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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Living with, among, and as Others: Creolizing Transpacific Chinese Diaspora 

by 

Tzu-hui Hung 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in 

Comparative Literature 

Stony Brook University 

2011 

 

This dissertation theorizes the urgency of creolist epistemology—emphasizing the non-

identitarian self-making process rooted in experiences of migration, colonialism, and 

transculturation—to the studies of Chinese diaspora. I argue that creolization, as a concept 

historically associated with the multiethnic culture-building of Caribbean (post)coloniality, offers 

a useful analytic trajectory for articulating the heterogeneous networking practices of Chinese 

overseas beyond the current discursive limits of ethnicity, bloodline, nationality, language, and 

the exclusionary ontology of Chineseness. Specifically, I examine turn-of-the-twentieth-century 

and contemporary literary, journalistic, and cinematic articulations of multiethnic Chinese 

networks in the former Straits Settlements, the postcolonial Philippines and Malaysia, and 

transpacific Asian America. Highlighting the process of culture-making rather than culture as an 

end-product susceptible to dilution or mixture, this work identifies the diasporic condition as 

living with, among, and as others, as a continuous labor of self-fashioning in binding human 

partnerships. Addressing problems of identitarian Chineseness in previous diaspora scholarship, I 
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deploy the paradigm of creolization to show that identity categories are products of networking 

strategies and that the vagaries of socio-political contingencies continuously shape the 

experiences we often taken as the natural signs of kinship ties. 

The body of this work investigates a set of transpacific Chinese self-making moments 

that follow the age of 19
th
-century Euro-American imperialisms and Asian mass migrations. 

First, I read short stories and essays in the Singapore-based Straits Chinese Magazine (1897-

1907) to examine Straits Chinese colonial belonging under the convergence of British rule, Qing-

Chinese labor influx, and Malayanization. Second, I foreground practices of detour vis-à-vis the 

reigning ideology of homecoming in Tsai Ming-liang and Wong Kar-wai‘s Sinophone films to 

uncover disavowed kinship affinities between dislodged Chinese and their Southeast Asian 

neighbors. In Chapter Three I analyze how performative speech acts of self-parody and racial 

passing shape the creole Chinese subjectivity through novels from contemporary queer Asian 

America (Gold by the Inch and Fixer Chao). Finally, I study the representation of Tsinoys 

(Chinese Filipinos) as mestizos in the recent Mano Po film cycle in post-millennium Philippine 

cinema to interrogate the community struggle to belong in the context of postcolonial Filipino 

nationhood. 
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Introduction: from Diaspora to Creolization 

A Transpacific Archive of Becoming 

In the opening story of China Men (1980), ―On Discovery,‖ Maxine Hong Kingston 

allegorizes the tribulations of early Chinese American laborers through protagonist Tang Ao‘s 

uncanny experience of captivity and gender deformation in the newly discovered ―Women‘s 

Land.‖ Ears pierced, feet bound, face powdered, and fed on women‘s food, the captive male 

laborer was remade in months into a hip-swaying, submissive court maid. Setting the tone for 

subsequent stories like a grandfather slaving on the transcontinental railroad, a son returning to 

China to appease the dead mother‘s ghost, and a Chinese American brother serving military in 

Vietnam, this three-page allegory gives flesh to the Chinese immigrant history of racialization 

and gendering in North America. Indeed, it tells us how Chinese diaspora became indentured 

aliens in an immigrant nation-state.
1
 

On the other side of the Pacific, Taiwan-based Malaysian Chinese writer Kimchew Ng 

captured the colonial strains between Chinese immigrants and Malay indigenes that linger to 

haunt post-independence Malaysia in his short story, ―Allah‘s Will‖ (Ala De Zhiyi, 1996). In this 

fictional account, an arrested Chinese leftist rebel was spared his death sentence in exchange for 

lifetime incarceration on a Malay island. Through what was described as a cruel experiment of 

―cultural transfusion‖ (wenhua huanxie) forced upon him (Ng 102), the prisoner was ordered to 

forego his identity as Chinese (orang cina), converted to Islam and renamed Musyi Abdulah, 

married off to a Malay girl, who would later on mother his children, and assigned farming duties. 

Ironically, while the protagonist-narrator‘s mother previously told him that ―Chinese will not 

become barbarians, nor do barbarians become Chinese,‖ his penitentiary life among a village of 

                                                             
1 See Kingston, China Men, 3-5, and David Eng, ―I‘ve Been (Re)Working on the Railroad: Photography and National History in 
China Men and Donald Duk,‖ Racial Castration, 35-103. 
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Malay ―compatriots‖ turned out to be a bitter contradiction to the teaching he grew up with 

[emphasis added] (94).
2
 On the symbolic level, in addition, the narrative representation of 

compulsory Malayanization confronts its readers‘ presumption of the colonial victim-perpetrator 

divide by suggesting the possibility of shared vulnerability between Chinese and Malays through 

the trans-colonial history of Malaya. That is, through the lens of a voice-deprived Chinese 

prisoner in the postcolonial Malay regime, one might begin to measure the colonial Malay 

subalternity under British rule and Chinese land encroachments. In becoming Malay and giving 

birth to lives not of his own choice because contraception was banned, the protagonist began to 

apprehend the irreversible gravity of his life, as Chinese, among a nation of Malays whom he 

cannot disown: ―Life came one after another, and I was struck with panic…I was both excited 

and terrified by the lives I gave birth to. How can I be responsible for so many lives‖ (108)?
3
  

Much as the figure of the dislodged Chinese forms the bulwark of Kingston and Ng‘s 

imaginative sensitivity, so does it bear historical witness to the vicissitudes of socio-political 

circumstances that shaped the courses of Chinese diasporic life on both sides of the Pacific in the 

age of global mass migrations, from mid-nineteenth through mid-twentieth century.
4
 It is well 

documented, for example, that during the Chinese exclusion era (1882-1943) in the American 

history, a protracted ―battle of wits‖ was waged between immigration officials and the large 

                                                             
2 The original quote reads: 唐人不能變成番仔，番仔也不能變成唐人。Here I simply translate唐人 (Tangren, or people of the 
Tang dynasty, that is, Chinese) into Chinese. The generalized word Chinese, however, does not reflect the nuanced regionalism in 
the history of Chinese diaspora in Nanyang, most of who came from Fujian and Guangdong in southern China. These overseas 
Chinese usually refer to themselves as Tangren, who speak Tanghua (Tang language) and live in Tangren Jie (street of the Tang 
people, that is, Chinatown as we call it today). For a detailed discussion of this regional variety, see Allan Chun, ―Fuck 
Chineseness,‖ 112.  

3 The original passage, including the omissions, reads: 生命一個接一個的降生，令我驚惶失措。第三個孩子誕生後，曾懇求
「端」衛我送來避孕用品，卻被當成笑話傳播。「有多少孩子，那是阿拉的旨意。」一轉眼，依阿拉的旨意，單單是男
丁已足以組成一個足球隊。…我對降生的生命感到既興奮又恐懼。如何去為諸多的生命負責？(Life comes one after 
another, and I am at a loss with panic. After the third child, I once asked Tuan to send me the contraceptives, only to be taken as a 
laughingstock. ―It‘s Allah‘s will how many children you will bear.‖ In just a twinkle, as in Allah‘s will, the number of my boys 
alone is big enough to form a soccer team. […] I was both excited and terrified by the lives I give birth to. How can I be 
responsible for so many lives?) 

4 See Adam Mckeown, ―Global Migration, 1846-1940,‖ Journal of World History, 15.2 (2004): 155-189.  
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community of incoming Chinese who took risks to enter the U.S. with false papers. As described 

by historians like Erika Lee, Madeline Hsu, and Judy Yung, instead of putting an end to practices 

of illegal entry, the strict enforcement of exclusion laws have in many ways transformed Chinese 

immigration patterns, their organized network of cooperation to circumvent inspections 

(including the hiring of immigration lawyers, the underground circulation of coaching notes, 

etc.), and their kinship structures.
5
 In particular, for those incoming ―paper sons‖ who purchased 

identities from returning immigrants who were exempt from exclusion and offered to ―claim‖ 

them as family members, coming to the U.S. means taking up someone else‘s surname and 

passing on a ―fictional family history and relationships to the next generation‖ (Lee 240), an 

immigrant identity that over the years would often supersede if not totally replace their original 

names in many aspects of their new life.
6
  

In fact, as the Chinese experiences show, it should not be surprising that the history of 

any diaspora is, in practice, the history of continuous self-making as means of survival, of 

becoming someone else and possibly a stranger to oneself. The first popular Asian American 

writer Winnifred Eaton (1875-1954) is a perfect example: A Chinese-Anglo Canadian native, 

Eaton established her popularity at the turn of the twentieth century under a forged Japanese-

sounding pen name Onoto Watanna and collaborated with publishers in forging a biographical 

account of her half-Japanese, half-British ―origin.‖ As most literary scholars have come to 

understand, Eaton traded her half-Chinese identity for a half-Japanese one partly in response to 

―the contemporary political climate [in the U.S.] of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

                                                             
5 See Erika Lee, At America's Gate: Chinese Immigration During the Exclusion Era, 1882-1943 (2003), Erika Lee and Judy Yung, 

Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America (2010), Sucheng Chan, Entry Denied: Exclusion and the Chinese Community in 
America, 1882-1943 (1991), and Madeline Y. Hsu, Dreaming of Gold, Dreaming of Home: Transnationalism and Migration 
between the United States and South China, 1882-1943 (2000).  

6 Lee 242. 
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centuries with its virulent prejudice against the Chinese and relative tolerance of and interest in 

the Japanese in North America‖ (Oishi xx).
7
 At a time in which the inflow of Chinese laborers 

provoked a negative public sentiment and Japanese presence was scant, self-stylizing as Japanese 

provided for Eaton the safer doorway to be oriental and marketable. In addition, the turn-of-the-

twentieth-century numerical growth of Chinese population in colonial Southeast Asia provoked a 

similar sense of existential ―crisis‖ on the part of those localized elites with a mixed Chinese-

indigenous heritage: In the British Straits Settlements, the Baba Chinese found themselves 

swamped by the influx of China-born merchants and laborers, and seized with the urgency to 

reassert their ethnic authenticity and to bond with an even more authoritative Anglophone culture 

that the British Empire bestowed upon them.
8
 In the Philippines, a combination of political 

grievances against the Spanish regime and the Chinese newcomers‘ daunting economic takeover 

gradually led the discontented local Chinese mestizos to side with the indigenous elites in 

forming a revolutionary, nationalist Filipino identity.
9
  

The age of global mass migrations is of course a fairly recent phenomenon compared to 

more than five hundred years of Chinese diaspora—as sojourners, settlers, immigrants, and 

aliens. However, the last two centuries of social, political, and cultural turbulence across the 

Pacific that the dispersed Chinese communities partook have showcased the necessary 

implications of diasporic life beyond its genealogical lure. If diasperien denotes ―the scattering 

of seeds‖
10

 and not the persistence of roots, it makes sense for us to lift diaspora from the 

arborescent image of lineage and scrutinize its self-multiplying, rhizomatic disposition moving in 

                                                             
7 See Oishi xx-xxi.  

8 Skinner 83 & 85, Kuhn 73. 

9 Wickberg, ―The Chinese Mestizo in Philippine History.‖ See Chapter Four for a detailed discussion.  

10 Braziel and Mannur, Theorizing Diaspora: A Reader, 1.  
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between the dictatorship of ancestry and the final destination of filiation, what Deleuze and 

Guattari describe as an ―anti-genealogy‖ (11).
11

 Instead of being paralyzed by the dictates of 

origin and destination, diaspora signals an ongoing horizontal movement that generates 

conjunctions and multiplies alliances, ―neither beginning nor end‖ (21). As Kimchew Ng‘s story 

of Chinese Malayanization reminds us, for example, a fundamental criterion of Chinese diaspora 

posits the necessity and ability for the dislocated Chinese to live in connection with others, that 

is, to live with, among, and as others. The principle of plurality and heterogeneity here implies 

that the diasporic is not an introverted and narcissistic subject who has no stakes in the environs 

that nourish him. In contrast, the diasporic is defined by the primacy of inter-subjective and 

inter-communal dependency (living with others), by the togetherness of the crowds (living 

among others), and by the inevitability of transforming and being transformed by others (living 

as others). To operate and sustain a diasporic life, as a result, one inevitably sees his own 

existence amidst the presence of others and accepts the two as mutually constitutive. Diaspora in 

this way emphasizes the modus operandi to make dislocation and alienation livable as one 

continues to grapple with the permanent ambivalence of being the ―other‖: Under what legal 

standing did the Chinese enter the exclusion-era U.S. and how did this status shape the way their 

immigrant social network was built? How might the Baba Chinese‘s Anglicized cultural prestige 

in the turn-of-the-twentieth-century Malaya position them as paternalistic educators to the local 

Chinese community while demanding the colonial government‘s recognition of their 

Englishness? How did the influx of Chinese newcomers in the Philippines contribute to the 

disappearance of Chinese mestizos and the emergence of the term Filipino as we know it today? 

In the heterogeneous histories of Chinese migration, notable social phenomena such as surname 

                                                             
11 Deleuze and Guattari, ―Introduction: Rhizome,‖ A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  
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change, intermarriage with indigenous peoples, the creation of pidgin and creole languages, the 

strategic adoption of multiple nationalities, the maintenance of transnational families, etc., are all 

exemplary of diaspora‘s generative instinct. On the structural level, these networking phenomena 

are not just temporary interstices between communities imagined as nations, kinships, language 

groups, or marginal disruptions of the existing social-cultural systems. On the contrary, these 

diasporic linking practices help to create and maintain what Adam McKeown calls ―stability and 

connection across those [categorical] disjunctions‖ (17), disjunctions that produce the categories 

of aliens in the first place.
12

 Following McKeown, I believe that an important epistemological 

function of diasporic networks lies neither in the continuation of a bounded genealogical 

imagination like family, ethnicity or nation-state, nor in the creation of an exceptional minority 

culture; instead, these ―boundary-crossing‖ networking processes confront the wobbly 

classifying strategies with which we secure our imagination of bounded communities and on 

which we depend for creating the notions of outsiders and strangers. They show that the 

diasporic or the dislocated foreigner is never outside the bounds of imagined communities; 

rather, any community imagination always already depends on a critical re-imagination of that 

inside-outside, self-other interface. This labor of culture-(re)making born out of the reality of 

living with, among, and as others underwrites the everyday operation of diasporic life. I call this 

labor creolization.  

