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Buying In
Advertising and the
Sexy Modern Girl Icon in

Shanghai in the 19208 and 1930s
TANI E. BARLOW

To discover the various use of things is the work of

history. Marx, “Commodities,” Capital

This chapter concerns trite, black-and-white drawings like figure
13.1, which depicts a sexy Modern Girl icon exterminating bedbugs
using a bpT-loaded Flit gun. The scene transfers an intangible promise
of carnal pleasure, a girl, onto a seemingly tangible object, the trans-
national, corporate, commercial commodity. Sexualized Modern
Girls embody the promised pleasures of industrial society. Visual icons
are line drawings of real persons, the movie star Hu Die, for instance,
or imaginary ones, like Betty Boop, stylized, widely reproducible, and
immediately identifiable. During the interwar years, 1919-37, rendi-
tions of the sexy Modern Girl icon acting out imaginary social scenes
connoted Shanghai’s economic primacy and fantasy, high-sociery
fashions.

At the same time, media in which sexy girl iconography appeared
were also promoting cutting-edge vernacular sociology (popular, au-

thoritative ideas about subjectivity and the relation of individuals in society).
This widespread social philosophy was vernacular in relation to the classical
conventions of Qing dynasty (1644-1911) norms, in relation to U.S.~financed,
academic social science in the interwar years of the twentieth century, and in
relation to European philosophy, because it claimed to establish a Chinese
expression of universal modernity. Read in the same glance, vernacular theo-
ries about social life and advertising iconography sutured modern personhood
to visual fantasies about commodity use in an imminent future via the sexy
Modern Girl icon.

Neither vernacular sociology nor cartoon advertising media “represented”
contemporary social truth. They did not reflect an existing reality. The iconic
girl and her pretend activities opens to historical analysis the fantasy of modern
social life in a colonial modern arena. While advertising cold cream or chemical
fertilizer using a girl image aims to increase sales and thus add to the company’s
profit, advertisements actually put into play fantasies in the social world that
do nort index the realities of exchange value. “A use-value,” may indeed be a
“property that satisfies some human need, such that someone might want to
purchase the commodity.” But once the advertising industry on the China
mainland had placed into circulation these banal and effective images, the
scenes and figurative women that condensed into iconic form took on a career
of their own. One cannot exhaust the meaning of these banalized popular
images solely in economic terms which is why 1 define these ads as “other scenes
of use value.™

Zizek and Balibar defined the other scene to be a way of thinking that in-
habits consciousness, is neither consciousness nor the unconscious, but which
nonetheless shapes everyday thinking.? Balibar, for instance, proposes an
“other scene of politics™ as the moment when destructive passions shaping
catastrophic political behavior flicker into visibility inside rationalized prac-
tices like genocide.’ For me, the other scene of use value is the moment when
knowing how to use modern commodities and modern erotic or bodily pleasure
is manifested in a commercial advertising scene that visually encourages con-
sumers to fantasize that they, too, are using the sexy commodity.

The first section of this chapter examines the advertiser Carl Crow’s role
in developing the prototypical Shanghai sexy Modern Girl icon. Section two
sketches our core ideas in vernacular sociology. Section three closely examines
a long-running set of Cutex hand-care products ads, which explicitly linked
industrial commodities and their uses to vignettes of everyday life in the futuris-
tic new society. The concluding section puts under the microscope a series of
sexy Modern Girl icon advertising images that explicitly fuse erotic pleasure,
imaginary use values, and the experience of being a subject.
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13.1 “Sexy modern girl icon with her Flit gun.”
Fiinu zazht 17,n0. 4 (April 1931).

In 1931 when the ad for insect spray appeared in the Ladies’ Journal (Funii
zazhi, hereafter ¥Nzz), the Shanghai Modern Girl icon already stood at the
“confluence of commerce and desire” typical of international commodity cul-
ture during the interwar years.* The figure in the first cell in figure 13.1, her tiny
face anxious and frustrated, highlights the other scene of modern use value.
There the iconic girl pumps her DDT gun in a bedroom flush with European-
style vanity table and chair, electric lamp, perfume and cream bottles, and
princess bed. While the advertising copy introduces frightening ideas about
blood, dirt, and dangerous old methods for controlling household pests, hy-
giene theory takes a back seat to the image of a delighted girl.

The Shanghai Advertising Industry and the Early Modern Girl Image

On 7 March 1920, the visionary Shanghai advertising agent Carl Crow took
out a full page in the Chinese language paper Shenbao to place his first ad for
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Pond’s Vanishing Cream (see figure 13.2). This image retooled a progressive
icon already familiar from the covers of Funii shibao (1911-17), early Funii
zazhi(1915-31), and other early-twentieth-century publications, a curious girl
(see figure 13.3). Putting the image to use selling industrial commodities was
not conventional, however, and Crow says in his memoir that, to his surprise,
the business made money for years to come from the Pond’s account on the
strength of this one composite commercial image.’

The Carl Crow Inc. advertising agency was part of an industry that had ap-
parently originated in Hong Kong but mushroomed in Shanghai during the
interwar years.® Native or not, directly and indirectly, Shanghai advertisers
operated on business principles just coalescing into the U.S. social science of ad-
vertising. Together with the Australian, British, Iralian, Japanese, Hong Kong,
U.S., and local entrepreneurs like Huang Chujiu, Jin Xuechen, and Ni Gaofeng,
foreign advertisers including Carl Crow formed a self-conscious community of
interest. Between 1918 and 1923, the Advertising Club of China met regularly
in Shanghai to hear lectures on the science of advertising.” Tipper’s Advertising,
its Principles and Practice was available in Shanghai bookstores.® Additionally,
all of the larger agencies, not just the British, Japanese, or American-owned
firms, handled international accounts. The Chinese-owned Dongya Advertising
Agency had the Osaka-based Nakayama Taiyodo soap and cosmetics company
account, for instance. C. P. Ling (Lin Zhenbin), a U.S. university-educated,
Shanghai-born advertiser who established his agency in 1926, had the Ford,
General Motors, Coca-Cola, Philip Morris Cigarettes, AsPrRO (an Australian
branded aspirin), kLim milk powder, Horliks, Parker Pen, and Pan American
World Airlines accounts.” The point is that Crow and his Crow agency be-
longed to a large transnational community of interested, profit-seeking, colo-
nial entrepreneurs. "

