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A eight of words is immeasurable. How much can worg_g,qm ol
depends not just on the speaker, but the listener as well. Yet in this
modern age brimming with an endless flow of information, we can’t

help but doubt whatever we say would end up as a mere drop in the
vast ocean. Not to sound overly dramatic, but such are the inevitable
fears that accompany writing on a public medium: If words were
droplets, then how do we forge connections within this massive body
of water? With these thoughts in mind, this issue centers on the idea
of "connect."
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“Life is A Cabaret:”
Troubling Spectatorship in Bob Fosse’s Cabaret

BIKAE BRINXPTRRLEIE—FR

Directed by Bob Fosse, the 1972 musical drama film Cabaret is an adaptation of
Christopher Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin. Situated in Berlin in 1931, the protagonist
Sally Bowles is an American singer who performs at the Kit Kat Klub, whose
lifestyle epitomizes the “divine decadence” of the Weimar period in Germany.

Centering on Sally’s relationship with Brian Roberts, a new British arrival in the
city, the progressing plot line refracts the Nazis' gradual infiltration into Berlin.

Where Cabaret is reworked from its 1966 musical production, the film
subverts the genre with the position of its songs: sang and performed at the Kit Kat Klub,
the songs are—traditionally independent of the plot—commentaries on the diegesis. In fact,
these musical numbers suggest how fascism takes over the ailing Weimar regime. Resting
on this consensus about the intertwinement of the Kit Kat Klub and Berlin, researchers
have nevertheless shown diverged attitudes towards the political stance of the Kit Kat
Klub. Regarding the numbers as sexually and ideologically provocative, this article aims to
demonstrate how fascism operates as a “homemade culture industry” and mutates into an
item of mass consumption (Koepnick 199). To disclose fascism’s obscured power relations to
the mass, I regard Sally Bowles as the emblematic figure of the masses and explore a focal
index of the German fascist regime—sex.

An analogy exists between the phantasmagoria of the commodity and the Hitler myth.
In the eyes of Walter Benjamin, “commodity fetishism” lies at the center of the mythology of
modernity. The German-Jewish philosopher elaborates on Karl Marx’s idea that in modern
mass production, objects bear no trace of their laborious origin. Thus, a commodity appears in

the marketplace “in the deceptive guise of...one with a life of its own,” drowning the masses
in a “state of religious intoxication” (Gilloch 126; Benjamin 56). Further, borrowing
Sigmund Freud’s concept of fetishism, Benjamin understands the commodity as a

sexual fetish which involves the injection of “wish images” of the dreaming collectivity

(Gilloch 127). As such, men’s projections of utopian aspirations bring forth pseudo-

liberation that churns out loneliness and consent among the masses. In light of this logic,
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what fascism deploys is “the aestheticization of politics”—transforming its ideological core
into a marketable object of mass consumption. Besides, Adorno and Horkheimer observe
that fascism “enlists a rebellion against domination as a useful tool of domination itself” (qtd.
in Koepnick 199). The fascist culture industry opens up merely symbolic spaces; the Nazi

apparatus hypnotized the mass via its control and distortion of the popular imagination.

Subsumed under fascist strategies, the protagonist of Cabaret Sally Bowles is entrapped

in the Kit Kat Klub. The troubling absence of her father leads her astray to possession by
the wrong Father. Naively wishing to prove herself to her father, she is entranced by her
aspirations of “becoming a star” throughout the film. Yet via Fosse’s camera, the invited gaze of
the anonymous crowd fragments the individual. Moreover, as the close-up view eliminates the
distance with the object, the gaze simultaneously de-auratizes and commodifies femininity.
Later, discovering her pregnancy, Brian offers to marry her and take her back to his university
in Cambridge. Sally nonetheless gives up the true possibility of embarking on a new phase of
life: she gets an abortion because “[she] has this infantile fantasy” of becoming a star someday
(emphasis original). This coheres with Adorno’s analyses of fascist propaganda and the culture
industry in which—following Freud and Le Bon’s group psychology—the identity of the masses
is based in regressive identifications and compulsive repetition. Putting the mass under a
hypnotic state, fascist art “scorns realism in the name of idealism” to the extent that it “exalts
mindlessness and glamourizes death” (Sontag 73).

