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Historical Subjectivities abstracts 

 

Historical Subjectivities (I) Exploring Quotidien Histories 

Chair: Liz Haines 

June 6th 14.15-15.15 WIN 0-03  

 

Affective Realism: Erich Auerbach and Lauren Berlant’s Genres of the Everyday 

Nicole Demby 

 

There is no dearth of constructs that seek to describe the shape of contemporary time on a 

macro scale—for example, capitalist-determinist models that posit a patchwork of different 

temporalities across an unevenly developed globe on the one hand, and theories of 

globalization that herald a present increasingly accelerated and unified by technology on the 

other.  Yet what are the modalities of everyday life on the micro scale, and how do these 

relate to history? How can art shed light on this question? 

Though they may seem like an unlikely pair, both Erich Auerbach and Lauren Berlant 

manifest a distinctly similar and uniquely literary philosophy of history, one that begs the 

essential question of how the lived time of the present becomes historical.  Both Cruel 

Optimism and Mimesis: the Representation of Reality, the two texts I take as the focus of my 

paper, forge a notion of genre as the literary inscription of the modalities of this lived time, 

inscriptions that, in their repetition, turn individual time into public time and connect everyday 

experience to history.  Central to this function of genre is its figuration as a unit of affective 

time—more specifically, as an array of particular unfoldings of different fantasies and 

desires.  Undergirding my research is the question of how the act of narration can 

reconfigure political landscapes and horizons, and how identifying the affective tropes of the 

genre can either inhibit or point toward new political imaginaries.  

 

Representation, History and Immigration– An Ethnography of an Immigrant family 

Xia Cuijun 

 

The miraculous Qingtian stones have paved the “stone road” for Qingtianese going to the 

Europe. The Wu Lineage from Wenzhou is one of the small groups who tried to make a 

living in Europe and successfully developed further chain migration in the early 20th century. 

The author employs cultural anthropology to focus on the Wu Lineage. Through collecting 

and analyzing precious written materials, dialogue recordings and videos and interpreting 

cultural spaces in the ancestral hall and the ancestral home, the fragments of different 

historic periods are represented: the glories won by successful business in Europe in 1920s; 

the dilemmas and struggles ensued from the fact that both Kuomintang of China and the 

Communist Party of China want to win the support of those overseas Chinese; the 
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unpromising lives resulted from “dangerous” overseas relations in the Cultural Revolution; an 

upsurge of going abroad after the Reform and Opening Up; the returned and reconstructed 

glories of any material or nonmaterial heritage related to the early and successful immigrant 

history under the discourse of tourism. Individual, collective and social memory is shaped 

and reshaped in different social and political contexts. In-depth exploration into the Wu 

Lineage exposes the discursively constructed representation of “Zhaozhui” (take in a son-in-

law to bear the bride’s family name and live with the bride’s family), family names and blood 

purity. It does present readers a historic, critical and cultural interpretation of the Wu 

Lineage- a typical immigrant family in Wenzhou. 

 

Discussant: Liz Haines  
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Historical Subjectivities (II): Staging Historical Experience 

Chair: Aileen Robinson 

June 7th 11.30-13.00 

 

Between Representation and Non-Representation: Curating Historical Experience 

Debi Withers 

 

Abstract TBC 

 

Beyond Representation: Poetry, Place and the Past in the Present 

Hou Song  

“The crisis of representation” besets not only anthropological writings of the cultural other, 

but also historical narrations of the past and rational depictions of space and place. In this 

presentation, I aim to address how alternative cultural wisdoms may be drawn to enlighten 

us to transcend this modern predicament via examining the use of poetry in traditional 

Chinese local gazetteers and place memoirs. Through culturally-informed discourse analysis 

of textual fragments from Memoir of Visiting the Past in Wu and Yue (吴越访古錄) and 

County Gazetteer of Xi’an (西安縣誌), I demonstrate how dynamic meaning-making 

processes about place and the past are dialogically invited in the present. I argue that 

through the re-reading of past poetry about a particular place, understandings of place and 

past are intertwined: the place derives its meaning from the authentic language from the 

past, and the past is poetic and place-bounded. More significantly, poetry is history and 

history about place and the past in the present. There are no objective and truthful 

constructions of place and of the past, but a “sea of interpretations” that invite us into the 

four-folds that gather the heaven, the earth, the divinities and the immortal (Heidegger 1973) 

and, in the words of the greatest Chinese historian Sima Qian (c. 145?-87? BCE), allow us 

“to seek the boundaries between the heaven and the earth, to understand the changes from 

the past to the present” (究天人之際，通古今之變).    

 

Discussant: Jenny Richards, curator and co-initator of manual labours project 

 

Round table: A discussion between all the Historical Subjectivities panellists, chaired 

by Aileen Robinson. 

 


