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Abstract 
This recounting attempts to illuminate the representations in my creative work 

of imperial projects (Britain, the U.S., China; also Japan and Portugal), their 

political and economic realities and insubstantialities, and passing powers. 

Today, the U.S. is constantly measured against the People’s Republic of China, 

newly recast master of Hong Kong and Macau, now claiming Taiwan and 

asserting sovereignty over islands and waters far from its continental shelf. 

These historical and contemporary geo-political empires have everything to do 

with Anglophone, Chinese American literature; literature as symbolic actions 

of the Imagination participates in, contributes to and intervenes in the 

dynamics whereby empires are imagined and their discourses endowed with 

threat and danger, capabilities and meanings. My memoir, fictions and poems 

take on these imperial imaginaries as they get played out in the interpellation 

of the authorial subject, dramatized in narrative plot and addressed as 

ideologies and shadowy figures to be obsessively represented, resisted, and 

also finally projected as textual erasure, residue and strata in a postcolonial 

imagination of avowals and disavowals of Chinese identity. 
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Memory is life. It is always carried by groups of living people, and 
therefore it is in permanent evolution. It is subject to the dialectics of 
remembering and forgetting, unaware of its successive deformations, 
open to all kinds of use and manipulation. Sometimes it remains latent 
for long periods, then suddenly revives. History is the always incomplete 
and problematic reconstruction of what is no longer there. Memory 
always belongs to our time and forms a lived bond with the eternal 
present; history is a representation of the past. 

 
—Pierre Nora, Les Lieux de memoire: La Republique, xix1 

Cited in Hobsbawm’s The Age of Empire 1875-1914 

  

Speaking as a simple author rather than as a scholar and critic, often, it is my 

memoir Among the White Moon Faces that is most familiar to the audience. But as I 

learn more every day, the lacuna, mistakes and lacks in my various texts that my 

readers may not be privy to become visible to me; and to my mind these lacuna may 

radically revise how my texts signify, particularly in relation to my thoughts on the 

formation, psychological, political and social, of a subject born into a territory 

belonging to the British Empire, then critically shaped and now resident in what 

many commenters view as the American Empire. In addressing the subject of 

empire in my writing, the work to bring into sight what I had so far not been able to 

note clearly in my mental structure, not to speak of in my writing up to now, has 

perforce resulted in an initial draft that has had to discover these gaps, missing 

pieces and mistakes through the act of critical writing. 

I begin with what I know. That my hometown Malacca was a piece of the 

British Empire has never been in historical doubt. The Malacca Sultanate 

disappeared after Portuguese troops took Malacca over in 1511; and after 

successive changes in colonial masters, Malacca was ceded to Britain in 1824. 

Growing up in Malacca, as a child I took peculiar pride that my parents had their 

identity in a territory bearing the status of a “Crown Colony,” one of the three 

forming the Straits Settlements, a status dissolved only in 1946. But as I noted in 

                                                        
1 This passage Eric Hobsbawm uses as his first preface to his introductory chapter, “Overture,” 

encodes many of the ideas/theories that ground my thinking in a more precise and elegant manner 
than to which I can aspire. My citing of Hobsbawm’s prefactory use of Pierre Nora’s passage 
acknowledges both Hobsbawm’s and Nora’s brilliant understanding of the relation between lived 
memory and history, an understanding that valorizes individual memory and problematizes 
history, too frequently foregrounded as the knowledge-bearing Other to memory. Their positions 
have informed my own. 
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AWMF British imperial might was already crumbling by the time my familial unit 

was forming; as in Taiwan and the Philippines, the Japanese with enormous ferocity 

were launching their own empire campaigns in Malaysia:  

 

Married in the peace and security of the British Straits Settlements, 

[my mother] never had time to learn to trust [my father]. On 

December 8, 1941, just a few months after the birth of their first son, 

the troops of the Japanese Imperial Army landed on the undefended 

northeast beaches of the Malayan peninsula. On swift light bicycles, 

carrying grenade and fast-firing weapons, thousands of green-

uniformed soldiers rode south down the British-built roads, capturing 

without resistance Kota Bahru, Penang, Kuala Lumpur, Malacca, 

Johore, and finally Singapore, which the British had boasted of as the 

impregnable fortress of their empire. At the end of these ten amazing 

weeks, the British High Commissioner surrendered and withdrew the 

Royal Armed Forces from the entire peninsula. The mighty Royal 

Navy pulled out of Singapore port, ferrying British administrators 

and families in ignominious retreat to Australia. (AWMF 37) 

 

As every agent subjected to imperial ambitions knows, and what my memoir 

attempted to represent, empire, although articulated by grand figures and 

promulgated by philosophers, is borne on the lives of ordinary people like my 

parents. 

