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Abstract 
Originally broadcast on Taiwan’s Public Television Service (PTS) in 2019, The 

World between Us is the first Taiwanese television drama that attempts to create 

public understanding of how the country’s legal and judicial system is influenced 

by the UN’s International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 

While The World between Us seems to imply that the world between the 

characters is created by a lack of knowledge about and understanding of legal 

and medical judgments, the plot, characters, and social events in the series point 

to another complexity that separated the world for Taiwanese people: the way in 

which language use in Taiwanese society combined with Western conceptions 

of knowledge to construct a new socioeconomic hierarchy. Thus, this essay 

examines how code-switching is used in the series to traverse and create social 

boundaries, analyzing how characters’ code-switching reveals the social 

classifications produced by the practice of language and how languages signify 

and classify what belongs to the world of modern institutions, laws, and practices. 
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Originally broadcast on Taiwan’s Public Television Service (PTS) in 2019, The 

World between Us won a number of awards, including Best Original Screenplay from 

the Asian Academy Creative Awards and Best Television Series from the Golden 

Bell Awards. The series demonstrates how Taiwan’s television industry participates 

in “crossing global regions and language barriers,” an international trend that 

characterizes both film and television (Tang 29). It also attempts to increase public 

understanding of how the country’s legal and judicial system is influenced by the 

UN’s International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). Partially funded 

by the Taiwanese government’s Forward-Looking Infrastructure Development 

Program, the series uses digital technology, such as the Institute for Information 

Industry’s crawler text mining, to collect keywords for plot design, thereby capturing 

and responding to public opinions that most dramatically oppose ICCPR ideology. 

The plot centers on the aftermath of a mass shooting, situating characters in binary 

opposition: they either transgress and oppose the legal system because of a lack of 

knowledge, or they function to distribute and execute the rules of ICCPR. In this 

sense, The World between Us implies that the world between the characters is created 

by a lack of knowledge concerning legal and medical judgments. While it tries to call 

attention to social issues, such as whether the death penalty and involuntary treatment 

of mental illness should be implemented based on the rights outlined by the ICCPR, 

it also underscores the ways in which language use in Taiwanese society combines 

with Western knowledge to signify a new socioeconomic hierarchy. 

Establishing language policies was long a part of Taiwan’s colonial history; for 

instance, the Kōminka movement (皇民化運動  huangminhua yundong) was 

launched by the colonial Japanese government in 1935 and lasted until 1947. 

“Kōminka,” which literally means “assimilating into the imperial subject of the 

Japanese empire,” enforced a social hierarchy based on speaking Japanese. While 

speakers of Taiwanese were disciplined in schools across the island, middle-class 

speakers of Japanese had a greater chance to participate in the administrative and 

education systems and obtain class mobility (Ching 93; Wu 170). After Japan was 

defeated in 1945, the Republic of China (ROC)’s Kuomintang (KMT) took over 

governance of Taiwan following its retreat from Mainland China in 1949, making 

Mandarin the official language and facilitating the “national language movement” 

(國語運動  guoyu yundong). This movement not only strictly implemented 

Mandarin-only language requirements in the administrative and education systems 

but also regulated the percentage and hours of non-Mandarin languages that could be 

broadcast on television through the Broadcasting and Television Law (廣播電視法 

guangbo dianshi fa) in place from 1977 to 1993. More recently, the government 
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launched a “Bilingual 2030” policy that aims to transform Taiwan into a bilingual 

(Mandarin and English) country, particularly in regard to “policy, laws and 

regulations, and the living environment,” so that the younger generation can absorb 

“knowledge, broadening their international outlook, and bolstering their global 

competitiveness” (“Bilingual 2030” 4). In each case, the establishment of language 

policy suppresses the development of non-official languages and elevates the official 

language(s) through administrative policies and systems. Whether the official 

languages were promoted under Japanese rule, KMT martial law, or the current 

democratic government, they dominate and certify scientific and economic 

knowledge. Therefore, code-switching from an official to an unofficial language 

became politically loaded. 

Gabriela A. Veronelli points out, in “The Coloniality of Language,” that 

language plays a crucial part in establishing the hierarchy between colonizers and 

colonized. While Veronelli’s discussion focuses on racial hierarchies, the practices 

of the power of coloniality on language, “how it conditions what a language is; how 

the classification of people . . . is accompanied by thinking of the expressive tools 

that they have also in terms of superiority and inferiority” (117), are also evident in 

Taiwanese society and, in particular, its television programs. For instance, Ren-Jian 

Guan highlights the fact that, until Episode Four of The World between Us, the only 

person in the series who speaks Taiwanese is the mass murderer’s mother (“Shei”). 

