcate generations was only popularized in the 2000s,
when the “post-80s” became a popular term to describe young writers who were born
in the 1980s to signify that the different literary styles and personalities these writers
showed were generational attributes. In a certain sense, the idea of naming a generation
by decade is actually a postsocialist phenomenon. While looking back at the 1980s and

1990s when these young people were born and began to come of age, the threshold
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condition of this generation extends from being the only generation of one-child
children to having various political, economic, and cultural aspects. Compared to their
parents’ generation—the socialist generation that lived through the aspiration and
predicaments of and then disillusionment with China’s socialist revolution, and to their
younger fellows, or the millennial generation—who were born into a brand new world
wired by another revolution in which networks are everywhere and iPhones, social
media, virtual reality and ineluctable connectivity are the new norms, the generational
cohorts of the post-80s and post-90s are distinct in their “in-between” status as a
threshold generation.

In this dissertation, I call these young people “postsocialist youth” to distinguish
them from the socialist generation and the millennial generation and conflate the less
relevant decimal demarcations. The three sites investigated in the chapters can all be
recognized as being within, though not exclusive to, the digital sphere of postsocialist
youth.* The generational experience of postsocialist youth on the threshold, which I
shall provide context for in the following few pages, determines the unique historical
position of these youth in China. This threshold experience is critical for us in

understanding the postsocialist condition in the digital sphere of China.

4 This assessment will be addressed in each chapter respectively. It is worthwhile to point out here that
my argument of these sites as a postsocialist youth digital sphere are based on both quantitative data
provided by the original sites and data related to analytic agency, and popular perceptions about these
sites circulated in Chinese popular discourse. While the data proves that the majority of those frequent
users are post-80s and post-90s, the general perception does more than simply affirm the data results:
the notion that certain digital sites are meant for certain generations unequivocally shapes and even
constructs the popular discourse about that generation.

25



The making of a “generation as an actuality” usually involves the process of the
cohort “being exposed to the social and intellectual symptoms of a process of dynamic
destabilization” (Mannheim 1968, 303). For postsocialist youth, two key aspects
contribute to the dynamic destabilization of their generation: their experience of living
through the aftermath of the catastrophic socialist past and the experience of coming of
age in tandem with the arrival, development, and regularization of the Internet as a way
of life.

Postsocialist youth did not directly experience the socialist past, nor do they
hold memories of it, but they have nonetheless lived through the tremendous aftermath
of this past. Two demographic facts prerequisite their generational experience: first, the
majority of postsocialist youth have no direct memories of the June 4" incident or the
Tiananmen Square Protest and Massacre in 1989, although most of them grew up in
the decade directly after that catastrophic moment. Additionally, most of the parents of
postsocialist youth were born primarily in the 1950s and 1960s and are the country’s
socialist generation, having lived through the radical socialist revolutionary era,
especially the ten years of the Cultural Revolution. This chain of descent determined
that postsocialist youth cultivated very different family memories from those of
millennials, whose parents were mostly born in the 1970s.

Another aspect of the threshold experience of postsocialist youth is related to
the development of the digital sphere in China. Although China’s information
revolution started long before postsocialist youth came of age (Liu 2019), the arrival of

an information society in public life that premises the current condition of global
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ineluctable connectivity (Liu 2018) and digital capitalism only started to play out in the
late 1990s (Zhou 2006; Zhou 2008; Yang 2012; Hockx 2015). By coming of age in
tandem with today’s network society, postsocialist youth obtained unique generational
experiences with analog media and communication, retaining vivid childhood
memories while benefiting from the early development of information technology and
Internet culture in the early 2000s in China.

All of these shifting patterns have scripted the lives of postsocialist youth. The
shifting economic geography of the 1990s deeply influenced the childhood experiences
of postsocialist youth. A series of economic reform and opening up policies that
privatized the national economy and encouraged self-initiated entrepreneurship outside
of the institution was implemented during the 1980s and extended into the 1990s. In
1992, the special economic zones (SEZ) were established along the south coast to boost
private business and overseas exportation and importation. The gradual concentration
on light industry, the service sector, and a consumer economy directly led to a shifting
economic geography in China that was experienced in part as a decline in heavy
industry capital in Northeast China that started in the 1990s and was exacerbated in the
2000s, and in part as the plan for the eastern and southeastern coasts to “get rich first,”
which was endorsed by then national leader Deng Xiaoping as a strategic inequality for
the sake of longer-term economic development plan. Common childhood memories for
postsocialist youth include their parents being laid off because of a massive bankruptcy
or structural transition in state-owned working units and the absence of their parent(s)

due to them “going down to the sea” (xia hai), a popular idiom referring to going to the
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coastal cities to start a small business. Although China’s GDP (gross domestic product)
increased steadily during the 1980s and 1990s, an exponential increase did not come
until the new millennium.’> Memories of austerity during the 1980s and most of the
1990s are shared by postsocialist youth in both cities and the countryside (the food
coupon distribution system, a symbol of material shortage, was abandoned in 1993).
In terms of political conditions, the short period of democratization during the
1980s was violently halted by the political crisis in June 1989, when a student-led mass-
mobilized protest was repressed through a military bloodbath. The event was soon
denounced by the party official as a reactionary response to political turmoil, and
memories of the event have been highly suppressed and censored in the public sphere.
For most postsocialist youth, this historical event, if they even know of it, only exists
as a vague taboo subject, as they rarely retain any direct memory of or experience with
it. Rather, the political atmosphere after 1989 has been gradually replaced by a
depoliticized reconfiguration of the “postsocialist human being” built from the newly
described aspiration of “quality” (suzhi) as ideal citizenry (Rofel 2010). Crucially, most
of the generational memories of the political events in the 1990s were mediated through
mass media, which have extensively shaped the political consciousness of the
generation. The successful cross-strait meetings with Taiwan, also known as the Wang-
Koo Summits, in 1993 and 1998, as well as the “homecomings” of two “wandering

sons” of the mother nation from colonial governments, i.e., Hong Kong’s turnover from

5 The data are gathered from the Google Public Data Explorer Gross Domestic Product category
(accessed February 25, 2020).
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the British Government in 1997 and Portugal’s turnover of Macau in 1999, have
fostered the nationalist sentiments of postsocialist youth through mass media news
photos and pop cultural works that depict the increasing power of China on the global
stage. The tragic 1999 NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade led to the
very first anti-U.S. mass protest that mainly consisted of post-80s youth and cultivated
generational hostility towards “anti-China influences from the West” (xi fang fan hua
shi li). A firm and recurring hostility re-emerged in all of the geopolitical and
ideological controversies between China and liberal democratic nations that followed
in later decades. Not long after the turn of the new century, gory images of Falun Gong
members self-immolating in Tiananmen Square terrified adolescent postsocialist youth,
which also consolidated their almost instinctive repulsion of anti-CCP religious group
as evil cults.b