In 1969, disillusioned by the betrayals to the ideals of a multiracial and 

multicultural nation after the race riots of May 13th, I left independent Malaysia for 

the United States, and have since then reinvented myself as an American citizen, 

seizing what possibilities I could find in an emergent Asian American discourse to 

salvage the fragments of my earlier psychology. From a childhood formed by 

British colonial education, by ten years old already an irredeemable Anglophone 

reader, speaker, writer and unapologetic English-language suitor and lover, the 

memoir narrates an almost seamless migration to a second Anglophone empire, 

where the change from Cadbury’s chocolate to Hershey’s, from using a “u” or 

dropping the “u” in the word “color” and placing the period outside or within the 

close quotation mark appear as mere minor details signifying nothing as intrinsic 

identity markers. Such an apparent seamless transition may have much to do with 

an earlier destruction of Malay/Chinese socio-cultural attachments and the 

installation of Western culture in the ensuing debris, a process evident already in 
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my parents—“Baba grew up an irresponsible child, loving Western popular culture, 

within a Confucianist-gated community” (AWMF 36)—and in my case, a young 

high-achieving Anglophone scholar in a curriculum absolutely dictated from the 

British “motherland” of Oxford and Cambridge, an eradication-replacement process 

that almost totally succeeded: “We had grown up in a compulsory language system, 

but, as if to strip us of all language, we were constantly reminded that this language 

did not belong to us. Depriving us of Chinese or Malay or Hindi, British teachers 

reminded us nonetheless that English was only on loan, a borrowed tongue which 

we could only garble” (121). I have addressed my self-reflexive relationship to this 

colonial language, the child’s determination to seize its power and make it her own, 

in earlier essays, and have analyzed this language factor to explain my troubled 

relationship to my Chinese AND Malaysian identities.  

The gaps thus do not gesture to the filigree presence of the British and 

American empires fairly illumined in my memoir; rather they are the chiefly 

unsighted, even invisible other political presences in my self-narrative that concern 

the past and present of a Chinese Empire. I began a closer self-critical engagement 

with China, rising from my Malaysian ethnic-descent natal identity and 

familial/communal enculturation—both left unstudied if not left behind in my move 

to the United States. After all, beginning around 1405, over a century before 

Portuguese, Dutch and British came sailing up the Malacca River, Admiral Cheng 

Ho (Zheng He) had made several stops in Malacca; and various chronicles bearing 

on the exchange of tribute between the Malacca Sultanate and the Ming Emperor 

record the Chinese Emperor as the recognized sovereign over the chiefdoms that 

held power in archipelagic and mainland Southeast Asia. More vividly for me as a 

child, the Hang Li Po well right by the foot of Bukit Cina (so named for the Chinese 

buried on the hill allegedly since the 16th century) with its adjacent temple (Sam Po 

Kheng) was a material sign of the Admiral’s visit to Malacca, not merely a legend 

but a territorial physicality. 

A disaporic Chinese, albeit a Malaccan native, my childhood experience of 

Chineseness as familial structure was as total as any experience within any 

childhood’s constraining dimensions. But set against the daily rituals of family 

rank-naming, worship, food preparation, belief-maintenances and so forth that 

formed the practices of everyday life for the Malaccan child were the subverting, 

destructive, extra-ordinary, coercive and racist violence of British colonial 

governance on Chinese Malayans that broke down that Chinese identity.  

 

By the time I entered elementary school in 1951 at the age of 



 
 
 

Shirley Geok-lin Lim  125 
 

 

six, the stories I grew up with were those of Chinese bandits and 

outlaws. The Straits Times carried stories of murders of British 

planters, Chinese towkays, village headsmen, simple farmers and 

rubber tappers. . . .  

I learned to hate Chinese Communists, men with faces like my 

father’s or my uncles’, whose pictures The Straits Times frequently 

published, with their despised Chinese names in large captions—Lai 

Teck, Liew Yit Fan, Lau Yew, Chin Peng. I could not distinguish 

among ordinary Chinese Malaysians, the Kuomintang members—

Chinese who considered themselves citizens of China—and the 

Communists—Chinese Malaysians who claimed to be struggling for 

national sovereignty. Although the Kuomintang and the Communists 

were attacking each other, they were both marked by an alien 

hieroglyphic script, both equally hostile to peranakans, whom they 

looked down on as degraded people, people who had lost their 

identity when they stopped speaking Chinese. I grew up afraid of 

Chinese speakers, having been taught by the British that they were 

unpatriotic, brutal and murderous. A Malayan child, I understood 

Chinese identity as being synonymous with Chinese chauvinism. 