Calling attention to the history of the Communications Law, Guan reminds readers 

that back in the time when there were only three television channels—all under 

control of the government—Taiwanese would only appear on three occasions: when 

a character uses obscene or vulgar language; when the character is a villain; and when 

the character is describing poverty, bitterness, or bad luck. He then points out that 

the practice of villainizing Taiwanese did not stop with the democratic transition of 

power from the KMT to the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). In 2017, under the 

DPP, the men playing terrorists and the women playing their wives in the 

anti-terrorist drill for the Summer Universiade in Taipei used Taiwanese. Connecting 

these historical instances to the suggestion that the mass murderer in The World 

between Us comes from a Taiwanese-speaking family, Guan asks why the murderer’s 

mother code-switches between Mandarin and Taiwanese (“Shei”).  

Guan elsewhere states that while the mass shooting in the series obviously 

alludes to the 2014 Taipei Metro attack, the producers of The World between Us, 

despite promoting it as part of the social realism genre, decided to change the 

background of the killer from a Mandarin-speaking middle-class family to a 

Taiwanese-speaking working-class family. Intriguingly, Guan claims that this 
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background contextualization is similar to “how American television series used to 

portray the stereotypical views of African Americans as poorly educated and 

drug-addicted arsonists and murderers who assault police” (“Women”). By 

juxtaposing the stereotypical image of Taiwanese language users with that of black 

Americans, Guan suggests that even when colonial language policy is not 

implemented to construct racial classifications, it produces what Veronelli calls 

racialization: “the process of producing such classification through modern 

institutions, laws, treatments, practices, and desires that place those who are 

disfranchised in situations and relations adequate only to beings/societies who are 

inferior, in contrast with the superior civilized, human, colonizers” (113).  

Hence, my study of code-switching in The World between Us is not solely a 

consideration of the switching between different languages within the same speech—

as the term is defined by John J. Gumperz (59). It is more about examining the 

political, “conversational strategy used to establish, cross or destroy group 

boundaries; to create, evoke or change interpersonal relations with their 

accompanying rights and obligations” (Gal 247). Jennifer M. Wei’s research on the 

language choice of politicians in Taiwan provides an example of how code-switching 

is tied to the expression of identities and a sense of belonging, specifically in political 

settings. Wei notes that the language choice of politicians serves as “a necessary 

political strategy” for them “to gain access to a specific group without undertaking 

the full responsibilities and obligations of ‘being’ a member of the group” (76). I 

want to similarly suggest that the choices related to languages in The World between 

Us provide a palatable middle ground for what the series considers “the public” in 

Taiwan, but they also mask its political inclination toward the Western system of 

law, medicine, and institutions. As a result, I will focus on the way code-switching 

is implemented by characters in the series, at times traversing social boundaries and 

at other times creating them. Code-switching in The World between Us reveals the 

social classifications produced by the practice of language, which works to designate 

what belongs to the world of modern institutions, laws, and practices.  

The main plot of The World between Us is the aftermath of a mass shooting 

that takes place in a movie theater. The subplot includes the adaptation (and 

combination) of Wen-chin Tseng’s murder of a child in 2012, the Taipei Wenhua 

Elementary School killing in 2015, the decapitation of a four-year-old girl in 2016, 

and the compulsory medical treatment of Jia-Feng Ding in 2016. While these 

allusions would be familiar to people who followed Taiwanese news in the 2010s, 

the details of the main plot might be foreign to a Taiwanese audience. Some viewers, 

like Guan in his reviews, assumed that the mass shooting alludes to the 2014 Taipei 
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Metro attack because of the storyline of the murderer’s family. The director of the 

series, Chun-Yang Lin, rejected that assumption, calling it forced. Arguing that the 

aftermath is more important than the event itself, Lin claims that “tragedies are 

interchangeable . . . the only thing we can do afterward is to figure out how to repair 

the broken system” (qtd. in Bai). The mass murder surely reflects the idea that 

tragedies are “interchangeable.” The Controlling Guns, Ammunition and Knives Act, 

passed in 1983, restricts the manufacturing, selling, possessing, or storing of guns 

and ammunition in Taiwan, making it hard for the public—and potential murderers—

to obtain guns.1 The murder cases that the series draws on were all committed by 

knife. In the 2014 Taipei Metro stabbings, the killer bought his murder weapon at a 

convenience store right before the attack. The series’ depiction of a university student 

committing mass homicide in a movie theater with a converted gun is therefore more 

fictional than real for a Taiwanese audience. It is closer to the 2012 Aurora, Colorado 

shooting than to Taiwan’s daily life—thus, just as the script for the 2017 anti-terrorist 

drill at the Summer Universiade is a scenario translated from the United States, the 

mass killing that changes every character’s life in The World between Us is an 

American transplant. And in both cases, the families of the criminals speak 

Taiwanese. What elements are “interchangeable” in these scenarios? To what extent 

does the Taiwanese audience recognize and acknowledge them as their reality? 