Contesting Chinese Diaspora 

This interdisciplinary project began as a preoccupation with the academic convergence, 

starting in the 1990s, of the term diaspora and the study of the global dispersion of Chinese 

peoples from China, which created a burgeoning and yet problematic field of inquiry called 

                                                             
12 McKeown, Chinese Migrant Networks and Cultural Change.  
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Chinese diaspora. Starting as systematic examinations of the Chinese migrations pattern and 

critical reflections on Chinese overseas‘ ―peripheral‖ position in relation to China as the 

geopolitical and cultural ―center,‖ Chinese diaspora has gained as much resonance in area 

studies, Chinese literary and cultural studies, and ethnic studies in the past two decades as it 

received solemn criticisms from scholars who see diaspora as a loosely defined term and these 

disciplines conceptually flawed. Among Chinese its most frequently critiqued aspects, for 

example, are the ideological conflation of China, Chinese peoples, and Chinese cultures, as well 

as the discursive creation of certain Chineseness organized around such parameters as ethnicity, 

writing system, and nationalist sentiment. Built upon this continuing intellectual concern, my 

project ascertains how some of these epistemological encumbrances underwriting Chinese 

diaspora studies might be rethought and positively disarmed through what I propose as the 

paradigm of creolization. Simply put, creolization articulates the everyday external phenomena 

of diasporic living alongside peoples with different modes of viability—bloodline heritage, 

language use, ethnic identity, political affiliation, etc.—and the processes of inter-communal 

power dynamics that produce an ever-changing system of culture shared among them. In the case 

of Chinese diaspora studies, creolization in addition indicates an internal critical gesture away 

from the exclusionary ontology of Chineseness and toward the performative epistemology of 

self-making, which subordinates categorical questions like who are Chinese and who are not 

under a more generative analysis of the diasporic labor undertaken in becoming Chinese (or non-

Chinese) in times of social and political contingencies. Chineseness, in light of this paradigm, 

should be regarded as a conscious presentation—a façade indeed—of diasporic social act.  

Chinese diaspora as a subfield of transnational Chinese studies has long been marked by 

the unfortunate scholarly divide on both levels of disciplines and geo-political territories, 
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especially in academia across the Pacific where most of the existing scholarship was produced. 

On one hand, there is a notable tradition of Asia-based social scientist studies over the past few 

decades that focus on the multiplicity of indigenized Chinese networks in trans-colonial 

Southeast Asian societies. Some of these influential works, for example, are contributed by 

historians Wang Gungwu, Anthony Reid, Edgar Wickberg, Carl Trocki, sociologist John 

Clammer, anthropologists William Skinner, Tan Chee Beng, and Aihwa Ong. On the other hand, 

here in the North American humanities circle, scholarship on Chinese diaspora remains enclosed 

by the ethnocentric rhetoric of Chineseness and a rigid area-studies pattern of intellectual 

inquiries frequently delimited by the politics of nation-states. The persistent country-based 

institutionalization of Asian languages and literatures departments in the U.S. suggest this 

lingering disciplinary separation and ideological presumption, in spite of the unavoidable call in 

recent years for greater curricular collaborations with ethnic studies and the more theory-oriented 

departments like comparative literary and cultural studies.  

As soon as the concept of Chinese diaspora took off in the 1990s, bolstered by 

postcolonial diasporic intellectuals‘ growing investment in the subordinated non-West 

homelands and their scattered peoples now forming ethnic minorities in various host countries, 

there emerged a series of scholarly writings on the putative cultural ―hybridity,‖ Han-centered 

ethnicity, and cultural nationalism of Chinese overseas. The influence of minority criticism and 

postcolonial ethno-nationalist discourse was especially apparent in a number of scholarly 

contemplations on the critical as well as complicit potentials of overseas Chinese intellectuals. 

For example, Confucian scholar Tu Weiming coined the term cultural China in 1994 to describe 

what he saw as ―the emergence of a ‗common awareness‘ (gongshi) among Chinese intellectuals 

throughout the world‖ whose global huaren (people of Chinese origin) network may offer new 
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meanings of being Chinese (25). Although Tu‘s cultural China purported to emphasize the 

primacy of overseas intellectuals‘ peripheral voice, criticisms followed that Tu‘s transnational 

vision in fact restored China as the ultimate center of reference holding together the transcendent 

―common‖ interest of Chinese diasporic communities. Allen Chun and Rey Chow, among others, 

found fault with such Sino-centric construction of Chineseness. Chun challenged the rhetoric of 

Chineseness for being an ethnic-cultural discourse ―self-effacing‖ as ―value-free‖ but in reality 

marching in service of a jingoistic nationalist interest (115). Chow, in addition, cited Étienne 

Balibar‘s theory of racism in pointing out the damaging effect of Chinese literary studies‘ 

complicity with an essentialist assumption of ethnicity, which turns Chineseness into a racialist 

notion that marks the ―insurmountability of cultural difference‖ (qtd. in Chow 17).
13

 Intellectual 

wariness with the ethno-nationalist ambition of a globalizing discourse of Chinese diaspora can 

be further gathered through Ien Ang and Aihwa Ong‘s critiques of the 1998 cybernetic 

mobilization of a racist ―diasporic Chinese militancy‖ (Ang 79) against anti-Chinese Indonesians 

on the World Huaren Federation website. To Ang and Ong, the WHF phenomenon is part of the 

ongoing process of ―transnational ethnicization‖ (Ong 59) of Chinese overseas that risks fixating 

the flows of diasporic belonging unto one mystified ancestral root.  

Much of the intellectual ambivalence with Chinese diaspora as an object of study and an 

analytic perspective lies in the term‘s unresolved internal contradiction between its implication 

of the dauntingly heterogeneous socio-historical phenomena on the one hand and its 

susceptibility, on the other, to the cooption by simplistic regimes of identification that 

homogenize diasporic practices through hardening the boundaries and authority of community 

                                                             
13 See Balibar‘s book chapter ―Is There a ‗Neo-Racism‘?‖ in Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities, 21. Chow writes of the 

complicity between Chinese studies and ethnocentrism: ―[A]n entire theory of ethnicity becomes embedded (without ever being 
articulated as such) in putative claims about Chinese poetics and literary studies. […] And once classical anthropology is brought 
in, it becomes possible to see that the practitioners of Chinese writing—or the Chinese practitioners of writing—are, in effect, 
read as ethnics, or natives, who are endowed with a certain primitive logic‖ [emphasis original] (15-6). 
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categories. As in Ien Ang‘s view, diaspora as a concept always risks the connotation of ethnic 

sameness-in-dispersal while the real locations of diaspora—the global cities—are inhabited by a 

diversity of ethnicities and cultures hand in hand. The actual living space of diaspora, Ang 

observes, is a space of togetherness-in-difference.
14

  

More reflections have been made in the first decade of the new millennium as literary and 

cultural critics in various fields began to propose new ways of approaching the theorization of 

diaspora and the referential vagueness of Chineseness respectively. David Eng and Gayatri 

Gopinath, for example, discussed the critical potential of queer epistemology to denaturalize the 

lure of a heteronormative kinship value and linear racialist origin narratives behind the 

hegemonic North America-based immigrant and diaspora discourse. Eng proposed queer 

diasporas as a critical space for ―contesting traditional family and kinship structure‖ and for 

―reorganizing national and transnational communities based not on origin, filiation, and genetics 

but on destination, affiliation, and the assumption of a common set of social practices or political 

commitments‖ (4).
15

 Moreover, Gopinath noted that insofar as the critical edge of queerness is to 

compulsory heterosexuality what diaspora is to the nation, queer diaspora comes in as an 

especially potent intervention to the centripetal authority of nation-based territorial affinities by 

highlighting the decentering impetus of diaspora.
16

 This decentering of the guarded, territorial 

logic in a way suggests that, for diaspora, there exist multiple geopolitical centers of gravity and 

thus multiple (and non-normative) ways of imagining the nation-like communities. In the field of 

Chinese studies, there emerged a similar pluralizing move on the part of critics, which not only 

                                                             
14 Ang 5 & 88-92.  

15 David L. Eng, ―Transnational Adoption and Queer Diasporas,‖ Social Text, 76 (2003): 4. Also see David L. Eng, Judith 
Halberstam and Jose Muños, ―Introduction‖ What‘s Queer About Queer Studies Now?,‖ Social Text, 84/85 (2005): 1-17, and Eng, 
―Out Here and Over There: Queerness and Diaspora in Asian American Studies,‖ Social Text, 52/53 (1997): 31-52. 

16 Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 11.  
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posits that there exist many Chinas and many centers of emotional attachment but also suggests 

that China and Chineseness are written, imagined, and translated as a kind of discourse and 

thought process, instead of a mere product or referent of thought. Posited by Eric Hayot, Haun 

Saussy, and Steven Yao, this notion of Sinographies, or the writings of China, offered a 

poststructuralist approach to the problem of Chinese diaspora through the lens of signification.
17

 

From this perspective, in writing about China from afar, the product of imagination called China 

simultaneously redirects us to the act of imagination itself, a self-referential discursive product-

production and a site of what Derrida calls différance, whose meanings are open to 

reinterpretation and multiplication according to the writing subject‘s differing experiences with 

China and Chineseness. Moreover, coeval with the 2008 appearance of Sinographies was Shu-

mei Shih‘s pioneering theorization of the Sinophone in 2007, which also attends to the issue of 

language in Chinese diaspora studies but in very different manners. Whereas Sinographies 

foreground the acts of writing and signification as a site of contestation, the Sinophone tackles 

the problems of Chineseness and dominant Mandarin culture through prioritizing the variety and 

internal dissonance of Sinitic languages. Using the fractions of Sinitic speech cultures—

Mandarin, Hokkien, Hakka, Cantonese, etc.—as the axis for analyzing the ―network of places of 

cultural production outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness,‖ Shih‘s notion 

of the Sinophone insists on the primacy of linguistic heterogeneity over ethnicity in 

understanding cultural productions of ―Chinese‖ communities outside China.  

Toward the Paradigm of Creolization 

Observable in the current critical genealogy are at least two major tactics of intervention. 

The first tactic concerns the complication of referentiality and categorization inherent in Chinese 

                                                             
17 Hayot, Saussy, and Yao, Sinographies: Writing China.  
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diaspora‘s homogenizing undertone. Scholars in general are watchful of how studies of Chinese 

overseas communities could easily be interpellated by the falsely touted categorical fictions like 

one Chinese ethnicity (which largely privileges the notion of Han people and has been used in 

racialist manners), political ties to Chinese nation-states (including PRC and ROC), and 

linguistic commonalities (such as the standardized Mandarin speech culture and a common 

writing system). In response, efforts were made both to question these dubious common 

denominators and to create and search for alternative axes of sharedness or ―shared 

disidentification.‖ Whereas the myth of ethnicity used to hold together the myth of Chineseness, 

other emerging categories like language use (as Shih observes of the Sinitic language group and 

its internal fractures) and nationality (as Ang notes of peranakan Chinese‘s political affinity with 

Indonesia) now offer new ways of organizing Chinese diasporic life. The second tactic mainly 

contends with the way in which Chineseness and the cultural system of diaspora are constructed 

as a kind of temporal and spatial constant, which remains ―intact‖ from the touch of history and 

forms a self-contained universe over time. The theorizations of Sinographies and the Sinophone 

in this regard represent the intellectual watchfulness of the transience of time and space, which 

influences language use and the wide-ranging locations and routes of imagination for producing 

varied ideas of rootedness.  

These tactics are by and large immersed with the internal contradictions of Chinese 

diaspora, that is, with what the term Chinese diaspora covers and excludes in its ongoing 

undulations, and with how one might counteract the overarching regime of simplicity through 

evidence of ground-level differences. A major characteristic of this critical genealogy is that 

despite the general awareness of multifaceted diasporic practices that do not cohere with the 

conventional notion of Chineseness, there have not been sufficient discussions as to ―how‖ long-
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term socio-historical circumstances in locations outside China shape these incoherent 

experiences, and indeed, ―how‖ Chineseness is not only undermined by experiences of physical 

and emotional dislocation but in fact oftentimes constituted by social milieus and peoples 

commonly marked as foreign, non-Chinese, and exterior to Chinese cultures. One conceptual 

consequence with what Shih called the ―inability to see beyond Chineseness as an organizing 

principle‖ is that no matter how many internal differences among the so-called Chinese 

communities are highlighted, these variations oftentimes remain domesticated under the 

tenacious, compartmentalizing system of subordination called ―Chinese culture.‖ Multiplicity by 

itself in this case could easily become complicit with and contained by the referential vagueness 

of Chineseness. In addition, so long as our objects of inquiry are limited to groups of people 

already commonly recognized as Chinese and Sinitic (such as by virtue of their ethnic ―purity‖ 

and adherence to Mandarin culture) instead of ―non-Chinese‖ groups in close contact with the 

―Chinese‖ or intermediary communities whose mixed parentage lends no easy identitarian 

recognitions, it becomes very difficult to argue against the centripetal pull of Chineseness or to 

scrutinize the structural formation and change of ―Chinese‖ societies within the host countries. 

After all, one does not automatically become diasporic all by himself as he leaves home but 

because of his dynamic relations to peoples not immediately identified as ―one of us.‖ In other 

words, diaspora to a large extent is always already predicated on the dislocated subject‘s outward 

look at the aliening environs as well as his self-reflexive capability to apprehend the 

ponderousness of others‘ lives on his own.  