The Shanghai advertising agency was a modern, business administrative
innovation that took two basic forms: the in-house department of a larger
concern like Chinese Commercial Press or British American Tobacco, and inde-
pendent, proprietor-centered entities like Lang Jinshan’s Jinshan guanggao she
or Crow’s Carl Crow Inc. Both count as agencies by virtue of the three defining
services they provided. First, they all employed or organized professional art-
ists, often, but by no means exclusively, Chinese trained in the Shanghaipai
style. Second, from one-man or one-woman outfits to Millington’s Agency,
which had a staff of seventeen named executives in one 1930 Directory, all
advertisers bought space.!’ They placed ads in the various print media, news-
papers, journals, and supplements, as well as selling outdoor venues like bill-
boards and posters.'* Third, advertisers gathered information. Crow was con-
vinced that he succeeded because he was able to shape advertising messages
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13.2 Carl Crow’s first Pond’s Advertisement. Shenbao, 7 March 1920. !

13.3 “Atypical curious girl image.” Min'guo ribao, 9 March, 1917.

around already existing consumer preferences. “We make market surveys,”
Crow said, “speculate on what articles they |Chinese consumers] will buy, how
the article should be packed, how advertised, and what merchandising meth-
ods should be followed.”"* He surveyed consumers in part to teach them about
products, how to procure and use them. Particularly agencies handling corpo-
rate accounts sold directly to retail consumers in the Shanghai region and by
mail order to readers all over China and Southeast Asia.

The sexy Modern Girl icon cannot be extricated from these embryonic,
interlocked, and international commercial practices.

Fabricating the Sexy Modern Girl Icon

The primary challenge of the 19205 was to shift from an already lucrative
business advertising wholesale commodities to a postwar, retail market aimed
at the new professional middle class.'" In this regard, there was nothing singu-
lar about advertising in Shanghai.'” Two advertisements for oil will illustrate
this point. In 1921, Devoe’s Brilliant Oil advertised its usefulness to commer-
cial consumers in Shanghai. This company, a New York—based kerosene pro-
ducer, was already a significant transcontinental player by 1876 (see figure
13.4)." There is nothing distinctive about this ad. It meets international stan-
dards for commodity advertising of the time, simply establishes a trademark
image, alleges its useful and patented packaging, and extols the product’s vir-
tues. Millard’s Review, the Shanghai English-language news-weekly like the
British-owned, Chinese-language daily Shenbao, had generated revenue from
this sort of ad (in the case of Shenbao, since the late nineteenth century). A mere
ten years later, in 1931, Ditmar Brunner Bros., a Vienna-based company, put a
sexy Modern Girl image into a complex, educative mise-en-scéne (see hgure
13.5). She is caught in the process of enjoying her domestic goods. The scene is
socially complex. It mirrors hundreds of similar advertising mise-en-scénes.'”
The example of Carl Crow 1s a good way to show how the innovation
worked because he appears to have had a decisive hand in creating the Shang-
hai sexy Modern Girl icon. Crow established his agency in 1919, and by 1929
he was handling “25 accounts — American, British, German, Japanese and
Chinese —including some of the heaviest advertisers known.”® Apparently
Crow operated the Pond’s account at the behest of |. Walter Thompson, the
giant U.S.~based international advertising irm. Crow acknowledged on rec-
ord, “We always redraw the pictures in China,”" and jw1 iconography was
clearly the prototype for his innovative advertising image (see figure 13.6).
To sell cold cream, however, commodity adverts had to teach potential con-
sumers the proper uses of the new cosmetic cream. In line with Pond’s general,
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13.4 “Simple commodity ad for Devoe Brilliant advertising.”
Dongfang zazhi, 25 June 1921,

13.5 “Ditmar Brunner girl entertains en tamille.”
Funii zazhi 17, no. g (September 1931),

probably global strategy, Crow decided that his best ber was to merge cos-
metics with soap advertising and accelerate the number of soap ads in “all the
leading newspapers and magazines™ to create repetitive, instructional copy.

It was Crow’s opinion that Chinese women of all but the poorest classes
already used rouge and talcum powder, so his cold cream copy chose to empha-
size two modernist aspects of cosmeric use: hygienic preparation of the skin
and social liberation. He targeted the “small pored™ Asian woman who could
afford trademarked goods because she was middle class, married, and em-
ployed servants for houschold labor. “The net result of all this publicity on the
subject of beauty,” Crow believed,

was to change the attitude and, to a cerrain extent the psychology, of the Chinese
women. Before this all beaury aids had been a feminine mysrery, like midwifery, bur as
soon as they were given publicity they became genteel and respectable. Chinese girls, for
the first ttime, began ro powder their noses in public with no sense of shame, and their
horizons immediately broadened. They had been kepr in seclusion for several thousand
centuries, but as soon as they discovered [modern cosmetics] . . . there was no holding

them back.*"
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Encouraged by response to his 1920 Shen- Q il (e
. " . il P J
bao ad, Crow continued redrawing and by De- s e ‘y* - &G
cember 1925 there were major new iterations. ALY ’i %
2 ; ; G = Y
Crow’s artists added narrative content, plac- R
, o : e v%}';zk&;ﬁv
ing the girl in a modified bathroom, for in- N SR T ]
stance, but without altering the key elements Pond's Extract Company's

Vanishing Cream

— the mirror or vanity mirror, the iconic girl,
and a commodity image (see figure 13.7). In
another variant the girl with the braid appears,
seated inside a mirror frame, gazing outward
toward the Eclat borttle pictured at the bortom

of the ad in its artractive package.”' Col- Eondls e Commny
gate’s Eclat, the “Gold headed perfume,” was

a Crow product. While I have no proof that 13.6 “Pond’s Extract
Crow’s agency is responsible for a 1921 Sun- Company’s Vanishing Cream,”
light ad, whoever drew it lifted the curious n.p., 1910, Courtesy of

. ; e § Database #P 8, Emergence of
commodity girl out of Crow’s ad and placed tiiatal ,IDO"' il fedi e
Advertising On-Line Project,

her into a highly complex scene of two figures T e

in a dressing room (see figure 13.8). This im- Sales, Advertising and
age helps establish two points related to the Marketing History, Duke
theme. First, the cliché of girl, mirror, and University Rare Book,

Manuscript, and Special

product moved rapidly into a general lexicon : i .
Collections Library, heep://

of glrl—h.'.m_shm.ng ad\-’El‘?lSl!'lg :mngc‘sl. Second, scriptorium.lib.duke.cdu/eaa.
when the fashionable girl is placed in a com-

modity advertisement, the drawing is invit-

ingly complex and easily draws attention to the new product and its modern
use value.