To answer these questions, we must consider how switching among English, 

Mandarin, and Taiwanese is presented in The World between Us, and we should not 

define such code-switching solely in a linguistic context. Compared to the constant 

appearance of Mandarin-Taiwanese code-switching—used not only by the parents of 

the mass murderer Hsiao-Ming Li but also by a wide range of characters from 

different social backgrounds—English-Mandarin code-switching is rare and limited 

to professional settings or specific families. The series opens with a scene in the 

master control room of Sense Broadcasting Cooperation (SBC) News, and the very 

first line code-switches, using the professional English term “cue” in a Mandarin 

sentence: “jiali cue ni” (家裡 cue你 “the station is ready to cue you”) (“The Victims” 

00:07-00:08). The producer and editor of SBC, Niu-Shih Liao, uses “daily news” in 

his English-Mandarin code-switching sentence “huanying laidao daily news de 

xianshi shijie” (歡迎來到 daily news的現實世界 “welcome to the reality of daily 

news”) to explain the harsh reality of news production (“The Victims” 35:14-35:18). 

In a more casual setting, the English phrase “happy birthday” is spoken by both Chao-

                                                 
1 For example, in 2019, the total number of voluntary manslaughters in Taiwan was 328, 56 of 

those with a gun. See “Jingzheng.” 
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Kuo Liu and Chiao-An Sung to their daughter Tien-Ching Liu (“The Victims” 31:59, 

32:12). Later, in the second episode, when the family celebrates Tien-Ching’s 

birthday, her aunt Chiao-Ping Sung praises her for being “sweet” (“Happy Mother’s 

Day” 03:06-03:07). Another family that code-switches between English and 

Mandarin is the Ting family: Mei-Mei Ting, the wife of lawyer She Wang, and her 

parents. Expressing gratitude to her mother for paying for a restaurant bill and her 

husband’s suits, Mei-Mei praises her mother for being “you daqi you you sense” (又
大器又有 sense “big-hearted and with sense”) (“Happy Mother’s Day” 09:11-09:14).  

It comes as no surprise that English-Mandarin code-switching is used in 

television station settings. The vision of the Bilingual 2030 policy, according to the 

English website of Taiwan’s National Development Council, includes “helping 

Taiwan’s workforce connect with the world” and “enabling Taiwanese industries to 

connect to global markets and create high-quality jobs” (“National Development 

Planning”). When the newsroom struggles to verify whether rumors about an 

earthquake in Thailand are fake news, the series makes SBC embody the vision of 

Taiwan’s media industry connecting with the world (market). Indeed, the blueprint 

of the Bilingual 2030 policy given on the Executive Yuan website reveals the 

expectations of the government toward television broadcasting: one of the tailored 

strategies focuses on turning radio and television programs of the Taiwan 

Broadcasting System bilingual (“Taiwan’s 2030 Goal”).  

However, the show draws attention to an argument between academic scholars 

and SBC managers about the “type of news” the station broadcasts and the “ideal 

audience” the station targets, exposing the conflict that news professionals face when 

they attempt to cultivate a global perspective. One scholar mentions that the “NCC” 

(the National Communications Commission of Taiwan) received many complaints 

after an SBC live broadcast. Irritated by the scholar’s comments, Chiao-An Sung, 

deputy director of the news department, retorts that viewers who truly care about 

international news would choose to watch “CNN, BBC, or NHK” (“The Sinner” 

02:22-02:39). This argument, and its subtle code-switching, highlights the perceived 

rank and authenticity of Taiwan-produced “global” news when placed within 

international contexts. It also implies a range of social and cultural hierarchies within 

Taiwan. Although the NCC has a formal Chinese name (國家通訊傳播委員會 

guojia tongxun chuanbo weiyuanhui), characters in the series, like most Taiwanese, 

use its English abbreviation. Paired with the fact that government employees who 

have certified proficiency in English are promoted more easily, the use of the English 

abbreviation can also be seen as an affirmation of the speaker’s social and economic 

status. Moreover, watching well-known foreign channels like CNN, BBC, and NHK 
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also signifies high foreign language proficiency. The fact that the scholars and 

managers prefer to code-switch to English abbreviations in a professional setting, 

and their assumption that viewers who care about international news will watch 

foreign channels instead, reveals the social structure built upon a new national 

language policy. 

