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Yu-cheng Lee: I am very happy to be here today. We have two outstanding 

graduates of the English Department of National Taiwan Normal University (NTNU) 

as our speakers this afternoon. They certainly serve as excellent role models for the 

students of this university. Our first speaker Professor Shu-Mei Shih earned her 

master’s degree from UC San Diego and doctoral degree from UCLA, after 

completing her undergraduate study in this Department. She is currently Professor of 

Comparative Literature, Asian Languages and Cultures, and Asian American Studies 

at UCLA. She is visiting Hong Kong and Taiwan this year, serving as Hong-Yin and 

Suet-Fong Chan Professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong and as Chair 

Professor at the Department of Taiwan Culture, Languages and Literature, NTNU. 

Her research interests include comparative literature, Sinophone studies, modern 

Chinese literature, postcolonial discourse, etc. Her publications in Chinese include 

Against Diaspora: Discourses on Sinophone Studies and Knowledge Taiwan: The 

Possibility of Theory in Taiwan, a book jointly written with other scholars in Taiwan. 

                                                 
 The Chinese version of this dialogue was published as “Huayu yuxi mianmianguan” 華語語系
面面觀 (“Critical Issues in Sinophone Studies”) in Zhongshan renwen xuebao 中山人文學報 (Sun 
Yat-sen Journal of Humanities), no. 47, July 2019, pp. 115-33. Translated from the Chinese by Shu-
mei Shih, Kim Tong Tee, and Chen-Han Yang. 
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Our second speaker Professor Kim Tong Tee did his master’s degree in National Sun 

Yat-sen University (NSYSU) and earned his doctorate in comparative literature from 

National Taiwan University. He also did his undergraduate studies in the Department 

of English, NTNU. He is now an associate professor in the Department of Foreign 

Languages and Literature at NSYSU, and Director of the Humanities Center of the 

same university. He has produced work on diaspora discourse, translation studies, 

Malaysian Chinese/English literature, and modernism, among other topics. His 

publications in Chinese include Time Is So Far Away: Notes on Malaysian Chinese 

Literature, Sinophone Literature in Malaysia, and Nanyang Discourse: Malaysian 

Chinese Literary and Cultural Studies. Let us welcome our two speakers. 

Shu-mei Shih: Let me start with two narratives. The first is about a 1995 article 

written by Professor Ling-chi Wang, who taught at UC Berkeley for a long time and 

was a very important scholar of Asian American studies. In his article, “The Structure 

of Dual Domination: Toward a Paradigm for the Study of the Chinese Diaspora in 

the United States,” he describes how Chinese Americans have been subjected to dual 

domination in the United States. The first is American assimilationism, which 

demands that Chinese Americans assimilate to the white mainstream and not to have 

their own unique identity. The ideology of the melting pot, which is assimilationist, 

is thus oppressive to minorities. The second is loyalism, which is demanded by China 

of all Chinese Americans, who must be loyal to China, whether to the Republic of 

China in the earlier era or to the People’s Republic of China since. Chinese 

Americans must not only love themselves and their family, but also their hometown 

and their country, where, under Chinese demand for loyalty, the hometown and the 

country is presumed not to be the United States but China. He calls this kind of 

demand for loyalism based on blood China’s “extraterritorial” rule over Chinese 

Americans. As we know, extraterritoriality has historically been used to describe 

Western imperialism’s control over Chinese territory through unequal treatises, so it 

is highly ironic that Wang uses this term to describe Chinese domination of Chinese 

Americans. Furthermore, he suggests that Chinese American communities thus 

dominated by China are akin to China’s “external colonies.”1 In my view, to extend 

this argument further, the Chinese loyalist demand is connected to China’s historical 

experience of unequal treaties, especially extraterritoriality. This is the history of 

China as victim—hence the loyalist demand to love the motherland China is 

                                                 
1 L. Ling-chi Wang, “The Structure of Dual Domination: Toward a Paradigm for the Study of 

the Chinese Diaspora in the United States” Amerasia Journal, vol. 21, no. 1/2, 1995, pp. 149-69, 
reprinted in Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader, edited by Shu-mei Shih, Chien-hsin Tsai, and 
Brian Bernards (Columbia UP, 2013), pp. 170-82. 
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particularly vehement. Ironically, it is the Chinese experience of extraterritoriality 

that has made China exert extraterritorial control over Chinese Americans. 

The second narrative is a little longer and is related to the issue of discursive 

power in American academia, i.e., the issue of discursive hegemony. I will call this 

discursive hegemony a trinity. What is the trinity? The first member of the trinity 

refers generally to the Western Left, whether the British New Left or the American 

academic Left. Since these two groups both reside in highly capitalistic countries, 

they espouse a Marxist orientation as a form of critique. Because China has been 

seen, for a long time, as one of the few remaining socialist countries in the world, the 

Western Left has considered it a country to be supported, if not admired, and have 

conventionally refrained from criticizing China. A representative Western Leftist in 

this vein is the economist Giovanni Arrighi, who, in his book Adam Smith in Beijing, 

sees China as the hopeful alternative to Western capitalism. This kind of admiration 

for China—in which China is seen as the alternative to the West—has been prevalent 

for half a century. This simplistic view of China as progressive resulted in their 

categorizing Taiwan as regressive and conservative, since Taiwan has historically 

been supported by the American Right. The Western Left has, therefore, seldom, if 

ever, expressed any sympathy for Taiwan in its condition of marginalization by 

China. This was but one of the many unfortunate consequences of such a simplistic 

ideological equation. 

The second member of the trinity refers to China Studies or Chinese studies in 

the United States, as part of area studies established after World War II. It is a known 

fact that area studies was first established by the precursor to the CIA, the Office of 

Strategic Services, to promote studies of countries of strategic and military 

importance to the United States, including China. This meant that it had right-wing 

tendencies at its inception. During and after the Cultural Revolution, however, 

Asianists in the United States created the so-called Committee of Concerned Asian 

Scholars, which was constituted mainly by Leftist scholars who saw China as a 

socialist alternative to capitalism. This Committee was later absorbed into the 

Association of Asian Studies.2 This, then, is the crucial background to China studies 

in the United States: its background in area studies, and its ideological background in 

Leftist thought that saw China as an alternative to the West. Despite its right-wing 

origins, Chinese studies has been populated by scholars who tend to be Marxist. This 

                                                 
2 For the history of the Committee of Concerned Asian Scholars, see Fabio Lanza, The End of 

Concern: Maoist China, Activism, and Asian Studies (Duke UP, 2017). For my critique of area 
studies, see Shu-mei Shih, “Racializing Area Studies, Defetishizing China,” in the special issue 
entitled “The End of Area : Biopolitics, Geopolitics, History” guest-edited by Naoki Sakai and 
Gavin Walker, positions: asia critique, vol. 27, no. 1, Feb. 2019, pp. 33-65. 
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means that Taiwan would never find a footing in Chinese studies for the same 

ideological reasons. 