A central element of the Sunlight soap image is the imported vanity table.
Crow’s agency was responsible for a remarkable 1921 Colgate ad of a sinic-
looking woman sitting in front of a European vanity.** As Ellen Laing has
pointed out, not only was the image distinctive in the context of existing adver-
tising art bur the local knock-off product, Three Stars face cream, instantly
imitated key elements —girl, boudoir, and mirror—and used them to trans-
form its own outdated product image.”’ Crow’s 1925 “Shanghainese™ version
of the sexy girl icon ad retained girl, vanity mirror, and product but dressed the
icon in local fashions and portrayed her as giving a sexy shrug (see figure 13.9).
The rapidly stylized signifier of colonial modern femininity, the European van-
ity, continued to appear regularly in formulaic ads for Pepsodent and Palmolive
over the thirties with minor changes of style, though increasingly the icon gazed

BuyingIn 295



*®
& 4
B
'R
e L
&gj E:
oAt
AT £h
- X
g b oa iﬁ
i
oo
=
.
]
gg L B
= "

<

T L L LI

COLGATE

WA EEE

REETRERILLT

- _*Hﬁ* A3 AR e
g ALKk & §

MBusLEBEAE TP ey P T

13.7 “A Shanghai Pond’s girl and her mirror.”
Dongfang zazhi 22 (25 December 1925).

13.8 “Mistress and curious girl launder with Sunlight soap.”
Dongfang zazhi 22, no. 11 (25 November 192.5}.

13.9 “Sexy Shanghai girl at European vanity table.”
Funii zazhi 11, no. 4 (April 1925).

directly into a commodity, rather than the mirror.* Eventually Crow’s sexy
Modern Girl icon drifted out of commodity ads for cosmetics and into black
and white fantasy mise-en-scénes across the board.

Self-Love of the Modern Girl and Core Concepts of Vernacular Sociology

In contrast to identifiable girl icons elsewhere in China, the sexy Shanghai
Modern Girl signified everyday life in the most advanced sector.? If, as Marx
demonstrated, the usefulness of a thing or commaodity rests on what you need,
then, as Donald M. Lowe has shown, advertising is a major venue for explain-
ing the ways commodities work, how they can be used, why we need them,
what is desirable about them.?® These Shanghai images are typical of thou-
sands of similar drawings. Collectively they suggest how repetition of the sexy
Modern Girl icon contributed to restructuring femininity, as well as linking
erotic modernity to clichés about everyday modern use values. Of course these
cartoons intimate that Vanishing Cream, Colgate perfume, Nanyang Bros.
machine-rolled cigarettes, Ditmar Brunner kerosene, Flit insect spray, and so
on are proofs of a luscious, new, modern, scientific femininity. What they do as
well is to ingratiate a way of seeing as if scientifically and objectively. If your
body used to belong to your parents, but applying modern, scientific Cutex
manicure products puts you in charge of your own hands, then Carl Crow and
Giorgio Agamben have a good point: commodity culture does make bodies
tangible in new ways.?” Your body belongs to you now, these interwar years’
scenes of use value seem to say, in the same ways your cold cream or your
education or your erotic choices do (or ought to) belong to you. This reiterates
a point Henri Lefebvre made decades ago, that in a capitalist society “subjectiv-
ization and objectivization go hand in hand, inseparably.”?#
“Subjectivization,” or personhood, in Shanghai’s colonial modern years had
many sources of inspiration. The point to stress is that these ads did not cause
personhood, nor did they represent subjects already existing in the world.
Emotional, happy iconic girls appear to inhabit a world of commercial com-
modities and to know all about their use values. Sunlight brand soap, Stay-
comb Hair Cream, and Kodak film and camera advertising show a future
possibility of modern femininity via knowledge of commodity use. Because the
sexy Chinese Modern Girl icon is intimately linked to knowing how goods
work and how they make one modern, her desire is a mirror of modern self-
recognition. The increasingly explicit anatomical references to her breasts,
legs, lips, feet, and so on open her up as a modernist erotic object, and emotions
such as we see in the Flit advertisement depict the joy of an icon who knows
how to exterminate vermin. In other scenes of use value featuring the sexy
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Modern Girl’s savoir faire, the elements combine in a sensual appreciation,
perhaps suggesting to hopeful consumers of imported commodities how use
value works, how in modern society it improves the self, and thus why self-love
is good for society and social relations as such.

Vernacular sociology, a kind of thinking and writing which explained every-
day life in terms of Chinese enlightened social theory and legitimated the ascen-
dantelite’s new social relations (small families, companionate marriage, posses-
sive individualism, and so on), and social practices (scientific birth control,
domestic hygiene, professional training and so on), suffuses advertising copy,
particularly in mise-en-scénes where the Shanghai sexy Modern Girl icon ap-
pears. Sociology is globally the science of modernity. Chinese vernacular sociol-
ogy preceded and then encompassed professional and university styles of socio-
logical reasoning, which, in China at least, were, as Yung-cheng Chiang has
established, largely funded through ongoing, U.S.—based Rockefeller Founda-
tion grants.2” Contemporary readers of vernacular (as opposed to professional)
social theory had an acute interest in the question of subjectivity, and from its
inception, Chinese vernacular sociological writing focused on the problem of
how individuals are ¢reated and why the psychodynamic processes of identifi-
cation and self-forming should, in the natural course of things, produce healthy,
individual persons. Endo Ryukichi’s Sociology in Modern Times (1903), for
instance, summed up international sociology’s contents, materials, and meth-
ods, as well as its major problematics and typologies or systems. Endo stressed
how humans had emerged out of general mammal culture into an assertive, self-
evolving, self-willing, individuated social species with a perceivable, trace-
able evolutionary timeline. Like most vernacularists, Endo theorized that the
constituent parts of individual subjectivity were will, desire, spirit, and self-
consciousness. Drawing heavily on the American sociologist Lester Ward’s
speculative ontology, Endo spent a lot of energy elaborating on philosophies of
human will and particularly Ward’s notorious belief in the capacity of human
beings to control their own evolution as a species. Endo assumed that theory
captured social realities and historical evolutionary movements such that when
an educated person consumed a précis of modern thought, the reader like the
theorist was grasping real social processes.*