The three families that code-switch between English and Mandarin are all in a 

higher social class than the ones that have family members who committed crimes. 

The differences are characterized by profession as well as lifestyle. Chao-Kuo Liu 

and Chiao-An Sung are executive director and deputy director, respectively, in 

different news industries. Chiao-An’s sister Chiao-Ping Sung is a social worker, and 

Chiao-Ping’s husband Yi-Chun Lin is a psychiatrist. Mei-Mei’s Ting mother, whom 

Mei-Mei praises by code-switching to English, is a purchasing manager. Each of their 

jobs requires higher education, and since education has always been tied to the 

“national language” policies in Taiwan, code-switching confirms their education 

level. Moreover, since all these instances of code-switching happen in family 

gatherings, it shows that the family members who participate have a grasp on English. 

As English is not (yet) an official language of Taiwan, those who code-switch are 

marked as being able to afford to learn English outside of the official education 

system, yet another sign of higher social class (Tai 7-10).  

Moreover, the language characters speak and the social class they belong to 

intertwine with their lifestyles. Miao-chin Chiu’s study of Taiwanese TV 

commercials targeting women divides the women into two classes, the elite and the 

non-elite. She finds that a language hierarchy—foreign language the highest, 

Mandarin the intermediate, and Taiwanese the lowest—reflects and reinforces the 

stereotyping of the women’s class position (37-42). In the case of Chiao-An Sung 

and Chiao-Ping Sung, both lead a relatively Western lifestyle. Chiao-An is an 

alcoholic who enjoys whiskey, an import that has increased every year since Taiwan 

eased its import rules (Yeh et al. 3). Even when she is having a day off, her morning 

routine includes watching English news. She listens to classical music, the type of 

music that, according to Robert M. Marsh, has the strongest positive association with 

high social status (Marsh 506). She also lives in a duplex rather than one of the 

massive apartment buildings common throughout Taipei. Chiao-Ping’s house 

includes an upright piano, implying that one or both members of the family can afford 

lessons (in addition to English lessons). The husband, Yi-Chun Lin, plays video 

games on a PlayStation 4, which costs more than other platforms in Taiwan. 

Meanwhile, Mei-Mei and her parents do not signify their social status through such 

a Western lifestyle. Yet, long before the audience sees their residence, the Mandarin 
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pronunciation of Mei-Mei’s parents and the restaurant they choose for a Mother 

Day’s celebration in the second episode provide enough clues to deduce their social 

status. In fact, Mei-Mei and her parents can be seen as an example of how 

code-switching and Mandarin pronunciation, a comparatively older way to signify 

social status in Taiwan, become one. 

Despite the KMT’s strict establishment of Mandarin as the national language 

after 1949, there remained a gap between “Standard Mandarin” and the Mandarin 

most people spoke. The Mandarin promoted as standard is what some scholars define 

as “Beijing Mandarin,” used by only one percent of people in Taiwan in 1956 (Khoo 

221). This Mandarin solely existed in written, official policy. Instead, a concept of 

“Taiwan Mandarin” emerged as the language used by the second generation of 

“Mainlanders” (外省人 waisheng ren), those who fled after the civil war. Taiwan 

Mandarin eventually merged with the Standard version for the Taiwanese public.2 

The KMT also constructed policies that economically favored Mainlanders and their 

descendants who worked in the military, government service, and education (Lin 

33-72). Mainlanders are therefore stereotypically seen as having a higher 

socioeconomic status.  

Mei-Mei’s parents first appear in the second episode, “Happy Mother’s Day.” 

The actors, Ba Ge and Hsiao Yao, both speak with strong Taiwan Mandarin 

characteristics that immediately establishes a Mainlander background. In a scene 

where they dine together, a dish with four portions is served in a Western decorative 

style, indicating that they are in a formal Chinese restaurant—Taiwanese usually pay 

the bill by counting how many dishes they ordered. 3  This is a more expensive 

restaurant than the one where the Sung family dines. From the Mandarin Mei-Mei’s 

parents speak to the restaurant they select to the plain statement that Mei-Mei would 

not be able to afford the suits her mother bought for She, all the details point to their 

high socioeconomic status.  