The third member of the trinity I am thinking of is the so-called world historians 

who have been deeply dissatisfied with the world systems theory. World systems 

theory, simply put, posits that the rise of the West is an exceptional phenomenon 

where the West rose by itself after 1492. These world historians instead assert that 

the rise of the West was in fact dependent on technologies invented by the East, such 

as paper, gun powder, and compass from the Far East, and astronomy and 

mathematics from the Near East. It was only with the help of these technologies from 

the East that the rise of the West was possible.3 Hence, the East (especially China) is 

actually a more important historical actor than the West for the formation of a world 

system. Although these scholars are not in China studies, they have contributed to the 

general Leftist romanticism towards China, in their case from the perspective of the 

historical long durée. Very soon, their work would be cited by scholars in Chinese 

studies both in the United States and China. 

The above three members constitute what I call the hegemonic discursive trinity 

in American academia. For all three groups of scholars, whether for ideological 

reasons or not, the Chinese example offers a critical mirror for Western-centrism and 

capitalism, and thus represents the most hopeful path for the future development of 

human society. Under the hegemony of this trinity, if one criticized China, one was 

deemed either ideologically regressive or Western-centric, which was then 

simplistically equated with being a supporter of American empire. Each time one 

criticized China, one was branded as an apologist of American empire. This could 

negatively affect one’s academic reputation, since most American academics with a 

critical consciousness tend to be Left-wing. This simplistic categorization between 

the Left and the Right fails to take account of the fact that the Left can be very 

conservative too, and is in fact but a mere, unthinking transplantation of Western 

ideological categories onto China. Nevertheless, under this discursive hegemony, 

China cannot be criticized. 

What originally was the problem of discursive hegemony within the US has in 

recent years become a global phenomenon. Due to the rise of China, the hegemonic 

discursive trinity of the Western Left has received powerful support and become even 

more inviolable. The trinity has become a quaternity, where China itself has entered 

the struggle for discursive hegemony. This fourth member is a variation of China-

centrism emerging at the historical moment of the rise of China. One representative 

                                                 
3 See, for instance, John M. Hobson, The Eastern Origin of Western Civilization (Cambridge UP, 

2004). 
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discourse is the powerful revival of the all-under-heaven discourse. Tingyang Zhao’s 

widely popular book The All-Under-Heaven System (Tianxia tixi) has not only been 

influential in China, but also globally.4 This old imperial discourse dressed in new 

clothes—literally, the emperor in new clothes, if ever any metaphor is to be so 

literally fitting—basically presumes that Chinese civilization is the most superior 

civilization of all, where the scope and depth of its civilizational worldview far 

surpasses that of the West in its moral, cultural, and political vision. As China has 

acquired more and more powerful discursive rights, China can now use various 

effective methods to not only silence but also punish opposing or any undesirable 

discourses. The Chinese power for censorship is indisputable and all-reaching. This 

power is not only supported by China’s material wealth and power, but also by the 

presumed a priori moral righteousness of an erstwhile victim of Western imperialism, 

which places China beyond criticism. 

Finally, I must mention one more member of this discursive hegemony. Across 

the Sinophone communities in the world, there are many who defend China, and we 

may call these apologists for China the fifth member to the discursive hegemony, 

constituting a quinity. We may call these people “proxy Chinese.” They are not 

Chinese by nationality or citizenship, but they have a China complex that they cannot 

let go of. The sources of their China complex may be multiple, such as a sense of 

alienation from their place of residence due to local racism or ethnocentrism, a sense 

of ethnic pride as “Chinese,” and an insistence on the primacy of consanguinity, etc. 

I won’t go into detail here. Tu Wei-ming’s 1990s notion of “cultural China” presented 

cultural China as a concentric set of circles, where at the heart of the concentric is 

China, with Taiwan, Hong Kong and other Sinophone areas as the next circle, 

followed by China studies scholars and others who are engaged with or care about 

China. At the time, he thought that even though Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other 

Sinophone areas, were not at the center, their “Chinese” culture was more beautifully 

advanced; hence the periphery was actually the center. However, no matter how he 

wished to emphasize the substitution of the center by the periphery, it was a 

metaphorical substitution. At the heart of the concentric circles is China. At our 

historical moment of the rise of China, we see more and more proxy Chinese in 

                                                 
4 Zhao’s writing attracted the engagement of a prominent French bureaucrat-philosopher Régis 

Debray, and their dialogue, as a series of written correspondences, is published as Du ciel à la terre: 
la Chine de l’Occident (Éditions des Arènes, 2014), not to mention the English book, Chinese 
Visions of World Order: Tianxia, Culture, and World Politics, edited by Ban Wang (Duke UP) that 
came out in 2017. 
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Sinophone communities around the world, where China-centrism serves many 

different purposes. This is what I mean by the hegemonic discursive quinity. Within 

this hegemonic sphere, there is a global trend and concomitant pressure not to 

criticize China. This is my second narrative, which turned out to be a bit long.5 

In Visuality and Identity, I proposed the method of multidirectional critique as 

a way to account for the multiplicity of objects of critique across different contexts 

at any given moment or for a given articulation. For instance, the first chapter of the 

book is a critique of American racism and its racialized gender economy. However, 

somehow my readers in the Sinophone world seem to only see my critique of China, 

not my critique of the United States, in essence criticizing me for my lack of loyalty 

to China, almost exactly replicating and enacting the second form of domination and 

demand—loyalism—that Ling-chi Wang has analyzed. Against Diaspora (反離散 

Fan lisan) has also received a myriad of criticism by China-centric readers, who 

somehow choose to turn a blind eye to the book’s criticism of Malay-centrism in 

Malaysia or white-centrism in the United States. Thanks to the power and strength of 

the hegemonic discursive quinity, which only sees what it wants to see—beauty, or 

its reverse, ugliness, is in the eye of the beholder—it is only natural for my work to 

receive blame from all sorts of directions. Blame, rather than criticism, unfortunately, 

is a more appropriate description of the emotion expressed in these responses, and 

blame, of course, belongs to the emotional repertoire of loyalism. 