In terms of culture, postsocialist youth were too young to know about, let alone
participate in, the cultural events and trends that happened in the 1980s and early 1990s
such as the “culture craze” (wen hua re, 1985-1988). “Culture craze” described the
intellectual enthusiasm for studying the “cultural histories” of China in order to

reconnect contemporary China to both traditional Chinese culture and early twentieth-

® In places outside of mainland China, especially in Hong Kong, Taiwan and the U.S., Falun Gong is
described as a Chinese religious group that originated in the early 1990s, towards the end of China’s
boom of qigong (a conglomerative practice of meditation, slow-moving energy exercise and regulated
breathing), that was suppressed by the CCP as a potential threat due to its size, independence from the
state, and spiritual teachings since the late 1990s. Additionally, after the CCP cracked down on the
Falun Gong as a heretical organization in 1999, Falun Gong members were exiled but continued to
grow, finding constituencies in overseas countries and developing into a sturdy anti-CCP diasporic
community. Although evidence has shown that there are people in mainland China who continue to
practice Falun Gong in spite of the persecution they face, any public discussion or mention of it, even
in the form of criticism, is prohibited.
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century theses of modernity, both repudiated during the Cultural Revolution (Ma 2012).
The “grand discussion of the humanist spirit” (ren wen jing shen da tao lun) in 1993
was the intelligentsia’s reflection on the shifting role of intellectuals in fast-developing
Chinese society, especially regarding concerns about the increasing infiltration of
consumerism. These movements were estranged from and archaic for postsocialist
youth. Additionally, 1980s literary movements mobilized by the socialist generation
such as the “misty poetry” movement, a poetic genre exploring reticent and ambiguous
theses through non-cliché and implicit symbolism that rose from Beijing universities,
had little influence on shaping the cultural archives of postsocialist youth.”

Instead, an emerging pop culture field built on the sprouting cultural industry
and consumer-oriented marketing, as well as the cultural convergence contributing to
the main archives of the cultural memories of postsocialist youth. The popular culture
of Taiwan and Hong Kong dominated popular culture in the mainland in the 1990s. TV
programs and dramas imported from both locations filled the childhood memories of
postsocialist youth in the mainland. Historical dramas and urban professional dramas
made by Hong Kong Television Broadcasts Limited (TVB) and dubbed in Mandarin
were imported to mainland China during the late 1980s and 1990s and gave young
people an imaginative cultural memory of Hong Kong before it was turned over.

Taiwan idol melodramas, a genre of TV drama first popularized by a female Taiwanese

" Tronically, as a literary movement with an anti-consumerism undertone, “misty poetry” resurged in
the 2000s, marketized by both publishing companies and mass media as a popular focus of nostalgia,
and gained renewed popularity among postsocialist youth, especially among “Wenqing”, a typical
social identity and categorization of youth that will be discussed in chapter two.
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writer named Qiong Yao in the 1970s, resurged around the new millennium with the
Taiwan-mainland cooperative hit My Fair Princess (1998). The craze of Hong Kong
films, especially Stephen Chow’s “mo lei tau” (absurdist) comedy, Tsu Hark’s martial
art melodrama, John Woo’s action thriller, and the gangster film serial Young and
Dangerous (1995-2000), created a pop culture canon for postsocialist youth and
cultivated early cinephile communities on the Internet. Hong Kong and Taiwan’s
relatively mature music industry also became early keystones for postsocialist youth.
The indie folk song tradition of Taiwan and Western rock and pop influenced-Hong
Kong music, represented by musicians such as the Hong Kong rock band Beyond and
the Taiwanese singer-songwriter Lo Ta-yu, have been constant sources of inspiration
for a generation of postsocialist youth musicians. Pop singers such as Leslie Cheung,
Wakin Chau, and the Hong Kong-based Beijinger singer Faye Wong have become
generational idols in not only China but also across East Asia.

Along with the deep influence of pop culture from Hong Kong and Taiwan,
dubbed Kong-Tai culture (gang tai wen hua) in the language of Chinese popular idioms,
was the increasing influence of foreign cultures. While the socialist generation mainly
absorbed meticulously selected foreign culture from neighboring countries, particularly
from Communist allies such as the Soviet Union and North Korea as well as
international allies in Africa and Southeast Asia, the foreign culture cultivation of
postsocialist youth was relatively market-driven. Japanese ACG (animation, comic,
and game) culture first arrived in China through early cartoon works such as Astro Boy,

Doraemon, and Ikkyu San. Throughout the 1990s, children’s TV channels saved their
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primetime slots for Japanese cartoons. Watching cartoons such as Slum Dunk, Sailor
Moon, and Saint Seiya during that period has become a common memory exclusive to
postsocialist youth.® During the mid-1990s, Chinese people, for the first time since the
founding of the P.R.C., could watch contemporary Hollywood hits in movie theatres, a
crucial transition that marked the gradual maturation of the domestic film market. In
1994, the Chinese Film Corporation first tested the box office revenue-sharing option
by importing The Fugitive (1993), a Hollywood action film, to six major cities in China.
Since then, the Department of Culture permitted the import of 10 foreign films each
year to China, increasing to 20 in 2002 and 34 in 2012. With the regularization of
foreign film importation and the box office revenue system, the Chinese film market
joined the global economy of film production and consumption. Increasing foreign
images in the mainstream media therefore were major contributors to shaping the
cinematic imaginary of the globe for postsocialist youth and their worldview in general.
Watching global hits such as The Lion King (1995) and Titanic (1997) became a
memorable event for urban Chinese children that grew up in the 1990s.

When the new millennium arrived, most postsocialist youth entered
adolescence and the memories and social experiences of the 1990s were felt to be a
distant fiction. Most of the series of reformist economic policies were only fully

enacted after 2000. Statistically, economic data showed a clear boost trend in

8 In a 2004 announcement “Some Suggestions on Developing the Animation Industry in Our Nation”
(guan yu fa zhan wo guo yin shi dong hua chan ye de ruo gan yi jian), which required children’s
channels to dedicate specific prime time slots for domestic cartoons and limited the portion of foreign
cartoon to 66% of the domestic cartoons. Since then, Japanese cartoons have gradually retreated from
television schedules and migrated to online platforms and subcultural communities.