Vernacular sociological thinking came in the interwar years to form a pre-
serve where educated Chinese people, like their peers elsewhere in the world,
read key social theories in modernist journals of opinion. Funii zazhi (Ladies’
Journal), Dongfang zazhi (Eastern Miscellaney), Xin gingnian (New Youth),
and national newspapers like Dagong bao (The Observer) published capsule
accounts of the thinking of diverse social theorists ranging from Comte, Spen-
cer, Mill, Adam Smith, Montesquieu, Marx, Shimamura Tamizo, Kurivakawa
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Hakuson, and Lester Ward, to Havelock Ellis, Yosano Akiko, Robinson,
Sanger, and Perkins-Gilman. Professionalized sociology shared with these ver-
nacular predecessors the view that the historical catachresis of “society” is a
real, tangible space that individuals occupy and where norms, conflicts, and
relationships are mediated in family and other social collectivities. The point
is that questions about how to live a good life are wedded to knowing about
the new social scientific theories and to understanding personal experience
through them. Social theory published in the mass media that presumes the
existence of the social contract, introduces psychosocial dynamic theories of
subjectivity, or invokes a “social question” is vernacular sociology. In my rea-
soning, the assumption that society is an epistemic given underpins middle-
class, modernist thinking in Shanghai as elsewhere.

Two examples illustrate how these modernist vernacular sociological clichés
were variously expressed. In 1921, Jun Zuo celebrated a sociological method
he claimed was mushrooming among his classmates. Youth were thinking in
new ways about social questions, he said, and they consequently required
sociological theories to get a handle on the new realities of modern society.
Jun’s essay assigned a use value to theory itself, but more importantly it drew a
clear link between the assumption that society is a thing and the belief that
sociological theory explained the truths of society.’? A mature example is Pan
Guangdan, who shared with Carl Crow the assumption that society is a univer-
sal matrix composed of autonomous individuals, and that women should ap-
pear publicly in society as themselves. What that “self” was had vyet to be
established, of course, and particularly in regard to the question of women’s
future, modern personality captured the imagination of male and female theo-
rists and social scientists in the interwar years.??

Later an illustrious eugenic social scientist, Pan first published vernacular-
style social theory in 1924, a twelve-page article in Funii zazhi titled “Research
on Feng Xiaoqing” (Feng Xiaoqing kao), which he had drafted in 1922. Its first
part, “Historical Xiaoqging” (Lishi de Xiaoqing), listed known facts about the
girl poet: a fateful meeting with a nun who warned Xiaoqing’s mother to keep
the child illiterate, marriage as a child concubine into the Feng family, Feng’s
wife’s vendetta against her, Xiaoging’s close relationship to her girlfriend Yang,
Xiaoqing’s death at age seventeen, the destruction of her poetic legacy by the

-jealous wife, the poet’s eventual entombment, and the enshrining of her few

remaining poems into a largely male literary cult. In part two, “Xiaoging in
Literature and Sexual Psychology™ (Xing xinlixue de ji wenxue de Xiaoging),
Pan used Freudian psychoanalytic techniques to diagnose this sad history as a
sociologically typical case of female narcissism.*?

Part two began: “Sex is the origin of religion, literature and art, a point that
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modern, educated psychologists have said clearly and publicly.” Indeed, psy-
choanalytic psychologists go so far as to say that “sexual desire explains every-
thing about human behavior” (1710). Among the varieties of abnormal psy-
chologies that Freudian analysis identified, Pan continued, is narcissism or
yinbian, which in Xiaoqing’s case meant that she had declined heterosexual
and homosexual intimacy in favor of self-gazing activities, particularly writing,
and had directed her libido into a pattern of subjective development typical of
too many Chinese women. Given the paucity of evidence about her historical
existence, Pan highlighted Xiaoging’s importance as a social signifier or icon of
“Chinese society’s attitude toward women” (1716). In expanded versions, the
1927 “An Analysis of Xiaoqing™ (Xiaoqing zhi fenxi) and 1929 “Feng Xiao-
ging: A Study in Narcissism” (Feng Xiaoqing: | jian yinbian zhi yanjiu), and
smaller afterthoughts published over the 19308, Pan expanded his theory,

Pan Guangdan’s “historical research™ into the female subject question using
the poet Xiaoging is consistent with vernacular sociological truism. It also
usefully reflects a contemporary interlocked relation berween the other scenes
of use value in commercial advertising art and middlebrow social theory. Pan
used the poet-painter Wen Yiduo’s pretentiously highbrow rendition of the
sexy Modern Girl icon to illustrate his book.* Wen’s highbrow appropriation
of commercial drawing reverses what I show in the next section as a common
appropriation of highbrow theory into sexy Modern Girl iconography. Eu-
genics’ association with the sexy Modern Girl worked downward into popular
culture, too. A vulgarized version of the broad-spectrum eugenics theories that
Pan used to ground sociology appear in a visually explicit Five Continents
Pharmacy advertisement. Here the naked, sexy Modern Girl icon fan-dances
with what appears to be a large sponge or placard extolling eugenics and
female reproductive health (see figure 13.10). Less explicit, more European-
style references to sexy Modern Girl icons and eugenics appear in the twenties
and thirties in long-running, banalized ads for Tampax, Modess, Kotex, Com-
fort, Veramon, Santogen, Byla’s Musculosine, Cryvogenine-Lumiere, Hemegene
Tailleur, and Agomensin-Sistomensin menstrual products.