(AWMF 39-40) 

 

Such belated critical self-consciousness of the damages wreaked on the 

colonized subject, so powerfully theorized by Franz Fanon in The Wretched of the 

Earth and Black Skin, White Masks, became ubiquitous in the decolonizing era of 

the 20th century. Even a pragmatic authoritarian sensibility like Lee Kuan Yew, 

Singapore’s Prime Minister then, reflected of his earlier Harry Lee self that he had 

been almost “deracinated” and had to consciously recuperate his Chinese cultural 

roots.2 In British South Asian colonial societies the deracinated native was mocked 

on all sides as WOGS, White Oriental Gentlemen. In the U.S., Asian-descent 

                                                        
2  The condemnation of English as the language of the colonial masters bearing alien and 

subversive values dangerous to the survival of traditional cultural bonds was early circulated 
among nationalists and decolonizing figures. For example, S. Gopinathan cites Prime Minister 
Lee, who in 1972 had argued: “the failure to preserve traditional values would lead to 
(Singaporeans) becoming completely deculturised and lost . . . (and thus) not a society or nation 
worth the building, let alone defending” (qtd. in Gopinathan 5). Gopinathan notes that “[t]he 
linking of language with culture, of notions of desirable and undesirable culture, springs from a 
view of culture as high tradition possessed uniquely by ethnic groups and encoded in the language” 
(4). 
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subjects—the ABCs, America-born Chinese, e.g., who’ve assimilated linguistically, 

socially and culturally into mainstream, that is, Anglo-centric America—are derided 

as bananas, yellow outside and white inside. The Sino-centric immigrant generation, 

the parents Maxine Hong Kingston writes about in The Woman Warrior and China 

Men, often described their children as jooksing, hollow bamboo. The descent core 

of identity—its Asianness/Chineseness—manifest in original maintenance of 

language, ritual, and everyday life practices—has been evacuated; but the loss while 

lamentable is recoverable through heritage language instruction (as was the case 

with Lee Kuan Yew, who learned Mandarin, then insisted that all Chinese-descent 

Singaporeans also made Mandarin their mother-tongue) and reinstallation of 

cultural practices, e.g., participating in Chinese New Year Lion Dances, returning to 

the marriage tea ceremony, and so forth.  
But recuperation is a mixed identity gambit, if we acknowledge that the 

concept of recovery or return to roots, aka origin, aka source, aka mother tongue, 

aka motherland, aka ancestral figures, is an impossible because already failed 

project. With a fully deracinated subject as I was in Malacca, having moved out of 

Chinese speech, rejecting Chinese men as Communist terrorists, my writing has 

often addressed an uneasy dialectic between nostalgia for Chinese roots and 

antipathy to the same roots, sometimes metaphorized as a physical ancestral space. I 

addressed this antipathy directly in my poem, “The Source”: 

 

China is the source I have not studied 

Although she/he has been a constant 

Like mother, father in memory. 

China was the milk that was too heavy, 

That made one gag. Vomit. Like the scent 

Of stinky tofu. Temple bonzes 

Muttered no books of instruction. 

Women taught other women what 

Was right and wrong, and they were almost 

Always wrong. Center of the world, great lump 

Of decay where no one is happy, 

Was China in Malacca, a misfit, dumb 

Country, and I its misfit child, 

Bastard and deaf, handicapped and wild. (Walking 36) 

 



 
 
 

Shirley Geok-lin Lim  127 
 

 

But an earlier poem “Visiting Malacca,” taking my grandfather’s house on Heeren 

Street as that place of origin, is more ambivalent in its lamenting wavering between 

a desire for and resignation to this lost source: 

 

Some one lives in the old house: 

Gold-leaf carving adorns the doors. 

Black wooden stairs still stand 

And wind like arms of slender women 

Leading to the upper floors. 

It is as I remembered, 

But not itself, not empty, clean. 

 

Some one has scrubbed the sand-  

Stone squares and turned them red. 

The marble yard is stained with rain, 

But it has not fallen into ruin. 

Weeds have not seeded the roof nor 

Cracked flowered tiles grandfather 

Brought, shining in crates from China. 

 

Someone has saved the old house. 