32



approximately 2000.° The expanding consumption culture in the 2000s, furthered by
an excessive commodity surplus and the growing development of commercialization
in every social aspect, created a drastically distinct social experience from that in the
relatively arduous 1990s. In 2001, China joined the WTO (World Trade Organization)
and officially registered the global circulation of capital, manufacturing and
consumption. China’s reputation as the world’s factory was consolidated during the
time when China outpaced the United States in terms of factory output, a decades-long
procedure accomplished by the major demographic dividend that offers mass labor,
especially women’s labor, and the series of attractive incentives announced by the
Chinese government in 1992 such as prebuilt industrial zones and tax exemptions, to
attract foreign companies to its SEZs (Lee 1998; Ngai 2005).

The same decade also witnessed the continual rise of developmental
nationalism, exemplified by the CCP’s refashioning of the national slogan from
“Prosper the Chinese nation” (zhen xing zhong hua) to “Great revitalization of the
Chinese nation” (zhong hua ming zu wei da fu xing). In 2001, China successfully bid
to hold the 2008 Summer Olympic Games. In 2002, China’s national men’s football
team participated in the FIFA World Cup. The two sports events greatly boosted
national confidence, as sports strength has been an important aspect of China’s nation-

building project and diplomatic strategies since the socialist revolution. The

® The annual GDP (gross domestic product) in 1999 was 9,056,440. It surpassed ten million in 2000
(10,028,010). While it took more than a decade to reach the first ten-million milestone (1986-2000), it
took only five years for China to hit the twenty-million milestone (GDP in 2006 was 21,943,850). In
terms of GNI (gross national income) per capita, while the rate of increase in the 1990s was 1.66, it
also took less than half that time for China to reach the same rate of increase in the first decade of the
21% century.
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consecutive international events of the 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai
Expo propagated China’s self-image as an emerging superpower in the contemporary
world. With all these great achievements and “firsts,” it was natural for the CCP to
bring up the idea of the “China dream” in 2012 to perfect the project of national
revitalization. Chinese nationals gained more leverage and confidence in responding to
geopolitical conflicts with nationalist pride. During the 2008 Summer Olympic torch
relay, Chinese youth responded to European countries’ criticism and protests of the
Chinese government’s handling of Tibet with even more energetic and furious populist
protests, prompting millions of ordinary Chinese citizens to walk in the streets to
protest “anti-China forces” and vandalizing French-owned merchandise and
commercial sites. Similar populist nationalism escalated over the following decade in
a manner that was not foreseen before the 1999 NATO bombing incident, generating
larger-scale national protests and demonstrations both online and offline that are anti-
Japan (because of both the historical hatred lingering after the Sino-Japanese War and
the territorial dispute on Diaoyu Dao, also known as Uotsuri Jima), anti-Korea (because
of Korea allowing the U.S. to build THAAD, an anti-ballistic missile defense that

arguably threatens China’s military power in the Pacific region), and anti-U.S.!°

10 1n recent years, the populist nationalism in China has adopted a more restrictive interpretation of
mainland Chineseness, a direct consequence of a series of political disputes between the mainland and
places like Hong Kong and Taiwan, where indigenous identity politics have combined with anti-
Communist Party and anti-China political scripts, leading to political movements and turmoil such as
the “Occupy Central with Love and Peace” movement in 2011, the “Sunflower Student Movement” in
2014, and the 2019 Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movement as well as the subsequent
independent protest.
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In terms of culture, the first two decades of the 21% century witnessed the
consecutive rise of postsocialist youth cultural workers, particularly in literary culture,
the convergence of conventional media with digital media, and the increasing
collaboration between Chinese and foreign capital in the global cultural industry. First,
the post-80s writers (ba ling hou zuo jia) surged in the early 2000s. In 1999, Han Han,
born in 1982, won the literary prize in the New Concept Writing Competition (Xin gai
nian zuo wen da sai), an annually-held competition sponsored by the China Writers
Association and youth literary magazine Sprouting (Meng ya). In the following year,
Han’s novel Triple Door (San chong men, 2000) made the short list of best sellers of
the year. In the following few years, the competition introduced more young writers,
all of whom were labeled by the decade of their birth year. These post-80s writers
quickly realized successful cultural entrepreneurship thanks to the massive
commercialization and privatization of the publishing business and the emergence of
Internet literature based on literature websites and blog services (the blogosphere
emerged in China around 2005, when Sina Blog, one of the largest blog platforms in
China, was launched).

The convergence of traditional publishing houses and Internet literature was
first explored in the late 1990s, when post-70s writers such as Anni Baobei started to
post short stories online on early Internet literature websites such as the Banyan Tree
(rong shu xia). In 1999, the hard-copy publishing of The First Intimate Contact (Di yi
ci de gin mi jie chu), an Internet novel by Taiwanese writer Cai Zhiheng, as a paperback

book in mainland China further boosted the prospering field of Internet literature in
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China. While during the 2000s, Internet literature remained a side project of publishing
houses, in the 2010s, the digitalization of reading gradually but fundamentally changed
the landscape of the publishing business in China through a decline in traditional
magazine sales and the mass selling of books and the emergence of digital publishing
and curated digital marketing for book-selling businesses. While magazine and
newspaper journalism prospered in the 2000s thanks to expanding news corps such as
Southern Media Corporation and the remaining basic need of Chinese people to gain
information through traditional media, it declined exponentially in the 2010s with the
popularization of social media (Sina Weibo was found in 2009), which fundamentally
changed people’s reading habits. The traditional publishing business, after years of
resistance, gradually adopted an online-offline cooperative business model by
publishing eBooks and beautifully designed paper-format books in tandem.!! While
such media convergence in the TV and film industries arrived roughly a decade later
than in the literature field, the influence of digital media in the 2000s was reflected in
the emergence of prosumer culture, including fan-made videos, spoof videos, and
digital video (DV) movements, which challenged the authority of conventional media
and brought the voice of ordinary people into once elite cultural fields.

