Cilobahization as we know 1t today would be unimacinable without the
revolution i mtormation and communication technolovies of the last thirt

vears. Yet have we achieved “one world™ as the promotional hype lor cellular

and digital networks would have 117 This collection of essavs. Glohal Bubol.
Owestions of Dixcowrse and Commumnication in o« Time of Globalization.
oxplores the current state of communication and discourse ulobatized
cnyironment. The essavs are united by an awareness that. whether understood
technologically. cconemucally, epistemologically. or culturally, clobalization i
4 discursive ficld with discrepant assumptions. catesortes and conclusions, As
such. globahization s double-edged. and complex. 1t can certainly enable the
cxplontation of the powerless by the powertul: 1in different contexts. or at
diffcrent moments, 1t can also tacilitate mdividual and collective ageney. 1t s
this doubleness. this complexity, that this collection sceks to bring into focus.

This vohime offers an mterdisciplimary forum where technological. aesthetic.
and cthical 1ssues relatng to globalization mhabit the same coneeptual trame.

Together the essayvs address the central 1ssue of how the new knowledues of

clobahzation are bemyg articuiated. and explore the cultural consequences and
succeess of such communication and knowledge exchange.

Samir Daval s an Associate Protessor. English at Bentley College. Waltham.

Maxsachusetts, He s the author of Resisting Modermin:: Comerinratives of

Nation and Moasculinin and the ednor. wath an mtroduction, of Juha Krsteva's
Crisis of the Furopean Subject and several other books.  He has pubhished
saveral articles and book chapters on cultural studies. posteolonial stuches, and
il and 1 completing o book on Indian cimema.

Margueritte Murphy is an Associate Protessor of English at Bentley College.
She s author of 4 Tradiion of Subvorsion: The Prose Pocor in gl from
Hilde 1o Ashber (1992), and numerous ossavs e edited  collections and
rournals, meluding VMosaie, Suedios in the Hisiory and Philosopine of Scicncee,
American Poctiv, Contemporary Literatre. Nictorian Literatoe and Culrire.
and Studdicos in Romaniicism (lorthcoming).
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CHAPTER TWELVE

PLASTI(CITY) OF MATERIAL AND MEANING:
SHIRLEY TSE’S FORMS OF IDENTITY

MARION LEE AND THOMAS BEISCHER

Current  discussions ol “globalization™ are  often  hampered by
misunderstanding because the term has been so widely used that it carries
common connotations, bul 1s rarely given a concrete definttion. The term

scems 1o encompass a broad range of concerns such as movements of

migrant labor,  shifts i concentrations ol corporate  capital. and
accumulations of toxic chiemical by-products. When the term is delined, it
15 otten with reference to facts, figures, and graphs.  In this essay, we

argue that plastic, a matenial so ubiquitous m contemporary life as o be of

hiitle interest, provides a material antidote (o ideas about globalization
caught in the reulm of numbers and theories. Morcover. plastic is not
stimply the result of globalization. but it factlitates globalism n its many
forms and, therefore, amplifies the theorized notions of globalization.
These charactenstics allow Shirley Tse, born in Hong Kong and currently
based 1in Los Angeles. 1o use plastic to create art in ways that her material
offers insights into contemporary global identities.

Sharley “I'se’s art illustrates larger issues of globalization even though,
hke the arl of others who work wath plastic. her art is born in the
minimalists” fascination with material and in the repercussions of the
ready-made.’  Her installations. however. argue for more than Just using
plastic in 11s myriad forms- -packing molds, bubble wrup, drinking straws.
vinyl sheets. Styrotoam insulation. or boogie boards. I'se is motivated by
¢ fascinanon with the cultural and philosophical implications of this
ubiquitous denatured material. These implications are deployed in her art
as allegory 1o configure the unstable fluidity of modem subjectivity .

Working predominantly in Styrotoam, the most recognizable form ol
loam polystyrene. Tse explores this matenal’s ability. and tor that mater
the quality of every kind of plastic. to morph its functionality to conlext.
Using the techniques of sculpting, cutting, sewing, and building. she
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cmploys  plastic’s  industnial versatility  to confront  the  common
binary—<culture  and  nature—the  terms by which  contemporary
subjectivity s trequently defined. By toregrounding the expressive range
of Styrotoam and other plastic forms. Tse's art provides visible evidence
of the unstable conditions. impacted by changing geopolitical situations,
tor identity formations.