However, the Ting family is not the only one that gives off a Mainlander 

impression. Another is the Ying family. The father, working as a security guard, has 

divorced and remarried while raising two children from his previous marriage, 

Szu-Yueh and Szu-Tsung. It is intriguing that, for the Ying family, it is not the 

Mandarin they speak that reflects their socioeconomic status, but their disconnection 

                                                 
2 See H.-j. Hsu. 
3 Those familiar with the duck dishes that She Wang feeds his daughter will be able to recognize 

the restaurant: the Red Lantern restaurant in Silks Place Yilan, a five-star hotel. Considering that 
She and Mei-Mei live in Taipei, they must drive to Yilan just to dine there, further emphasizing 
their class. 
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from China and the lack of knowledge and power associated with code-switching. 

Szu-Yueh has a fiancée, Ting-Kai Chin, and Ting-Kai and his mother appear in the 

sixth episode to prepare for the wedding. The scene of Ting-Kai’s mother and 

Szu-Yueh’s stepmother choosing the wedding dress condenses the social hierarchy 

of Mandarin and Taiwanese in a few interactions. When the stepmother tries to help 

by showing a dress and code-switching to Taiwanese, describing it as “beautiful and 

elegant” (媠閣大範 sui koh tuapan), Ting-Kai’s mother scoffs and calls the dress 

“too gaudy.” The stepmother then passive-aggressively admits that she is indeed 

gaudy “because she didn’t receive education” (“After That” 18:51-19:10). Moreover, 

the criticism is spoken with a noticeable pronunciation associated with Standard 

Mandarin. This scene offers a microcosm of the social hierarchy between Taiwanese 

and Mandarin users. The language spoken by Ting-Kai’s mother not only dominates 

as the linguistic standard but also represents class and taste. It is also worth noting 

that marriages, for Szu-Yueh, take on an extra structural meaning. Although she is 

from a Mainlander family, her father’s second marriage to a speaker of Taiwanese 

who lacks proper education influences her to choose the “gaudy” dress. A few 

episodes later, Ting-Kai asks Szu-Yueh to either move to Guangzhou with him or 

move into his parents’ house, exposing his belief that his family’s lifestyle is superior 

to hers. By this logic, Szu-Yeuh’s marriage offers the opportunity to climb the social 

ladder, and the fact that his family speaks more Standard Mandarin and has business 

connections with China means the marriage also strengthens Szu-Yeuh’s relationship 

with Mandarin—a reinforcement of the relationship between Mandarin, 

Mainlanders, and higher socioeconomic status.  

In contrast, Szu-Tsung, Szu-Yeuh’s brother, reflects a social status constructed 

through English and the knowledge associated with it. Even though Szu-Tsung never 

code-switches between English and Mandarin, the series emphasizes his ability to do 

so. He is a student director whose short film wins first place over thousands of entries 

in a French film festival, and his acceptance speech uses both English and French 

(“Bullying” 37:08-37:45). His downfall begins with early symptoms of mental 

illness, but his sister fails to recognize the warning signs. His delusions lead him to 

break into a private kindergarten, and the police, mass media, and the public believe 

he is taking children hostage. He is presented either as a heavily-dosed patient who 

has difficulty speaking properly or as someone who relapses after not taking his 

medicine regularly after the break-in. His family is deeply affected by his illness: his 

father has a heart attack; Szu-Yeuh calls off her engagement after realizing what her 

fiancé and his family would think of Szu-Tsung. Hence, schizophrenia is presented 

as the turning point for the Ying family, since Szu-Tsung could have been a famous 
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director, and Szu-Yeuh could have married a wealthy businessman and lived outside 

of Taiwan. Here, Western scientific knowledge that has been translated into 

Mandarin and distributed to specific professionals is more powerful at determining 

social class than Mandarin pronunciation and the ability to code-switch. 

The World between Us emphasizes Szu-Yeuh’s inability to read the warning 

signs of her brother’s schizophrenia and her unfamiliarity with relevant terminology. 

Szu-Yeuh asks the psychiatrist Yi-Chun Lin what “sijue shitiao zheng” (思覺失調
症 , the medical term for schizophrenia) means, and Yi-Chun answers, “a brain 

disorder that causes impaired thinking, mood, and perception . . . This condition was 

called schizoid disorder (精神分裂症 jingshen fenlie zheng, mind-splitting disease)” 

(“Insight” 03:01-03:21). It is worth noting that this scene highlights the two 

professional terms related to schizophrenia in Taiwan. While “sijue shitiao zheng” 

and “jingshen fenlie zheng” can both be translated into “schizophrenia,” the latter is 

an older term linked to the stigma of mental illness. To emphasize the public’s 

stigmatizing attitudes toward mental illness, the plot of “Bullying” includes 

Hsiao-Wen Li joking with Szu-Yueh by calling her “shenjing bing” (神經病 crazy), 

a term almost identical with the simplified version of jingshen fenlie zheng 

(“Bullying” 27:41-27:50).  