In the explosion of theoretical writing that characterized the Chinese En-
lightenment (1919-37), advertising itself became a topic of vernacular theory
projects. In his lengthy introduction of contemporary theories of advertising
social psychology, Shi Quan offered readers of Eastern Miscellany important
new theoretical advances from the United States and Europe. Discussing at
length the ideas of Hollingworth on advertising and selling, Scott on the psy-
chology of advertising, and Starek on basic principles of advertising science,
Shi concluded with a eritique and an admonition. Shanghai stores should stop

using crude ads and get more sophisticated while socially responsible Chinese

300 TANI E. BARLOW

r3.10 “Naked eugenics sexy girl dances with sponge board.”

Funii yuebao, 1o October 1936,

people ought to learn more about the psychology and arts involved in advertis-
ing and catch up with the West. Shi Quan’s awareness of the extra value that
sophisticated advertising brought to commodities lends further credence to my
point that while a commodity might sell in Shanghai because Flit really does
kill bedbugs better than hot water, it might have appealed to enlightened con-
sumers because buying soap stamped with the Colgate trademark or oat grain
with the Quaker trademark reinforced attractive and increasingly widespread

polemics on social evolution, progressive feminism, human sexuality, nuclear
family formation, or contemporary motherhood.*

I'hese examples suggest ways that making general arguments, which is to say
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theorizing, about the values of enlightened social thinking paralleled elements
of the burgeoning advertising culture. But vernacular sociology and new com-
modity ads shared direct links, too. Crow (and probably other agencies) used
product placement advertising to amplify the connection between commodities
and the new social theory. His memoir references the chronic problem he had
getting placements right, particularly in provincial media, where editors habit-
uvally clustered ads together by type of product.’® But metropolitan advertisers
and the major, monthly opinion journals seem to have been more responsive to
this internadionally developing advertising practice. Juxtaposed with the first
page of a long, informative article by Liu Shuqin entitled “From Natural So-
ciology to Culcural Sociology,” in an issue of Eastern Miscellany in November
1926, for instance, appears a striking advertisement for the Ford Motor Com-
pany.*” In the familiar curlicue script of the Ford brand, the advertising copy
lists the comfort and uses of the family auto and gives the price and address for
a Ford car franchise in Shanghat. Just behind the engraved image, a modern
Chinese couple is entering their apartment after a refreshing ride in their car.
Liu’s essay, meanwhile, asks what sociology is and how it can be defined and
analyzes questions ranging from natural evolution to cultural social evolution.

Vernacular sociology and advertising copy instructions abour how to use
commodities (with libidinous illustrations) reinforced each other. After all,
learning the various uses of such things as Brunner Mond chemical fertilizers
or Sunmaid Raisins is not unlike learning the modernist values encoded in the
powerful universalisms of the new vernacular social theory. These shared val-
ues included imported standards of cleanliness, personal and collective hy-
giene, evolutionary racial improvement, athleticism, modern sexual expres-
sion, aesthetic modernism, national sovereignty, and rapid modern economic
development.’® My underlying assertion here is that sociological theories and
scientific advertising technologies shared the same assumptions and practical
objectives. Each put a premium on gathering accurate information about an as
vet undifferentiated mass, reflecting back information in a categorical frame-
work of collective categories that resorted people into “classes,” “sexes,” and
other social scientific categories.

Lurking behind Endo Ryukichi’s abstractions about will and willed behav-
ior, sexuality and sexual choices, race improvement and stories of degenera-
tion, in other words, is the pressing matter of why individuals would buy
Parker pens and Victrola brand record players, Two Gorgeous Girls tooth-
powder, Parisian hosiery, Viennese kerosene, Australian milk powder, Ameri-
can soap, and all the other trademarked commadities that elite consumers
apparently regularly preferred to Chinese national products. Will, desire, emo-
tion, and other new categories of vernacular sociology were theoretical ways to
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ask the question of what people want and
how they get what they want. That certainly
was also the central concern of advertising
agents.

i

I

a
s

The Cutex Campaign

In the mid-1920s, an elaborate Cutex adver-
tising campaign appeared in the major venue
for vernacular sociology topics, the Ladies’
Journal (see figure 13.11). Designed to estab-
lish its flashy trademark and brand name,
each episodic drawing had a number in
the lower right-hand corner, a Romanesque
frame, a coupon etched with the number of
the ad (allowing the agency to gather infor- ) .

: 3 i ) ; r3.11 “School girl and school boy
mation about which scenes most captivated : - .

. ; shake hands.” Funii zazhi 11,
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social scene, a short text about the scene, and
an unobtrusive drawing of the product with its logo clearly depicted. The
Cutex campaign is a modification of that formula pervasive in interwar Shang-
hai advertising culture —the girl, mirror, and commodity ad. Although many
advertising campaigns for transnational, branded commodities had a similar
structure, the Cutex campaign is particularly compelling for three reasons.
First, it explicitly placed the branded commodity into social evolutionary de-
velopmental time. Second, the written copy accompanying the series of images
drew explicitly on vernacular sociological terms and neologisms (those newly
created words that facilitated the translation of Japanese, European, and
American social theory into modern Chinese). Third, more clearly than the
many other national products and transnational commodity campaigns [ have
tracked, Cutex illustrates the powerful moment of the other scene of use value.
Keep in mind that in the mid-1920s when the Cutex fingernail and hand skin
products campaign hit its stride, marketers were confronting the need to carve
out a market in a cosmetic terrain where conventional beauty products already
existed and, according to none other than Carl Crow, were widely used. Par-
ticularly imported luxury brands like Cutex confronted the need to invent a
counterlogic that would justify buying something new and expensive. Social
evolutionary dogma had become the prevailing elite truism in Chinese circles,
as it had in educated communities in Europe, Latin America, the United States,
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and Japan. To create a campaign based on social evolution and on the role of
commodity use in social progress exhibited a modernist sensitivity to the new
theories of social life. Chinese social evolution itself forms the developmental
logic linking the dozens of individual images together into a continuous story.
The point to stress is that like so many other brand advertisers, the Cutex
campaign made the sexy Modern Girl icon its dramatis persona in staging
truisms current in vernacular sociological theories. The evolutionary story arc,
which links each numbered cartoon cell to the campaign as a whole, narrates a
tale about modernity growing organically out of a once graceful but ever more
historically moribund Chinese beauty culture.