This inter-communal interface is where I think the paradigm of creolization could 

function as an effective intervention to the supremacy of Chineseness: To probe into the problem 

of ethnocentrism in the discourse of Chinese diaspora and the hardening of community 
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boundaries, one might benefit more from studying the dialectics of ethnicity and peoples who 

experience ethnicity as transitory, changeable, ―not of their own‖ and live ethnic identification as 

an achievement rather than a natural right. Indeed, the histories of the vast array of populations 

whose ancestry can be traced back to China are mostly about how these sojourners and 

immigrants become racially or culturally indigenized, sustain a version of affinities with things 

Chinese, and incorporate other ethnic communities as sources of their identification. In colonial 

Southeast Asia, these processes of inter-communal dynamics and self-(re)invention are 

especially remarkable among what G. William Skinner described as creolized Chinese 

societies—such as Chinese mestizos in the Spanish Philippines, Straits Chinese (or Baba 

Chinese) in the British Malaya, and peranakan Chinese in Dutch East Indies—stabilized into 

distinguishable intermediary communities after European colonizers secured their Southeast 

Asian outposts. Characterized by common practices of intermarriage with indigenous people 

(often females), religious conversion, multilingualism or the use of creole languages, as well as 

social and political indigenization, the descendants of these creolized communities not only 

showcase the long-term structural metamorphosis of Chinese diaspora. In fact, whether it is the 

colonial creolized Chinese or new Chinese immigrants in the twentieth century, for those 

younger generations who eventually became identified as simply Filipinos, Indonesians, Thais, 

Vietnamese and Malaysians in postcolonial/neocolonial Southeast Asia, and for those in other 

parts of the world calling themselves by names that designate their mixed ancestries or no longer 

feeling attached to their ethnic ancestries, the historical process of creolization makes all the 

more apparent the performative nature of Chineseness and the reciprocity between the Chinese 

and non-Chinese. When these communities no longer exist as diasporic but become truly 

indigenous to their living environments, the completion or eventual dissolution of diaspora 
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would finally be the perfect testimony that Chineseness is never far away from metamorphosing 

into something else and that it may well be a cardinal albeit marginalized constituent of some 

contemporary societies like the Philippines and Indonesia, whose postcolonial redress of 

indigeneity seems ostensibly un-Chinese. In short, in stressing the precariousness of Chinese 

subjectivities across ethnicities, political affinities, bloodlines, and across the barrier between 

Sinitic and non-Sinitic groups and not just among different Sinitic languages, the shifting inter-

communal interface shows that the practices of what we take as ―Chinese‖ affinities are as 

diverse as the range of different Sinitic, Anglophone, Francophone, and creole languages these 

people speak. 

The creolized Chinese in colonial Southeast Asia are but some of the more 

distinguishable cases of creolization as the everyday operation of diaspora (partly due to their 

large-scale practices of intermarriage), and it is from my initial interest in their historical change 

that I gradually came to see the weight of creolization not only as a historical phenomenon in 

variegated forms but more importantly as a paradigm for understanding the process of culture-

making at large. In this dissertation I ascertain the historical and conceptual relevance of the term 

creolization to what I take to be the condition of a diasporic mode of living. My thumbnail 

foreword for this project‘s theoretical implication is that, in making a creolist advance, we are 

reappraising what diaspora really means; furthermore, in understanding diasporic culture-

making, we then begin to see culture more as process and production than as an end-product 

susceptible to ―dilution‖ or ―mixture,‖ something diaspora is often unjustly accused of.   

It should be noted that while creolization has always been part of the history of global 

Chinese diaspora particularly in locations touched by colonialisms (usually with a hierarchical 

―caste system‖ that makes creolized sub-cultures easily identifiable), creolization as a theoretical 
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concept unfortunately has received little consideration as part of the Chinese histories. Instead, 

the term has been traditionally discussed outside the field of Chinese studies as a historical 

phenomenon (like the creation of creole languages) associated with such locations as ―the trading 

outposts and plantation societies established by Europeans in the islands and certain coastal 

regions of Africa, Asia and the Americas, including notably the Caribbean archipelago‖ (Cohen 

and Toninato 4). In addition, new generations of social scientists like cultural anthropologist Ulf 

Hannerz and sociologist Lee Drummond used it as a theoretical tool for analyzing cultures as 

dynamic intersystems
18

, while in the humanities, postcolonial literary and cultural critics were 

marked for developing various versions of the term, including creoleness (by Jean Bernabé, 

Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphaël Confiant)
19

 and hybridity (such as by Homi Bhabha and Lisa 

Lowe).
20

 Among the most influential scholars of creolization is Martinican critic Édouard 

Glissant, who used it to emphasize the ongoing process, with uncertain consequences, of culture-

building not only for the multiethnic Caribbean (post)coloniality but also as a mode of theorizing 

human culture on a larger scale. As Glissant suggests in Caribbean Discourse, the important 

point with creolization is not the categorization of different cultures but an awareness of culture 

as a permanently open and changing system of human interactions: ―If we speak of creolized 

cultures (like Caribbean culture, for example) it is not to define a category that will by its very 

                                                             
18 See Drummond, ―The Cultural Continuum.‖ Ulf Hannerz in ―The World in Creolization,‖ for example, writes that ―Drummond 

[…] moves from a consideration of internal variability and change in the symbolic processes of ethnicity in Guyana to a general 
view that there are now no distinct cultures, only intersystemically connected, creolising Culture‖ (381); in conclusion of his 
essay, he even advances the idea that ―creole cultures are not necessarily only colonial and post-colonial cultures. […] In the end, 
it seems, we are all being creolised‖ (386). 

19 The concept of créolité, or creoleness, emerged in the cultural theories about the French Caribbean around the 1980s through 
Eloge de la créolité, the work of Martinican intellectuals Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphaël Confiant. It is the 
theory ―through which the socioeconomic, cultural, and creative potential of creole has been engaged in areas of identity, history, 
linguistics, and heritage‖ (Enwezor 13). As opposed to Glissant‘s preference for the term creolization, which lays emphasis on 

―an ongoing process‖ and ―unknown consequences,‖ créolité deals with the ―kaleidoscopic totality‖ and the ―nontotalitarian 
consciousness of a preserved diversity‖ (Enwezor 14-15). While the former emphasizes process, the latter lays stress on the 
―critical gesture and expression of this diversity‖ (Enwezor 14). 

20 Lowe, ―Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity,‖ Bhabha, The Location of Culture. 
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nature be opposed to other categories (―pure‖ cultures), but in order to assert that today infinite 

varieties of creolization are open to human conception, both on the level of awareness and on 

that of intention: in theory and in reality‖ (140). 

Glissant‘s emphasis on process and change as the basic components of culture returns us 

full circle to the examples of diasporic vicissitudes outlined at the beginning of this introduction. 

Diaspora, no doubt, is where culture stops self-effacing as natural community traits and reveals 

itself as the dialectical process of self-making. More importantly, by foregrounding process, the 

notion of creolization reorients our attention from diversity as a static and value-free 

characteristic of diaspora to diversity as a disguise of the violent and often hierarchical dynamics 

underlying the so-called diasporic ―hybridity.‖ As Glissant and Stuart Hall both emphasized, 

what many people indiscriminately understand as creolized or hybrid societies are often far from 

products of cultural mixing on the basis of equal exchange. Rather, as a long-term phenomenon 

deeply fraught with the presence of colonial government and interracial violence, creolization 

―always entails inequality, hierarchization, issues of domination and subalterneity, mastery and 

servitude, control and resistance‖ [emphasis original] (Hall 31).
21

 In the Caribbean context, for 

example, it entails the hierarchization of multiple displaced communities—European conquerors, 

uprooted Indian indigenes, and transported African and Asian slaves—within a plantation 

economy where the struggle for survival, according to Glissant, is neither a ―dream nor an 

aspiration, but…a firsthand, basic reality‖ (Glissant 272). Similar kinds of power dynamics 

abound in many Asian societies with the presence of Chinese populations: For late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century British Malaya, for example, this perspective underscores the uneven 

                                                             
21 In this aspect, the term creolization registers Lisa Lowe‘s definition of hybridity when she highlighted ―the histories of uneven 
and unsynthetic power relations‖ (Lowe 67) in conceptualizing hybridity in the context of U.S. colonialism in the Philippines and 
Asian American immigrant cultures. 
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relations among the British, who initiated the rubber and opium plantations but needed the 

Chinese for local access, the Anglicized and multilingual Straits Chinese who mediated between 

colonial officials and the colonized, the newly arrived Chinese laborers and merchant 

competitors, and the Malay indigenes at the bottom of the economic hierarchy.  

Despite creolization‘s theoretical potential, resistance to its vigorous intellectual 

development has been made as well by scholars like Sidney Mintz, for one, who insists on the 

term‘s strict historical reference to ―culture building [of Caribbean people] rather than cultural 

mixing or cultural blending‖ as some have misconstrued (119). Stephan Palmié, additionally, 

warns against lifting creolization from the status of a time-bound, place-bound ―object‖ of 

inquiry to that of a loose conceptual ―tool‖ (59).
22

 Diffuse as disagreements have been over the 

term‘s proper place, time, and discipline, creolization as associated with colonial societies still 

provides the useful vocabulary for the mechanism of culture-making in other socio-historical 

contexts that may not experience colonialisms in the strictest sense but are fraught with similar 

struggles like inter-communal collaborations and competitions, cultural and economic 

imperialisms, minority exclusion, dislocation, protests and even revolutions. The aforementioned 

Chinese immigrant ―paper sons‖ system during the U.S. Chinese exclusion era is but one 

example of how immigration laws not only changed the transpacific Asian migration culture 

before mid-twentieth century but also further confirmed Anglophone white America as a racial 

state fortified with a stringent system of border control. Like the political minoritization of 

working-class Chinese populations in postcolonial Malaysia, Philippines, and Indonesia, the 

societal-level discrimination against large numbers of non-Han, non-Sinitic foreign workers of 

                                                             
22 Stephan Palmié criticizes this move by arguing that ―once we let go of the conceit of [..] separable cultures […] and treat 
cultures and languages as artificially reified instances of variations produced by humanity‘s universal faculty to symbolize in 
infinitely diverse ways, we eo ipso lose purchase on all senses in which we could use the term ‗creolization‘ to express anything 
(we feel is) novel about the particular world we inhabit‖ (58).  
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Filipino, Vietnamese, Indonesian, and Thai origins in bourgeois Chinese societies of today like 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore poses as a perfect example of how the putative multicultural 

societies are constituted and supported by the disavowed presence of foreigners. In effect, the 

contemporary non-Chinese Southeast Asian migrant workers across the Pacific provide an 

inverse reflection on the history of Chinese mass migrations a century ago. From the 

perspectives of cultural uprooting and remaking, then, colonialism and racial mixing are 

certainly not the sole criteria for measuring the creolization of a community; after all, with the 

ongoing global neocolonial economic powers and labor migrations marching alongside 

euphemistic discourses of multiculturalism and transnational flow, it is hard to think of colonial 

legacies as dying histories. Accordingly, I believe it is imperative to rethink the measurement of 

creolization as it continues to transmute and be lived, just like the culture it shapes. In this light, 

what defines the nature of the creolizing process, it seems to me, is something besides the 

absolute historical particularity as Mintz and Palmié suggested, something of the fact that this 

process consistently speaks to a fundamental experience shared by different communities whose 

lives are simultaneously weighed down and nurtured by the shifting power relations constituting 

the very condition of their living. It is the process of how we continue to fashion, understand, and 

hold together our multiple senses of self despite constantly feeling at stake and feeling out of 

place.  

A Creolist View on Self-making and Culture  

The implications of this creolist paradigm in regards to diaspora studies are manifold. On 

the microscopic level of the so-called ―troubled‖ diasporic subjectivity, creolization unpacks a 

range of networking strategies adopted by the diasporic subject for survival, highlighting the 

strenuous, dialectical process of self-fashioning, rather than any identitarian self as a final 
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product or prerequisite. This means that despite dislocation and alienation, the creolist subject is 

essentially characterized not by identity mourning but by his dissident relation to the inhabited 

society and its normative, exclusionary system of interpellation. As José Muñoz posits, this 

―disidentificatory‖ relation describes the ―working on and against‖  tactic on the part of the 

minoritarian subject, whose dissonant practices ―transform a cultural logic from within, always 

laboring to enact permanent structural change while at the same time valuing the importance of 

local or everyday struggles of resistance‖ (11-12). In particular, for localized Chinese immigrant 

societies whose everyday socio-cultural milieus may not nurture the ready attachment with China 

or Sinitic-language cultures, it is often the double dissonance with Chineseness and host societies 

that drives the labor of self-(re)making. From this perspective, it is not surprising that many 

displacement narratives are often read as bildungsromans, or novels of education, in which the 

young protagonists struggle to comprehend the contradiction between their alienated social being 

and an alienating external world while gradually coming to take a critical foothold of their own 

(inadvertent) complicity with the system of alienation. In her 1996 memoir Among the White 

Moon Faces, for example, Malaysia-born Chinese American feminist writer Shirley Geok-lin 

Lim comments on her ambivalent relation to her early Anglophone colonial literary education 

back in Malaysia, which to her ―may have been of Britain‖ but should be exercised as an ―act of 

dis-alienation‖ (120) and a ―postcolonial free-for-all‖ (187). A racialized Nyonya
23

 Chinese 

immigrant in the U.S. and a former English teacher to disadvantaged students of black and 

Latino backgrounds at Hostos Community College (CUNY), Lim‘s self-fashioning moment is 

manifest as she came to realize her double positions in the larger system of racialization both as a 

victim and a collaborator: ―I left [Hostos] because I could not reconcile English literature and the 

                                                             
23 Nyonya is a female Baba Chinese. See Chapter One for a detailed discussion of this creolized community.  
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deprivations of black and brown students. I believed that Hostos students deserved better and 

more, and I did not believe that teaching them English grammar was what they deserved. […] I 

was edgily depressed, hating my engagement in the colonialist versions of higher education‖ 

(183).  