Regarding cultural transnationalism, the 2000s and 2010s witnessed an increase

in both formal and informal cross-border cultural communication, which helped

! This media convergence can also be discerned through the perspective of bookstore
entrepreneurship. While the 1990s and most of the 2000s were an era of mass-scale bookstores (taking
the Beijing Book “Building” and Shanghai Book “Town” as examples), in the 2010s, independent
bookstores oriented around branding and experience design became a major way to encounter brick-
and-mortar bookstores for Chinese people, especially postsocialist youth.
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postsocialist youth build their vision of “worlding,” a cultural process involving
translocal movements, displacement, and reconfiguration (Zhan 2009, 7), mainly
through formal and informal contact and collaboration primarily with the developed
world, i.e., Europe and the U.S. On the one hand, cultural communication and
collaboration between China and foreign cultural capitals, especially the U.S. cultural
industry, became highly developed. In 2004, the Chinese blockbuster Hero (2002) was
released in North America and became widely acclaimed, accelerating future
collaborative relationships between Chinese film capital and Hollywood capital in film
exhibition, publication and even production. By 2019, China had become the largest
film market for and the most ardent investor in Hollywood studios (Davis 2019). On
the other hand, cultural communication has also been carried out through an informal
economy. Pirated cultural products have played a pivotal role in shaping the cultural
cultivation of Chinese youth. Youth culture in postsocialist China has been intimately
tied with the informal economy. Imported Western CDs “with a cut” nourished a
generation of rock n’ roll subculture adherents in China in the 1990s. In the 2000s, this
informal transnationalism contributed to the prosperity of both a short-lived DVD black
market and a longer-lasting digital sharing economy. The popularity of American
dramas such as Prison Break and Sex and the City in China was fueled by vendors of
pirated DVDs and by illegal torrent sharing. Indeed, “disc-digging” (tao die, shopping
for pirated DVDs in brick-and-mortar stores) and “source finding” (zhao zi yuan,

finding and downloading or streaming sources online) are both common cultural
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practices among young people in China, and the generation of postsocialist youth has

built quite cross-national and eclectic cultural collections.

Surplus Digital Material as Methodology

Digital ephemerality not only forms the central part of the this dissertation’s thesis
argument for understanding digital politics in postsocialist China, but also guides its
research methods. Specifically, this dissertation advocates a methodology of studying
surplus digital materials, or paratextual materials and activities that are considered
excessive and trivial such as forum comments and posts, social media updates,
grassroots video productions, instant messages, and instant comments as archives for
analyzing the collective affects and political aspirations of the digital subjects who
produce these materials.!? The ephemeral quality of these surplus materials provides
the impactful, illuminating, and productive scripts of radical political imaginary that
normative resistant politics acting against state policy are not able to provide, a
promise embedded in the very fact that these surplus paratexts are considered too
insignificant or incomprehensible to form coherent and practical political arguments.
However, the actual short-lived condition of these digital materials, either because of
organic programmed data coverage or due to compulsory effacement by Internet
censorship, also produces a predicament for conducting research and requires

different research approaches.

12 1 borrow the concept of paratexts from Genette’s poststructuralist definition of the concept as a
threshold that divides text and nontext and breaks the hierarchy of the politics of textuality (1991). See
also Desrochers and Apollon 2014; Pesce and Noto 2018.
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The normalization of digital media has produced indefinite digital materials
that are either directly “born digital” or transcribed into a digital format. The promise
of the permanence of digital materials poses fundamental changes in terms of the
dynamic between the transitory and the permanent, passing and stable. On the one
hand, digital archives allow those things that were once easily forgotten or lost, be
they personal and individual memories (photos, diaries, letters, etc.) or systemically
erased histories (archives of the oppressed and the discriminated against; see Withers
2016), to be dutifully recorded. On the other hand, the indiscriminate and indefinite
saving of life events as big data renders the conflation of memory and storage, as
Chun argues, two things that both “underlie...and undermine...digital media’s
archival promise” (2008, 148). The artificial memory made up of digital data
therefore makes “the permanent into an enduring ephemeral” (ibid.). In other words,
rather than actually preserving human memories by making an easily degenerated
memory permanent, the massive and excessive storage of these memories actually
makes all of these memories immemorable—for instance, consider the example of
how the digital “album” of the smartphone produces many more photos but retains
significantly fewer memories.

While the challenges that emerge from the influence of digital media on
human cognition are beyond the topic of this dissertation, the power dynamic behind
the production of memorable materials in the era of digital media is the central
concern of the dissertation because it foregrounds the radical political implication of

the abovementioned surplus materials. As I introduced in the opening anecdote, the
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cruel process of selecting a small amount of memorable material from the excessive
store of more than one hundred individuals’ living experiences provides a crucial lens
through which we can discern how power works in making certain digitalized
subjects alluring while other subjects are disposable. While the selected materials
construct and contribute the entertainment content the show provides to the audience
and profits from, the stored lived experiences that become the surplus are disposed of.
Looking into the process in which these selections are made informs us about the
politics of what counts as a watchable life, a political formation that conventional
media does not offer.

Furthermore, these surplus materials are valuable resources for digital media
studies, not only for considering the relationship between digital media and political
formation but also for elaborating radical digital politics outside of the realm of
hegemonic political discourse and practice. In this sense, the dissertation project
involved building three archives of surplus digital materials. The first archive consists
of surplus materials from mainstream political activism of LGBT people in China
produced in a digital entertainment program. Instead of looking at how the program
enhances the shadowed visibility of LGBT communities in Chinese mainstream
culture, I collect representations from the program that do not necessarily coincide
with the mainstream queer politics of visibility but nonetheless embed a radical
imaginary of a queer future. The second archive consists of surplus materials on
political opinions, particularly sporadic, fleeting, and bitty digital data (Meller and

Robards 2019) of anonymous individuals on a youth interest-based website. These
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small data are not considered politically viable in mainstream political discourse as
they are randomly made, disorganized, and less intentional. However, in collecting
sentence-long rantings, one-click grades, and copy-paste comments, I discover ample
political discontent and aspiration. The last archive consists of the surplus materials
of social anxiety, specifically anxious discourse towards the corruption of appropriate
femininity. In placing women’s body and body images at the focal point of criticism,
these data actually vent the more general feeling of unsettledness about a deeper
structural crisis.

In terms of practical research methods, the dissertation adopts the following
cross-disciplinary methods: interpretative analysis, specifically the visual analysis of
archival material such as digital video content; liquid content analysis, or the
purposeful and somewhat inductive explanatory analysis of quantitatively gathered
data such as accumulative data resulting from a film-rating platform (Karlsson and
Sjevaag 2016); digital affect studies that identify important “nodes” (Reestorff 2015)
such as high-traffic webpages, intensively discussed topics, and “most-liked” posts on
social networking sites to track the production, distribution, and intensification of
collective affect through these digital nodes; and virtual ethnography, which sees the
digital sphere as both a site for cultural formation and a cultural artifact (Hine 2000;
See also Kozinets 2009; Boellstorff et al. 2012; Pink et al. 2016). Using these
methods, I track the formation of a digital culture of popular esthetics, as well as the

production of a particular kind of appearance of female beauty.
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Additionally, as I mentioned above, the short-lived condition of open access
digital materials as the result of either an organic process or an enforced violence
offers both a predicament and potential for studying digital politics. This confinement
is especially pertinent for the studies in chapter two, as the content of that chapter
involves a great number of deleted webpages and deactivated accounts. With the help
of Internet archive services, in particular, the Wayback Machine website
(web.archive.org), as well as text and image searching engines such as Google and
Baidu, I built an archive collection of the “ghostly matter,” i.e., a collection of the
deleted content. All of this archived ghostly matter is turned into static fossils, which
means that users cannot change or even obtain access to these digital sites. These
static ghosts of ephemeral digital memories are used in the dissertation to build a

narrative trajectory of the erased surplus digital materials.