Evidently, in her final performance in the film, Sally proclaims the famous
line: “life is a cabaret” in the death-glorifying song Cabaret. “Life is a cabaret”
entails people’s blindness to the great danger of the Nazi’s rise, neglecting it~ &
as a lightweight spectacle within the cabaret. In the end, the film discloses ~ *
that Sally only becomes a tragic hero who embodies the masses and -

unknowingly takes pride in her passivity.
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The cabaret functions as a heterotopia' that reflects and refracts the social sphere,
performing the violent and illicit desires in secrecy since they have to maintain their Bourgeois
respectability. Nevertheless, I am in no way blaming the victims under the Nazi regime.
In truth, Cabaret is also a heterotopia in relation to Fosse’s contemporary times. By 1972,
questions of “politics as spectacle” had been mainstreamed in American culture (Mizejewski
208). The evils of passive spectatorship in the film rework the anxieties of Fosse’s era, which
confronts the “specularization of social conscience” that continued throughout debates on
America’s involvement in Vietnam (Mizejewski 208). Alert to this mass passivity, the solution
Fosse provides is to distance the film audience from the indulging digetic audience. With his
cross-cutting techniques, the flaneur-like camera sustains an ambivalent relation with the
crowd. At times, Cabaret’s viewers can identify and laugh with the spectators in the Kit Kat
Klub, only before the camera reveals that the shared laughter is based on shared Nazi
ideologies, such as anti-Semitism or violence. As such, Fosse creates an alienating
effect from the spectacle via Cabaret, prompting the film audience to reflect on their

social and political milieu.

1. According to Foucault in “of Other Spaces,” we live in space that has already been defined as a set of

relations. In contrast to utopia, the heterotopia is a place that exists, and functions as an inversion of the other
site it refers to: “Either [a heterotopia’s] their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all
the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory (perhaps that is the role that was played
by those famous brothels of which we are now deprived). Or else, on the contrary, their role is to create a space
that is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and

jumbled” (Foucault).
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Sentimentalism in the Everyday of The Reunion Dinner

2Ll EAINFTRE LT —F4R

At first glance, everyday life depicts a simple picture of the mundane and the routine.
Nevertheless, this seemingly blank category is open to various interpretations. For instance,
a traditional family dinner can be more than just a warm gathering, but an ambiguous space
forged with complex sentiments. Such is the nidn yé fan, i.e. the Chinese New Year annual
dinner, represented in Singaporean director Anthony Chen’s short film The Reunion Dinner
(2011). Chen is best known for his awarding winning debut film Ilo Ilo (2013), which like The
Reunion Dinner explores the family ties of a Singaporean household. Although the former
is a poignant drama, the latter is an appealing nostalgic piece that captures everyday life in
minute detail. The Reunion Dinner also employs heavy use of timeskips, thus the short film
not only dwells in the past but continuously moves forward. Spanning over three generations
of a Singaporean family, two essential themes related to sentimentalism are revealed in this
process: the traditional values of the Chinese and the sense of human touch. Through this
lingering nostalgia interwoven within everyday elements, The Reunion Dinner attempts to
construct an idealized past that can live on towards future generations against the odds.

Regarding the first theme, filial piety and kinship, which are fundamental beliefs in
Chinese tradition, are expressed in both the father/son and grandfather/grandson relationships
in The Reunion Dinner. Boon’s father always gives a haircut before nidn ye fan: the first two
dinners he cuts Boon’s hair and the last time Boon’s son’s hair. In the same sense, Boon’s
father gives out hong bao “red envelopes,” which are filled with money, to his son and later
his grandson. In Chinese New Year tradition, the elder give hong bao to the young. The actions
of cutting hair and giving héng bao represent the care from father to son, grandfather to
grandson. A slight change occurs in
the third dinner: Boon now has a stable
income and insists on giving a héng
bao to his father. Boon’s son later does
the same by giving the hdong bao he

received from his grandfather to Boon,
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declaring he is xiao shun—a filial son—just like his father. The kinship between father and son

is portrayed as a two-way relationship based on filial piety. In addition, the chicken drumstick

is constantly given from father to son at each nidn yé fan. During the second dinner it is also

placed before the deceased grandma’s portrait as a form of ancestral veneration. The

ordinary drumstick becomes a direct symbol of filial piety and kinship. The elements of

the everyday are designed to possess a redemptive power for the utopian possibility

derived from traditional Chinese values and history. The Reunion Dinner’s Chinese

title is hui jia guo nidn “Returning Home for Chinese New Year”: The action “returning

home” not only refers to the actual family gathering, but also serves as a symbolic

return of sentimentalism.