It is no longer dark with opium 

Or with children running crowded 

Through passageways. The well has been capped, 

The moon-windows boarded. 

Something of China remains, 

Although ancestral family is gone. 

 

I dream of the old house. 

The dreams leak slowly like sap 

Welling from a wound: I am losing 

Ability to make myself at home. 

Awake, hunting for the lost cousins, 

I have dreamed of ruined meaning, 

And am glad to find none. (Crossing 93) 
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That merchant’s house imaging both Chinese mercantile success and decline is seen 

as a feminine space, a domestic haven of rest and sensuous welcome, one enabled 

through the patriarch’s power. That space, the speaker avers, still stands, albeit with 

a different family, unruined testimony to the solidity, the material substance of a 

Chinese past. If, as Marx famously said of modernism, that everything solid melts 

into air, the house defies the inroads of modernism even as it is hollowed of the 

original resident subjects. The visiting poet, hunting for “lost cousins,” is relieved to 

find neither ruins nor lost cousins. Counter-intuitively, loss is easy, even necessary, 

to permit the advancement of the subject into other habitus, and that loss is balanced 

against the retention of a material culture, the unruined architecture—staircase, tiles 

that the grandfather, in this narrative, had brought “shining in crates from China.” 

Hence “something of China remains although ancestral family is gone.” The 

speaker’s consolation of a remaining Chinese something holds back grief and 

makes possible her resignation to lost cousins. These shining tiles had such a hold 

on my imagination, making substantial a nostalgia for “China in Malacca,” that I 

carried back to California in the 1980s my own crates of them, old tiles pried from 

the walls of the Hereen Street merchant houses when they were being badly 

gentrified, and sold for hardly anything in the secondhand stores on Jonker Street. 

From China to Malacca to California is the vertical axis of time and space that these 

tiles, like my memoir, figured: the action of bearing with me the Lares and 

Penates—symbols of ancestral spirits—and thus performing literally and 

figuratively the identity of the “overseas Chinese.”3 

But just a few months ago, I had to revise this narrative I had constructed out 

of memory and desire. While traveling in Portugal in July, I discovered that tiles 

and their history are overt and primary in the narrative of Portuguese national 

culture; termed “azulejos,” these tiles were widely used in churches, homes, palaces, 

public places, etc. for over five centuries. Both the Spanish and Portuguese 

colonizers brought the use of decorative tiles to their colonies in Latin America and 

Asia. On my visit to the Museu Nacional do Azulejo in Lisbon, I was struck by the 

similarities between the patterns and colors of the displays of historical tiles and 

                                                        
3 In Restless Empire: China and the World Since 1750 (2012), the historian Odd Arne Westad 

writes that overseas Chinese “were, and are, the glue that holds China’s relations with the world 
together, in good times and bad” (216). In contrast, Chinese immigrating today out of China often 
are identified as globalized capitalists, not nationalists, looking for “opportunistic citizenship” 
elsewhere, to riff off Aihwa Ong’s term “flexible citizenship” popularized in 1993. Thus, “A 
survey by the Shanghai research firm Hurun Report shows that 64% of China’s rich—defined as 
those with assets of more than $1.6 million—are either emigrating or planning to” (Browne). See 
Andrew Browne. 
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those that had lined the Hereen Street houses, including my natal home. Could it be 

that those tiles shining in crates came not from China but from Portugal? Or from a 

ceramic factory in China imitating the Portuguese tiles that arrived in Malacca as 

early as the 16th century? If the tiles did not come from China but instead testify to 

a different material culture and history of the Portuguese empire, I argue that this 

would radically change the poem’s vision, from its stated construction of China as 

origin of identity to a mis-taken reconstruction, rising out of flawed erroneous 

memory and history, to indict a critical erasure in the postcolonial imagination of 

other presences in the rush and force of claims of Chineseness.  

If my story of diasporic Malaysian Chineseness has been worked out on an 

inadequate dialectic of Chinese and British cultures, both historically imperial in 

their claims on Malacca, how does this compel a re-theorization of Chinese identity 

as a coda to my British and American imperial subjections? The metaphor of 

empire’s ghosts continue to haunt postcolonial rhetoric, partly because it so glibly 

and effectively suggests past lives now affixed in death yet still having a purchase 

on the surviving subjects’ imagination through the ongoing power of the dead to 

affright, threaten and coerce the living and our systems of meaning for the present 

and the future. Britain, incredibly shrunk today from its imperial puissance in the 