In addition, I would like to recall the basic definition of settler colonialism, as 

there have been some misunderstandings. The two basic defining aspects are, first, 

that outsiders arrive and settle there instead of leaving; and second, that over time 

they become the demographic majority. Chinese Malaysians therefore are not settler 

colonizers, because they are not a demographic majority. Only in very specific 

                                                 
5 This dialogue was held in the Fall of 2018 at National Taiwan Normal University. By early 

2019, with the exposure of China’s massive detention of Uyghurs in concentration camps, the 
Western Left has finally broken their silence and started criticizing China. Only when 
overwhelming evidence has thoroughly contradicted their position—where ideological blindness 
had earlier displaced critical work—they have finally decided to speak up against China. In my 
private conversations with various China studies scholars, I learned that they are also finally 
admitting that China is acting like a neocolonial empire not only in Xinjiang and Tibet but also in 
some other parts of the world. In some ways, I attribute my foresight in calling China what it is over 
a decade ago to my empathy for Taiwan in its condition of being hegemonized by China, affording 
me what scholars have called the “epistemological privilege of the oppressed,” or the standpoint of 
the oppressed. I cannot, however, claim to be oppressed as such, being an academic teaching in an 
elite institution in the United States. Moreover, to live in Hong Kong in the 2010s was to experience 
the overwhelming effect of the rise of China most immediately—a phenomenon that I would liken 
to a tsunami. For standpoint theory, see Sandra Harding, ed., The Feminist Standpoint Theory 
Reader (Routledge, 2003). 
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circumstances, such as the Lanfang Republic, the potential of becoming a settler 

colony was there. The Lanfang Republic did not last, and therefore is not a settler 

colony at the present. 

The last point concerns the relationship between multidirectional critique and 

place-basedness. Multidirectional critique is situated at the borders and intersections 

of postcolonial studies, ethnic studies, area studies, and diaspora studies. In different 

contexts, the object of critique will be different. This means that our critical position 

sometimes needs to be transposed or modified, with the aim always to seek the most 

ethical position and perspective. As contexts multiply, the necessity for 

multidirectional critique becomes even greater. For instance, in Taiwan I am a Han 

person, a typical settler colonizer, because I am part of the demographic majority and 

benefit greatly from Taiwan’s settler colonial structure. In the United States, I am an 

ethnic minority and a person of color, and thus I may experience a certain degree of 

oppression and prejudice. But even in the United States, which is also a settler colony, 

minorities also benefit from American settler colonial structure. Ethnic minorities are 

an essential part of the settler state which usually positions itself as multicultural, 

occupying indigenous land just like everyone else. If the US were not a settler 

colonial state, we should all be speaking American Indian languages. Hence, Asian 

Hawaiian scholars Candace Fujikane and Jonathan Okamura offered a trenchantly 

self-critical examination of Asian Settler Colonialism in Hawaii in a book entitled 

Asian Settler Colonialism: From Local Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in 

Hawaii. For me, then, though a minority in the United States, I benefited from 

studying English in Taiwan and receiving graduate education in the United States, 

moving from one multicultural settler colony to another. For American Indians, 

multiculturalism belongs to the settler colonial state, which appears to be so open to 

new immigrants but in fact blatantly and continuously occupies native land. 

Multiculturalism is almost a ploy used by the settler state to produce a power structure 

that in fact excludes the indigenous peoples. The goal of American Indians is not to 

become part of settler multiculturalism, but sovereignty, to oppose and overthrow the 

settler state. Even though I am a minority in the United States, I do not think I have 

the discursive right of a victim; in Taiwan, I literally have even less of a right in this 

regard. 

I would like to conclude this part of my presentation with two quotes. The first 

comes from Indian British writer Salman Rushdie. In his book, Imaginary 

Homelands, he writes that for writers like him the India they write about is not the 
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real India anymore, as it is the India of the past, and “the past is a foreign country.”6 

As an Indian British writer, what is the India that he writes about? He says that his 

writing about India can only be like a broken mirror, where some pieces are forever 

lost and thus the mirror can never be put together again. This broken mirror is not 

only a mirror of nostalgia, however, but also a usable tool, allowing his India to be 

more imaginative. The second quote comes from Edward Said, who, in his essay, 

“The Mind of Winter: Reflections on Life in Exile,” has analyzed the emotions of 

exiles. While he is generally quite positive about exiles, he has reserved some 

criticism as well. He says that exiles sometimes harbor a masochism of the narcissist, 

taking an exilic mentality and seeing as temporary and trivial what they encounter 

locally: “To live as if everything around you were temporary and perhaps trivial, is 

to fall prey to petulant cynicism as well as querulous lovelessness” (Said 54). I would 

like to end my remarks with these two quotes. Thank you. 

Kim Tong Tee: Reflections on the Sinophone, for Malaysians, should begin 

with thinking about the concept of “Sinophone relation.” Such a relational thinking 

helps us to ponder the questions of “Where is the beginning of the Sinophone?,” 

“What is the nature of the field of the Sinophone?,” and “What have the critical 

moments of Malaysian history to do with the Sinophone?” Before the mass migration 

of Chinese workers to the South Seas, Malay Peninsula and Singapore basically 

formed an Anglophone and Austronophone soundscape. Malay(si)an Sinophone 

articulations and expressions began in the nineteenth century when a large number of 

Chinese from Southern China went to the Nanyang (the South Seas; a common 

referent of “Southeast Asia”). In addition to the coolies and businessmen, there were 

also counselors from the Qing government, teachers of private schools, and men of 

letters working for the newspapers. The tasks of these expatriates were various, 

including delivering news from their home country and preaching revolutionary ideas 

to the Nanyang Chinese community. In other words, as far as the audioaccoustic 

environment was concerned, the Nanyang was at least partly Sinophone. The term 

“Sinophone” here of course suggests the sound of the Chinese language. For example, 

classical Chinese poetry is an art of sound—poets used to recite their texts to express 

the poeticality of their works, suggesting the relationship between classical Chinese 

poetry and the Sinophone. The beginning of the Malay(si)an Sinophone, therefore, 

was a field where classical Chinese poets, Qing counselors, and Southbound men of 

letters articulated their literary and artistic sentiments. Such a beginning implies the 

questions of position, and direction or orientation, as in the examples of phrases such 

                                                 
6 Here Salman Rushidie is quoting from L. P. Hartley, see Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands: 

Essays and Criticism 1981-1991 (Granta Books, 1991), p. 9. 



 
 
 

Yu-cheng Lee, Shu-mei Shih & Kim Tong Tee  179 
 

as “southbound” and “down to the South Seas.” The field here is situated in the 

geographical “south.” Historically, the southern region of China is referred to as 

“Huanan” (Chinese South) or “Nanguo,” literally “southern country.” Hence Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia countries are located south of the south. Since the 

nineteenth century—especially mid-nineteenth century—the Chinese migrated to the 

Nanyang, but this does not mean that they settled there for good; that’s why 

Sinophone, like diaspora, is a floating concept.  