The campaign begins in the era of the mythic ruler Fu Xi (ca. 28 50 BCE), and
each successive cartoon cell documents the evolutionary development of nail
enhancement. Ad cells 1—7 (I am referring to ads by the number assigned to
them in the story arc) trace a trajectory from the archaic period through the
Han dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE), the Later Han dynasty (25-220 cg), and the
Shu Han dynasty (221-263 CE), noting in each case that while tradition had its
virtues, beauty culture way back when was not always perfectly safe and usu-
ally based on secret formulas the beauty took with her to the grave. To market a
scientific commodity as both superseding old practices and as an evolutionary
vehicle for social progress, the advertiser went after noncommodified or “tradi-
tional” nail care products for women. For instance, since time immemorial,
according to ad cell 3, the use of balsa flower dyes for fingertips had been
celebrated in poetry and practiced by all the great beauties.’® But flower dyes
are not real manicure items, nor is their use scientific, because in Fu Xi’s time
there was no science! Women today can get scientific Cutex manicure items in
an adorable box that makes the Cutex manicure set your vanity table’s best
friend (many subsequent cells repeated this comparison and reiterated the
stock phrase about Curex being “the vanity table’s best friend”).

In ads set in times before modernity, artists often drew the traditional beauty
or the Modern Girl inside each other’s thought bubbles, placing the beauty in a
scene and the sexy Modern Girl in the same episode. Ad cell 3, for instance,
showed a Modern Girl at her vanity table in a bubble at the top of the screen.
This sexy icon is gazing obliquely out of her bubble in a linear perspective
beyond her vanity table mirror and thus directly into the cell's dominant scene,
which shows a traditional fairy beauty in a garden, while the text draws a
comparison between superseded practices and the happiness of the modern
icon. The copy in cell 5, to give another example, castigates Li Zhuang, the Han
Wudi emperor’s (reigned 141-86 BCE) lady-in-waiting, whose failed treatment
for maintaining her alabaster jade skin is compared unfavorably to today’s
products. There is no danger to the skin in the potion you can buy now, in
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either powdered or already mixed and bottled form, the legend reads. Ad cell 6
featured the fictive Wang Magu who took her beauty secrets with her when she
became a celestial fairy. In this case, the copy says that, in comparison to
Magu’s exclusive or elitist beauty secrets, girls in modern society mingle demo-
cratically with boys and their beauty culture is open to the admiring eyes of all.
When these ads illustrate the relationship between new consumer and outdated
traditional beauty, they show how individual choices affect social develop-
ment. They also specularize the immediate past, literally incorporating ghosts
into a present where intelligent girls can prevail over the vestiges of a dis-
credited history.

The point is established repeatedly that all societies evolve historically and
they all begin with good traditional practices (made obsolete by science) but
grow, as China is growing, into a market of universally available products that
anyone can buy in a department store. Evolutionary developmental history
overcomes the defunct (albeit, again, utterly praiseworthy) elite beauty prac-
tices of the past, and the Cutex timeline leads directly to the modern present,
With time, the volume of contemporary vignettes and images increased and the
archaic historical references declined. The campaign’s story arc and objectives
shifted to hammering home the difference berween generic and branded mod-
ern manicure products. Social life and social evolution into the future come to
rest on the application of science to everyday personal care.

The second point to be drawn from this long Cutex campaign is the ten-
dency in interwar era advertising to draw on vernacular sociological theory
and its modernist vocabulary. This style of campaign probably owes a debr
to the popular illustrated fiction of the earlier part of the twentieth century.
“Huabao"-style stories pictured curious girls in modernist social spaces for
readers, a technique readily apparent in cell to, which shows a girl and a boy
shaking hands (see figure 13.11). She is wearing the fashion a la mode of
chignon in the shape of a hair bob, earrings, and a two-piece proto-gipao; both
figures are holding books. The text reads: “Coeducation of men and women
and public intercourse involves shaking hands in greeting since this is now the
fashion in society.” The use of the neologism “society™ here is significant, as is
the association of “society” with the advanced space of the classroom. Of
course, you will be utterly humiliated unless you are able to meet the gaze of
other modern people, particularly because the school is one of those modern
sectors of Chinese society where the comingling of women and men is moving
progressively toward ending gender segregation.

In ad cell 11 we are in a colonial ballroom where heavily made-up girls dance
with young men dressed in European suits, hair slicked back (no doubt with
Staycomb) (see figure 13.12). Everyone is engaged in the mixed social inter-
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course of ballroom dancing. In this scene, the
ad copy explains that while people in the olden
days liked to keep their fingernails long, the
new custom is to prefer them short. “In the field
of social intercourse, no matter what sort of

]

dress you have on your back you still want your
makeup to look great. If your hands are coarse
and your skin is flawed people will most surely
laugh at you.” The term to stress is “field of
social intercourse™ since it appears regularly in
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ple will need a good manicure.

One way the campaign asserted Cutex brand’s ability to declare a modernist
space to be modern comes in ad cells that show how commodity use transforms
your social interactions. Ad cell 12 presents this vividly through Ms. Wang Bal-
sa, whose name is a parodic wordplay on the use of balsa flowers by beauties in
the past.** Wang Bal-sa’s arrogance about her delicate, white hands has made
her friend, Ms. Li Xiuying, weep with inferiority. One day while Ms. Li is
reading the newspaper, she finds an ad in the paper for “such-and-such com-
pany,” so she immediately sends off her postal coupon, and after waiting with
great anticipation, she receives her goods. After that, Ms. Wang can no longer
lord it over Ms. Li because the company in question is the oh-so-modern
Cutex. Family hierarchy is yet another site for transformation in ad cell 9,
“Private Chat in the Women’s Quarters,” in which a girl says, “Big Sis, look
how ugly my nails are. How can I face people?” Big Sis replies that she has just
gotten some “Really Cute Method of Manicure” product, which she has kept a
secret. The pesky little sister replies that she will give anything to know about
it. Big Sis laughs and says that if Lil" Sis tells her about her sweethearts and
shares her love letters, she will disclose the secret of beautiful nails. In the end
Lil’ Sis learns that “really cute method of manicure”™ is just a descriptive term,
and the trademark is, of course, *Cutex Manicure Products.” Certainly, Big
and Lil’ Sis are sexy Modern Girls whose social relationships are being re-
defined through evolutionary commodity choices.