In many ways, it is this creolist mental capacity for self-reflexivity that Shirley Lim 

describes here that really performs the diasporic politics of self-making. This self-reflexivity is 

also what Jean Bernab , Patrick Chamoiseau, and Rapha l Confiant called the ―interior attitude‖ 

and ―vigilance‖ of the Creoles in their influential manifesto ―In Praise of Creoleness‖ (886). 

What this vigilance does is that in experiencing social and emotional displacement, a new self 

emerges at the moment that one recognizes his alienation, feels not at ease with his otherness, 

talks about it, and acts on and against it. It is the performativity or the speech act of self-making, 

to use J. L. Austin and Judith Butler‘s theorization of the performative.
24

 The important point 

here about the self-making speech act is that in contemplating on his social struggle, the 

diasporic is always already confronting himself as a changed and still changing person, and that 

this subject-ive transformation in itself is the phenomenon and the work of creolization on the 

most minuscule scale. This creolist self-reflexive interiority, however, should not be mistaken 

with melancholic introversion, which in the case of Chinese diaspora would characterize the 

ethnocentric Chineseness and the stasis of identity marker. The creolist self-reflexivity, on the 

contrary, is primarily set to stop the mourning of loss and redirect one‘s critical vision to a kind 

of social observation and participation. One might say that the displaced ―creole‖ carries a sense 

of immersion and situated-ness in the society alongside his neighbors and compatriots in spite of 

his perceived foreignness. This is what Butler calls the ―social theorist‖ perspective in Giving an 

                                                             
24 See Austin, How to Do Things with Words, and Butler, ―Introduction: On Linguistic Vulnerability,‖ Excitable Speech: A 
Politics of the Performative, 1-41. 
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Account of Oneself: One has to ―become a social theorist‖ besides being a social actor in order to 

ascertain the paradoxical inter-subjective relations central to self-making (15). Put in the context 

of diaspora, this self-making process necessarily prioritizes the troubling relations between 

peoples rather than the troubled self. 

In regards to culture at large, there are ample reasons that creolization‘s focus on process-

as-product can be useful for delivering culture from discourses of hybridity and multiculturalism, 

which oftentimes are pigeonholed as exceptional qualities of ―diasporic cultures‖ and in reality 

are simply different ways of pronouncing cultural absolutism and the diasporic ―contamination‖ 

of boundary and purity.
25

 To think about this creolist worldview from the Chinese context, it 

becomes clear that hybridity latches unto the idea of culture just the way Chineseness latches 

unto the historical complexity of Chinese diaspora. The euphemistic overemphasis on 

cultural/racial mixtures, diasporic double consciousness, and biculturalism oftentimes works to 

secure the promise of return to a pristine origin and reinforce the racialist anxiety over 

miscegenation and de-Sinicization. For many localized immigrant communities of Chinese 

ancestry, however, their everyday networking practices are not manifestations of their casual 

hybridization or some unfettered free will to ―pick as they wish.‖ More often, networking is the 

process by which the diasporic ―handyman,‖ to borrow Deleuze and Guattari, learns to make do 

with a set of immediate resources that are ―multiple and at the same time limited‖—the art of 

                                                             
25 Paul Gilroy critiques cultural absolutism by pointing out the mutually constitutive relationship between the formation of 
Western modernity and the transatlantic history of the African diaspora in the space of what he coins as black Atlantic. In Gilroy‘s 
idea, the sense of cultural superiority on the part of the transatlantic European settlers cannot be marked and constituted without 
reference to the slave ships as the cardinal symbol and component of that alleged supremacy. The conceptual boundary of 
Western or Atlantic civilization thus always remains porous and susceptible to interrogation because it was first and foremost 
defined by its brutal colonial legacies in the same manner that the colonized were marked in return. Another counter-example of 

cultural absolutism he gives goes that the so-called ―authentically black American‖ hip hop is in fact ―a hybrid form nurtured by 
the social relations of the South Bronx where Jamaican sound-system culture was transplanted during the 1970s and put down 
new roots‖ (69). Here, translocal interdependency is important when it comes to how certain practices produced upon boundary-
crossing encounters are uncritically taken as expressions of some authentic ethnic, cultural, or national character.  
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bricolage—and rearrange them ―continually in new and different patterns or configurations‖ 

(7).
26

   

It is crucial that we start talking about diasporic networking as an act of building but not 

enumeration in order to disenchant the exclusionary rhetoric of cultural absolutism as well as 

diasporic singularity. This is not to say that plurality no longer matters but to emphasize that 

plurality‘s critical potential is contingent on whether it has the capacity to create new modes of 

cultural organization and new corridors of inter-communal conversation. Plurality and its implied 

internal differences, in other words, must work toward finding common grounds of exchange 

instead of compartmentalization. In this light, a number of pressing issues now face the scholars 

of Chinese diaspora: How can we recount the heterogeneity of Chinese diasporic networks so as 

to include non-Chinese communities in our imagination? How might Sinitic-language cultures be 

expressed alongside and even through the cultural vocabulary of non-Sinitic languages (such as 

the learning of translated Confucian edicts by Anglophone colonial Straits Chinese or the 

indigenization of Mandarin popular culture in the Philippines at the new millennium)? In what 

ways does racial or cultural creolization epitomize the normalcy of any culture?  

Creolizing Transpacific Chinese Diaspora: Chapter Outline 

The body of this dissertation investigates a set of self-making moments central to our 

understanding of the trans-Pacific Chinese networks that follow the age of 19
th
-century Euro-

American imperialism and Asian labor migrations. Here I deploy creolization mainly as a way to 

lift Chinese overseas from nominal identitarian categories and rethink diaspora as a continuous 

labor of self-making bound by the changing nexus of translocal affinities. In each of the main 

chapters I highlight a different material context or discursive site wherein the increasingly 

                                                             
26 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 7.  
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homogenizing rhetoric of Chineseness is effectively undermined. These contested sites include 

the scene of colonialism (Chapter One), the question of homecoming (Chapter Two), the 

performance of diasporic speech acts (Chapter Three), and the impact of postcolonial state 

multiculturalism (Chapter Four). Combining fictions, journalistic writings and films that defy 

conventional ideological grounds with which a ―Chinese‖ identity may be confirmed by readers 

and moviegoers, I examine how various forms of creolization may produce different ways of 

understanding Chinese diasporic life.  

In Chapter One, I study the self-making process of colonial Straits (Baba) Chinese at the 

turn of the 20th century under the converging forces of British rule, the mass labor migration 

from Qing-China, and everyday interracial contacts. I examine how the late 19th-century 

changing colonial relations among the British, the localized Straits Chinese, the China-born 

newcomers, and the Malay indigenes contributed to incite a sense of existential crisis on the part 

of the Straits Chinese elites. Struggling to belong, these Straits-born elites launched the Straits 

Chinese Magazine (1897-1907) in colonial Singapore to address the need for the community to 

make use of their local nexus of affinities in re-forming the meanings of being Chinese. Focusing 

on essays and short stories in the SCM dedicated to topics of reform, education, morality, and 

nationality, this chapter regards the SCM as a distinctive cultural space in which conscious 

discursive efforts were made to fashion the model Straits Chinese public images—as modern 

youth, as rightful descendants of Chinese cultures, as loyal British subjects, as fallible but 

educable people, and finally as deserved protégés of the British Empire. 

In the next two chapters, I turn to contemporary cinematic and literary representations of 

creole Chinese networks across the Pacific to examine how the historical process of creolization 
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is variously played out and experienced through the ongoing inter-Asian cultural exchange and 

in the present context of postcoloniality:  

Chapter Two foregrounds the practices of detour vis-à-vis the reigning melodramatic 

lures of homecoming in two translocal Sinophone films as a way to uncover disavowed kinship 

affinities between dislodged Chinese and their Southeast Asian neighbors. I examine, first, the 

onscreen and offscreen staging of non-heteronormative Chinese-Malaysian liaisons in Tsai 

Ming-liang‘s I Don‟t Want to Sleep Alone (2006) and, second, the cinematic subtext of cultural 

ties between Hong Kong and the Philippines in Wong Kar-wai‘s Days of Being Wild (1990). The 

represented non-heteronormative kinship realignments, I contend, not only resist the spectators‘ 

recognition of a regional ―Chinese‖ home culture, they also demand a new interpretive gesture 

that reads Chinese films beyond the constraints of ethnic and language cinema. 

In Chapter Three, I discuss two transnational queer Asian American novels: Lawrence 

Chua‘s Gold by the Inch (1998) and Han Ong‘s Fixer Chao (2001). For Gold by the Inch, my 

reading follows the journey of a demoralized, unnamed, racially-mixed narrator from New York, 

who becomes stuck in an affair with a male prostitute in Bangkok as he travels to Penang in 

search of his disintegrated Baba Chinese ancestry rooted in colonial British Malaya. In Fixer 

Chao, Filipino ex-hustler William Narciso Paulinha teams up with a failed and vengeful writer 

and impersonates a Chinese Feng Shui master in order to swindle money from rich upper-

Manhattan socialites. I argue that the wrestling dynamics enacted by the parodic speech acts of 

these two texts, between the queer diasporic bodies and the hegemonic system of language they 

encounter, illustrate the crucial practice of diasporic self-making. My reading contends that while 

these wandering protagonists are physically and emotionally subdued by the experiences of 

being (mis)recognized as Chinese and of being coerced to speak and act as such, they 
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nevertheless manage to exercise this discursive violence in a defiant fashion that enables them to 

sustain a non-heteronormative mode of living. As these ―chameleon-like‖ subjects speak in self-

parody, critique the sentimentalism of history writing, and perform racial passing, their forked 

tongue discloses the futility of any identitarian romancing and highlights the dear price of 

diasporic living as they voluntarily and involuntarily become strangers to themselves. With this 

chapter, I also suggest that the trans-colonial histories of inter-Asian encounters, such as Chinese 

migrations to Southeast Asia and multiethnic Asian diaspora in the U.S., complicate the racial 

discourse in current transnational Asian American literature. 

Finally, Chapter Four investigates the weight of postcolonial ethno-nationalism on the 

diasporic struggle of belonging through recent Philippine films surrounding the ambivalent 

public image of Chinese Filipinos. This chapter begins with a critical review of a growing body 

of Tsinoy (or Chinoy, Chinese Filipinos) films in the first decade of the new millennium, 

including Crying Ladies, Feng Shui, and the well-known Mano Po film cycle produced by Lily 

Monteverde‘s Regal Films. In particular, I use the Mano Po series to analyze the onscreen 

portrayals of Tsinoys as mestizos, the lavish visual exhibition of a foreign Chinese setting, the 

caricaturing effect of the multilingual cast, and the film series‘ educational bent. In highlighting 

Tsinoy mestizoness, Mano Pos reveal the epistemological slippages as well as linkages among 

categories like Chinese, Filipino, Chinese Filipino or Tsinoy, and mestizo. More importantly, 

this purposeful ethnographic representation unpacks the colonial roots underlying the socio-

political contradictions between these communities, recasts those same specters as the new 

Chinese‘s natural foreign-ness, and repacks the notion of mestizoness back to the contemporary 

Filipino national fabric. 



 

27 

 

“There Are No Chinamen in Singapore”: 

Creolization and Self-Fashioning of Straits Chinese in the Colonial Contact Zone 

“Chinamen” and Straits Chinese 

Singaporean writer Ralph Modder captures the atmosphere of the turn-of-the-twentieth-

century British Straits Settlements (Singapore, Penang, and Melaka), a colonial contact zone
27

, in 

a witty short story of an encounter between a Straits-born Chinese clerk and a newly arrived 

English merchant, who, upon arrival, asked the former, ―You are a Chinaman, aren‘t you?‖ 

―There are no Chinamen in Singapore, sir! Only Chinese,‖ was the clerk‘s reply, who explained 

that ―Singapore Chinese have short hair like mine‖ while ―Chinamen from China have plaited 

long hair as tow-chang‖ (Modder 1). When the Englishman inquired whether he meant pig-tails, 

the clerk, who had never heard of the expression, thought that the ang moh kwei (―red-faced 

devil‖) was obviously stupid and replied smilingly that ―pig-tails are for making soup‖ while 

plaited hair is ―for chasing away flies‖ (ibid.). To this the Englishman laughed, ―Of course! Only 

Chinamen from China have long hair,‖ hoping to cover up his ignorance while feeling equally 

amused at the clerk‘s incomprehension of the word pig-tail. The story ends with the clerk‘s inner 

voice in a mixture of English, Hokkien, and local Malay, characteristic of a Singaporean Chinese 

polyglot of the time: ―This ang moh admits he is foolish and can laugh about it! He can ‗lose 

face‘ to me! But he is my boss, whom I must also respect! Wah! So complicated! Makes my 

kepala sakit (head ache)!‖ [emphasis original] (ibid.).
28

 

                                                             
27 The idea of ―contact zone‖ was coined by Mary L. Pratt in her studies of colonial travel writings in South America and Africa. 
It refers to ―the space of imperial encounters‖ whereby people of both the imperial cosmopolitan areas and the colonized 
peripheries come together in certain relations, which, by the way, often involve ―conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and 
intractable conflict‖ (8).  

28 For the original text, see Modder‘s There are no Chinamen in Singapore. Note that the quoted multilingual code-switching 
practice has been fairly common among Straits Chinese in daily conversations. As this chapter builds up step by step, I will show 
to my readers that the clerk‘s trans-lingual inner outburst is a telling embodiment and pithy externalization of my claims about 
Straits Chinese in this chapter‘s subtitle, ―creolization and self-fashioning.‖ 
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This humorous exchange dramatizes several significant political, cultural, and racial 

contradictions facing the local Straits-born Chinese at the turn of the 20th century. First of all, 

the story is a narrative invocation of what Mary Pratt calls the contact zone, i.e., ―the spatial and 

temporal copresence of subjects previously separated by geographic and historical disjunctures‖ 

(Pratt 7). It is a ―copresence‖ of a figure representing the imperialist power and another 

representing the colonized subject within uneven relations of power. Secondly, while the story 

might be only fictitious, it is perhaps fictitious only to the extent that it is a dramatic reenactment 

of the lived colonial encounters: The turn of the 20th century witnessed a massive influx of 

laborers and refugees into British Malaya and other parts of Southeast Asia from South China, 

who upon arrival were either absorbed into the existing Malay-, Hokkien- or English-speaking 

Straits Chinese communities or joined their fellow immigrants. The number of arrivals was so 

high it is not surprising that an Englishman like the one in Modder‘s story who had no prior 

experience with Chinese would have imposed the undifferentiated term ―Chinaman‖ on the first 

person he visually ―identified‖ as such.  