In Penang, or Pulau Pinang, you can see “Beiwang Zhina” (北望支那 Looking 

Northward to China), on the column of Khoo Gongxi, a local Chinese clan house. At 

the time the house was built, “Zhina” is not a derogatory label. When the Chinese 

migrated to Southeast Asia, it was quite natural to look northward toward their 

homeland, but there were also Chinese immigrants who “luofan nanyang落番南洋”; 

that is, they became naturalized local Southeast Asians. Scholars of Southeast Asian 

studies also use another term “luodi shenggen落地生根,” landing down to earth and 

being rooted, to describe such cases. In other words, the mobility of Southeast Asian 

Chinese is quite complicated—neither ending diaspora and staying put nor returning 

to the mother country after making a fortune overseas. It depends on the political 

development of the country in which they resided. Anyway, how should one decode 

the “Nanyang Code”? I think the uncertainty of identity here is more significant than 

its certainty. The Sinophone question too suggests a sense of uncertainty. 

The narrative of Yap Ah Loy might serve to illustrate such an uncertainty well. 

For that matter, the romanization of his name is already a Sinophone phenomenon. 

In Kuala Lumpur there is a street named Jalan Yap Ah Loy commemorating the man 

who built and rebuilt the city. Yap was the owner of several profitable businesses and 

had properties all over downtown Kuala Lumpur. He was also appointed the Kapitan 

Cina, a community leader taking care of the Chinese affairs. He was the kind of 

Chinese who worked hard and eventually became rich, actualizing his “Nanyang 

Dream.” He might be a good example for the idea of “settler colonialism,” but those 

who worked for him were Chinese coolies, not native Malays. The dulang tin mining 

workers were mostly Chinese. Like their counterparts who crossed the Pacific Ocean 

to work in the gold mine and later to build the railroads in North America, the Chinese 

coolies who went to the Nanyang were there to seek their fortune. Furthermore, tin, 

together with rubber, another natural resource, became central features of Malaya’s 

industry under—and in fact because of—colonialism. For this reason, colonialism 

contributed to the mass arrival of Chinese in Malaya in the nineteenth Century. After 

the Chinese came to Malaya, they fell into different classes, including tradesmen, 

workers, agents, teachers, journalists. So not all Chinese settlers were Yap Ah Loys. 
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In short, even since its early years the Chinese community has reflected a complicated 

and pluralistic structure. 

The significant historical moments of China and Southeast Asia from the 

nineteenth through twentieth centuries include mass migration of Chinese coolies, 

the revolutionary activities of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the 1910 Penang Conference, and the 

Yellow Flower Mound Uprising in Guangzhou before the Xinhai Revolution. The 

April 1911 YFM Uprising was defeated and many young revolutionaries became 

martyrs. Among them were patriotic youths from Southeast Asia. These overseas 

youths returned to their home country and prepared to fight an unfightable battle and 

sacrifice their lives for the future nation-state—the Republic of China. After the 

Wuchang Uprising, or Xinhai Revolution, province after province declared 

independence from the Qing Empire in a movement that eventually led to the 

formation of the ROC. But the Chinese diaspora continued after the establishment of 

the ROC. Under a similar migratory pattern to that seen before 1911, coolies, 

tradesmen, teachers, literati, etc., continued to “go south,” and “look homeward” up 

to the middle of the twentieth century. 

It was after the Pacific War (1941-45) that people of this area began to fight for 

independence. In Indonesia, Sukarno and Hatta declared independence immediately 

after the Japanese surrendered. In 1946, the Philippines gained independence from 

the United States. Vietnam, too, proclaimed independent from the French in 1945 

and began the Indochina War. In Malaya, the British returned after the Allies victory 

over the Japanese and continued their divide and rule policy during the twelve years 

between 1945 and 1957. During the Pacific War, many Malayans, especially Chinese 

Malayans, fought a resistant war against the Japanese led by the Malayan Communist 

Party when the British army fled. But after the War the British colonial government 

enforced an Emergency Act in 1948 and declared the MCP illegal. So the MCP went 

underground and was excluded from sharing the fruits of independence in 1957. 

Another significant historical moment was the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949, which had a great impact on the relationship between the 

Nanyang Chinese and China. In 1949, a year after Malaya Emergency Act was 

declared, the Nationalist Party lost the civil war and withdrew to Taiwan and has 

continued to exist as the Republic of China up to the present time. Since Malaya had 

not yet gained her independence, the status of the Chinese in Malaya was quite 

ambiguous. After Malayan independence, many Chinese in Malaya and Malaya-born 

Chinese became Malayan citizens, but quite a number were not granted citizenship. 

The history, politics, and geopolitics of Southeast Asia are so complicated that we 
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are unable to look at them by just using Western theories of politics, colonialism and 

post-colonial discourse. 

The place-based and language-based nature of the Sinophone from the contexts 

of Malaya, Malaysia, and Mahua literature7 is also more complicated than what we 

might imagine. Many critical questions arise. First of all, one might ask: Is there a 

position for the Sinophone in the field/champs of Malaysia? Is “Sinophone” the 

equivalent for Huayu [Chinese-language/Bahasa Tionghua/Madarin], as the Chinese 

language in Malaysia (and Southeast Asia) is so named. In fact Chinese language in 

Malaysia is called “Huayu” instead of “Zhongguohua” because in the local context it 

should not be a language of Zhongguo (China). Secondly, it suggests the question of 

recognition. Since the population percentage of Chinese in Malaya and that of Malays 

in the 1950s was quite close, why has Huayu not become the national language or 

one of the national languages (assuming statistics can be relied upon)? Of course, we 

could also ask the reverse question: why should Huayu be the national language? Do 

Chinese-Malaysians have to speak Huayu? Actually quite a number of Chinese-

Malaysians don’t speak Huayu, though they are Sinopone speakers who speak 

Cantonese, Hokkien, Teochew, Hakka or Hailamese. And some speak only English 

and survival Malay.  

Such reflections on the position of the Sinophone in Malaysia ultimately lead 

to discussions about the bifurcated character (“Huayu-speaking” and “non-Huayu-

speaking”) of the local ethnic Chinese community, which I am not going to elaborate 

upon here. What I would like to relay in a positive fashion here is that it is more than 

appropriate to apply the Sinophone discourse to the literary field of Malaysia as its 

linguistic environment is a diverse one, consisting of Chinese, English, Malay, Tamil, 

and various indigenous languages. It is more significant to apply a Sinophone 

perspective when we look at Sinophone literary articulations of a multiple-language 

literary polysystem, such as Malaysian literature, than to a basically monolingual 

literary field, such as Chinese literature. 

SS: I completely agree with Professor Tee that it is extremely important to see 

Chinese Malaysian society from a historical perspective. Furthermore, the so-called 

“place” and “local” are complicated concepts as well. These are concepts that change, 

depending on how the axis of time and the axis of space intersect, producing the sense 

of place and the local for a specific moment and a specific space. Hence the 

imperative to study the complexity of the historical genealogy, geopolitics, and 

culture of a given society. 