The series shows that Szu-Yeuh’s unfamiliarity with “sijue shitiao zheng” is 

not rooted in familial ignorance. After Szu-Tsung is diagnosed with schizophrenia, 

his father confesses that a great-aunt on their mother’s side had the same disorder, 

using the pejorative term (精神病 jingshen bing).4 First, the series’ constant mention 

of the older technical term for schizophrenia can be understood as an attempt to 

reflect the gap between lay and professional knowledge. The new technical term was 

chosen in 2012 by Taiwanese psychiatrists at the annual meeting of the Taiwanese 

Society of Psychiatry (TSP) in hopes of changing the public perception of 

schizophrenia (Sartorius et al.). The Mandarin translation of the DSM-V, published 

in 2014, also states in a footnote that the change was meant to fight stigmatization 

(50). Additionally, the series connects the old term with negative connotations. 

Szu-Yeuh’s father hides the family history of mental illness and thus causes her to 

miss the early warning signs of her brother’s schizophrenia. Szu-Yeuh’s fiancé, who 

understands schizophrenia in the older way, eventually breaks off relations because 

                                                 
4 The difference between the two Mandarin terms is lost in the English subtitles. Although in the 

beginning of the episode the pejorative term for schizophrenia is translated as “schizoid disorder,” 
in the scene where Szu-Yeuh is having a conversation with her father, the term is translated first 
into “schizophrenia,” and then into “mental illness.” 



 
 
 

Min-Chi Chen  19 
 

 

of her brother. All these plot points suggest that the public needs to accept the new 

attitude associated with the new terminology.5  

Another example of the social complications associated with mixed 

terminologies is provided by the Li Family. Because of their son Hsiao-Ming’s crime, 

the Li parents are constantly exposed to terminology that is not part of their life. This 

is underscored through Mandarin-Taiwanese code-switching. When Hsiao-Ming’s 

mother criticizes herself about the way she raised him, she code-switches to 

Mandarin when she uses the phrases “independent individual” (獨立自我 duli ziwo) 

and “a space to grow” (成長的空間 chengzhang de kongjian) (“Rift” 18:34-18:38). 

In the last episode, the father mentions in Mandarin that some professionals suspect 

Hsiao-Ming has “narcissistic personality disorder” (自戀性人格 zilian xing renge) 

or “antisocial personality disorder” (反社會人格 fan shehui renge) (“Look into the 

Future” 44:00-44:11). An interesting parallel is also created between the Ying and Li 

families when Szu-Yeuh tells the Li parents that her brother has schizophrenia. The 

mother immediately turns to her daughter, Hsiao-Wen, and asks in Taiwanese what 

the phrase means. Thus, psychiatric terminology is marked by Mandarin, indicating 

that users have to code-switch to express such concepts because Taiwanese does not 

have them, whereas phrases like “deviant killer” require no code-switching (“Rift” 

18:58-19:03).  

The technical Mandarin terms that the parents attempt to use are all noticeably 

translated from Western science and jurisprudence. One of the characters who 

embodies such knowledge is Hsiao-Ming’s lawyer She Wang. As the plot follows 

the sentencing and penal system, it reveals She advocating unpopular sentencing 

practices. While Hsiao-Ming refuses to accept psychiatric assessment or to explain 

his behavior in any way, She keeps trying to convince people to understand his client 

through legal and medical terms. In the opening episode of “The Victim,” She defines 

Hsiao-Ming’s murder as a “random killing” and asks for editorial coverage on 

random killing cases around the world, suggesting that defendants may be wrongly 

accused during the legal proceedings. The series also portrays She on an evening talk 

show, quoting Article 14 of Taiwan’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD) to defend those forced to undergo compulsory medical 

treatment; he also cites the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and 

ICCPR to question why “we normal people” refuse to “make more effort and use the 

                                                 
5 Even though the series seems to condemn the stigmatization of schizophrenia, it uses Western 

stereotypes of schizophrenia as well. For example, the movie poster in Szu-Tsung’s room is of 
Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), hinting at his psyche. 
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ability we possess” to help those who are “sick” (“Insight” 26:12-26:56). His 

language often puts him into the superior position of an explainer, and he sometimes 

lectures other characters, even psychiatrists. When he temporarily gives up his pro 

bono services to represent gangsters, the series shows that he has lucrative options, 

indicating that he is poor because he “chooses” pro bono cases over profits. These 

ethical complexities help explain why She is the only character who stubbornly 

attempts to understand killers and criminals despite a complete lack of social support. 