19th and early 20th centuries to an innocuous Commonwealth of games and polite 

gatherings, has not been an empire for decades, albeit its global and transnational 

financial standing allows it to punch above its weight. With the end of the Cold War, 

global geopolitical narratives repeat the myth that only the U.S. has been left as the 

hyper-power, one whose 18th- and 19th-century ambitions of empire—resulting in 

a union of states taken from Spain and Mexico (New Mexico, Texas, California, 

Puerto Rico, etc.), from France (Louisiana), and from Russia (Alaska) and far-flung 

island territories that locked in its naval dominance—the Philippines, Hawaii, Cuba, 

etc.—cannot be disavowed except for the bad faith of denial, evasion of 

responsibility, and other irrational and pathological reasons. Niall Ferguson in 

Colossus: The Rise and Fall of the American Empire (2005) indicts the U.S. as “the 

peculiar empire,” one that rejects the global reality of its hyper-power scale and 

refuses to live up to the global obligations that come with that scale. Ferguson 

views the U.S. as an empire in the footsteps of Britain. As he discussed in his earlier 

book, Empire: The Rise and Demise of the British World Order and the Lessons for 

Global Power, both Britain and the US were/are liberal empires.4 Ferguson among 

                                                        
4 Pankaj Mishra’s 2011 London Reviewer of Books’ scathing review of Niall Ferguson’s books 

for articulating nostalgia for the West’s ideologies that underpinned its imperial history, to my 
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others makes a distinction between classic empires that grew by military incursions, 

displacing traditional and local societies and rule to enforce their own centralized 

control of government, economy, and so forth, and Anglophone liberal empires that 

wield soft rather than hard power. Louis Pierre Althusser’s theory of state 

apparatuses that interpellate the subject and Arjun Appadurai’s theory of 

transnational flows, of ideas, capital, labor, etc. both suggest the processual 

structure by which soft power is deployed. The universally circulating beliefs in 

globalized free markets, rule of law, and representative government are supported 

by such soft power, participate in its deployment and are themselves products of 

such power. To my mind, Ferguson’s insistence on the U.S. geopolitical status as 

empire disregards the tension between the constitution of the U.S. as nation state, 

which establishes the primacy of the rights of the individual, and the geopolitical 

practices of the nation-state vis-a-vis other nations and peoples, practices that 

historically included in the U.S. imperial discourse and military and congressional 

actions. In the New York Herald on October 15, 1900, Mark Twain protested the 

Treaty of Paris concluding the Spanish-American War that gave the Philippines to 

the U.S.: “I have seen that we do not intend to free, but to subjugate the people of 

the Philippines. We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem. . . . I am an anti-

imperialist. I am opposed to having the eagle put its talons on any other land.” 

Twain’s anti-imperialist position is now an American idee fixe, on which both 

leftwing and many conservative libertarians agree.5 Arguably, Ferguson’s pro-US 

empire position was respected partly because he spoke as a non-American, a 

representative descendent of the British Empire.  

To see how the U.S. is currently renegotiating imperial geopolitics, a segue to 

considering how China is attempting a similar renegotiation will prove useful. In 

foreswearing territorial capture, e.g., refusing to plant U.S. colonies outside its 

already established borders, the U.S. now has accepted the primacy of time over 

space to structure its geopolitical power. With the new technologies in which speed 

is the dimension for supremacy, space as static ground, territorial colony to be 

militarily controlled and administered, that may soon like a tumor take over the 

imperial apparatuses, is secondary. The efficacy of soft power and its processes 

signifies the power of the hegemon.6 The U.S. is a hegemon, perhaps the first of 

                                                                                                                                        
mind, is irrefutable, despite Mishra’s apology to Ferguson that he did not intend to suggest 
Ferguson’s provocative selective misreadings of Western imperial evils are racist at the core. 

5 See Zwick and Wuster. 
6 Joseph Nye came up with the “soft power” concept to explain the U.S. in the 20th century. 

Soft power is the ability “to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or 
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hegemons in the 21th century.7 China’s current geopolitical renegotiations, however, 

exhibit its lack of faith in the efficacy of its soft power (despite the billions spent on 

establishing Confucianist Institutes all over the world) and China’s foregrounding 

of space—territorial purchase—in order to scrunch down on time—the centuries 

that have passed since it was effectively an empire.8 China moved from empire to 

republic only in 1911, barely a century ago; and its civilization had been held as an 

empire for millennia. Empire, one may say, is in the DNA of China’s history, and it 

is difficult to disarticulate it from Chinese identity. While its present world status is 

that of a nation state, a state like Vietnam, Thailand and Singapore, for example, the 

political consciousness of China as territorial empire is never absent, clarifying its 

grip on Tibet, Mongolia, its other outer regions, and potentially Taiwan. 