Literature Review

My research on the contemporary digital sphere in postsocialist China contributes to
current scholarship in two ways. To begin with, my thesis argument and theorization
of postsocialist temporality in China through the lens of digital ephemerality adds to
the intellectual thread of postsocialist studies that frames postsocialism as a critique
of the teleological narratives of socialist revolutionarism, its role as the antithesis of
capitalism, and the similar teleological narrative of global neoliberalism after the end
of the Cold War. A study of the temporal experience in the postsocialist condition

provides a sufficient critique of this oppositional consciousness. Furthermore, my

42



work engages with digital culture studies by providing a critical examination of the
role digital media performs within the shifting contours of political contestation in
post-1989 China, showing the potentiality and confinement of radical political
formations and engagement that digital media enables in both the specific context of
postsocialist China and digital society more broadly. By doing so, my research aims
to foreground, or even challenge, the hegemonic structure of the geopolitics of

knowledge production.

Postsocialist Temporality

As I elaborated in the previous section, the “postness” of postsocialism accurately
corrects the lack of historicism in arguments such as that of “the end of history”
elaborated by Francis Fukuyama (1992), who believes that the collapse in the east and
the advent of Western liberal democracy alongside the growth of the neoliberal
capitalist economy indicates that humanity has reached the endpoint of its
sociocultural revolution. With the logic of this argument, the “post” in postsocialism
can only mean the “end.” This belief that liberal democracy would serve as the end of
human development has already been proven to be problematic. Moreover, the
resurgence of Russia and China, the rise of radical religious fundamentalism in the
Middle East, and the demonstrated tendency towards conservative national populism
in the U.S. and U.K., with its newest acerbic version of so-called post-truth politics,

have reminded the world that history is not over at all.
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Therefore, the implication of the “post” in postsocialism by no means suggests
the “end” of socialism. Rather, as a temporal conceptualization, it illuminates a varied
collection of temporalities that cannot simply be explained as a transitory stage. The
“post” can mean the lingering and enduring of the perpetual “aftermath” and conjure
the experience of hauntology. In his ethnography of archives of the last Soviet
generation, Yurchak (2013) touches upon the contradictory temporality of late Soviet
life as simultaneously eternal and stagnating, vigorous and ailing, and bleak and full
of promise. Scott’s (2014) literary study of post-revolutionary Grenada literature
further accurately catches the temporal feeling of the “out of jointness of time,” in
which the sense of futurity is nullified by the abruptly ruptured ending of the linear
revolutionary narrative. Revolutionary futurity became impossible and was
overshadowed by the feeling of being stuck in the present and perpetually mourning
the past. Being stuck in time is also experienced in other circumstances as the refusal
to synchronize with the new time. Studying contemporary literature in Eastern
Europe, Starosta (2014) recognizes the “postsocialist marks modes of personhood and
modes of locution that are perverse with respect to the reproductive aims of the new
global order” and disables “the apparent closed language of neoliberal freedom and
progress”, or the “perverse tongue”, as she calls it, for foregrounding the rhetoric of
impoverishment and abandonment to make the postsocialist temporality at odds with
a bright new future.

In addition to a hauntology of the aftermath, postsocialism further suggests an

alternative of temporal progression in relation to neoliberal teleology. In the
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problematic transitology argument, socialism and capitalism are seen as oppositional
and incomparable monolithic ideologies. From this perspective, postsocialism is “an
absence of any credible overarching emancipatory project despite the proliferation of
fronts of struggle” (Fraser 1997, 3). However, more studies have proven that in terms
of political imaginative and discursive formations, the imagined ontological
antagonism between socialism and capitalism is actually not that fundamental. Susan
Buck-Morss notes that in the binaristic structure of socialism vs. capitalism, or the
east vs. the West, the two “opponents” in fact share more similarities than differences.
Both share the dreamworld of “the construction of mass utopia”, which “was the
driving ideological force of industrial modernization in both its capitalist and socialist
forms™ (2002). In this sense, the arrival of the postsocialist condition indicates
differences and alternatives in the ruining of both the socialist dreamworld and the
capitalist dreamworld and signifies new forms of social lives and political formations
that cannot be exhausted as a simple matter of transition.

For instance, the privatization of previously state-owned factories by foreign
investment complicates workers’ self-conception between being a socialist worker
and providing capitalist labor (Dunn 2015). The critical transitional condition of
postsocialism also brings to light the emergence of multiple new political
subjectivities of contention and resistance that by no means imitate civil rights
activism or continue state-endorsed class revolution (Horvat and Stiks 2015).
Moreover, neoliberal political and economic policies also have introduced the novel

ideal of self-governance, which scholars define as the “enterprising” of oneself in
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former socialist locations (Makovicky 2016). The “flexible postsocialist
assemblages,” coined by Li Zhang in her observations of the experiences of economic
reform in China and Vietnam make use of neoliberal ideas and techniques for their
own ends. Similar flexible assemblages have also happened in the realm of cultural
politics. Taking film culture as an example, the state heteronomy that ostensibly
expired in the postsocialist era never fully abdicated its power but rather found ways
to maintain control over cultural production through managing on top of market
heteronomy (McGrath 2008, 11). The degree to which people abide by state ideology
also directly influences the market occupancy and profitability of domestic film
production even though direct propaganda film is no longer the mainstream genre in
the postsocialist film market (Zhang 2007).

Postsocialism produces novel conditions and invites new forms of social
identifications including the invention of social categorization of non-normative
gender and sexuality identities. While a transitory epistemology would argue that the
postsocialist period of transition marks a retreat from the economic egalitarianism of
socialism to the politics of identity-based pursuits of cultural resistance, recognition,
and respect for minority social groups, more nuanced studies show that the actual
conditions in postsocialist regimes are more complicated than the simple embracing
of identity politics (Fraser 1997). It is true that the singularly class-based discourse of
economic-political struggle has lost the most legibility within and beyond former
socialist regimes. It is also true that a universally recognizable discourse of

oppression and hegemony based on marginalized culturally and socially defined
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identities has attained global popularity. However, other than a one-stop wholesale
adoption of the affirmative politics of recognition, the subject making and political
formation in postsocialist loci present and should be considered in a more intricate
and untidy manner.