In his confession to Mei-Mei in “The Sinner,” he reveals that he grew up in an asylum 

and almost became a gangster in his teenage years. He is therefore one of the few 

characters who climbs the social ladder, but this rise is always maintained through 

tension with the criminal world.  

Just as She’s profession conceals his unorthodox climb in social status, he also 

never divulges information by code-switching to other languages. He represents 

clients speaking Mandarin (the Ying family) and Taiwanese (the Li family and the 

gangsters), but he always replies in Mandarin even when he is directly addressed in 

Taiwanese. According to Chao-Chih Liao’s research on the languages used in legal 

practices in various regions of Taiwan, in the courtroom, lawyers in northern and 

central Taiwan only speak Mandarin on formal occasions while lawyers in the south 

code-switch; outside the courtroom, lawyers code-switch between Mandarin and 

Taiwanese (179, 176). Because actual Taiwanese lawyers do code-switch in their 

daily life, She’s consistent use of Mandarin is peculiarly noticeable. Nor does he 

code-switch to English, despite visiting locations full of bilingual signs—police 

stations, courthouses, hospitals, and a bilingual kindergarten. These are all 

institutions that signify Taiwanese (linguistic) modernity. It is as if She is able to 

code-switch between two different worlds because he embodies Mandarin and 

Western knowledge, allowing him to shift between the world of the Tings and Sungs 

and the world of the Ying and Li families.  

Western knowledge thus works as a newer signifier of class difference in the 

series. She’s relationship with Chiao-An and Chiao-Ping’s family exemplifies this 

new social standard. Even though some of the members of the Sung family initially 

disagree with She’s legal perspective on death row, their familiarity with Western 

knowledge leads them to support him in the end. In contrast, those (like the Chin 

family) tied to the older socioeconomic status based on the Mandarin-only language 

policy fail to code-switch to Western knowledge and decline socially.6 The series 

                                                 
6 F. Hsu argues that Taiwan’s policy of becoming bilingual in English and Mandarin suggests a 

prioritization of the relationship with the US over China (“Taiwan’s Bilingual Policy”). Szu-Yeuh 
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also indicates that characters’ ability to grasp language related to Western knowledge 

eventually determines whether they will have a better life. At the low point of 

Hsiao-Wen’s life, she has to quit her dream job because of the society’s impression 

of her as a murderer’s sister. At the same time, Hsiao-Wen is living with Szu-Yueh 

and Szu-Tsung as the latter shows signs of psychotic relapse. While Szu-Yueh 

suspects Szu-Tsung of not taking his medicine, Hsiao-Wen advises her to believe in 

him. Since the audience has seen Szu-Tsung changing his medication without 

consulting his physician, Hsiao-Wen’s advice seems unwise.  

Intriguingly, in the above scene Hsiao-Wen wears a T-shirt with “gnarl stupid 

X ML syndrome’s” printed on it (“All Beings Are Sick” 37:45-39:09). Two other 

characters also wear T-shirts with English words in the same episode. Szu-Tsung’s 

supervisor, who is unsatisfied with his performance on site, wears a shirt that reads 

“quibble,” and Szu-Tsung himself, who is bitter about his mental illness, wears one 

that reads “stolen.” Since these words are connected to the plot, the gibberish on 

Hsiao-Wen’s shirt might also carry symbolic meaning. As early as 2001, columnist 

Lisa Wang noticed that T-shirts with English slogans in Taiwan sometimes display 

profanities and questioned if people wearing them understanding their meaning (40). 

EBC News reported in 2014 that a person asked for a refund after finding profanity 

on a T-shirt; the report ended by stressing the importance of education (Tsui and Wu). 

There is a perception, then, that people like Hsiao-Wen who wear such T-shirts lack 

proper English education and proficiency. Her T-shirt, together with her poor advice, 

suggest her inability to grasp the English language and medical knowledge. This 

association fades by the end of the series, when she is shown working at TV ONE as 

a colleague of Chiao-An. Her success is the result of both a gradual absorption of 

Western penal knowledge and her journalistic training in the media industry. The 

World between Us ends with the pro-bono lawyer She Wang and the psychiatrist Yi-

Chun Lin walking side by side on their way to the courtroom, gesturing toward a 

hopeful future shaped by cooperation between educational, mass media, legal, and 

medical systems—all of which are related to the construction of Western 

epistemology. 