Thus, as a diasporic Chinese, I am becoming all too conscious that any 

expression of longing for Chinese belonging, any nostalgia expressed for a Chinese 

past, any intellectual engagement with China may be appropriated, not for nation-

                                                                                                                                        
payments. It arises from the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and policies. 
When our policies are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others, our soft power is enhanced” (x). 
The U.S.’s ability to persuade, draw, influence, affect others through unthreatening and engaging 
diplomatic policies, powerful cultural artifacts and welcoming socio-political traits is borne by the 
millions of the world’s inhabitants wishing to migrate to the country. 

7 Using soft power does not make the U.S. any less of a hegemon. Wikipedia explains the 
original Greek concept as an indirect form of government and of imperial dominance in which the 
hegemon (leader state) rules geopolitically subordinate states by means of its “implied power—by 
the threat of force, rather than by direct military force.” Contemporary views on hegemony draw 
upon Gramsci’s thesis of cultural hegemony, noting the culturally institutional means by which 
the ruling capitalist class constitutes its political power without resorting to violence or overt 
coercion, through achieving the consent of the workers. As an alternative to the conventional 
militarization of power in empires, nation-states may achieve similar influence and economic 
dominance over other nation states through the strategies of a cultural hegemon. 

8 David Shambaugh in “China Goes Global: the Partial Power” argues that the PRC’s use of 
soft power is a misunderstanding of the concept: “Soft power is not built this way; it is earned” 
(267). Recent controversies over the Confucianist Institutes in Europe, the U.S. and Canada 
support Shambaugh’s view. See Andrew Browne: “[I]n the U.S., a vigorous debate has broken 
out in academic circles about the role on American campuses of Confucius Institutes, which are 
sponsored by the Chinese government and offer Mandarin-language classes, along with rosy 
cultural views of China. Critics say these institutes threaten academic independence; supporters 
say they offer valuable language training that would not otherwise be available. In June, the 
American Association of University Professors stepped into the controversy and recommended 
that universities ‘cease their involvement’ with the institutes unless they can gain ‘unilateral 
control’ over them.” “This summer, the American Association of University Professors issued a 
letter calling on schools to cut ties with Confucius Institutes or revise their agreements, saying 
they ‘function as an arm of the Chinese state and are allowed to ignore academic freedom’” (qtd 
in Ramzy).  
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building (for I cannot be taken for a Chinese national) but for empire building, 

through historical reconstruction. Focused as the present Chinese regime is on re-

narrativizing its imperial history in order to legitimate its claims on territories, the 

hard power of militarized space being primary in its geopolitical maneuvers, it is 

also always helpful for the regime to include the ancillary stories of diasporic 

Chinese to shore up the ruins of its imperial past, to misquote T. S. Eliot.9 In these 

maps recording China’s claims to ownership of much of the waters and islands in 

Southeast Asia, the claims are carried out via the presence of warships, a new air 

carrier, drilling gigs, military troops, naval units and fishing fleets. But the hard 

power pushing forward these territorial claims are legitimated by the soft power of 

chronicles and histories that may also include the stories of subjects recalling 

nostalgia for an original motherland. “Nostalgia” serving as a collective story of lost 

belonging voiced by Chinese re-migrated out of Southeast Asia possesses not 

simply the power of story but the power of history, the power of reclaiming time for 

an empire badly in need of time to justify its appropriation of territorial space, i.e., 

its claims on alleged past and lost colonies.  

This troubling possibility of appropriation became clear to me when in 1999 I 

briefly re-migrated to Hong Kong, handed over to China just two years earlier, 

partly to retrace what I understood as my grandparents’ migration from China to 

Nanyang. I wrote in “Passport”:   

 

Having arrived now 

At the celestial kingdom,  

I do not enter. 

 

Even now they live on wet boards 

     in Aberdeen, once nameless, 

                                                        
9 According to Bill Hayton, “The whole nation has been incorrectly taught that Chinese people 

discovered and named the South China Sea’s islands. . . . there’s no credible evidence to support 
it. Yet this piece of historical fiction threatens peace and security in Asia and provides the stage 
for a struggle between China and the U.S. with global implications.” Hayton argues that these 
“maps of national humiliation” assume China’s current territorial claims to cover former vassals 
that had once offered tribute to a Chinese emperor: i.e., the Korean peninsula, large areas of 
Russia, Central Asia, the Himalayas and much of Southeast Asia. In the PRC’s reckoning, current 
maps contrast these former imperial lands with China’s present borders. An official Chinese 
committee renamed islands in the South China Sea in 1935; and one of these lines drawn around 
the South China Sea is now deployed to legitimate the “U-shaped” or “9-dash” line that 
encompasses 80 per cent of the South China Sea and all the islands within as Chinese territory. 
See Hayton. 
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un-Celtic, an inlet of water 

safer than shore. Lured to land 

sons and daughters forget the east wind 

and the north. Somewhere, grandfather 

had passed through, looking for Nanyang. 