Third, the Cutex campaign helps expand a point raised earlier about the

genically sound families. To accomplish the
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other scene of use value in commercial advertising culture. These drawings
help to establish how the use of the commodity, Cutex, became fused to new
forms of public erotic pleasure, which the sexy Modern Girl icon presents to
readers as being indisputably modern and feminine. (A similar argument can be
made for cars, cigarettes, chemicals, insecticides, medicines, kerosene, and the
many cosmetics and hygienic products that flooded into advertising culture
and China’s contested commercial capitalism in these years.)*! Of course, these
advertisings involve mystification, since while the cartoon cell drawings depict
stylized Modern Girl icons at play, the rationale given for using the product
does not address the question of whether nail care makes the woman but horw
using Cutex products leads to an excellent progressive, modern femininity. As
in the case of other girl practices or products — hair bobbing, toothpaste using,
skin whitening, underarm deodorizing, and so on — Cutex ads inhabited con-
temporary consciousness of what it took to be modern and female. In that
moment the ad becomes the sine qua non, the never fully articulated but always
inhering basis, of everyday thinking about being a modern woman, Using the
product realizes the promise. Using the product, even in fantasy, sutures the
reader into a modern subject position.

Like all the other sexy advertising “girls,” Cutex icons are desiring agents.
They bring the fingernails and the skin of one’s cosmetically altered hands to
bear on what the advertising copy and vernacular theory both propose is social
evolution. From the mid-twenties, Cutex’s major selling points had to do with
the application of modern science to the material body. The finger to which the
polish would be applied was “miraculated” or made visible in a short, violent
but legible vestment of tangibility into the modern or commodity body. The
eroticized hand arises in some part as an effect of this product advertising
campaign. But as the ad copy makes clear, Cutex is the scientific expression of a
modern feminine aesthetic: this touch is antiseptic, desirous, self-willing, so-
cially inventive, open to public scrutiny. Anyone with money and her wits
about her can purchase it. On the other hand, anyone seeking to enter that sine
qua non of modernity, the “society,” will have to buy and apply the product.
This association is not singular to Shanghai or even to China, of course. [ fully
agree with Agamben, who has noted that in Europe, in the 1920s “when the
process of capitalist commodification began to invest the human body,” even
anticapitalist critics “could not help but notice a positive aspect to it, as if they
were confronted with the corrupt text of a prophecy that went beyond the
limits of the capitalist mode of production and were faced with the task of
deciphering it.”+2 These commodity adverts shifted the sources of bodily com-
fort and purchasable pleasures away from the meffable body of traditional
Chinese medical foods or general tonics and toward effable domestic com-
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modities like bathtubs, kerosene-fueled heaters, hormonal birth control agents,
antiseptic soaps, Cornflakes, all drawn as making the effable body feel good.

At the center of these Cutex stories is the mimetic sexy icon whose constant
companions are the vanity table and cosmetics and whose arena is the metrop-
olis of Shanghai. Her performance of the activity of selt-improvement rests on
the values of ease, comfort, safety, and evolutionary promise embedded in the
industrial commodity. In every image, the user of the product is pleased. Her
future looks good. Because she can handle the anxiety of scrutiny, the social life
of modern times opens before her. The ads sketch out the pleasures of all girls in
their self-directed yet educated use of the commodity. Hands are no longer the
concern of emperors, husbands, or magical beings since they now belong to the
modern woman herself. This illusory sense of self-ownership, personal plea-
sure, and the pleasure that others will take in her self-care, together with the
sheer visibility of the bodily satisfaction she feels, justify commodity life as
such. By the late 1930s, the photo image of the self-polishing woman’s hands
was as much a part of the scene in use value as other commodities that we
associate with the Modern Girl icon.

The Iconic Self

In an advertisement appearing in the early twenties and endlessly thereafter, a
woman who might be the Pond’s girl sits facing the viewer, her gaze cast into a
mirror mounted on a stand in front of her. She is gazing downward into her
own reflection (see figure 13.13). In one hand she holds her artist’s palette of
European watercolors and in the other hand a brush. The ad catches her in the
act of self-portraiture. The condensed classical language text explains that the
delicate hand of the girl is tracing her own self-likeness. This is a remarkable
advertising mise-en-scéne for several reasons. Certainly no better illustration of
mimesis is imaginable: girl, mirror, commodity, and self-representation, gazing
at the self in the mirror while setting up the mise-en-abyme of the real and its
representations. The self-desiring gaze of the painter reflects the same pre-
occupations as high-tide male-dominated vernacular sociological writing. The
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difference is how happy the sexy icon is. She is pleasurably and mimetically

representing herself with the help of an industrially produced, scientifically
crafted mirror, European paints, and Ribbon Dental Cream. %

In 1928, one year after the White Terror against the Chinese Communist Gy : .

) : o . 13.13 “Oil painting girl uses Colgate dental ribbon paste.”

Party, three years before the Japanese occupation of Northern China, and nine

years before the Japanese Imperial Army occupied Shanghai and most of lit-

toral China, Kotex joined other transnational corporations and began advertis-

Funit zazhi 11, no. 2 (February 1925).

ing in Chinese- and English-language venues. One of the most striking ads the
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KOTEX ...

Agexia fir China: W COolding & Oa, 84 Pebing Road, Bhanghal

13.14 “Chinese modern girl finds Kotex in her suitcase.”

Funii zazhi 14, no. 8 (August 1928).