However, the connection of hopeful transformation to the cooperation between 

systems evokes the question of the “interchangeability” of tragedies mentioned by 

the director Chun Yang Lin. The decision to substitute the 2014 Taipei Metro attack 

with the 2012 Colorado theater shooting suggests that two mass murder events in two 

                                                 
breaking up with Ting-Kai, whose family has a close economic relationship with China, can 
therefore be seen as allegorical.  
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different cultures are interchangeable. Yet, Stanley Cohen states that the “most 

cherished social values . . . are the same ones that generate crimes” (47), while a 

family member of a victim in the 2014 Taipei Metro attack wonders in an interview 

if the tragedy happened because of changing social and family structures in Taiwan: 

“Maybe it is because of the transformation from an agricultural society to an 

industrial society that the relationships amongst family members also changes” (Hu). 

By replacing a Taiwanese mass killing with an American one, Lin erases the cultural 

differences that cultivate individual violent acts. Even when the series focuses on the 

aftermath of the murders, the solutions proposed for it, such as restorative justice, 

requires a reconciliation with Western knowledge. Mandarin has become the 

language that carries Western knowledge in Taiwan, masking the fact that in order 

to convey this Western knowledge to the public, professionals in the educational, 

mass media, legal, and medical systems must code-switch between Western and non-

Western discourses. 

An example of this Mandarin masking or flattening appears in the scene when 

She tries to convince Mei-Mei that they inhabit different worlds. He tells her that 

Chang Chen, his plaintiff client, “certainly committed an unforgivable crime. I would 

say he is a sinner, but he is not necessarily a bad person” (“The Sinner” 11:36-11:45). 

The two phrases that She uses in Mandarin are “zuiren” (罪人 sinner) and “huairen” 

(壞人  bad person). “Zuiren” suggests a person who commits a crime, while 

“huairen” refers to someone who is morally corrupt or disturbs the social order 

(Revised Mandarin Chinese Dictionary). In other words, while the subtitled 

translation “bad person” has a similar meaning in English, “sinner” does not. The 

word “zui” (罪) originally means “crime,” behavior that transgresses social law. It 

was not until Western religion borrowed the word to translate “sin” that the Mandarin 

term took on the meaning of a transgression against divine law. Hence, “sinner” in 

this Mandarin conversation flattens two discourses into a single language; She could 

be referring to the Chinese meaning or the Western one, or both. But since the series 

always shows the title of each episode bilingually, in Chinese and English, the 

episode title “zuiren/The Sinner” exposes the meaning favored by the producers of 

the series. Indeed, the use of “sinner” here is reminiscent of Lin’s claim for the 

“interchangeability” of tragedies. The “interchangeability,” in this sense, marks the 

process by which Mandarin dominates the expression and Western knowledge 

dominates the meaning. 

The illusion of interchangeability between Western knowledge and Taiwanese 

views on crime and punishment begins with the bilingual title of the series. The 

original Mandarin title, 我們與惡的距離 Women yu e de juli, can be translated into 
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“the similarity between us and the one whom we condemned.” The character 惡 (e), 

which is often translated into “evil,” is absent from the English title. This absence 

can be explained not only because the word has its root in the relationship between 

misbehavior and law in the Confucian tradition but also because there is no word or 

phrase in English equal to its moral concept. Analyzing the difference between the 

Confucian and Western legal traditions, Duan Lin notes that the former is 

contextualized, ethics-centered, and values human relationships more than reason 

and the law (qtd. in Pan 231). The concept of e therefore explains why the public in 

the series reacts inimically to murderers and people with mental illness. 

The World between Us ultimately replaces cultural differences with the idea of 

“people from different worlds,” reflecting the conflict over Taiwan becoming a 

“bilingual society.” In an analysis of diglossia in Taiwan, Shuan-Fan Huang points 

out that there are two high-level languages in the Taiwanese language hierarchy, 

Westernized Mandarin (洋化國語 yanghua guoyu) and Mandarin (國語 guoyu), with 

the former characterized by individualism and Western influence and the latter 

characterized by national values (14-16). The World between Us shows the fusion of 

the two. Mandarin has gradually become the language that conveys Western 

knowledge, allowing Western concepts of law, crime, and mental illness to prevail 

over non-Western ones. The series portrays a world in which mass media and the 

legal and medical systems all work toward the same objectives, providing a vision of 

Taiwan becoming politically and socially modernized. However, this same vision 

constructs a Taiwan that values Western culture as unbiased truth. 
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