                                                 
7 Here I use “Mahua literature” as a literal translation of the Chinese language term for Sinophone 

Malaysian Literature. 
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Due to my limited knowledge, I draw from other scholars’ important work to 

conceptualize what I see as major issues in Sinophone studies. The other work I have 

done in this regard is the creation of the “Knowledge/Taiwan Collective” with my 

friends Chen Dung-sheng, Mei Chia-ling, and Liao Chao-yang. The Collective has 

over twenty scholars from various disciplines, including Huang Han-yu of NTNU, 

and has been ongoing for several years. We tried to start from the standpoint of 

Taiwan to interrogate the question of “What is theory?” Is there theory in Taiwan? If 

yes, what is that like? If not, why not? Is theory necessarily Western? These were 

some of the initial framing questions. In our first book, Knowledge Taiwan: The 

Possibility of Theory in Taiwan (知識臺灣：臺灣理論的可能性 Zhishi Taiwan: 

Taiwan lilun de kenengxing), we offered a preliminary exploration of related 

questions such as “What is Taiwan theory?,” the international division of theoretical 

labor, the question of theory family, etc. In our second book, Keywords of Taiwan 

Theory (台灣理論關鍵詞 Taiwan lilun guanjianci), we attempted to offer theoretical 

concepts—keywords—drawn from Taiwan’s historical and cultural experience. 

Here, our goal was to create our own theoretical terms, that is, keywords. Instead of 

being merely consumers of theory, we wanted to be creators of theory. 

In fact, all theory begins in particularity and strives towards universality. I think 

universality is a kind of gesture that requires substantive support in concrete examples 

for it to realize itself. Of course, there are theories that we consider to be superb, and 

they are indeed a valuable resource for humanity. But we still need to ask the question 

of what can become theory and what cannot. Within area studies, the objects of study 

are all about content, not theory. An implicit division and hierarchy of discursive 

labor relegates area studies to content, and theory is left for the so-called theorists. 

“Taiwan” in area studies is an object of study, which embodies content, not the 

subject of theory. To problematize such issues as the object, content, and method of 

theory, and to use Taiwan as the point of departure, we attempted to distill some 

concepts from lived experience to see if they can become universal. When Keywords 

of Taiwan Theory is published, I hope readers will offer generous feedback.8 I also 

very much hope that the next generation of young intellectuals will continue this 

effort to create volume two of Keywords of Taiwan Theory, and continue with the 

next volume, etc. The accumulated portfolio of keywords might then indeed be 

considered Taiwan theory. Finally, I think that the division between content and 

method is a serious question that requires critical reflection, and I need to be doing 

                                                 
8 This book has since been published (in March 2019) by Linking Publishing. (It went to a second 

printing after three weeks.) A second volume is indeed being planned and a major conference for 
the second volume is planned to take place in September 2020. 
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that reflection as well. If Taiwan is the object of my study, how should I study it? If 

Malaysia is my object of study, how should I study it? These questions concern the 

complicated relationship between content and method. 

KT: Shu-mei has set a good example for us. We should always reflect and 

revise our ways of thinking when we do research and theory, for there is not a single 

theory that works forever without revision. My reflections on the question of the 

Sinophone have also undergone changes in the past years. When Shu-mei delivered 

her talk just now I was taking notes, and many of her points are really thought-

provoking. First of all, she mentions acculturation, which is a vital question in 

Malaysia. For me acculturation is the product of fear resulting from living together 

with the other in the same environment. Generally, ethnic/culture A would want to 

assimilate ethnic/culture B to maintain its dominant position. Conversely, 

ethnic/culture B would fear being acculturated to the dominant ethnic/culture A. 

Recently, Mahathir Mohamad, the current Prime Minister of Malaysia, pointed 

out that the Chinese-Malaysian community is an ethnic group that cannot be 

acculturated. Reasons for that impossibility are many: it is not merely a question of 

the percentage of population. Indonesia has a large Chinese population, but 

acculturation policy was quite successfully implemented. Chinese Thai form quite a 

large community and have assimilated into mainstream Thai society. In the 

Philippines Chinese Filipino were encouraged to acculturate to Filipino society 

especially after the country recognized PRC. There are also quite a number of 

Mestisong Tsino, that is people of “mixed” Chinese Filipino and native heritage. But 

in Malaysia, acculturation is less successful because Chinese Malaysians have 

managed to preserve their Chineseness through cultural institutions such as Chinese 

education, Chinese presses, clan associations, and religion, which provide the 

community with a source of identity. 

Preserving Chinese identity does not mean loyalty to China or betrayal of 

Malaysia. Wang Ling-chi’s idea of dual-domination discussed by Shu-mei might not 

be applicable here. The fact that both Chinese Malaysians and Chinese in China share 

the same cultural tie does not imply their loyalty to Beijing. I would rather see 

Chineseness as a concentric concept, dominated by culture, not state, nationalism, or 

Sinocentrism. Literary Sinophone, hence, is a centrifugal concept, with each literary 

system in the periphery of the Sinophonic sphere. In the case of the Sinophone 

Malaysian or Mahua literature, in the center there lies Malay literature, followed by 

literatures of Anglophone and other languages respectively. So the centrifugal theory 

of the Sinophone works here. 
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As for the case of settler colonialism, the Chinese in Malaysia are obviously not 

an appropriate example as the colonialists and oppressors were imperialists, whether 

British or Japanese. While the estate planters were British, the workers were Chinese 

and Indians. So class matters prevail above and beyond ethnic matters. Even Shu-

mei’s example of Lanfang kongsi or the Lanfang Republic [Làn-fông Khiung-fò-koet] 

was not a product of settler colonialism. The members of Lanfang kongsi were 

settlers, but the kongsi was eventually conquered by the Dutch colonialists.  

Finally, I would like to say a few words about locality and pluralism. The ethnic 

and historical structure of Malaysia is in need of a multicultural policy, not a national 

culture favoring a single language. In a multiracial country like Malaysia, what would 

be a better alternative for multiculturism and pluralism? The pluralistic, hybridized 

elements contribute to the locality of Malaysian literature. 

YL: I agree with most of what Professor Shih and Professor Tee have said. Their 

dialogues are useful, having clarified many issues. However, some problems remain. 

Obviously, they share with each other many ideas, but they also differ in their major 

concerns. Professor Shih singles out the problem of double domination, as suggested 

by Professor L. Ling-chi Wang, among diasporic Chinese, and questions the concept 

of loyalty. Professor Tee sees the problem from a different perspective. He talks about 

different origins and backgrounds of Chinese immigrants in Singapore and Malaysia. 

These diasporic Chinese hold a very different attitude towards China. Such an attitude 

cannot be accurately described by the very concept of loyalty. Things are 

complicated. You obviously need a different concept or a new vocabulary. 