For instance, Rofel (2007) examined the explosion of self-identified gay
populations in Chinese metropolises in the mid-1990s and contended that the self-
making of these gay populations speaks to the desire for both cosmopolitanism and
cultural belonging to tradition. A postsocialist allegory encourages gay men to freely
express their own sexuality to subvert socialist conventions, yet it also facilitates the
consolidation of a new normalcy based on the ideal citizenship of “quality.” In this
sense, postsocialist homonormative politics, although aligned with a universally
applicable notion of recognition and respectability, exhibit rather different strategies
and mindsets. For instance, in discussing the politics of visibility adopted by Chinese
lesbian women, Kam (2013) suggests that “a politics of public correctness” directs
these women’s negotiation of the boundary of public and private in relation to their
agency and freedom. A similar argument was also made in Newton’s (2016)
ethnography of the Saigon lesbian community, describing how the state governance
of urban space enables and limits this population’s organization and activities to a
level of contingent invisibility. Fojtova and Sokolova (2013) elaborate on the idea of
“involuntary invisibility” based on their examination of Czech lesbian activism on

same-sex parental rights: “The main reference point for such consideration is not
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some ‘Western’ context but rather the communist legacy of deeply seated
homophobic structures within which the Czech queer discourses operate.”

In addition, the postsocialist temporality also invokes the “reordering” of
global temporal space that not only suggests the provinciality of neoliberal
democracy but also participates in the global expansion of capitalism and orients the
direction of the latter’s development. The state-led economic reform of postsocialist
China has deeply transformed the dynamics and structure of global labor distribution
and influenced the discourse of geopolitical power struggles in adjusting to the newly
constructed global order of production and consumption. For instance, the massive
availability of cheap labor in former socialist countries, particularly China and
Vietnam, has directly boosted the expansion of the global manufacturing economy,
while the symbolism of sweat factories and exploitative mechanisms provides the
basic grammar of condemnation of the inhumane authoritarian essence of socialist
regimes (Lee 1998; Pun 2005). In her investigation of the intimacy between China’s
information on postsocialism and the construction of the myth of an intimately
connected “global village,” Xiao Liu (2019) points out the “forced severance of
information work from factory work™ and the global redistribution of manual labor
and intellectual labor enabled by the postsocialist reordering of global temporal space,
making certain labor and lives neglectable and disposable. In other words,
postsocialist economic conditions do not simply mean that nations such as China
participate in the global production and reproduction cycle. Rather, the world we

dwell in now is the direct result of the postsocialist condition. McElroy (2018) keenly
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points out that not only is the whole imaginary of the Silicon Valley as the engineer
of the free world based on Cold War antagonism, the entire tech boom 2.0, inciting
the consumer-orientation of information technology, is a consequence of geopolitical
change in the post-1989 era.

In other words, postsocialism should not be placed “in the homogeneous and
empty time-space of the rubble of the Wall and the 1991 disintegration of the Soviet
Union replicate he inevitability of the capitalist ‘now’,” but rather, as Atanasoski and
Vora (2018) contend, postsocialism should serve as “an analytic” that “has the
potential to disrupt teleological narratives of oppositional consciousness tied to a
demand for a transformation or revolution in the future, about revolution and ends of
the revolution.” The accounts of postsocialism not only conjure a hauntology of the
aftermath, a stuck-in-the-past conditional temporality, or the melancholic loss of
“what could have been,” but also pluralize various articulations of futures that do not
replicate the already written future of the neoliberal script. Even more so, a
postsocialist approach to temporality shows that the end of the Cold War was, in fact,
not the end of history but rather the reigniting of the multiplicity of socialism and
socialist legacies acting in the world today.

My dissertation’s conceptualization of the radical temporality of ephemerality,
aligning with Atanasoski and Vora’s (2018) proposal to see postsocialism as a queer
temporality that does not reproduce the pre-existing social order (141), contributes to
this thesis on postsocialist temporality as a critical move towards disrupting the

teleological narratives of oppositional consciousness generated from the antagonistic
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discourse of the Cold War. First, while the predominant literature on the aftermath of
the temporality of postsocialism limits the generationally embedded experience of
those populations that have experienced both the socialist era and the postsocialist
era, little has been done to introduce the perspective of younger generations with no
direct memory of the socialist past to reflect the affective aftermath of the fall of
socialism (Wang 2008; Cai 2013; Scott 2015; Mihelj 2017). My dissertation
intentionally focuses on the postsocialist generation, i.e., postsocialist youth in China,
as the pivotal point of concern in formulating my examination of how the
postsocialist condition, more than three decades after the end of socialist
revolutionary ideology, remains a critical element in shaping the temporal experience
of young people, which is especially reflected in the feeling of a present absence, as |
will elaborate in chapter two. Second, in terms of how postsocialist temporality
provides alternative collective political formations that may look very different from
both socialist and neoliberal formations, I theorize these alternatives to pursue
nonmonumental ephemerality as a certain form of perverse speech in projecting
different articulations of futurity in the postsocialist digital sphere in chapter one. Last
but not least, in gauging the close ties between the ephemeral instantaneity of a kind
of postsocialist digital labor with the crisis of analog humanity in front of digital
biopower, chapter three of the dissertation provides a reordered read of the global

condition of digital humanity.

Digital Culture and Digital Culture in China
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My conceptualization of ephemerality as a postsocialist temporality in China comes
directly from my critical observation of China’s digital sphere and digital politics.
Therefore, in building the hermeneutic of ephemerality, my research also engages in
digital culture studies by examining the role digital media plays in the shifting contours
of political contestation in post-1989 China. Further, it examines the potentiality and
confinement of radical political formations and engagement that digital media enables.
In doing so, I propose to make the case of postsocialist China accountable for both
contributing to the knowledge of digital culture in general and providing nonhegemonic
knowledge about the intersection of digital politics and the postsocialist condition.
More broadly, my research intervenes in the intersecting fields of digital studies and
Chinese studies by situating the invention and transformation of the digital sphere in
the context of postsocialist China, particularly focusing on the formulation of the
postsocialist generation’s collective experience and structure of feeling. I join current
Chinese Internet studies scholarship in challenging the notion of China as a digital
dystopian wasteland, a reductive account held by mainstream digital media studies in
the liberal context.

