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Beyond Imperial Aesthetics: Theories of Art and Politics in East Asia
Edited by Mayumo Inoue and Steve Choe
HONG KONG: HONG KONG UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2019. 308 PP.

This inspir ing col lec tion of twelve essays, some of which were presented at the 
con fer ence “Except Asia: Agamben’s Work in Transcultural Perspective” held 
in Taipei in June 2013, reinvigorates ear lier cri tiques of area stud ies by bring ing 
them into con ver sa tion with con cepts of biopolitics and aes thet ics. The edi tors, 
Mayumo Inoue and Steve Choe, sit u ate their efforts within a lin e age of 1990s 
decon struc tive and gene a log i cal cri tiques of Asian stud ies—most nota bly rep
resented by the writ ings of Rey Chow and Naoki Sakai, both of whom are fea
tured among the con trib u tors. The work of Giorgio Agamben is fre quently cited 
in the vol ume, though no more than that of other think ers, espe cially the late 
writ ings of Michel Foucault. The vol ume also nods to Masao Miyoshi and Harry 
Harootunian’s Learning Places: The Afterlives of Area Studies (2002), spe cif  cally 
to their cri tique of “the feld’s col lu sion with increas ingly neo lib eral Asian nation
states [which] has com pro mised efforts to fully inter ro gate the tri an gu la tion of 
knowl edge, power, and cap i tal within East Asia and between East Asia and the 
United States,” and of “a type of cul tural stud ies [that] has been used to but tress 
colo nial diff er ence, which then upholds the identitarian assump tions that are 
polit i cally man age able by nationstates and eco nom i cally valorizable by cap i
tal” (5). Underlying the col lec tion is an endur ing faith in the power of cri tique, 
seem ingly unscathed by insin u a tions that it might have, as Bruno Latour would 
have it, “run out of steam,” and in the power of art to agi tate and rev o lu tion ize 
dom i nant modes of per cep tion. At the same time, the edi tors express skep ti cism 
about “the com mon sense under stand ing of pol i tics as a tel e o log i cal pro ject” (14). 
While the reframing of pol i tics as biopolitics/aes thet ics is amply elab o rated on in 
the intro duc tion and resur faces in sev eral of the essays (most explic itly in those 
by Inoue him self and in that by Yuriko Furuhata, one of the only two women 
authors included in the vol ume), less clear is how the prac tice of cri tique itself 
could or should be rethought. Characterizing this thoughtpro vok ing col lec tion 
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of essays is a ten sion (if not con tra dic tion) between the per va sive and seem ingly 
unstop pa ble reach of biopower, on the one hand, and the alleged dis rup tive 
poten tial of the ory and art, on the other, rais ing the ques tion of what exactly 
autho rizes the faith in the capac ity of words and art works to tran scend “impe rial 
aes thet ics”—apart from, that is, a neoKantianinspired belief that they might be 
 able to do so.

Inoue and Choe’s intro duc tion clearly lays out the aims of the pro ject: to 
inject new life in the cri tique of area stud ies through a rethink ing of pol i tics as art 
and of art as pol i tics and through a rearticulation of crit i cal the o ries of sense. The 
argu ment rests on sev eral prem ises or interlocking the ses that can be sche mat i
cally sum ma rized as fol lows:

1. Politics is an aes thetic pro cess through which diverse indi vid u als are orga
nized into nations, races, and pop u la tions. Politics is pri mar ily a “pol i tics 
of sense”—a way of man ag ing the per cep tion of the envi ron ment, of oth ers, 
and of one self. Being governed means hav ing one’s senses regimented—it 
means being made to per ceive in cer tain ways.

2. “Imperialism” refers to Jap a nese impe ri al ism and to the US post–World War 
II pro duc tion of local nationstates. The lat ter exist in a con tin uum with the 
for mer.

3. Local nationstates pro vide legal and cul tural appa ra tuses that facil i tate 
labor extrac tion and cap i tal accu mu la tion. Nationstates police peo ple, 
coopt their aspi ra tions for bet ter lives, max i mize their pro duc tive capac ity, 
and min i mize polit i cal agency. They facil i tate the pro duc tion of culturalist 
iden ti ties that both enable and are enabled by the expan sion of cap i tal ism. 
Culturalist iden ti ties, cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion, and state power stand 
in tran si tive, mutu ally enabling rela tion ships with one another.

4. “Imperial aes thet ics” is defned as “a dom i nant mode of per cep tion in the 
for ma tion of nationstates that simul ta neously causes and is an effect of 
globalscale biopolitics of cap i tal in East Asia” (2).

5. Artistic works, the o ret i cal artic u la tion, and rad i cal social move ments “can 
pro duce a sense of enigma, excess, and problematization” (3) whereby dom i
nant modes of per cep tion may be contested and undone.

6. Aesthetics is an affec tive pro cess occur ring between sen sa tion and sig ni f ca
tion. Drawing on Kant’s assess ment of imag i na tion as the “com mon but . . .  
unknown root” of sen si bil ity and under stand ing, the edi tors posit “the o ret i
cal imag i na tion” as a met a phor i cal mode of think ing that “crit i cally departs 
from the cur rently dom i nant accord between sense and knowl edge” (11). 
They com mit to prob ing into the “aes thetic ‘under side’ of sche matic think
ing,” and sug gest that “despite his alleged sta tus as a Western thinker  
within the canon of insti tu tion al ized phi los o phy, Kant is . . .  one ori gin  
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(Ursprung) among many rad i cal aes thetic the o ries that move beyond impe
rial aes thet ics” (12).