These adentity  lormations  are  shaped by transculiurahsm  and
magination. Pomtng (o the importance of mass migration. the explosion
of technelogy 1n the last century. and recently the spread of clectronie and
digital media, the cultural anthropologist. Arnjun Appadurar, argues tor
their “eftect on the work of the imagination as a constifutive teature of
modern subjectivity.™ Specitically, he contends that new media has
offered resources  for “imagined  selves and  imagined  worlds.™
Increasingly. the adentification of idividuals and of groups (Uethmic
groups’. “sectarian movementsT, and “pohtical alhances™) (ranscends
territonal  boundanes and simple histoncal  trajectories. relying  on
imagimation for the understandimg of. and access 1o, therr formation and
ranstormation.

Concomitantly, Appadurar also argues that the commodtilication of
time 1n the global world has led to, paradoxically, the valorization of
noslatgra. “The pleasure that has been inculcated mito the subjects who act
as modermn consumers 1s 10 be tound i tension between nostalgia and
fantasy, where the present ts represented as 1f ot were already past. This
mmculcation ot the pleasure ot epfiemeralitc 18 at the heart of the
disciplining of the modem consunter.”™  Ephemerality and fantasy are
therefore essential conditions tor modern subjectivity.

An example of how these conditions mform 1se’s art 1s seen 1n the
mstallation  entitled  fsopor (2003).  Isopor s the brand name of
holystyrene products manutactured by the Knauf-Isopor group m Sao
Yaulo, Brazil, and the actual source of the matenal used 1s Hong Kong, the
rlaceseity where Tse grew up.” Six pale Tavender Styrofoam coolers with
tops {97 x 127} form the basis of the sculpture that reveals 1ts complex
character on closer spection. (tig.12-1) The tiguration of the elegant
altaché case. the wheels on the two “carts”. the “handie™ that nmmics a
giant Brazihan comb:; the decorative designs of sun umbrellas and
concentric circles formed by 1sosceles triangles, the fatter remimiscent of
the double circles on the local plastic bills. Dez Rans “len reals™  all
hichlight  Tse's  mvestigation  of  the working  of  mobility  and
transnationlism.
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Fig. 12-1 Shirley Tse, fsopore polystyrenc, dimensions variable, 2003, Carol and

David Appel collection {(Photo courtesy ol Shoshana Wayne Gallery and the artist)

As i the case of fsopor, the choice of plastic allows Tse's art 1o reflect

the characteristics ot places without representing those sites. The issue of
identity being the form of artistic embodiment 1s also an inflection of

lHong Kong. The cultural theonst. Ackbar Abbas, observes thal, “Hong
Kong 1s priumarily a space of facilitation. 1tis less a site than a para-site in
that 1ts dominance in 1ts region is duc largely to its geographical proximity
to China, together with this accessibility (o the rest of the world . . . The
para-sile therefore connoles a posttion that in some strange way is both
autonomous and dependent at the same time, o position in which
autonomy is paradoxically a function of dependence.”™ Hong Kong’s
character, therefore, may be best expressed by its ability to constantly
(ranstorm 1ts nature rather than by a stable identity,

With respect to the temporal dimension of Hong Kong, Abbas
commenis turther, "change has no clear distinction but is experienced as a
series of anticipation and residues that jostle each other for position.™ An
ustrative case is the Flagstatt House, an imposing colonial-style building
from the 18407°s, which has functioned in successive order as the oflice of
a leading 1mmporter of opium nto China. an army commander base. and
currently, the museum for a private collection of Chinese teaware. This
historical trajectory has imbued the building with a sense of irony, rising
from the association of tea with the Opium War (1839-42) when
aggressive British mantime forces helped to secure Hong Kong as their
{:n]unyf}
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Imprinted on the building 1s Abbas™ suggestion of “achromcitios™.
which are antithetical 1o a hincar historical progression ot events and
systems formed usually under over-determined circumstances.’”  This
simultaneous voking of ditferent cultures and times 15 also on display in
the “official™ logo ot the Hong Kone Tourist Association: a Chinese junk
in Victoria Harbor framed by skyscrapers on the horizon.!' In this state of
compeling influences, plastic 15 the wdeal metaphor that continually adjusts
its own form and appearance i order to serve the desired need. In the
same respecet, determiming the context, or use, of plasuc 1s akin (o
understanding 1dentity formations.