The arrival of a digital society in China seems to have failed in delivering a
society that is more liberal, democratic, and diverse—an aspirational notion elaborated
in the narrative of “techno-utopian liberalism” (McElroy 2018). Rather, an Orwellian
dystopian vision of China is described in mainstream liberal media in the West, fueled
by imagery of an ever-growing authoritarian power from the soil of digital technology:

the actualizing massive digital surveillance based on facial recognition (Walton 2001;
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Hughes and Wacker 2003; Pan 2010; Qiang 2019); the rising chauvinistic nationalism
fueled by the patriarchy, heterosexism, racism, and ethnocentrism that is nourished by
the CCP’s well-choreographed digital propaganda, or “ideotainment” (Lagerkvist
2008); the image of the “Great Firewall of China,” and a systematically instructed
Internet surveillance and block infrastructure that filters, manages, erases, and prevents
online activities and content, especially that which is considered threatening to the
CCP’s political authority, from being freely communicated (Morozov 2011)—all of
which confirms the binaristic notion of China as the opposite of the liberal West.
According to this notion, China is a place where the arrival of the digital has only
nourished the goliath of authoritarian ideology and the political power of the
authoritarian government, and mass surveillance has made the imagination of a “China
spring,” a democratic movement that started on the Internet, only a phantasmal idea
(Franceschini and Negro 2014).

Such overt attention to China’s digital authoritarianism as the opposite of the
liberal West prevents people from seeing the many de facto facets of illiberal digital
culture in supposedly liberal democracies, similar to how the critique of homophobia
in places such as East Asia diverts critical attention away from the violence of
homonormative liberalism in the West. Removing these obsessions can provide a
critical lens through which we can revisit the Chinese digital sphere and reflect on what
it offers for understanding digital culture and digital politics. Scholars on digital culture
and politics in China have initiated such projects using various approaches by starting

with a refutation of reductive and dystopian imaginings of the Chinese digital sphere
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and offering a much more intricate description and examination of the digital landscape
in the country. The Internet is a postsocialist technology that requests investigation
outside of the confines of the binaristic Cold War notion of the liberal and the illiberal.
The advent and proliferation of “information society” and the Chinese approach to the
“information superhighway” in the 1980s was a national project that usurped and
appropriated socialist imaginaries for a refashioned purpose (Yang 2009, Liu 2019).
Rather than a defeated informative neoliberalism, the stories unfolding in China need
to be interpreted through a lens of digital postsocialism.

One of the most heated controversies over digital politics in China is censorship,
epitomized by the image of the Great Firewall of China and the power of disappearing
that imagines the Chinese Internet to be “scary, invariably filtering out every online
occurrence of unwanted language while preventing Chinese netizens from accessing
the likes of Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter” (Hockx 2015, 9). However, the obsessive
focus on censorship as the epitome of Internet culture in China displays the problematic
fantasy of “digital orientalism” (Herold and de Seta 2015, 70). In contrast, other studies
depict a rather more intricate condition of the Internet in China. The durable power of
the “networked authoritarian regime” does exist, as the CCP has persistently
established a set of sophisticated cyber network control programs (Tsai 2016).
However, the imagined airtight “wall” does not truly exist. In real life, as has been
keenly observed by scholars, websites that are supposedly officially blocked are

frequently visited by Chinese netizens with the help of technologies such as VPNs
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(virtual private networks) (Hockx 2015, 9).!3 Rather than a coherent and hierarchical
system of content control, Internet censorship in China is actually based on voluntarily
customized practices by individual web spaces, whose principles are constantly
improvised and changed (Mackinnon 2012). Netizens are never short of originality and
creativity in inventing contingent tactics to dodge censorship (Yang and Jiang 2015).
Although research on the production and reproduction of confrontational online
activities suggests that the relationship between dissent and hegemony is complicated
and that the complicity between the two is as prominent in China as it is in more liberal
contexts like that of the U.S., questions remain: Why are certain contentions allowed
and tolerated while others become impermissible? Is there an appropriate style of
dissent configured by the Internet? In what way is dissent appropriated by
commercialism and consumerism? The business model of online contention is
examined by Yang (2009), who argues that the economy of attention entails
cooperation between ecommerce and online activism (103-124). In this sense, visible
dissent produces a dilemma between political activation and inactivation. In research
on the gender politics of three user-generated texts protesting censorship, Wallis (2015)
points out that the texts deploy a masculinist discourse and visual style that turn the

female body into the site of subordination, penetration, and insult. The dissent is

13 However, in recent years, accessing VPNs has become increasingly trickier thanks to the tightening
of state sanctions and shutting down of both domestic and oversea VPN servers. Nevertheless, it is still
quite possible for a savvy Chinese netizen to find informal ways to access banned websites as long as
enough effort is put in. Additionally, with a greater number of Chinese students studying abroad
(universities normally offer free VPN for students to access resources from off-campus locations) and
an increasing number of foreign companies in China (which are normally authorized to use VPNs in
China for commercial reasons), there are also formal ways for a large number of Chinese youth to
legally use VPN services.
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realized through further domination. All of these complicated topographies show that
rather than a monolithic situation of domination and subordination, the discussion of
Chinese Internet censorship calls for a much more nuanced investigation of how
postsocialist governance truly interferes with and disrupts postsocialist netizens’
contingent freedom on the premise of political stability.

Extending from past developing complexity in studying issues of censorship
online, the current Chinese Internet studies literature also produces critical knowledge
about Chinese netizens as “postsocialist human beings” (Rofel 2010, 1). Online public
debate has become the preferred method by which Chinese citizens participate in
politics (Yang 2003). In return, the “repertoire of collective action” on the Internet
shapes the way in which ideal citizenship in China is articulated (Sima 2016). In terms
of cyber-nationalism, research also shows a more complicated image than that of state-
inflicted populist propaganda. As an emerging form of nationalism in China that was
only made possible by online space, cyber-nationalism shows certain signs of political
liberalism with its quality of spontaneity (Wu 2010; Jiang 2012; Shen 2015). However,
the state remains a complicated actor. Cyber-nationalist sentiment incited netizens that
are “both for and against the state vying for authority” (Gries 2004, 176). Additionally,
while at the global scale, nationalism has developed into a powerful force in response
to the post-Cold War global economy’s increased inequalities, the circulation of
nationalist sentiment on the Chinese Internet is the result of complicit cooperation
between political powers and economic powers and should actually be interpreted as a

consumer-oriented product in which the ideal patriot is simultaneously an assiduous
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consumer of the national economy (Jiang 2012, 99). In this way, the practice of cyber-
nationalism creates, as well as restricts, mass movements in the postsocialist era.
Additionally, passionate participation—in a “healthy way”—defines properly patriotic
Chinese people in the post-Cold War era.