The attempt to return “home” is further highlighted by the second recurring theme in

The Reunion Dinner, which is the gradual loss of
human touch and the image of the traditional
community in Singaporean society. Due to
the inescapable advent of modernization,
landscapes as well as lifestyles change
drastically. This is evident in the chun lidn
“spring couplets” put on the walls to celebrate
Chinese New Year. Throughout the film we
see various chun lidn, yet the originally plain
handwritten decorations, such as the bu bu
gao sheng “be promoted step by step” written
in Boon’s clumsy, childish handwriting, are
replaced by shiny manufactured copies in the
second dinner. Likewise, the living environment
of Boon’s family changes as buildings become
higher and more isolated: scenes of neighbors
crowding together on the streets to light
firecrackers during Chinese New Year are
reduced to children igniting sparklers in the
narrow hallways of apartments, and in the
third dinner community events are completely

absent. While the repetitive practices of the
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everyday in The Reunion Dinner aim to bring back exclusive Chinese values, the lack of certain

practices of the everyday reveal universal sentiments.

Ultimately, nostalgic sentiments towards Chineseness are shown twofold in The Reunion
Dinner. The return home refers to both a symbolic return as well as a physical one. However,
certain everyday instances in The Reunion Dinner seem to hint at probable attempts of critical
commentary: Boon’s chun lidn is replaced by store-bought versions, but Boon’s son brings
home a handmade red paper lantern which Boon makes sure to hang up at their house.
Although the traditional sense of community disappears, human togetherness can still be
found within the annual family gatherings. During this progression of time we witness the
protagonist Boon grow from boyhood to manhood, from son to father, and all this time Boon
wears a simple jade necklace around his neck. In Chinese tradition, jade is believed to give
the wearer protection and good fortune, and commonly worn as necklaces or bracelets. This

everyday item brings forth the film’s wishful message that Chinese virtues should remain

unchanged and ultimately withstand the test of time.

You can watch The Reunion Dinner on Fisheve Pictures' Youtube channel.
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The Future(s) of Graduate Work: Challenges and Opportunities
in Literary and Cultural Studies Roundtable

2Ll EAINFTRE LT —F4R

What are the current crises graduate students face in the field of literary and cultural
studies, and how can they overcome these problems? These are the questions discussed in this
roundtable, with attending participants from both Hong Kong Shue Yan University (HKSYU)
and National Taiwan University (NTU). As the moderator, Professor Guy Beauregard starts
off the event with a clip from the Australian comedy TV series Ronny Chieng: International
Student, which features the main character Ronny and his friend’s encounter with a burned-
out post grad student struggling to write her thesis. Although this comical portrayal of a post
grad student rouses laughter from the audience, it does convey the perils looming in the future
life of a graduate student.

Following this brief opening, there are four roundtable presentations given by professors
from HKSYU and NTU. The first is Professor Kin Yuen Wang (HKSYU), who examines the
Chinese characters “ X 1 ,” i.e. culture. “ {i ” resembles one person standing upright and
another in an upside down position. Like Yin and Yang, this imagery symbolizes the changes
one encounters from birth to death. Wang further connects the imagery of change with
transversality, a concept which can be found in interdisciplinary studies. He emphasizes the
importance of applying interdisciplinary approaches in the field of humanities and
further refers to ecocriticsm and ecofeminism in particular as potential fields to
explore, citing Environmental Humanities as an example.

The next speaker Professor Kit Sze Amy Chan (HKSYU) also agrees with
the rise of ecocriticism. She mentions a book combining Shakespearean
studies and ecocriticsm, and believes that this trend will stay strong for
the following decade. Chan goes on to discuss how applying data-mining
in research may seem to be a safe method for securing a degree, but she
encourages students to combine science and humanities in their research, such
as digital humanities or feminist technoscience, which she believes to be a more awarding
approach in the long run. Chan also suggests putting Chinese culture and literature on the

map. For instance, one can compare ecological thoughts and the concept of “emptiness” in
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Buddhism.

Professor Liang-ya Liou (NTU) states that since there are already exhaustive amounts of
data, finding a valuable research topic nowadays is a challenge for graduate students. New
approaches are needed in order to adapt to this situation, and Liou advises students to focus on
minor fields previously neglected in canon as well as delve into new works and less examined
authors that haven’t been covered by other researchers yet. In recent times, there has been a
rise of African, Caribbean, and Canadian studies, to name a few.

Professor Hung-Chiung Li (NTU) says the main crisis for humanities is “governmentality,”
i.e. the establishment of a perfect system. Rather than trying to control the system, we
graduate students should learn how to “grow a body.” Graduate students attempt to swarm
into the job market and occupy job vacancies, but Li encourages students to break out and
create their own “market,” as the concept of a market is merely a product of one’s own
assumptions. Like an embryo, one should create a body and expand it to fit into the world,
which is in fact larger than the market. Li believes we can do so by association as well as
engagement with other people and uses social enterprises ( #1: & {22 ) as an example.

After the presentations, students from both schools give a brief self-introduction

in the research sharing session. The roundtable discussion then comes to an end,

and all participants attending the ensuing pizza lunch.
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