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Corruption in the “Realm of Officialdom”
Narrative, and Neoliberalism: Making Sense of
Song Siming, the Good Corrupt Official

in Snail House

Ruoyun BAI

Abstract

How is corruption understood in China? How do people feel about corrupt
government officials? In 2009, a corrupt official character in the television
drama hit, Snail House (woju), became a popular icon of charisma and
masculinity among many young, urban viewers. By looking at the popularity of
this character, known as Song Siming, this paper seeks to understand how
meanings of corruption are changing in China today. Combining a close
reading of the popular drama and vast numbers of online commentaries and
paying particular attention to the articulation between the text and the socio-
political context, this paper argues that Snail House provides ample evidence of
how corruption has been redefined and reframed by collective imaginations of
“the world of officialdom” (guangchang) and neoliberal thinking and
rationality.

The drama presents a set of ideological ambiguities. On the one hand, it
challenges the official discourse of corruption and may therefore be considered
subversive. On the other hand, it effectively encourages a reading of corruption
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and Centre for Comparative Literature University of Toronto. Rresearch
interests: Chinese media and popular culture in the context of China’s integration
into global capitalism, political implications of the phenomenal growth of popular
media, particularly television and new media, in post-socialist China
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as normal and necessary, as can be seen from viewers’ comments on Song
Siming. Many viewers seem mesmerized by his talents in managing social and
human relationships and readily acknowledge but dismiss the fact that he
engages in corrupt transactions. One can argue that such a representation of
corrupt officials plays an active role in rationalizing and normalizing corruption.
This paper further argues, drawing on Slavoj Zizek, that the valorized corrupt
official figure exemplifies the prevalence of cynicism in the specific socio-
political condition of post-socialist China.

Cynicism as a dominant structure of feeling among many Chinese young
people, is nourished by neoliberalism (whether understood as a globalizing
ideology of “free market” or as a kind of “governmentality” that stresses the
management and optimization of the self) and a cultural imaginary about the
stratum of government officials. These two normalizing discourses of
corruption, internalized by a cynical middle-class that desires to get by in the
world, laid the groundwork for the enthusiastic reception of Song Siming, an
idealized corrupt official figure. In a strong sense, Song Siming is a middle-
class construct that points to a profound moral ambivalence and an intense
anxiety regarding survival in a highly competitive society.

Keywords: television drama, neoliberalism, official corruption, cynicism

Citation of this article: Bai R.Y. (2013) Corruption in the “Realm of
Officialdom” narrative, and neoliberalism: Making sense of Song Siming the
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