But power never stays on one side, and the Englishman‘s ethnographic reading is not 

greeted without refutation. The encounter is a verbal tug of war between the erroneous but 

forceful assertion of colonial racialization on the one hand and the remaking of it on the other, by 

the witty Chinese, whose ―ignorant power‖ injects humor into the story. While the clerk is 

ignorant of the expression ―pig-tail,‖ his funny explanation of the plaited hair nevertheless fools 

the Englishman, who fails to detect that the clerk is playing a trick at his expense. In this light, 

the story is just as much about a series of misreading as it is about leveraging the power of 

misreading (and misleading) in order to re-fashion cultural categories, to dis-identify with and 

make fun of the agent at the top of the colonial racial hierarchy. Still, what could have the clerk 
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meant by ―there are no Chinamen in Singapore,‖ if both Chinamen and Straits Chinese refer to 

―ethnic‖ Chinese? What are the political, cultural, racial, and class implications of the fact that 

there are ―many types‖ of Chinese? Why does the clerk insist on differentiation? Why Straits 

Chinese? 

Why Straits Chinese? 

This chapter addresses the above questions that came to my mind at my first encounter 

with the story. It is also an attempt to understand the impacts of intersecting colonial and 

imperial powers, mass migrations, and the continuous contacts among Europeans, Chinese, and 

indigenous Malays on the construction of Chinese as an ethnic group in the British Settlements. 

As Modder‘s story foreshadows, practices of colonial Straits Chinese offer valuable materials for 

addressing the mutually constitutive relations among colonial ideologies, Chinese diaspora, and 

the discourse of Chineseness.  

―Straits Chinese‖ is but one among many other names used for generations of the 

creolized Chinese residing in the former British Straits Settlements (formed in 1826). While the 

word ―Straits‖ invokes the 19th-century colonial ambience, other names like ―Peranakan‖ and 

―Baba‖ allude to the community‘s entrenched indigenous networks traceable to the mid-17th 

century when European colonizers secured their trading outposts in the region.
29

 As peranakan 

(―local-born‖), these intermediate Chinese communities are ―descendants of immigrants who 

were believed to have married local women,‖ who ―speak the local people‘s language [a creole 

                                                             
29 The Chinese flow to Southeast Asia started as early as the time of the 13th-century through the Mongol Empire‘s attempts of 
warfare (Reid 17). The long-term blending of Chinese traders and indigenous communities gradually produced what G. William 

Skinner calls ―intermediate creolized societies‖ (Skinner 53) around the mid-17th century. As Tan (1988), Rudolph (1998) and 
others have noted, many English-speaking Baba leaders in the late 19th century were politically and culturally pro-British. For 
this reason, they usually prefer being called Straits Chinese. See also Rush, ―Social Control‖ 53-64, ―Placing the Chinese in Java‖ 
13-24, and Skinner 51-93. 
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tongue called Baba Malay] and are acculturated by the local people‖ (Tan 15).
30

 The Malays 

adopt the honorific term ―Baba‖ when addressing foreigners like the Malay-speaking Chinese, 

while ―Nyonya‖ (transliteration from Malay for a female Baba) is used for differentiating from a 

male ―Baba.‖
31

 G. William Skinner calls this community creolized Chinese for their perceived 

racial and linguistic mixing, while Tan Chee Beng and John Clammer highlight their ―cultural 

syncretism‖ rather than biological features on the ground that intermarriage was important ―only 

in the early period of the Chinese settlement‖ (Tan 43). Despite the difference in their views 

regarding racial creolization, scholars generally agree on the hybridization of Straits Chinese 

local affinities, which appear in sharp contrast to the Chinese newcomers (often called Sinkeh) 

who came to the region later during the mid-19th century mass migration and were subsequently 

mobilized by the nationalist rhetoric of revolutionaries and reformists in China as huaqiao 

(Chinese sojourners). In this chapter, I use Straits Chinese, Baba, and the Straits-born 

interchangeably for the local Chinese who may or may not be racially mixed but whose localized 

affinities under British rule decisively set them apart from the Sinkeh. As opposed to the logic of 

a shared Chinese consciousness recurrently invoked in the rhetoric of the global Chinese 

diaspora
32

, my study of the turn-of-the-twentieth-century Straits Chinese foregrounds the pivotal 

                                                             
30 Tan Chee Beng notes that the term peranakan ―is derived from the root word anak or ‗child‘… a womb is called peranakan in 
Malay. It also means a local-born person‖ who may be the children of Chinese or other ―foreigner-native union‖ (15). The Malays 
used peranakan for mixed-blood local-born Chinese prior to the mid-19th century to distinguish from the China-born newcomers.  

31 Tan notes that the term ―baba‖ is ―of Middle Eastern origin, and it was introduced to Southeast Asia through India‖ (13). While 

the word used to refer to the Malay-speaking, local-born Chinese of mixed blood, he also notes, starting from the mid-19th 
century when massive immigration from China poured into the Straits Settlements, it gradually came to be used to distinguish 
mostly between the Straits-born Chinese and the immigrant Chinese. In the context of this chapter, the word ―Baba‖ is largely 
used as an equivalent for Straits Chinese or even more loosely as Straits-born Chinese whose parents may be China-born but with 
a Straits-oriented cultural upbringing. In the late-19th-century context, the term Straits Chinese not only embodies a variety of 
Baba communities who may be Malay-speaking, English-speaking, and Hokkien-speaking, it sometimes includes the first-
generation Straits-born children with immigrant Chinese fathers. This last group of people may not have readily shared the 
―Straits‖ cultural upbringing and may in fact have grown up to be very China-oriented. In this chapter, however, Baba, Straits 

Chinese, and Straits-born Chinese are used primarily to distinguish them from the new immigrants (Sinkeh).  

32 For example, when Confucius scholar Tu Weiming used the term ―cultural China‖ to describe what he saw as ―the emergence 
of a ‗common awareness‘ (gongshi) among Chinese intellectuals throughout the world‖ (Tu 1994: 25), whose geopolitical 
dispersion can be contained under the label huaren (people of Chinese origin), he had in mind an ―idea of a cultural core area‖ (2) 
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role of contact in the (re)invention of a Chinese self and discusses how these boundary-crossing 

connections also re-define boundaries. 

As foreign trade gathered unprecedented energy toward the mid-19th century along with 

European industrialization and its craving for markets and raw materials, China, India, and 

Southeast Asia became the perfect destinations for European expansions. For the British Empire, 

the ―opening of China to opium‖ expedited its labor recruitments in the war- and famine-ravaged 

South China, thus precipitating Chinese labor emigration to the Straits Settlements already 

populated by generations of Baba (Kuhn 75). While the Baba did meet with Chinese sojourners 

in earlier times, this period was the first time in history for them to bear the full brunt of the 

overwhelming clashes in language, daily habits, and even political loyalty. Indeed, the Baba 

were caught in the fine balance of Western and Chinese cultures, a contradiction long latent in 

the plantation economy wherein the few versatile Baba merchants-kapitan
33

 acted as commercial 

and administrative intermediaries between the government and the laboring Chinese 

immigrants.
34

 After the mid-19th century, nevertheless, not only were the Baba gradually losing 

their economic control to the upcoming government monopoly and to the ascendance of Sinkeh 

Chinese in the Chinese Chambers of Commerce, the better educated Baba were further 

disconcerted by the tide of Sinkeh nationalist feelings for the politically mired China and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
located in the upper Yellow River of China as the center of reference for that ―common awareness.‖ Unlike Tu‘s rhetoric of an 
alleged ethnic commonality, both Ien Ang and Aihwa Ong critique the transnational cybernetic mobilization of a global 
―diasporic Chinese militancy‖ (Ang 79) through racist remarks against non-Chinese Indonesians on the World Huaren Federation 
(WHF) website in response to the 1998 anti-Chinese riots in Indonesia. To Ang and Ong, the WHF phenomenon is part of the 
perceivably ongoing process of ―transnational ethnicization‖ (Ong 59) of contemporary global Chinese diaspora whereby a 
mystified ancestral root predominates in the diasporic sense of belonging. 

33 For three centuries of colonial rule, note William Skinner and James Rush, these Baba acted as powerful intermediary revenue 
farmers (Kuhn 75) and officers (called kapitan or kapitan Cina) in an economy of ―symbiotic interdependence‖ (Rush 79). 

34 As historian Philip Kuhn notes, ―they were everybody‘s middlemen, serving not only the British but also new immigrants from 
China‖ (102). 
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reform movement in China headed by Kang Youwei.
35

 The Baba were ridiculed by the Sinkeh 

for their ―barbarism‖ and Malay-like behaviors while the British government continued to hold 

them in suspicion. Facing this unfavorable turn of events, some Baba leaders experimented with 

resinification through Mandarin and Confucian education while others sent their children to pro-

British, English-speaking schools.
36

 In the midst of this struggle to belong, magazines and 

newspapers were published to generate public discussions, such as The Straits Chinese Magazine 

and the Straits Times (both in Singapore), while Chinese and English schools mushroomed in 

competition in the first decades of the 20th century.  

For the educated elites, these events are translated to the immediate question of fitting the 

Straits Chinese community into varying discourses on the Chinamen and on being Chinese in a 

British colony. Because their colonial identities are constantly at stake, the ways in which they 

make striving connections to Chinese, British, or Malay cultures for salvaging their precarious 

standing are therefore key to our understanding of identity formation under converging political 

and cultural forces and to disclosing the wobbly myth of identity as such. To Britain or China 

should they pledge their political allegiance? While speaking the non-standardized creole Baba 

Malay, should they educate the children in Mandarin, English, or the Hokkien dialect? Should 

they keep the queue and be mistaken for Chinamen or cut it to signal their self-modernization 

and severance from China? How should they fashion themselves as the loyal, trustworthy, and 

                                                             
35 See Skinner 90. For the takeover of revenue farms by government monopoly, Carl Trocki notes that the Chinese farming 
system in the British Empire has always existed with an internal debate ―regarding the morality, usefulness, and appropriateness 
of the farms.‖ The increasing conflicts among the Chinese merchants, the secret societies and the government in the late 19th 
century gradually made the Empire abolish the farming system in 1909 and create a government monopoly. See Trocki 79-103. 

36 For resinification practices and their failures, see Skinner 90-91 and Yen Ching-Hwang‘s article, ―Overseas Chinese 

Nationalism in Singapore and Malaya 1877-1912.‖ Philip Kuhn notes that ―English-medium education attracted many Baba 
families, and business careers began to give place to the professions. To the extent that the Chinese literature tradition remained 
attractive to the Baba, it was approached through English or Malay translations‖ (178). I discuss this cultural process of Chinese 
education through the medium of English language later with examples from the Straits Chinese Magazine (SCM).  
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Westernized ―British subjects‖ while remaining the revered cultural arbiters of ―Chinese‖ 

cultures? How to do that with the medium of the English language?  

Creolization and Self-fashioning of the Straits Chinese 

With this existential precariousness in mind, the best educated among the colonial Straits 

Chinese set themselves out to finding ways of improving the communities‘ well-being and to 

guarding the prosperity of their future generations from ―moral defects.‖ Influenced by Kang 

Youwei and Emperor Guangxu‘s reform movement in the contemporaneous Qing-China, two 

Straits Chinese scholars, Lim Boon Keng and Song Ong Siang, launched an English-language 

magazine based in Singapore in 1897, The Straits Chinese Magazine: A Quarterly Journal of 

Oriental and Occidental Culture (SCM), which lasted through 1907 when it reached its final 

quietus for lack of financial support. This publication promotes ―intellectual activity amongst the 

Strait-born people‖ (SCM 1897: 2) with an emphasis on reform and education, alternated 

occasionally with moral tales, and throughout the years of its publication, it served to 

disseminate the Baba elites‘ vision of an ideal Straits Chinese community.
37

 The writings in the 

SCM illustrate the continuous discursive processes whereby the meanings of being Chinese and 

of being Straits Chinese are constantly remade. This strenuous discursive process embodies the 

legacies of interwoven colonial and imperial powers, mass migration, and everyday interracial 

contacts that together account for the ―existential precariousness‖ of Baba elites and the birth of 

SCM as a piercing response to these impacts. Reading through selected articles in the SCM 

dedicated respectively to topics of reform, education, morality, and nationality, I discuss how 

this public forum fosters the self-fashioning of Straits Chinese public images – as modern youth, 

as rightful descendants of Chinese cultures, as loyal and privileged ―British subjects‖ different 

                                                             
37 See ―Our Programme,‖ SCM 1897: 1-2. 
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from the Qing-Chinese nationals, as fallible but educable people, and finally as deserved 

protégés of the British Empire. The Straits Chinese struggles documented in the SCM not only 

show that ethnic categories are products of a conscious achievement rather than marks of an 

internal character, they also provide glimpses into the long-term historical processes of 

creolization wherein Straits Chinese make use of a multiplicity of available nexus in the colonial 

contact zone for self invention. 

In creating theoretical links between the self-making practices in the SCM and the 

concept of creolization (a term hitherto mostly associated with the Caribbean interracial 

coloniality), I am reconfiguring the Chinese diaspora not as ―Chinese culture in dispersion‖ but 

as polycentric communities fostered under particular colonial circumstances. While creolization 

historically describes cultural transformations among variously empowered Caribbean 

communities under European colonization, I seek to demonstrate that the term has paramount 

significance for understanding the process in which Straits Chinese create plural affinities and a 

unique sense of self under British rule. 