Since growing up n this metropohtan space, Tse has been exploring
the properties of plastic and the plasticity of meaming tn different contexts.
Al the critical level. Tse's art also transcends the ¢hiché trame of reference.
Euast and West, in which the art of. or associated with, Hong Kong 1s
frequently perceived.'” Rather than tuking refuge in this binary cultural
calegory, her mstallations configure and narrate the fluidity of identity.

Plastic City

Plastic permeates the culture of Hong Kong—the wide dazzling
assortment of plastic bags issued by ditterent shops (o customers, the
purchased tote bags and backpacks. the multple forms of packing
malcrials mcluding Styrofoam cushioning that ensures the sate shippmg ol
goods from and to overseas. Plastic formed the daily andscape of Tse’s
early lite located ncar Kwai Chung port with its multi-berth container
terminals, all built on reclammed land. The constant armival and departure
of contamers beaning different corporate names and pamted with mulu-
color lTocos oftered visual evidence of how the aruhcial could detine a
natural state of bemg. Tse has reflected mn her writings the ability of the
artificial to carry traces ot an authentic culture: “If the “artificial™ as the
‘unnatural” reflects Westerner's hang ups on the nature/culture binary,
wouldn™t 1t mean something ditferent tor us who don’t see such a biary?
. New generation Astans were born mto a technologicahized society, so
technology and its artiticial products are our culture. Artificiahty for vs 1s
better understood as an intensitication rather than a copy. an enemy, or i
substitution.”™"

The pomnt aboul “micnsification™ ain Tse's comment clearly undercuts
the accepted notion of “authenticity” explamed by Walter Benjamin that
both acknowledges the presence of the “original™ and reifies s
transcendent attribute.”  Rather what is at stake here is an arl form that
responds to the unstable conditions of a globalized world. The cultural
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ol the two hundred pale blue polystyrene blocks, the matenal used
commercially for imnsulation. T'se hterally mines the material tor meaning.
Displayed at waist height and encirclhing the four walls of a gallery.
segments of the work hover inches away trom the wall and are supported
by diagonal brackcts in the same matenal.  The suspension of the
istallatton reminds the viewer that 1ts material s both strong and light.
properties that render 1t tdeal tor industral applications at the same time as
they mduce an unworldly quality in the piece. Even the title signals that
the overlapping of multiple perspectives  (polymath—polystyrene) s
inherent in the sculpture.

Through the process of handerafl, Tse reveals meanings hidden in the
mechanically produced blocks.  She provides a key (o her process in a
single block by creating a series of indentations using different sivzed
router bits. Employing this hmuled vocabulary, Tse has created a series of
connecied blocks that altogether tunction like an unturled scroll. In the
absence of a single perspective, the viewer reads the contiguous blocks as
single expressions, diptychs, and sometimes iriptychs.  The meanings of
these sculptural units are as malleable as the matenals: some blocks appear
like models ot archacological ruins, others like magnitied circuit boards,
and still others ke miniature lundscapes rutted by time and natural forces.
By collapsing the boundary between substance and scale, as well as
merging positive and negative forms, Tse reminds us that a defining
guality of plastic is its ability to adhere to any form.™

Polvmathicstvrene has emerged  from  Tse's  early  small-scale
experiment with the construction of Styrofoam packing material, such as
Untitled (1996). i which Styrotoam packing blocks are used to build a
targe-scale sculpture. (t1g.12-3) In this prece, she has begun to mvestigate
“the space in-between™ products and their containers.”  Tse constructs
Styrofoam blocks. which normally function as packaging stabilizers of
clectronic products, inte an unstable conglomeration, relving on the non-
existent mass of each individual block to hold the entire structure
together.™
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Fip, 12-3 Shirley Tse, Uniitfed. polystyrene, 1996 (Photo courtesy of Shoshina
Wavne Gallery and the artist)

Furthermore, Tsc emphasizes the indusirial production of Styroteam
by meticulously hand cutting vinyl and covering each oddly-shaped torm
with machine-like precision.  The particular process reminds one of
Donald Judd in his numicry of the mdustrizl process. but the sense of
abstraction in Judd’s work is dented through the reference 1o fambiar
packing shapes.” Despite their shared attentton to techmique, Tse's art
implicitly alludes to matters about transportation n the global economy
and Judd’'s focus remains in the process of production. By using material
identificd with transportation and shipping containers. Tse articulates that
space cannol simply be described as filled or empty. In an attempt 1o give
Styrofoam that occupies “the space m-between™ a new idenfily, she
highlights its normally forgotten role as well as its means of production.
The shapes of the packing blocks, which are contingent on the torms of
the objects they support, reveal Styrofoam’s hyper-dependence on s
context tor meaning.