Here I think of the story of my grandfather on my maternal side. I don’t know 

when my grandfather’s ancestors came to Malaysia. It must be generations ago, 

probably during the Ming or Qing period. My grandfather told me decades ago that 

he had been born in Malacca. I don’t know at what age he moved to Penang. He had 

a colonial education and didn’t know a single Chinese character during his lifetime. 

He didn’t speak Mandarin Chinese but was quite fluent in the Fujian dialect, with 

some strange Malay accent. Like my grandfather, all my uncles and aunts were 

English-educated and could not utter a single word in Mandarin Chinese. So in their 

daily life, the most common language they used was English. In terms of religion, 

my grandfather was neither a Buddhist nor a Christian. I think what he practiced was 

what we now call folk religion. I recall there was a small shrine in the living room of 

my grandfather’s house. And in the shrine was a small statue of Sun Wukong, the 

Monkey King and the fictional figure in the classic novel Journey to the West. He 

was also known as Dasheng Ye in the Fujian or Minnan dialect. There was a small 

glass bottle full of water by the side of Sun Wukong. Sometimes there was a small 



 
 
 

Yu-cheng Lee, Shu-mei Shih & Kim Tong Tee  185 
 

explosive sound coming from the bottle. When we heard the sound, we immediately 

realized that Dasheng Ye was here. We then began to burn incense to pray to Dasheng 

Ye. Remember that this was a completely English-educated family. Still they believed 

in the Chinese folk religion, even though they knew nothing about the origin of the 

deity (Dasheng Ye) they worshipped. 

Another story concerns one of my distant uncles. He was the only person in the 

family who was sent to a Chinese school. He skipped class very often. When my 

grandfather asked him why he didn’t go to school, he always had two excuses: either 

it was the birthday of Confucius or that of Sun Yat-sen. My grandfather, though 

English-educated, was convinced that those were important dates. He knew 

Confucius and Sun Yat-sen were great men and that their birthdays were of profound 

significance for the Chinese people all over the world. It made sense to him that their 

birthdays were school holidays. All these examples have nothing to do with loyalty. 

Instead, they probably have something to do with cultural memory. 

I gave a talk a few weeks ago in Tzu Chi University, Hualien. It was a popular 

science lecture sponsored by Academia Sinica. Also invited to give a talk there was 

a young colleague from the Biodiversity Research Center. The topic of his talk was 

about the relationship between Taiwan and the Austronesian islands. In the past 

scholars tried to solve this problem by looking at the languages used by Taiwan’s 

aboriginal people and the Austronesian people in the Pacific. My young colleague 

cited the word “mat-a” as his example because the word, meaning “eye,” was 

commonly used by Malays and Filipinos in some Pacific islands, and Taiwan’s 

aboriginal people. My young colleague was a botanist, and he discovered that a kind 

of paper mulberry commonly called “Gou Shu” in Taiwan are also found in many 

parts of the Pacific islands. It proves that these mulberry trees actually belonged to 

the same family through DNA testing. The message of the findings is important. We 

obviously need some new concept or terminology to explain or make sense of this 

kind of connectivity. Loyalty is probably too simple a concept in some cases. 

 

Q&A Session 
 

Chen-Ching Li: 9  Thank you Professor Shih for delivering this thought-

provoking lecture based on your admirable academic research in the past decades. In 

your historical analysis you mentioned the very interesting concepts of “三位一體 

(Trinity)” and “四位一體 (quaternity).” Then you extended it to” what you defined 

                                                 
9 Outstanding alumnus, National Taiwan Normal University; Professor Emeritus, Department of 

English, Shih Hsin University 
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as “五位一體 (quintility)” for elaboration. It seems to me that these analyses can also 

be analogous to the concept of “diaspora” which emerged in an exciting forum 

organized by Professor Ling-Chi Wang at UC Berkeley in 1992. The aforementioned 

concepts have encountered the fundamental “loyalty” strictly defined in the US 

constitution, which should and cannot be challenged. This reality has reminded me 

of the horrific tragedy of eleven Jewish Americans being killed in a Pittsburgh 

Synagogue shooting during a Shabbat service on October 27, 2018. The unfortunate 

case has created a feeling of uncertainty among the Jewish communities in the US.  

Another case similar to the Pittsburgh Synagogue tragedy is the history 

portraying the large number of hardworking Chinese railroad workers humiliated in 

North America between 1865 and 1869. Professor Hsinya Huang (217) of National 

Sun Yat-sen University has researched and compiled a historical account of this case 

entitled Chinese Railroad Workers in North America: Recovery and Representation. 

The research and book project was launched with the cooperation of Professors 

Shelley Fisher Fishkin and Gordon S. Chang of Stanford University as well as some 

other scholars in Taiwan. To return to your point about “Trinity” and “Concentric 

Circles,” the Jewish and the Chinese Americans were ostracized by the earlier arrivals 

in the North America (US). Why did this happen? What is the core cause of this 

inequity prohibited by the US constitution? 

SS: The rise of the Right in recent years in the United States is connected to a 

rise in anti-Semitism, even as the American government supports Zionism and 

colludes with Israel in the oppression of Palestinians. We are all familiar with Edward 

Said, who is a Palestinian, and his work is deeply connected to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. As to racism, French philosopher Albert Memmi, in his book entitled 

Racism, proposes that the main cause of racism is heterophobia.10 I don’t necessarily 

agree with this heavily psychological interpretation, but it is very useful. 

Heterophobia is a phobia of difference, which exists at all times, but in different 

situations, becomes more severe and blatant due to specific reasons. In situations 

when difference is not pronounced, it can even be manufactured. In this way, 

difference becomes the reason to oppress and kill others in critical historical 

moments. For instance, we all know of the racial killings of Chinese Southeast 

Asians. The Chinese Indonesians faced racial violence all the way up to 1998; the 

political coup of 1965 there resulted in mass killings of Chinese Indonesians in the 

name of anti-communism, not to mention the May 13th massacre of Chinese 

Malaysians in Kuala Lumpur in 1969. The fear of difference, combined with other 

manufactured reasons, can lead to dire consequences. We have many examples in the 

                                                 
10 Albert Memmi, Racism, translated by Steve Martinot (U of Minnesota P, 1999). 
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United States as well, including in my city of Los Angeles, where there were racial 

killings of Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth century. These racial killings 

are motivated by racism and classism, but I think the fundamental reason is the 

manipulation of difference—heterophobia—in order to incite hatred and drive out the 

Chinese immigrant laborers. 

Chi-yu Li: 11  I have a question for Prof. Shih. Regarding the 

trinity/quadrinity/quinity you mentioned in the talk, the recurring keyword is 

“Leftist.” In the United States, those who criticize China are categorized as the 

conservatives. Now Donald Trump is waging a trade war on China, but both the 

Democrats and the Republicans agree upon the trade sanctions. How do the Leftists 

view the Sino-American relationship nowadays?  