Insofar as creolization characterizes the multiethnic diversity of the Caribbean 

coloniality, it also critiques the hierarchical nature of that ―diversity.‖ As Martinican critic 

Édouard Glissant and Jamaican cultural theorist Stuart Hall have both emphasized, what many 

people indiscriminately understand as creolized or hybrid societies are in fact products of a long-

term phenomenon – creolization –fraught with the presence of colonial government and 

interracial violence. Creolization ―always entails inequality, hierarchization, issues of domination 

and subalterneity, mastery and servitude, control and resistance‖ (Hall 31).
38

 In the Caribbean 

                                                             
38 In this aspect, the term creolization registers Lisa Lowe‘s definition of hybridity when she highlighted ―the histories of uneven 
and unsynthetic power relations‖ (67) in conceptualizing hybridity in the context of U.S. colonialism in the Philippines and Asian 
American immigrant cultures. 
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context, it entails the hierarchization of several diasporic communities – European settlers, 

uprooted Indian indigenes, and transported African slaves – within a plantation economy where 

the struggle for survival, according to Glissant, is neither a ―dream nor an aspiration, but…a 

firsthand, basic reality‖ (Glissant 272). For late-19th- and early-20th-century British Malaya, this 

creole perspective similarly underscores the uneven relations among the British, the localized 

and Westernized Straits Chinese, the China-born newcomers, and the Malay indigenes. It also 

raises questions as to how the selected aspects in British and Chinese cultures were mobilized as 

signs of prestige for Straits Chinese while others were consciously shunned.
39

 As the writings in 

the SCM unravel, what Baba elites envision as the ―genuine [hybrid] product of the Straits 

Chinese‖ (Lim 58) really depends on a conscious effort of ideological hierarchization informed 

by colonial education of race and European modernity.
40

  

Creolization also suggests that even under the weight of conquest and ideological 

coercion, the colonized subjects do wrestle the agency of power from the governing class to 

reshape the meanings of colonial education. It is true that British colonization may have 

occasioned within its Malayan plantations an ostensible political hierarchy among the 

government, the Baba merchants-kapitan, the indigenous intermediaries, and the Chinese/Malay 

laborers; it did not, however, entirely control the ways in which revenue farming operated in a 

place where Baba merchants dominated local accesses to the indigenous populations (Skinner 

                                                             
39 This differentiated mobilization is present in the SCM‘s features on reform, education, and even articles on the ―degenerating‖ 
influence of the creole tongue Baba Malay. For example, Chia Cheng Sit writes in ―The Language of the Babas‖ that ―surrounded 
by Malays and the degenerate descendants of a once enterprising nation, the Malacca-born Chinese spoke little else than the 
Malay language all the days of their lives; and whatever stock of Chinese words they had inherited was gradually spent or 
became absorbed in their truly mother tongue [Baba Malay]‖; see the entire article in SCM 3(9): 11-15.  

40 This notion of creolization mirrors Pratt‘s contact perspective, which ―emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by their 
relations to each other‖ (Pratt 7). It also mirrors Paul Gilroy‘s notion of black Atlantic, by which he highlights the mutually 

constitutive relationship between the formation of Western modernity and the history of the African diaspora, that the conceptual 
boundary of the Western/Atlantic civilization remains porous and susceptible to interrogation because the sense of cultural 
superiority on the part of the transatlantic European settlers cannot be marked and constituted without reference to the slave ships 
as the cardinal symbol and component of that alleged supremacy. 
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79, Rush 59-61). Similarly, as this chapter shows, the plantation economy may have facilitated 

the formation of a creolized Chinese population as a particular race, ethnicity, and even class, 

which was subjected to and different from the ruling class; it could not, however, foreclose their 

unbending claims of being natural-born British subjects entitled to be recognized and protected 

in every way as such.
41

 Creolization for the colonial Straits Chinese thus unfolds the strenuous 

labor of appropriating, traversing, and adding meanings to existing official categories. It 

underscores the dilemma of belonging as the Straits Chinese venture on the margin of East and 

West, rewrite the nature of their affinities with Britain and China, and redefine their immigrant 

―brothers‖ from China. For our discussion on the Straits Chinese educators, whose everyday 

cultural milieus may not foster in them a clear sense of affinity with China or ―things Chinese,‖ 

the term creolization usefully unpacks the ethnocentric catch-all ―Chineseness‖ in its conceptual 

reference to multiple axes of conflict that sway community formation. It suggests that ethnicity, 

particularly in diaspora, is hardly the ultimate line where differences are drawn. Linguistic and 

class differences, as experienced among Straits Chinese, can make a person feel equally out of 

place. At a time when diaspora studies have largely evolved around the parameter of ethnicity, 

problems of ideological simplicity appear all the more serious as dominant studies of Chinese 

overseas are continuously anchored to a mystified common ethnic altar. Against this simplicity, I 

take the self-fashioning practices of Straits Chinese in the SCM to be the kernel for 

understanding the diasporic condition. And if the short-haired ―Straits Chinese‖ are connected to 

the pig-tailed ―Chinamen‖ by virtue of their ethnicity, they are perhaps recognized as such 

particularly because of their differences. 

Existential “Crisis” and the Reform Movement  

                                                             
41 See my analysis in the last section of this chapter, ―Chinese or British?‖ 
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A.“[W]e are very apt to drift hopelessly in the great ocean of life” 

Writing about early Singaporean literature through his study of the SCM, literary scholar 

Philip Holden comments that the magazine ―stake[s] out a distinctive cultural space‖ wherein its 

contributors negotiate between ―opportunities as well as threats in the expansion of European 

power and ideologies‖ (Holden 86). In addition, sociologist John Clammer notes that besides its 

capacity to generate ―self-identity‖ (Clammer 287), the SCM should also be evaluated in terms of 

―the conditions which provide the context for Baba literature‖ (Clammer 294), that is, in terms of 

the colonial existence of Baba cultures. This ―cultural space‖ or ―condition‖ characteristic of the 

19th-century Straits Settlements, to which Holden and Clammer respectively refer, registers the 

local convergence of at least ―three competing traditions – the Malay language, the Chinese 

heritage, and the Anglo-colonial political culture‖ (Clammer 294). Indeed, it registers not only 

the processes of Straits Chinese creolization but also how such material processes are being 

contemplated and verbalized by the people who lived the changes. To analyze the emergence of 

a Straits Chinese self in the SCM, therefore, is also to analyze how editors and contributors of the 

magazine discursively situate themselves within the nexus of encounters at this particular 

historical juncture.  

To begin with, the Straits Settlements at the end of the 19th century saw the 

uncontainable influx of Chinese laborers as well as the increased maritime traffic between China 

and Southeast Asian entrepôts bringing news from Qing-China. Secondly, local factors such as 

economic competition with Sinkeh immigrants and the British unease with Chinese revenue 

farms threatened the privileged status of the powerful Straits Chinese. As Qing-China became 

more aware than ever of the economic and political services that these overseas Chinese 

businessmen could bring to China, and as it began to actively solicit their support by conferring 
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titles and granting them business shares toward the last decades of the 19th century, the British 

government was not heedless at the same time of the potentially ―suspicious‖ ground on which 

the Straits Chinese might stand (Godley 361-85). Against the potential spread of distrust by the 

colonial government, the Straits Chinese British Association (SCBA) was founded in 1900 by 

pro-British Straits Chinese as a token of their loyalty to the British crown, with Lim Boon Keng 

and Song Ong Siang (chief editors of the SCM) among its founding members.
42

  

In this case, if creolization has always been an ongoing process for the Straits-born, the 

publication of the SCM between 1897 and 1907 may be seen as a timely articulation and 

interpretation by the Singaporean Straits Chinese elites, of that process as an ―existential crisis.‖ 

While creolization by itself does not necessarily produce a self-conscious sense of ―crisis‖ for the 

creoles, and certainly this cultural process will continue with or without the name of ―crisis,‖ the 

SCM verbalization of such a psychological dimension nevertheless manifests the Straits Chinese 

intellectuals‘ acute awareness of their violent crossing between East and West. Lim Boon Keng‘s 

article in the magazine, ―Ethical Education for the Straits Chinese,‖ articulates this intellectual 

preoccupation: 

We Straits Chinese, are so situated in the very midst of social and intellectual 

struggles that we may look on and watch which side is going to have the best of 

them…. do not forget that we are also beset with dangers. […]we free ourselves 

from the restraints which…in spite of the absurdity…have been shown by 

experiences to be wholesome… We hear of Christianity and Mohammedanism. 

We know so little…that the little we know is worse than no knowledge. We 

misrepresent these great religions, and we do not feel the moral and religious 

fervour which actuates true believers. Thus like a rudderless ship, we are very apt 

to drift hopelessly in the great ocean of life, entirely at the mercy of every wind 

and tide. (Lim 25-26) 

                                                             
42 In his monumental work One Hundred Years‟ History of the Chinese in Singapore, Song writes that part of the organization‘s 
chief objectives was to ―promote among the members an intelligent interest in the affairs of the British Empire and to encourage 

and maintain their loyalty as subjects of the Queen‖ (319). Tan also notes that the founding of the SCBA indicates the 
community‘s awareness of ―their own position in the Straits Settlements,‖ that while they criticized the British for not giving 
them ―all the rights which they were entitled to as loyal British subject,‖ they also felt ―the need to associate with and ―flatter the 
British authority‖ (55). See Kuhn 253. 
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For Lim, the Straits Chinese dilemma en route to modernization concerns how to balance 

their hybridity with the ―right‖ mixture of traditions amidst the torrents of unknown risks. His 

cautionary tone echoes the editorial warning in the SCM‘s inaugural number that ―as Straits-born 

people become better educated, the majority of them, as a sort of penalty, will come to know less 

and less of the traditions…of their ancestors‖ (SCM 1897: 2). This ―crisis‖ rhetoric reflects the 

double-edged everyday condition of creolization. On one hand, the Straits Chinese ventures 

always coincide with a sense of uncertainty regarding the result of the risks they take. On the 

other hand, this positional in-between-ness is exactly what constitutes their creoleness and what 

sustains their colonial viability in the first place.
43

 In short, what produces the feeling of 

existential crisis paradoxically also nurtures their distinct colonial status.  

As the cardinal nutrients for the Straits Chinese cultural life, these ―social and intellectual 

struggles‖ also reflect Lim‘s own background as an English-educated Baba. Born and raised in 

an Anglicized middle-class Baba family in Singapore with creole-speaking nyonya mother and 

sisters, Lim was lettered in English. He received medical education in Britain‘s Edinburgh 

University on the Queen‘s Scholarship and was well-versed in such philosophical thoughts as 

social Darwinism, utilitarianism, and feminism that became recognized as part of the Western 

modernist philosophies. In contrast, his interest in the Chinese language and Confucianism was 

kindled later as a result of his experience as a racial other in Britain and of his grave concern for 

the moral ―degeneration‖ of the Straits Chinese upon his return.
44

 In this light, Lim‘s intellectual 

rapport with Chinese cultures should be seen as a product of cross-cultural fusions. With his 

                                                             
43 One example is the aforementioned system of Chinese merchants-kapitan with their versatility in maneuvering institutional 
power around the colonial government and indigenous subordinates. 

44 See also Kuhn 254-55 and Lee 43-53, 105-108, for Lim‘s academic background.  
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Anglicized erudition, Lim‘s perception of an ideal Straits Chinese culture resembles that of the 

British cultural critic and educational reformer, Matthew Arnold, who sought to cure the ills of a 

sick society with ―the best [of cultural relics] which has been thought and said‖ and preserved 

from the past (Arnold 1971). Out of the hotbed of his own cross-cultural encounters, Lim 

launched the Straits Chinese reform and the SCM publication to re-engage his contemporaries 

with what he saw as the cultural marrow of East and West. It was not surprising, therefore, that 

the reform‘s discourse about ―Chinese‖ culture turned out to be a uniquely ―Straits‖ product.  

B. The Discourse of Reform 

As much as Lim‘s Straits Chinese reform owed its inspiration to its Qing-Chinese 

counterpart led by Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, and Emperor Guangxu, the two movements 

differed not only in their relations to the State but also in specific pronouncements regarding 

cultural affairs. While Kang‘s reform agenda encompassed educational and economic affairs, its 

objectives were driven by the need to modernize, rectify, and strengthen China‘s political 

infrastructure under a proposed constitutional monarchy in the face of unceasing imperialist 

advances. On the other hand, the Straits Chinese reform emphasized cultural and social 

dimensions and at its outset did not ―propose to say anything regarding political reforms,‖ notes 

Lim, ―because these are fraught with almost insuperable difficulties and are well beyond the 

scope of the Reform Party in the Straits Settlements‖ (SCM 1899: 22-23). It was instead driven 

by an elitist apprehension for the perceived cultural ―corruption‖ of the masses, an apprehension 

on the part of the elitist ―liberals who operated within the colonial system‖ (Holden 86) and who, 

in addition, were patriotic subjects of Queen Victoria. What was at stake with the ―Queen‘s 

Chinese‖ thus revolved around the task of cultural repositioning without overturning the existing 

colonial system. While Kang‘s reform was predicated on an unwavering sentiment of being 
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patriotic Chinese nationals, Lim‘s version then sought to revamp the meaning of being Straits 

Chinese in a British colony.  

In ―Our Programme‖ of the magazine‘s 1897 inaugural issue, the editors bemoaned the 

loss of ―the traditions and histories of their [Chinese] ancestors‖ (SCM 1897: 2) and attributed 

the cause to the widespread English education among their contemporaries. Ironically, as much 

as they lamented the hidden ―crisis‖ in learning English and urged for remedies to eliminate this 

―defect of our education,‖ they nonetheless resorted to the source of that crisis for a solution: 

―This defect [of our English education] it is attempted here to remedy. Through the medium of a 

common language [English], at once rich in literature and extensive in use, we hope to reach all 

classes and to restore to them the knowledge of their forefathers in English dress‖ (ibid.).  

Setting the educational tone for the magazine‘s forthcoming numbers, this editorial 

expresses the aforesaid double-edged-ness of the creole way of life, that one is both sustained 

and put out of place by their cultural experiences. Additionally, through naming and identifying 

with the ―forefathers in English dress,‖ the passage creolizes and relocates the Straits Chinese 

cultural ancestry – not in the Yellow River of China but here in the Straits Settlements where 

their Baba ancestors lived the English ways of life.  