Plastic Context

Tse’s art dwells on the process of transit and the theme of movement
that are scen in her use of packing molds m CUntitfed 1s also alluded to by
Isopor. already mentioned. with respect to the destination Fortaleza in the
coastal Ceara state of north-cast Brazil. (e §2-1) Tse visited the beach
resort as an exhibiting artist at the 2003 Bicnal Ceara America and
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described the enbture there as “saturated with Styrofoam.™" From coloriul
boogie boards uscd to surt the local waves to beverage coolers encasing
beer and other drinks in the tropical heat, plastic molds isett (o the needs
of a particular culture, By mvestigating the multiple torms of plastic’s
saturatton, Tse believes the substance also “provides numerous vantage
points from which we can look at technology.™"

Paul Viriho, the French philosopher who theorizes how technology has
fractured society and broken the border between the city and its periphery.
provides further msight into Tse’s engagement with nature (the America
Southwest, deep snow and ice, to be discussed later) as a strategy to
present plastic’s denatured character.  He argues that the expansion of
urban space beyond its traditionai limits has created a sense of dislocation:

Swmee that which is interactive is interchangeable, the urban no longer has
d torm with the exception, however of this “torm-image™ without
dimension. this poimnt., thas pamection that s everywhere such that the
meastrable expanse 15 nowhere, followmg the example of this nodal. this
Pascahan node, center that excludes all “circumterence.” the very idea of
any  periphery, ... the resultant crists of  territonal - cltizenship, of
locatization, 15 a circumstance beyond measure aftecting simultancously
places, men. justuce and law, politically comparable 1o the crisiv of the
notion of dimension. "

In similar respect. Tse observes that natural landscupes, which have not
been impacted by urban sprawl, highlight plastic’s instability of form  an
instabihity rarely noted n the urban context where plastic is ubiquitous.

At the same time, Tse’s art critiques Virlio's concepls that are larecly
centered on the digital rather than the material. White Virilio laments the
loss of the traditional notion of the “local.”™ Tse attempts (o put its new
meaning into form, or at the very least, to propose a material that can
respond to. or 1s an analogue to, global mobility.  About the local and
global, Virtho explains that: A global de-localization, which atfects the
very nature not nerely ot "national” but of “social” identity, throwing into
question not so much the nation-state, but the city, the geopolitics of
nations.”™ ' In comparison, Tse locates the “dislocation™ not in place. but
in the matenal ol plastic.

Virtho appears to share a common perspective with I'se in his writing
about tilm rather than the urban landscape. In writing about Ltienne-Jules
Marcy's film techmique, he comments on Marey’s ability 1o reveul the
importance of light m making the invisible visible in tilm: "He makes it
[hight] the leadimg lady n the chrono-photographic universe: 1 he observes
the movement of a hiquid 's due (o the artifice of shiny pastilles in
suspension: tor animal movement he uses hittle metallicized stripes cte.
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With him the effect of the real becomes that of the readiness of a luminous
emission. what is given o see is due to the phenomena ol acceleration and
deceleration in every respect identifiable with intensties ot hight.  He
treats Hght like a shadow of time.™" Like Marey's ability to foreground
licht's role in film. Tse's art removes plastic from its everyday use.
manipulates it, and by domg so, retlects on its very ability to adapt 10 s0
Many commaon uses.
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Fiu. 12-4 Shivley Tse. Nos Fxacty 4., C-print, 20 inches x 30 tinches, 1998, Dale
Anderson collection {Photo courtesy of Shoshana Wayne Gallery and the arnst)

Fig, |2-53 Shurley Tse. Hiaspora.
Collection of Shoshana Wavne Gallery.  (PPhoto courtesy of Shoshana Wayne
Crallery and the artist)