SS: This is an extremely interesting, or shall we say, critical, issue, that deserves 

serious attention. We all know that in China, the Left represents the establishment, 

which means that being Leftist, in that context, is being conservative. In the West, on 

the other hand, the Left represents radicalism, or at least liberalism. This mismatch 

causes an interesting phenomenon where Western radicals and Chinese conservatives 

become one happy family. Does this make sense? For at least since the 1980s, 

Chinese New Left intellectuals have been treated as the Marxist golden boys and girls 

by Western Marxists. Western Marxists have promoted them, protected them, 

listened to them, threw resources at them, such as publishing their books through 

venerable university presses. I think this romanticism might be ending this year, with 

the exposé of the mass detention of up to one million Uyghurs in concentration camps 

in China. Through this exposé, the Western Left has begun to rethink their uncritical 

attitude towards China and its Leftist intellectuals, who are, in complete contrast to 

them, statists and establishment intellectuals. Things are just changing, as my old 

Leftist friends now suddenly deem it okay to talk with me again. I am critical of 

capitalism and believe in social justice and class equality. In the past, however, I was 

largely ostracized by these people. I had to tell people that I was my own kind of 

Leftist, abandoned by the Left in the West, so to speak. Our time is a historically very 

interesting moment, as China’s turn to authoritarianism is causing the Western Left 

to lose their faith in and romanticism towards China. I actually wrote an essay 

criticizing this romanticism.12 This special issue is edited by Naoki Sakai and his 

former student Gavin Walker, who is an important scholar of Japanese Marxism. I 

hope I will be able to translate my article into Mandarin Chinese and share it with 

                                                 
11 Doctoral student, Graduate Institute of Taiwan Literature, National Taiwan University. 
12 This essay, entitled “Racializing Area Studies, Defetishizing China,” has now been published. 

See footnote 2 above. 
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you in the future. You might also want to take a look at the most recent work of Arif 

Dirlik, whose work embodies this turn from romanticism to criticism towards China. 

Arif Dirlik wrote a blurb for my 2007 book Visuality and Identity when he was 

still very much willing to consider the rise of China in rather benign terms as China 

taking its due turn for universality, as an alternative to Eurocentric universalism. He 

said to me at the time, “Shu-mei, your book is really all about Taiwan,” as if this 

statement offered a self-explanatory reason for why I would choose to write so much 

about Taiwan, since writing about Taiwan makes my work ideologically suspect and 

thus irrelevant. Maybe a decade ago, I met up with him in Beijing, and at the time he 

vigorously defended China, saying that the Chinese Communist Party was making 

great efforts. Perhaps at the time it was. But in 2017, he published a scathingly critical 

book entitled Complicities: The People’s Republic of China in Global Capitalism, 

where he spells out, as the title suggests, the complicities between Chinese 

communism and neoliberal capitalism. This book is an early witness to the turn from 

romanticism to criticism. He then also began to be more friendly to Taiwan, so to 

speak, and organized a special issue on Taiwan in the Leftist journal boundary 2 

called “Taiwan: The Land Colonialisms Made.” Professor Nikky Lin’s essay is also 

in it. When I criticized China over a decade ago, I was often considered an anomaly, 

and even someone whose work was to be rejected. Today, I notice that some of these 

people are critically reflective too. Actually many of them are angry. You can sense 

this anger in Dirlik’s book Complicities. Anger is not a very scholarly emotion, 

perhaps, but it registers the sense of betrayal that many Western Leftist intellectuals 

feel as a result of the Chinese turn to authoritarianism and neoliberalism. 

Olga Lomova:13 I would like to say a few words in support of area studies. I 

myself study medieval Chinese literature and I am also in contact with researchers 

into ancient China. I have the feeling that we, i.e. scholars who explore distant 

historical periods, are capable of critical opinions about China, mainly as regards its 

excessive and narrow nationalism, as seen for example in statements to the effect that 

everything China has is the best and the most ancient in the world. We can approach 

such statements as scholars and refute this kind of myth and discuss such issues rather 

objectively. That is why I want to defend area studies as a field of intellectual inquiry.  

SS: Yes, I completely agree with you. I was talking generally about area studies 

and its resources. Within area studies, different scholars of course work on different 

issues with a wide variety of perspectives and positions. But in the general intellectual 

economy of area studies, under the legacy of the Committee of Concerned Asian 

Scholars that I mentioned earlier, criticizing China and commending Taiwan risks 

                                                 
13 Professor, IEAS, Ú stav Dálného východu. 
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being categorized as a rightist. This is because during the Cold War, Taiwan’s 

economic miracle was aided by American aid, and Taiwan was an important member 

of the American anti-communist chain of defense. So when Dirlik implied that I liked 

Taiwan too much, he meant that I was turning to the Right. This is a simplistic 

binarism. At the moment in 2018-19, the American Republican Right is very friendly 

to Taiwan, and here you see how the Cold War history continues. But the Left can 

love Taiwan, too. So why wasn’t this position allowable or possible there? After all, 

Taiwan also has a thriving history of the Left, though the Old Left (pro-China and 

pro-unification) and the New Left (pro-independence) are completely at odds with 

each other. This is what I wished to have explained more clearly on the discursive 

level, and could not do so earlier. Thank you for asking these questions again. 

Yap Hock Yam:14 We see different Chinese proxies while discussing the trinity, 

quadrinity and quinity. Regarding the quinity, in Southeast Asia, does the Chinese 

proxy refer to the Chinese in Southeast Asia or to a different designated group? Prof. 

Tee and Prof. Shi have brought up different subjects of the Chinese proxy, but do they 

really have the responsibility for being one? 

SS: I think proxy Chinese do not refer to a specific group of people, because 

such proxiness is often not self-conscious and anyone can be proxy Chinese at 

different times or in different situations. As Professor Yu-cheng Lee remarked, his 

maternal grandfather and his family are Chinese Malaysians, and their life is filled 

with recognizable Chinese cultural elements, but this is a very local kind of 

Chineseness. The so-called Chineseness, in my view, is something that evolves in the 

local place and becomes something unique through local historical changes and 

place-based everyday practices. So when you feel nostalgic about China while living 

in Taiwan, I would consider that a Taiwanese nostalgia, belonging to Taiwan, not 

China. Maybe you are a proxy Chinese in Taiwan, but you are not Chinese (citizen). 

I wonder how we should understand this mentality? For the proxy Chinese, they are 

not Chinese per se, but there are things that they cannot let go. When provoked, they 

could have very strong reactions, which may be unself-conscious. In other words, I 

do not mean that a particular group or community are proxy Chinese. I do not mean 

that at all. 