The magazine‘s outward affirmation of the creole Baba ancestry implies that the kind of 

―Chinese‖ cultures as ―revived‖ among the Straits Chinese are not going to bear the same 

outlook as it does in China. In fact, as the SCM writers re-introduce the feudalist Confucius to 

their readers, they do so through the mediation of English, their ―common language,‖ which 

carries with it an inbuilt cultural package of Anglophone scientific rationality and progressivism. 

Written on the magazine cover page, for example, is a Confucian epigram in Chinese-English 

bilingual prints with a modernizing overtone: ―If you have faults, do not fear to abandon them‖ (
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改憚勿則過). Not only is this specific choice of quote reminiscent of the Arnoldian 

determination to uproot the social ills, its connotation of pro-Anglicized modernization appears 

even more conspicuous if one considers that while its elite Baba readers are most certainly well-

versed in English, only a small fraction of them are literate in Chinese characters. For most Baba 

readers, then, learning Confucian edicts is an entirely translated, Anglophone experience that re-

works the canon. Indeed, there is no reason why the Confucian ―forefathers in English dress‖ 

cannot also be avid followers of the indoctrinations of Anglicized modernity, as promoted in the 

magazine: ―Special attention will be given to education and to science in all its branches in so 

far as these conduce to a nobler and higher view of life. We shall also not lose sight of such local 

and current events as are of any importance or general interest, especially those which relate to 

the progress of this Colony‖ [emphasis added] (SCM 1897: 2). 

The foregrounding of ―education‖ and ―sciences in all its branches‖ accords to the SCM a 

secular aspect that finds expressions in a variety of topics such as sports, public health, Chinese 

literature, and the creole language, to name just a few.
45

 This diversity of contents is also 

paralleled by an assortment of Baba, European, and occasionally Malay writers who author 

articles on moral culture, education, East-West philosophies and who happily quote Shakespeare 

and Browning when need be.
46

  

                                                             
45 For example, reports of Chinese New Year sports in the section ―News and Notes,‖ articles on physical health like M. F. 
Simon‘s ―Contagion and Its Prevention‖ (SCM 1899: 37-42) and Lim Boon Keng‘s ―Digestion‖ (SCM 1899: 75-79), translated 
Chinese literature and folklore, and articles by Baba story writer, Chia Cheng Sit (―The Language of the Babas‖), and British 
contributor R. J. Wilkinson (―Romanized Malay as A Language for Straits Chinese‖) separately on the issue of Baba Malay and 
its Romanization as a ―living language‖ (Wilkinson 122) among Straits Chinese.  

46 For example, the issue of moral culture was discussed not only by Straits Chinese authors such as Lim Boon Keng but also by 
Western critics such as W. M. Burbidge in ―The Present State of Morality Amongst the Straits Chinese‖ in SCM 3(9): 4-7, and 
Rev. W. Murray in ―Confucianism and Christianity‖ in SCM 8(3): 128-30. Baba authors, in addition, often make use of their 

English learning when dealing with Straits affairs, either to strengthen their arguments or simply to display their erudition. Lew 
See Fah, for example, quotes the sighing Shakespearean ―lover‖ in As You Like it to make an analogy with youth as a critical 
period of life in the opening paragraph of his article ―Straits Chinese Youths,‖ which ends in another quote from the English poet 
Robert Browning. See Lew, ―Straits Chinese Youths‖ (SCM 1902: 137-40). 
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Still, this alleged cultural synergy remains problematic due to the SCM‘s limited 

readership. Although middle-class and some working-class Straits Chinese may have a 

smattering of English, most of them speak Baba Malay or Hokkien and are illiterate in written 

English.
47

 Circulated among a small group of pro-British, English-speaking, upper and upper 

middle classes, the SCM mainly represents the views of the Straits Chinese elites, who see 

themselves as the Arnoldian physician on a mission to deliver the rest among them from cultural 

maladies. As Philip Kuhn remarks, the mediated ―Chinese culture (whether or not one knew 

Chinese) offered a form of self-definition that could differentiate the devotee from the lowest 

ranks of colonial subjects. Paradoxically, Confucianism had a special appeal to some progressive 

Babas because it seemed to embody…all the attractive aspects of the powerful West‖ (254).  

The readership of the SCM reveals the less visible side of the Straits Chinese experience 

of creolization. As Straits Chinese communities were transplanted, acculturated, and re-

acculturated by the long histories of migration, European colonialism, Sino-indigenous 

intermarriage, and by the Britain-China trade, they did not, however, finally become one uniform 

community of creole-speaking people fighting together for the rejuvenation of a singular ethnic 

creoleness. Instead, as differences in class, language, and cultural capital continued to set them 

apart, the top-down rescue mission by conscientious reformers perhaps only further accentuated 

the heterogeneity of their communities.  

Fashioning the Model Straits Chinese 

Despite the SCM‘s proclivity to Anglicized modernity and its editors‘ ideological 

readiness to accept the colonial lingua franca as the rightful propeller of an ideal Straits Chinese 

society, the magazine maintains the façade of indiscriminate cross-cultural fusions, as 

                                                             
47 See Tan 1-27. 
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proclaimed in the program: ―[T]his Magazine is distinctively Chinese only in name, while it 

allows the fullest expression of opinion to representatives of all creeds and nationalities who 

desire to take advantage of its pages‖ (SCM 1897: 2). The liberal, democratic value of 

multicultural equality is undeniably held dear by the Baba elites. Nonetheless, latent in this 

official lexicon of undifferentiated plurality is a meticulous classification and hierarchization of 

―good‖ and ―bad‖ traditions. The Baba harbor a proud affection for their Chinese ancestors while 

showing an unreserved disdain for ―backward‖ habits like folk religions and arranged marriages. 

To the British and other Westerners they show an admiration for their advancement in 

modernization while nursing bitterness for discriminative colonial policies and racism overseas, 

such as the Chinese Exclusion Act in the United States.
48

 To the Malayan indigenes they owed 

the liveliness of their creole mother tongue, but not without a ready disconnection from the idea 

of total Malayanization.
49

 In the following pages, I look at the ways in which a model Straits 

Chinese figure is carefully fashioned through the two perceivable categories of discourse in the 

magazine – the modern Straits Chinese and the moral Straits Chinese. As my reading 

demonstrates, the model Straits Chinese figure emerges as a discursive construct in a colonial 

network sustained by meticulous differentiation and hierarchization among such categories as the 

British benefactors, Baba Chinese patriarchs, degenerated Nyonyas, their victimized husbands, 

and the vulnerable Straits Chinese children. 

A. The Modern Straits Chinese 

Now that the reformers are determined to change and go modern, they find that among all 

the tangible signs of progress, the British Empire stands out as a powerful symbol for that 

                                                             
48 For example, see the last section of this chapter ―Chinese or British?‖ for my discussion on the incident of the colonial 
government‘s denial of British passport to Straits Chinese. For criticisms of Chinese exclusion in the U.S., see SCM 7(4): 147-49 
and 8(3): 64-69.  

49 The aforementioned scholarly concern for the ―degenerating‖ power of indigenous cultures is one example. Also see Kuhn 253.  
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coveted forward-looking possibility and as a useful contrast to the ―ancient authority‖ of China: 

―The subjects of the Empress Dowager…must obey the law and institutions of the great Ta-tsing 

[Great Qing] code and regulations… Not even a sympathetic emperor can do aught to lighten for 

them the burden of Mandarin tyranny… But we Straits Chinese are free men!... [I]t is unpatriotic 

and unwise…to allow the prejudices of our [Chinese] forefathers, who were not British subjects, 

to deter us from pursuing the only course to advancement‖ (Lim 23-24). 

As part of Lim‘s first reform article, ―Straits Chinese Reform: I. The Queue Question,‖ 

among a total of six in the SCM, this passage justifies the cause of the movement, and 

particularly that of queue cutting, for ―the wearing of the tow-chang
50

 by British subjects is quite 

improper‖ (Lim 25), writes Lim later in the article. Lim‘s queue-cutting proposal suggests that 

Britain is the paternalistic fosterer of modernization and China its obstacle. His proposal is 

further given a patriotic dimension when he calls Chinese conservatives ―traitors to our 

nationality‖ and urges his people to ―prove by the lives and conduct and works of our people that 

we are deserving of the citizenship of the British Empire‖ (Lim 23). For the reform leaders, 

queue cutting becomes a patriotic duty of a ―modern‖ Straits Chinese and offers visual 

differentiation from their China-born brothers, who ―unfortunately‖ are not British. 

This rhetorical construction of a paternalistic and progressive Anglicized culture is 

further developed in ―Straits Chinese Reform: II. Dress and Costume,‖ where Lim advocates a 

modern Straits Chinese fashion with the adoption of selected European styles, such as collars, 

ceremonial hats, and what Lim calls the reform shoes remodeled from the style of traditional 

Chinese tailoring (Lim 58). Unlike the ―backward Chinese vs. progressive British‖ dichotomy in 

the first reform article, his language here appears more sophisticated: 

                                                             
50 The wearing of ―tow-chang,‖ or the queue, is generally held as a sign of subjection to Manchu rule. 
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The usual fashion nowadays is a hybrid of European and Chinese dresses which 

some do not consider either handsome or desirable. Let us have a genuine product 

of the Straits Chinese – a dress evolved out of our own ideas making free use of 

all articles European or Chinese… But a European topi, a Chinese baju cut a la 

Chinoise with the buttons attached in a diagonal line passing from the neck to one 

side of the body, tight trowsers [sic] and Chinese boat shoes complete the 

grotesque picture of some living specimens of humanity who ridicule reform. (58) 

 

Indeed, what looks like a black-or-white political choice in the queue-cutting article is 

finely tuned into a form of rhetoric not unlike the aforementioned cross-cultural synergy in the 

program, in which both Chinese and Europeans play their parts. But still, as the second half of 

the passage shows, this ―hybrid‖ product is never an unbiased, fortuitous blending but instead 

designed to distinguish every ―good‖ and ―bad‖ aspect of Chinese and European fashions for a 

controlled result. Lim‘s proposed version of the reform shoes, for instance, delineates how 

Chinese shoes should be remade with a utilitarian purpose while remaining Chinese-looking. 

Similarly, his proposes that a renovated ceremonial costume should consist of a toga or tunic-like 

gown with an Oriental flowing tunic and restyled long sleeves, an eclectic fashion that ―shall 

retain every essential feature of our national [British] dress‖ while ―carry[ing] on anew those 

traditions of our [Chinese] race‖ (59). This symbolic community building and preservation in 

Lim‘s fashion renovation is clear toward the end of his article: ―We will not be transformed, but 

we will digest and assimilate all the best…which the new nations can teach us and we will yet 

hold our own as a distinct people…. Otherwise… They will become transformed and completely 

Malayanised or Europeanised, and they will be severed for ever from the race whence they have 

sprung‖ (59). 

This existential moment again presents a sense of precariousness, which has preoccupied 

our elite reformers in their crisis talk but has also made happen this creative renovation in the 

first place. Despite the ostensible eclecticism, Lim‘s bias toward Europeanization remains 
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predominant in his fashion discourse, as opposed to the unnerving absence of discussion on 

Malayanization. Besides the disproportionately large space devoted to praising European 

cultures, Lim‘s article totally disregards the female Straits Chinese costume, that is, the 

conspicuous Nyonya fashion of the sarong kebaya, which combines Chinese and indigenous 

Malay/Indies elements and which was extremely popular in his time. While he agreeably regards 

the Baba lifestyle ―a la European‖ (Lim 57), observations of Malay fashion are unapologetically 

absent in his writing, a gesture that both belies and marginalizes the actual scale of Malay 

influence in the turn-of-the-20th-century Baba cultural life. Lim‘s prescriptive modern fashion in 

this case seems to reproduce the official colonial hierarchy even as it purports to mix it up. 

B. The Moral Straits Chinese 

But perhaps no issue other than that of morality elicits more misgivings from the SCM 

contributors who fervently seek to produce a model Straits Chinese public image. One only has 

to glance through the table of contents in each published number to note the unsurpassed 

frequency with which contributors take up the subject of moral well-being as a grave social 

problem. Besides ―The Present State of Morality Amongst The Straits Chinese‖ by W. M. 

Burbidge, Lim Boon Keng‘s lament over ―the total absence of moral culture‖ in his reform 

article ―The Education of Children‖ is another piece, among many others, that takes morality as 

the priority issue in the reformation of the ―character of the Straits-born people‖ (Burbidge, Lim 

102). The intellectual preoccupation with moral culture being such, the fact that the magazine‘s 

two most prolific creative writers—Lew See Fah and Chia Cheng Sit—published tale after tale 

of Nyonya moral corruption seems only befitting of the magazine‘s pedagogical intent.  

At the heart of the SCM reformers‘ preoccupation are two major social problems 

spreading among the working class Straits Chinese and immigrant Chinese laborers, viz. opium 
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addiction and gambling, both by-products of the 19th-century British opium trade. As Britain‘s 

seizure of the trading posts in South China and its opium trade in India paved the way for the 

expansion of indentured labor and markets in the Straits Settlements, the systems of opium and 

other revenue farms created a niche in money business that put immigrant laborers and poor 

local working classes under exploitation and mounting debts. In his studies of Southeast Asian 

opium capitalism, Carl Trocki points out that besides the insidious indenture or credit-ticket 

system devised by fraudulent labor recruiters on the China shore, which almost always left the 

laborers in endless bondage, selling opium to Chinese laborers who relied on it for the relief of 

physical pains in effect provided ―an easily collected revenue‖ from the people ―who were least 

able and least likely to protest the exaction‖ (Trocki 2000: 91). Other ―farming‖ businesses 

besides opium selling flourished in competition, profiting from the massive pool of potential 

costumers, and they were mostly ―associated with gambling, liquor, prostitution, and narcotics‖ 

(Kuhn 75). The unfortunate result of this system is that while the laborers are its chief ―wage-

earners,‖ they are also the primary ―wage-spenders‖ in opium dens and gambling houses (Trocki 

98).  