In addition, scholarship on the Chinese Internet looks into the utopian promise
that the digital sphere in China has incited and potentialized. In her study of early
intellectual and cultural discourse on the “information wave” in the 1980s and early
1990s, Liu (2019) shows how a postsocialist utopian vision of humanity is wired into
the enthusiasm of technology fantasies. In the contemporary context of the everyday
practices of Chinese netizens, rather than a wasteland of dystopian visions, there is an
impulse to imagine a utopian future that forms a vibrant aspect of the online community
in the postsocialist era. Defining such an impulse as “utopian realism,” Yang (2009)
argues that “what is most striking about Chinese online communities is not their
practical and utilitarian functions...But how they nurture moral sentiments. Like any
utopia, this utopian impulse is a critique of the present and a yearning for a better world”
(156). New forms of political formation and subjectivity that have emerged from the
online sphere reveal such a utopian impulse. For instance, in his research on Internet
literature in China, Hockx (2015) sees the Internet as a brand-new literary space that
comes from the “postsocialist uncertainty” of the Chinese literary field. The literature
produced in this new literary space could help in re-evaluating and redefining the
standards of genres, style, and publishing, as well as the reading conventions of Chinese

literary productions (26-27). The rise of Internet literary production and cultural

56



production coincides with an emerging and novel kind of subjectivity named either

b

“collective individuality” or “me culture,” which is embedded in the generational
experience of Chinese youth and also provides visions of a utopian future (Sima and

Pugsley 2010; Wu 2014).

Chapter Description
The dissertation examines three digital sites visited by postsocialist youth in China to
examine the potentiality of the radical politics embedded in the surplus digital
paratext from these sites. Each chapter discusses one of the sites and explores one
embodiment of digital ephemerality. The first chapter, titled “Queer Future in the
Ephemeral: Sexualizing Digital Entertainment and the Promise of Queer
Insouciance,” explores the political promise of digital representations that have been
seen as trivial and unimportant in mainstream resistant politics. The second chapter,
titled “Utopian in the Ephemeral: ‘Wenyi’ as Postsocialist Digital Affect,” looks at the
utopian promise embedded in the digital affect that has emerged from the ephemeral
archives produced by postsocialist youth. The last chapter, titled “Livestreaming
Reality: Nonhuman Beauty and the Digital Fetishization of Ephemerality,”
contemplates the political stakes behind the dissolution of analog humanities in the
face of the digital craving for ephemerality. Altogether, the chapters provide three
perspectives for understanding digital politics in postsocialist China.

In detail, chapter one elaborates on the promise of digital entertainment in

shaping radical queer politics in China. Tracking the historical transition of China’s
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audiovisual entertainment from a socialist television culture to a postsocialist digital
culture, the dissertation pays special attention to the transformation of the language
and representation of gender and sexuality. By looking at the transgressive
representation of gender and sexuality in a specific digital entertainment program,
namely, Let’s Talk (Qi pa shuo, 2014-present), the chapter reflects on the liminality
of the mainstream politics of resistance, specifically the mainstream LGBT politics of
visibility, in imagining radical queer culture in the cultural field of digital
entertainment. The chapter argues that the arrival of digital entertainment has
promised a radical political imaginary for a Chinese queer future more than a simple
enhancement of visibility. Only by looking at the digital representations that are
considered insignificant can we discover this radical futurity, which I name the
politics of queer insouciance.

Chapter two examines the radical political affect contained in a widely shared
postsocialist youth structure of feeling, i.e., the digital affect of wenyi, a collective
structure of feeling that has been dismissed as a neoliberal-oriented sentiment of
individuals with few political implications. The chapter digs into Douban, a digital
site where this digital affect is produced, elaborated, and circulated, by looking at the
ways in which the surplus archives from the site provide us with critical evidence of
the political yearning the wenyi affect expresses. I argue that instead of a neoliberal
sentiment of individuals, the wenyi affect, in fact, carries radical political utopianism
that can only be grasped through digital ephemerality, specifically the ephemeral

temporality that feels the present as a perpetual state of absence.
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Chapter three argues that the deprivation of the comprehensiveness and
coherence of analog humanity is central to digital biopower, or the technology of
power that can manage human bodies in large groups through digital interfaces and in
the digital sphere. The chapter supports this argument by looking at the mechanism of
exploitation of the thriving livestreaming economy and the anxious media discourse
regarding the gendered labor of this economy. By analyzing the exploitative structure
of the livestreaming economy, I argue that the digital platform of livestreaming
fetishizes a short-lived, abruptive, and disjointed co-existence experience and
captivates analog humanity to adjust and cater to this ephemeral ecstasy. Based on
this notion of the digital fetishization of ephemeral co-existence, the chapter
advocates a radical feminist critique of the stigmatization of the “wanghong look™
(wang hong lian), a Chinese term used to describe a particular kind of female beauty
standard popularized by influencers in the livestreaming economy. As I argue, the
central trope of this stigmatization, which I recognize as the dehumanization of the
young women involved, ironically remits the social anxiety about the threat the

digitalization posts to analog humanity.
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Chapter One — Queer Future in the Ephemeral: Sexualizing Digital

Entertainment and the Promise of Queer Insouciance

On August 21, 2015, an episode of Let’s Talk (gi pa shuo), a popular online
entertainment debate show in China, disappeared from 1Qiyi, the video platform that
produced and released the program. The episode, titled “Whether or not gay people
should come out to their parents,” was the sixth episode of the show’s second season
and had just been released about a month prior. Branding itself as a talent show that
gathers the “most articulate people” in Chinese speaking circles, the show had
become well known among young audiences for its advocacy of fiery debates on
unconventional topics. This episode was no exception. One of the hosts, Kevin Tsai
confesses his feeling of loneliness as the only out gay celebrity in Chinese
entertainment circles and ended his speech by whimpering “we are not monsters.”
With this touching speech, the episode immediately went viral on Chinese social
media. Netizens lauded the episode for having the courage to address issues regarding
homosexuality, a sensitive, if not entirely taboo topic in Chinese mainstream media.
After its removal, netizens immediately realized that this courage was what brought
the show into trouble, since openly talking about the “gay stuff” absolutely crosses
the “red line” of state censored material. And the culture censorship institution of the

Chinese state, i.e., the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and
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Television (SAPPRFT)!4, was undoubtedly the hand behind the curtain. A few days
later, an official order appeared on social media. The document explained that “the
content showed empathy towards abnormal sexual relationships and challenged
traditional morality and value” and therefore “is not suitable for communicating to the
public” (Doze 2015). Not only did the order reject homosexuality as being
“abnormal,” but the public was also patronized as not being able to make choices of
their own. The dictatorship of the CCP over the cultural representation of sexuality,
especially their suppression of nonheteronormative forms of gender and sexuality,
became, once again, crystal clear.

In hindsight, the deletion was just the beginning. In February 2016, Addicted
(Shang yin), a web series based on the boys’ love (bl) novel Are You Addicted? (Ni
yvao shang yin le), was banned after the first three of a planned fifteen episodes were
streamed on 1Qiyi. In the following years, the China Netcasting Service Association
(CNSA), an institution directly affil