13.15 “English modern girl finds Kotex in her suitcase.”
North China Daily News, 6 December 1928,

campaign produced is the image of a Modern Girl stooped before a box of
Kotex that she has lifted out of a suitcase (see figure 13.14). Consistent with the
formula of the icon, the mirror, and the commodity, this girl (who looks like a
curious girl, minus the braid) gazes right into the commodity with a literally
speechless (since she has no mouth) intensity, as she seems to lift the package
toward eye level. The image in the English-language version shows a similar
girl icon (see figure 13.15). In both, the icon’s gaze cannot be detached from the
product. She looks into the box as if it is a mirror, fixed with longing for what it
alleges to deliver. She is absorbed in the same mimetic self-cognition as the
Ribbon dental paste painter, but she is making her body a publicly visible
source of pleasure. In straightforward classical Chinese, the ad informs readers
that in matters of hygiene, safety is the number one theme, so it is best to take
health matters quite seriously. Homemade menstrual padding is more harmful
than good, the copy says, because it is unhygienic, unsafe, and an obstacle to
good health. This drawing is physically affecting because it literalizes the re-
productive body. The object of the icon’s gaze is not only unspeakably related
to what makes her body singular, her menses; it also uses words that define and
dissipate possible, delicate unease (about odor, blood, pain) while putting this
unease irrevocably into public rhetoric. Focusing attention on the menstrual
commodity, the ad seals the girl and the remedy to what becomes, through
advertising culture, an openly, publicly secularized physical part of all women’s
everyday life. At least in theory: gazing at the menstrual pads hidden in the
suitcase, the iconic sexed girl freezes in self-reflection, as if catching sight of her
real self in a mirror. Perhaps she (and through her, the sutured viewer of the
advertising image) is seeing in the transparent modern physiology of the men-
strual cycle performed in a subtle other scene of use value.

It is not really surprising, then, that the pose of the Kotex girls is rather
similar to a feminine performance of pleasure associated with movie actresses,
or that gazing at commodities is a spectacle that advertising in these years
repeated over and over. No image I have found better conveys this provocative
cliché than the endlessly reiterated drama of the Sincere girl. Sincere Depart-
ment Store, founded by an Australian Chinese overseas business family and
one of the great wonders of Shanghai before Japanese bombing destroyed it,
designed its own sexy Modern Girl icon in the company’s heyday. “Material
civilization discards the old and promotes the new,” its banner reads (see figure
13.16). As the Sincere girl’s efficiently drawn posture of delight captures visual
attention, the text assures that the department store keeps you on an evolution-
ary track with all current commodities, which is why you should choose Sin-
cere over the competition. While other iterations of this girl have her gazing in
awe at a packaged ham, this one focuses on soaps and cosmetics. It is the
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13.16 “Sincere Department Store girl icon gazes in awe.”
Funii zazhi 17, no. 8 (August 1931).

relationship between the gaze of the ecstatic girl and the inert but intensely
attractive commodity that charges the little drawing with emotion and thus
draws us into the scene.*!

Conclusion

Philosophy must be caught up in the “minutiae of everyday life,” Lefebvre has
argued, if it is to become more than ideology or class prejudice.* The relation
of modernist vernacular sociology and the sexy Modern Girl icon — or, more
broadly, philosophy and its visualization —is a mystery. Capitalist commodi-
fication of the human body brought with it the ambiguous redemption of
women. That process has played out all over the world. But, as the evidence
amassed here suggests, commodified eroticism came alive in the most banal
fashion, in the pages of middle-class opinion journals and, in more bastardized
form, at the physical margins of the leading daily newspapers. Littered incon-
spicuously in thumbnail images that framed the news columns of Dagong bao
or Shen bao, tiny Cutex, Colgate, and Sincere Department Store ads combined
fun with serious ideological work.

The sexy Modern Girl icon is in this sense a philosophical phenomenon.
Consolidated in the tumultuous world of capitalist Shanghai, iconic commer-
cial art naturalized the other scene or fantasy where the imagined use values
of commercial commodities and modernist styles of eroticism fused. But the
ideas, which I have called vernacular sociology here, are not so abstract as we
might imagine, either. Like Balibar’s other scene of politics, the other scene of
use value was the moment when the passions shaping modern social behavior
were given a visible form; where the commodity became the “modern” part of
modernity. Vernacular sociology, sophisticated ideas about self and society,
personhood, evolution, progress, and a future when China, as Japan already
had, would belong to the family of advanced nations, shared the logic of the
iconic sexy girl advertising scene.

This expression of philosophy through commercial minutiae means that
lofty questions like “Who is a Modern Girl?” are better addressed historically
within the ephemeral and tactile, outside the fake clarity of self-expression.
Because, as Lefebvre put it, “philosophic categories™ like “the subject,” to
raise a concern of this study, “can only be separated from social categories a
posteriori.” With attention to ephemera, “our consciousness of these things
becomes transformed.” Debris that has not been highly valued in its time, like
these simple cartoon advertising images, loses its “triviality, its banality since in
each thing we see more than itself —something else which is there in everyday
objects, not an abstract lining but something enfolded within which hitherto
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we have been unable to see.”*® Here 1 have called this something the other scene
of use value. It is the philosophic categories of Chinese colonial modernist
sociology that saturate 1920s advertising culture. But it is in these sophisticated
other scenes of use value starring Shanghai’s sexy Modern Girl icon that this
“something enfolded” in modernity was most powerfully expressed.
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“A use-value is a property that satisfies some human need, such that someone might
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Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, 19. Zizek defines the “other scene™ as a “form
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thought whereby the form of the thought is already articulated in advance.” In Zizek’s
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Balibar, Politics and the Other Scene, xiv. In this view such a locality is “not so much a
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compensate for illiteracy among clients (he cites a wealthy, illiterare carpenter who
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In 1928, a U.S. advertising executive complained in the German pro-
fessional design journal Gebrauchsgraphik that German graphic art-
ists had developed a recognizable signature style. In particular he criti-
cized Ludwig Hohlwein’s ads for an American account: “The people in
his posters were not American or cosmopolitan types, they were dis-
tinctly local types, peculiar to Germany, not idealized types.”" Hohl-
wein was one of Germany’s foremost graphic artists in the first few
decades of the twentieth century, and in the 1920s he, like most of
his colleagues, participated in the construction of images of Modern
Girls, or neue Frauen and “girls,” as German contemporaries fre-
quently called them. In the early and mid-1920s, he was also successful
in the United States.?

His ads did feature idealized types, but apparently not the “cos-
mopolitan” look that many U.S. advertisers, and some German
ones as well, were striving for by the late 1920s. A cosmetics ad
from 1924 signed by Hohlwein for the Kaloderma brand of pow-
der, soap, and gel by the German cosmetics company F. Wolff and
Sohn portrayed a young white woman with a wavy bob turning
her dreamy gaze away from a vanity. The image of a recognizable