A woman of my family waited 

for the patched junk sails to fill.  

 

I am walking backwards into China 

where everyone looks like me 

and no one is astonished my passport 

declares I am foreign, only envious 

at my good luck. Speechless, without 

a tongue of China, I remember 

grandfather’s hands, grandma’s tears. 

On Causeway Bay, a hundred thousand 

cousins walk beside me, ten hundred 

thousand brothers and sisters. (Gathering 7-8)  

 

Rereading this poem through my newly clarified vision of missing empires, 

including China’s imperial past and present, intersecting with a renewal of 

understanding of mistaken memory, I argue now that the poem articulates what my 

critical and theoretical mappings had blurred, that what might be taken as a moment 

of recognition of roots-identity may rather be understood as a moment of 

recognition of roots-rupture: 

 

. . . Somewhere, grandfather 

had passed through, looking for Nanyang. 

A woman of my family waited 

for the patched junk sails to fill. (Gathering 7) 

 

It is rupture—passing through, waiting to sail—that characterizes the poem’s 

imagination of ancestral identity. Origin, despite what the poem declares in its 

second stanza—“I am walking backwards into China/Where everyone looks like 

me”—is not stable. China as source is not in one place, locatable, but always in 

motion, non-fixable, a moving target. The ancestral figures are in the process of 

migration, destination ahead and territorial belonging undecided.  
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It was thus in Hong Kong that my unease with the concept of a Chinese 

ancestral source that my stories had often repeated grew critically pronounced. The 

poems I wrote during the two Hong Kong years (1999-2001)—as with 

“Blossoming”—attempted to distinguish between China as empire, that which is 

non-self-identifiable to an American citizen, and China as a historical people with 

whom I shared, so I believed, a biological descent identity: 

 

Blossoming 

 

My body is blossoming with bruises, 

Red and blue, large as Hong Kong dollar coins  

Or dim sum hargow dumplings. Lumps leap  

Where I’ve been bitten. Spotted red  

And blue, an open yam, at the end  

Of two weeks, accident-prone, I hang on 

From one to five-thirty a.m., to stare  

At the bleak mists shred like raw cotton 

Over Lamma, Cheung Chau, and Lantau;  

And the real China to the north. I am afraid  

Of this China, unseen estrangement  

Of strangers from whose lives I’m supposed  

To make my story. How do we learn to take 

Identity after identity, swallowing  

Identities and history, to save us  

From contagion of losses and predatory  

Nations? In the city, anopheles mosquitoes  

Bite, and hardness scars within, even  

If I’m not thinking that something violent  

Is happening somewhere out of sight,  

Even as I sit here, safe, on the wrong side  

Of the border. (Walking 38) 

 

The entry into Hong Kong, PRC, is symbolized here as physically violent. 

Chronically accident-prone, the speaker’s body is marked by bruises that 

themselves symbolize a Chinese Hong Kong identity—hargow dumplings, Hong 

Kong coins. The poem, as in “Passport,” is conscious of the oneness-twoness of this 

Hong Kong identity. To enter the real China she has to cross from another China on 
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“the wrong side of the border,” yet fear holds her from entering into the ironically 

named “Celestial Kingdom.” Instead of the hundred thousands of cousins the first 

poem imagines walking with her on Causeway Bay, the poem here disavows 

biological descent identity; the Chinese of the PRC are “unseen estranged strangers,” 

and even the power of storytelling fails the speaker as she seeks to take in THIS 

Chinese identity, one that she is “supposed” to swallow, to make it her own. The 

poem suggests that this Chinese descent identity paradigm is a fiction, a fallacy that 

takes its power from repeated retelling.  