Hsuan-An Su:15 I am a student at UC Santa Barbara, and I am spending this 

quarter conducting archival research in Taiwan. I really appreciate both of you for 

your talk and would like to bring up some questions and hear your feedback. Firstly, 

I have a picky question for Prof. Tee. Some phrases you used—“the independence of 
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the ROC” and soon afterwards “the establishment of the ROC”—are very subtle from 

my perspective. Do you imply that in the pre-ROC period, China was governed by 

some manner of colonial regime and that it declared independence afterwards? And 

the question for Prof. Shih is related to what you mentioned about the reconfiguration 

of the concept of East Asia by the time of CIA conducting area studies. According to 

my limited understanding, in the Cold War era, many Western Sinologists could not 

directly conduct research in China, because China was governed by the Communist 

Party. Thus, some of them shifted their research field to Taiwan, assuming that 

Taiwan was perhaps a miniature of China. And they intended to understand China by 

studying Taiwan. However, some of them later found out that Taiwan was very 

different from China. Some Marxist anthropologists such as Hill Gates even proposed 

a critical viewpoint on the colonial features of the ROC on Taiwan, in which different 

ethnicities were created and distinguished. Gates used the notion of ethnicity to 

categorize different communities in Taiwan, such as Hakka, Hoklo, mainlander, and 

aborigine. Based on her view, I think there are actually multiple colonial structures 

in Taiwan, which can be reflected through the categorization of different communities 

and power relations between them. How would you respond to such a claim? 

KT: Thanks for your question, though it may seem a bit trivial. If I were writing 

a thesis, I might add a footnote to explain the historical details. As we know, after the 

Wuchang Uprising in October 1911, the name “ROC” was used, but officially the 

Republic was established in 1912. Before the formal establishment of the Republic, 

fifteen provinces had declared independent. So “independence” was also a historical 

fact. But since I am not writing a historical document, I can afford to bypass these 

details. At that time, the slogan of the revolutionaries was “Barbarians get out of 

China,” which was very nationalistic or even racist. 

SS: The precursor to the CIA was the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS for 

short. In 1944, it established area studies programs at such institutions as the 

University of Washington at Seattle and Columbia University. The other question 

about multiple colonialism should be considered in relation to settler colonialism. 

Sometimes, settler colonialism intersects with formal colonialism. For instance, Han 

Taiwanese are the demographic majority in Taiwan, but both Han Taiwanese and the 

indigenous people were colonized by Japan, hence the colonial structure was layered 

with different relationalities and structures. The history of Taiwan is of course a 

history of colonialism. I sometimes joked that Taiwan’s colonial history is like a 

television series, a serial colonialism, a continuous process whereby when one 

episode ends, another begins. 
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Jim Law:16 The Sinophone literature defined by Prof. Shih does not include the 

conventional Chinese literature that we know. How can Sinophone literature 

enlighten us about Chinese literature? Or how could conventional Chinese literature 

collaborate with Sinophone literature to fight against Chineseness or Sinocentrism? 

SS: I posted an article by a Chinese scholar named Wang Delin on my Facebook 

page recently. His essay of course is full of criticism, but he also notes that Sinophone 

studies can be beneficial for the study of Chinese literature. For him, Sinophone 

studies provides a certain critical perspective and a challenge to centrism, etc. I 

cannot remember the details of his argument at the moment. I was quite surprised. I 

understand they must criticize my work, but after the criticism, some other comments 

ensued. As I see it, indeed, Sinophone studies is alert to differences within China. 

When most people talk about China, they tend to mean Han-dominant China, as if 

there aren’t so many different ethnicities, cultures, and languages there. For us to 

understand China more fully, shouldn’t we understand these differences? And if you 

really love China as you proclaim, shouldn’t you also be willing to criticize its 

problems? In fact, criticism is a form of labor, which takes time and effort. You 

criticize something because you care about it. If you do not care about something, 

then you can simply ignore it. Negligence or ignorance requires the least effort. On 

the other hand, there has also been a fetishistic attention on China, as if one has to 

connect everything to China. But what about focusing more on Taiwan, Malaysia, or 

the United States, Canada, Germany, England, etc., where there are thriving 

Sinophone communities and cultural practices, including Sinophone literature? Why 

do we not pay attention to these, rather than focusing solely on China? 

Yuh-chao Yu:17  I would like to ask Prof. Shih a question for students from 

English Department at NTNU. Your answers to questions about the future of the field 

of humanities in the interview conducted by Prof. Te-Hsing Shan were very inspiring. 

Could you please kindly give the researchers or students in this field some 

suggestions on how to face the future in terms of job opportunities, studies, and 

research?  

KT: Professor Yu’s comments has indeed raised an important issue. Today we 

live in a world of uncertainty. Most of our youngsters do not really know what dreams 

they should dream. Everybody is talking about AI (Artificial Intelligence) nowadays, 

so we should begin by asking what is the role of humanities in the age of AI. AI will 

do whatever human beings do, meaning science and technology have provided all the 

techniques we want. But the point is: do we know how to use them? Or use them for 

                                                 
16 MA student, Department of Chinese Literature, National Chengchi University. 
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what? 

Nowadays most of our youngsters keep a distance from books, from the reading 

of books. Reading of course is not limited to reading books. One can read texts from 

handphone screens. Reading, especially reading the classics, is still very important 

for preserving our civilization and cultivating our intellectual ability. We can always 

discover something new from the wisdom of ancient Greek or Chinese philosophers. 

SS: This is a more positive issue, which I am glad to respond to at the end of 

our dialogue with a hopeful state of mind. The root of the word “humanities,” either 

in English or in the Sinitic script as ren-wen, is “human” (ren). Humanities therefore 

means the study of what it means to be human, which is by all means the most critical 

aspect of any and all education. In our era of digital economy, with the loss of 

traditional forms of employment, young people are facing a difficult future, with 

fewer opportunities for predictable, ready paths for jobs and careers. However, crises 

are also moments of opportunity, where there can be new and more creative ways for 

young people to belong to this world, and these creative paths require humanistic 

education more than ever. I believe that in the digital age, humanistic education has 

even greater relevance. Studies have shown, for instance, that liberal arts degrees, in 

the long term, produce as much economic value as technical degrees. Students in the 

humanities, I want to say, should not feel discouraged. Go ahead and do what you 

want to do. In the end, what matters most is what you love to do and to be able to do 

it. It might take some time, but if you end up being able to do what you love to do, 

you will be the happiest person in life and in work. 

YL: This brings us back to C. P. Snow’s famous notion of “Two Cultures.” 

Science and the humanities may differ in their use of language and methodology; 

however, their main concerns are more or less the same. Both are supposed to 

encourage us to think independently and bring changes to our society. Both strive to 

help us live a better life and build a fairer society. In light of this, I think there is not 

much difference between science and the humanities. I think we are running out of 

time and should end this panel now. I want to thank you for your attention. Please 

join me once again to give our two speakers a big hand. 
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