7. Intellectuals need to his tor i cize and cri tique East Asia as an impe rial con
cept and look for new ave nues of sol i dar ity within and across regional 
bor ders.

That said, sev eral of the con tri bu tions exceed the edi to rial frame work and ven
ture into a myr iad of cen trif u gal routes, in turn chan neled into four sec tions. The 
frst, “Beyond Boundaries: Theorizing Aesthetics in East Asia since 1945,” encom
passing essays by Naoki Sakai, Petrus Liu, and Akira Mizuta Lippit, focuses on 
pro cesses of area and knowl edge for ma tion, call ing atten tion to acts of tem po ral 
and spa tial bor der ing that impli cate the United States and Europe in an ongo
ing pro jec tion of alterity and misrecognition of self. The sec ond, “Politics of the 
Sensuous: Love, Bodies, and Sexuality in East Asia,” with essays by Ikuo Shinjo, 
Rey Chow, and ChangMin Yu, turns to the cor po real aspects of fc tion and cin
ema emerg ing from sites scarred by col o ni za tion and war. The third, “Disjunc
tive Alignments: Critical Aesthetics and Social Movements in East Asia,” offers 
per cep tive read ings of art works rang ing from paint ing to pho tog ra phy and the
ater against the back drop of early 1950s USled expro pri a tion of land in Okinawa 
and the onset of the Vietnam War (Inoue), vio lent pro cesses of mod ern i za tion in 
South Korea (Youngjune Lee), and the yearn ing for a new kind of non na tional 
com mu nity in post1980s Taiwan (Chunyen Wang). Finally, the fourth sec tion, 
“Beyond Neoliberal Borders: From Biopolitical Spaces to an Affective Commu
nity,” shifts the dis cus sion of biopolitics toward the envi ron ment, urban ism, media 
ecol ogy, and new mate ri al isms. Yuriko Furuhata argues that the con sis tent use 
of met a phors and anal o gies related to the ner vous sys tem betray repressed con
nec tions between Jap a nese impe ri al ist expan sion and post war urban ism, while 
Jecheol Park’s Deleuzian anal y sis reveals how flms about the minjung move ment 
that were much acclaimed for their multitemporal nar ra tives in fact repro duce 
“homo ge neous and ped a gog i cal senses of the nation and its his tory” (247). Read 
through Foucault’s and Agamben’s cri tiques of sov er eignty, these nar ra tives turn 
out to be func tional to neo lib eral governmentality in South Korea. Whereas these 
two essays enrich the dis cus sion on how biopolitics operates through arrange
ments of space and time that sup press heterogeneities, the clos ing essay by Jon 
Sol o mon the o rizes an “affec tive com mu nity” of all  sen tient beings, an aggre gate 
of sin gu lar i ties pos tu lated through the encoun ter of Bud dhist phi los o phy and 
spec u la tive real ism.

The vol ume is loosely held together by a shared com mit ment to a gene a log
i cal mode of cri tique aimed at undo ing dom i nant categories of thought in and 
about East Asia. War—hot and cold, past and ongo ing—is one of the themes that 
fur ther holds it together, not solely as an event but also as a sty lis tic fea ture in 
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the vol ume’s fre quent use of mar tial met a phors of alert ness and vig i lance and 
in its often times com bat ive tone. Overall, the com bi na tion of the o ret i cal explo
ra tion, close read ings of flms, nov els, per for mances, and paint ings, along with 
the sharp insti tu tional cri tique makes the vol ume well suited for the grad u ate 
class room. The whole book could be assigned in grad u ate sem i nars on East Asian 
stud ies, and some of its chap ters adopted for courses on East Asian performing 
and visual arts. Putting the book in dia logue with recent writ ings advo cat ing for 
a postcrit i cal turn (for instance, Critique and Post-Critique, edited by Elizabeth 
S. Anker and Rita Felski) could gen er ate pro duc tive dis cus sions and per haps help 
us imag ine other ways to move for ward.

Beyond Imperial Aesthetics denounces a divi sion of labor between Asia and 
Europe (and by exten sion between area stud ies and EuroAmer i cancen tered lit
er ary stud ies), in which the for mer are alleg edly taxed with pro vid ing empir i cal 
data and civilizational dis courses and the lat ter have exclu sive rights over the ory. 
One won ders if such a dichot omy of empir i cism and the ory across insti tu tional 
and geo graph i cal lines still holds water, or whether reit er at ing this cri tique today 
may amount to beat ing the pro ver bial dead horse. Although much too slowly 
and belat edly, Asian the oryrelated pan els at pro fes sional con ven tions such as 
those of the AAS, MLA, SCMS, and ACLA are no lon ger an excep tion or mirage. 
Connecting the ory and Asia today might not raise as many eye brows as some of 
the authors would have us believe—wit ness the very exis tence of jour nals such 
as Prism.

The cri tique of the area stud ies par a digm, then, as impor tant as it may be as a 
reminder of our prob lem atic insti tu tional his tory, may also risk reify ing the feld 
and ren der ing it an obso lete car i ca ture of itself. The vol ume is use ful, none the less, 
not least because it raises the ques tion of what area stud ies is today. Might it be 
that, intel lec tu ally if not insti tu tion ally, the cri tique of bound aries and cel e bra tion 
of het ero ge ne ity is the only thing that still holds it together?
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