I have been thinking of this fallacy as the Big Bang theory fallacy. One is 

Chinese because descent is like the Big Bang; you can retrace identity across 

generational time, through forebears, to arrive at the moment of genesis of 

biological descent. But clearly, when applied to biological descent, the Big Bang 

theory, properly thought through, would have us all beginning with the first human 

ancestors walking out of Africa to populate the earth. If Chineseness therefore is not 

simply biological descent, what is it? Is there instead a civilizational DNA that 

marks Chinese from non-Chinese? Or is “Chinese” a political construction, an 

imperial invention of a group, the Hans, that had such lasting hegemonic power that 

it is now endowed with enormous ideological stability and weight? That is, 

arguably “Chineseness” is an ideology, not a people, not even a biological-descent 

identity, and it is the recognition and presence of this ideology that discomforted me 

so strongly in Hong Kong. 

“Blossoming” suggests what many in Hong Kong now understand, and what 

the actions of Hong Kong Yan protestors perform, the disarticulation of their 

identity from ideological Chineseness and the processual in-time constructions of 

another Hong Kong identity. While China is able to take over Hong Kong as space, 

with hard power, given the fifty years slack time of one country, two systems, it has 

not been able to colonize Hong Kong in present time. 

To conclude, what does it signify if the stories I had been telling myself on 

my postcolonial subjectivity have been partial, glimpsing and thus narrating, for 

example, only fragmentary glimmers of a Portuguese sea empire that lay in ruins all 

around me and that also thrived in my childhood fantasies of ghosts of Portuguese 

nuns, impregnated by dashing troops stationed in Malacca, haunting the still 

standing millennia-ancient European structures where the municipal civil servants 

daily studied their ledgers? (Yes, this is one of the stories I told myself as a 

prepubescent responding to the postcolonial Iberian languor that writers such as 

Gabriel Marquez later mined so brilliantly.) Compulsively I climbed the steps to St. 

Paul’s Hill, to the ruins of the church, “Our Lady of The Hill,” constructed by the 



 
 
 
136  Concentric  41.1  March 2015 

 

 

Portuguese captain Duarte Coelho, to visit the empty tomb where we all knew the 

Jesuit’s, St Francis Xavier’s, body lay for a few months, miraculously undecayed, 

on its return to Goa, India. Under the spell of the pious Bonney family, Malaccan 

Sri Lankan Dutch Catholics, I was baptized a Catholic and went to Sunday mass at 

St Peter’s Church, whose edifice is a minor diminution of the many provincial 

churches I found all over Portugal this last July. The material, cultural, even 

spiritual reach of the Portuguese empire arguably shaped my sensibility as it did and 

still does the living communities of Malaccan Portuguese Eurasians who continue 

to speak Kristang, a Medieval version of Portuguese, whose cuisine is redolent of 

Portuguese cooking practices in which the potato is a staple, and whose European 

Christian identities are marked in their names: John Machado, Elaine Fonseca, 

James D’Souza, Mary Da Silva, Joan Gomez, Catherine Cruz.  

A biological descent theory of identity would explain and justify this lacuna 

of Portuguese elements in my childhood, imaginative experience and postcolonial 

narrative of self. A theory of identity as constructed by, out of, deliberatively, via 

coercion and agentic resistance, contingently, provisionally, not as essence but as 

experiential existence, such a theory as I have been consistently critically engaged 

with, would have examined this other empire in which what I called home was also 

situated. This paradigm would therefore not map my postcolonial memoirs as 

triangulated between Malaysia, Britain and the U.S. but as a palimpsest. A 

palimpsest not of evenly layered histories of colonial encounters but of a canvas 

covered by colonial layers that do not and cannot obliterate the traces of earlier 

histories, and whose uneven surface represents a perspectival depth of simultaneity 

of shapes, forms, textures, parts and fragments that shift with the specular observer.  

In such a palimpsest, it becomes clear to me that “China in Malacca” was 

experienced as both civilizational hegemon, like Britain and the U.S. continue to be, 

but also as a potent ghost of imperial history that now reveals its vitality in China’s 

insistence that what is past is only prologue, time does not matter in the press for 

spatial primacy, thus legitimatizing its claims of Ming sovereignty over islands as 

remote as the Paracels and the Spratlys (two island chains claimed in whole or in 

part by a number of countries). If as Kingston noted in The Fifth Book of Peace 

Chinese are like ribbon grass, conjoined by a vast invisible matting of roots across 

continents and centuries, so also are all subjects in postcolonial times conjoined by 

vast imperial histories that are today largely devolved into globalized transnational 

relations. China (and perhaps Russia) alone appears to resist such devolution (as 

might have happened in the United Kingdom with the September vote on Scottish 
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independence), an anti-imperial devolution in which nation states, not empires, are 

beribboned in transnational matrixes.10 
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