Even though most opium addicts are the coolies, the negative social impacts of farming 

businesses affect various groups in the colonial world. Gambling clubs, for example, are often 

gathering places of debt-ridden coolies, prostitutes (often called ah-ku in colonial Singapore), 

working Nyonyas, and some male Baba adventurers seeking fortunes to save their small 

business. Breeding a hodgepodge of crimes and family miseries, the gambling clubs are seen as 

nurseries of dissipation and profligacy. In particular, numerous SCM writers take an issue with 

gambling among working-class Nyonyas, who incidentally represent the less educated and 

morally ―weaker‖ sector among Straits Chinese to the magazine‘s patriarchal elites. Lew‘s 
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―Straits Chinese Maidens,‖ for one, attributes the Nyonya ―corruption‖ to their domestic 

ignorance: ―Have we not had cases of these girls, kept under strict surveillance, eloping with 

unscrupulous young men whose whole soul, mean and despicable, is bent on bringing about the 

ruin of young foolish and thoughtless girls?... Do we not sometimes find the names of our Straits 

Chinese girls as prisoners in gambling cases?‖ (45)  

The reformers‘ orthopedic enthusiasm about saving ―our Nyonyas‖
51

 is reflected too in 

the substantial amount of morality tales about this gendered group. Of a total of six short stories 

by Lew See Fah and four by Chia Cheng Sit in the 11 volumes of the magazine, five portray 

moral vices of insatiate Nyonya gamblers and spendthrifts. Compared to the scarcity of articles 

on other aspects of the moral culture, the ―problematic‖ moral fiber of the Nyonyas seems to 

stand out as a preponderant index of the Straits Chinese moral character as a whole.  

The issue of morality, and specifically of Nyonya morality, comprises a substantial 

proportion in the SCM discourse about the model Straits Chinese. As a phenomenon part and 

parcel of the 19th-century British colonial plantation economy, the dissipated Nyonyas are in fact 

more than a social index of a collective Straits Chinese repute. The Nyonya degeneration instead 

represents a contested narrative site, wherein multiple colonial contradictions like gender, class, 

colonial government and its racial ideologies come together as diverse axes on which a morally 

upright Straits Chinese image is projected. While writings in the SCM produce accounts of 

debatable relations among the dissolute female protagonists, male Baba victims, and the dubious 

role of the colonial government, a critical reading of these accounts reveals that these relations 

are not only hierarchized relations produced in the colonial culture. Indeed, they provide the 

ideological ground, a seriously biased one, for the call for reform and education. As these moral 

                                                             
51 For example, see ―Our Nyonyas‖ (SCM 1903: 129-30). 



 

50 

 

narratives unfold, the discursive construction of a model Straits Chinese is always already 

implicated in the productions and differentiations of unequal colonial relations in the first place.  

Both Lew See Fah and Chia Cheng Sit dramatize the catastrophic Nyonya avarice with 

their morality tales. In the story ―A Victim of Chap-ji-ki‖ by Lew, for instance, a Singaporean 

businessman with his newly attained wealth is stricken down to deathbed by a fatal ―shock to his 

mental nerves‖ upon a terrible discovery that his Nyonya wife spent all his valuables in the safe 

on ―the terrible demon of gambling in chap-ji-ki lottery,‖ a vicious game that has pulled down 

―so many respectable Chinese families here into misery‖ (Lew 70-71). Chia‘s story, ―Her One 

Redeeming Feature,‖ narrates another social drama in which an average Singaporean man is at 

his wit‘s end on account of his money-grubbing girlfriend and ends up as a dying criminal on the 

run (Chia 59-61). Interestingly, visible in both stories is a systematic parallel of the exacting, 

avaricious Nyonya characters and the victimized male Baba businessmen. Together with Wee 

Tong Poh‘s ―Is Revenge Sweet: The Story of a Confession‖ (Wee 100-102) that appears later in 

the fourth volume of the SCM, these narratives turn the spotlight on the greedy Nyonyas for their 

―killing off‖ of the pleasant, average male characters. In these narratives, Straits Chinese moral 

vices are translated and particularized as Nyonya vices, while potential problems of the male 

Baba‘s moral upbringing are glossed over. The fugitive Chinese‘s description of his ―girl‖ in 

Chia‘s story exemplifies this Adam-and-Eve pattern of gender bias when he says, ―She [my girl] 

belongs to a class of Sirens who…suck your life-blood, and when you are dry, or rather your 

pockets, do not hesitate to cast you over‖ (60). In contrast to the scanty discussion of real-life 

male lottery club owners, bachelor coolie gamblers, or irresponsible husbands who spend their 

days wasting away hard-won wages—except for only one of Lew‘s stories entitled ―The 

Awakening of Oh Seng Hong‖—the dramatized fallen-Nyonya image almost invariably 
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encapsulates the Straits Chinese moral ―crisis‖ and consequently provides perfect justification 

for reform. The Nyonya gender in this case is sacrificed for the purpose of education.  

Still, gender bias is only one part of the larger ideological network of prejudiced 

differentiation among various groups of race and class in the long-term contexts of Sino-

indigenous inter-marriage and colonial class hierarchy. The elite Chinese racial bias against the 

Malay influence embodied in the racially-mixed Nyonya, for example, surfaces here as one 

reason that Nyonya gamblers appear to be ―blood-sucking Sirens.‖ ―Our Nyonyas,‖ a short essay 

authored by an anonymous Baba, reveals this prejudiced ideological ground on which Straits 

Chinese reform is based: 

It is only too true that many of the wisest people among us daily complain of the 

falling off in the ways and habits of the Nyonyas…. The terrible effect of this 

monstrous system [of domestic confinement] inherited from the Malay ancestors 

of many homes, is seen today in the unhappiness of melancholy which desolate 

the homes of this otherwise promising people…. All the evils complained of 

against the Nyonyas may be traced to the pernicious bondage under which they 

have been brought up. Gambling will disappear whenever our women learn to 

make a better use of their time. Systematic education is the only remedy… (SCM 

1903: 129-30) 

 

Not only does this article gloss over the same Chinese custom of domestic confinement in 

practice and replaces it with a specious explanation of ―Malay influence,‖ it also evades the class 

factor in the gambling phenomenon. It ignores the fact that in a vicious colonial economy of 

unfair bondage and indentures, it is the unprotected coolies, poverty-stricken locals, and small-

business owners that are most susceptible to the downward spiral of gambling. For an elitist and 

paternalistic language of education to take shape, ironically, it requires multiple discursive 

exploitations of existing colonial inequalities.  

The British have their roles, too, in these biased narrative productions, and it is through 

these same discursive exploitations that one discerns the pro-British undertone of baba elites in 
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their campaign for moral rectification. Bertie Armstrong‘s ―A Daughter‘s Portion‖ tells of a 

conscientious British male solicitor who took up the case of a poor Nyonya widow with an infant 

daughter inheriting a large sum of insurance money and helped her legally acquire the amount to 

meet financial difficulties, only to find the widow losing her baby‘s inheritance overnight to 

gambling. Driven by a sense of responsibility on hearing about the widow‘s suicide upon 

bankruptcy, the solicitor took up the case again, recovered the ―daughter‘s portion,‖ and finally 

―got her admitted into the Chinese Girls‘ School where she remained till she was twenty one and 

married‖ (Armstrong 66). A story written for the educational purposes, it is also a narrative 

invocation of distinct colonial subjects with hierarchical social relations, that is, the dissipated 

Nyonya, the British benefactor, and the vulnerable, infantilized Chinese beneficiary. In the story 

of moral redress, the British benefactor clearly emerges as a stand-in of the paternalistic Baba 

reformers, allegedly equipped with the intelligence and moral integrity to protect and educate.  

Of course, the magazine‘s willing acceptance of the British as good-willed guardians 

does not mean that progressive Baba reformers do not harbor even the slightest criticism against 

the colonial government. Occasional criticisms do exist with regard to specific state policies, 

such as in Lim‘s ―The Attitude of the State toward the Opium Habit,‖ which criticizes the 

lukewarm government initiatives to fight against opium addiction of the coolies with public 

health-care facilities other than collecting revenues (Lim 47-54). Lim‘s timely criticism of 

opium, however, appears compromised when he separates political issues from what he sees as 

―purely‖ cultural or social problems: 

The ignorant coolie believes that Government has a special object in encouraging 

the habit, and tries to prevent him from getting rid of the pipe! How does the poor 

man…come to have this absurd idea?...Whether the Europeans introduced the 

drug into China or the Chinese learnt the habit from the Indians is now only a 

matter of historical interest…. Popular imagination certainly puts the 

responsibility of the introduction of opium on the shoulders of the English. There 
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are millions of Chinese to-day who believe as sincerely as they believe there is a 

God that some half a century ago the English forced China to allow opium to 

enter the Empire and thus to corrupt and demoralise her people. But this is not our 

subject. (47-48) 

 

Evading the significance of government fiscal consideration in making opium a profitable 

commodity, Lim ultimately lays stress on ―social wants‖ and ―sedentary habits‖ (Lim 52) within 

the Chinese culture itself as the main cause for gambling and opium consumption. To Lim and 

other contributors in the SCM, the Straits Government remains by and large the good shepherd in 

line with the Baba elites, overseeing the making of a moral Straits Chinese society.  

Chinese or British? 

Perhaps the Baba elites‘ fundamental predicament is that they can neither claim nor 

disown their British/Chinese ―identities‖ without feeling somewhat exposed and misplaced at 

certain moments, just as they cannot disown the very Malay streak in their cultural veins even as 

they try to marginalize it. Perhaps they know very well that while they are empowered by this 

precious versatility, they are not in full control of the colonial nature of it. In 1899, Lim Boon 

Keng championed queue cutting as a sign of modernization and differentiation from the 

―backward‖ China; two years later, an anonymous Straits-born writer published his overseas 

experience in the SCM of being misrecognized and mistreated in Manila as one of the Qing-

Chinese subjects. In 1898, China was regarded in the SCM as ―a new field for Straits enterprise‖; 

later when the news of the Boxer rebellion in China reached the city of Singapore, a public 

Malay pamphlet was distributed urging the Straits Chinese to fight for Britain against the 

Manchu boxers (Frost 28). In 1899, news was spread that some Straits Chinese were denied their 

British passports for the reason that they were claimed to be Chinese subjects by the Qing 

government
52

; in 1900 members of the SCBA declared their loyalty to Britain, and in 1903 Lew 

                                                             
52 See Song, ―Are the Straits Chinese British Subjects?‖ SCM 3.10(1899): 61-67.  
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See Fah (17) wrote that he was ―proud…that so many Straits Chinese…have shown their loyalty 

to the British throne not only on paper but in deed‖ by joining the S.V.I. (Singapore Volunteer 

Infantry) unit. How are we to make sense of these conflicting efforts to be recognized? In self-

stylizing as British, are Straits Chinese not also creating a form of discourse about being Chinese 

at the same time? Are detachment and affinity not feelings strangely akin in a constant 

reverberation?  

A. “[B]ut for my queue he would pass me for „a civilized man‟” 

The Straits Chinese ―forefathers in English dress‖ are not just both Chinese and English 

at the same time. That these two competing kinship feelings are copresent demonstrates that 

these feelings are not only interdependent but also mutually constitutive. For an average turn-of-

the-20th-century Straits Chinese to claim that he is British, for example, it requires that he first 

prove he is a colonial Straits-born Chinese and not China-born Chinese. Similarly, for him to 

claim that he is of ethnic Chinese ancestry, he will have to speak from a colonially Straits, 

nationally British, and perhaps racially Malayanized point of view. His Straits-Chineseness 

therefore defines what it means to be British as much as the latter reworks what it means to be 

Chinese, China-born or Straits-born. 

―A Straits-Born Chinese in Manila during the Spanish Regime,‖ an autobiographical 

travelogue in the SCM, describes this peculiar sense of self cultivated through multiple contact 

relations. Its anonymous Straits Chinese author-narrator records his mistreatment by Spanish 

officers at Manila‘s customs depot in 1888. Upon arrival in Manila, his passport and personal 

belongings were held up for inspection, and he had to endure the humiliating manners of the 

custom officers. It was not until he later presented himself as an English-speaking person with a 

British passport that the Señors showered him with fawning big smiles: ―With the help of my 
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interpreter, the two Señors now understood…that I was a British subject. The Señor No.1 

smilingly said that I did not behave like ordinary Chinese he had come across and that but for my 

queue he would pass me for a ―civilized man‖ as my speech and behaviour bespoke my 

upbringing and education‖ (SCM 152).  

This confrontation unrelentingly captures the narrator‘s perilous national and cultural 

affinities, which ironically underscores his colonial Straits Chinese status. He was visually 

recognized as Chinese at first for his queue and was only re-recognized as British later for his 

―civilized‖ manners. While the confrontation regenerates existing categories of cultural markers, 

it also puts them under suspicion, for what seems like an obvious metonymic sign (the queue) for 

Chinese nationality turns out to be the least reliable designator for his national and even cultural 

affiliation. The encounter thus both re-enacts and destabilizes what it means to be Chinese 

(queued, barbarian, and non-English-speaking?) and British (white, civilized, and English-

speaking?). In this light, the narrator‘s British status is just as much a product of his colonial 

contact with and subjection under British rule as the fact that the Spaniard‘s misrecognition is 

based on other ―Chinese he had come across‖ previously. This contact perspective deconstructs 

the myth of ―Chineseness‖ as a self-contained ethnic category for differentiation, and it 

underlines the fact that the narrator‘s sense of self is shaped by an interlocking network of race, 

colonial subjection, education, and linguistic practices in the changing colonial atmospheres.  

By the same token, the Baba affinities with Britain as expressed in the SCM are variously 

formed by class status, language use, political protection, etc., all of which carry the extra lure of 

upward social mobility in a colonial society. And yet, because this upward colonial affinity is an 

achievement, rather than a born right, it is not inalienable such as when Straits Chinese are left 

unarmed in times of need. This perpetual conundrum makes the following ―patriotic moment‖ in 
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the travelogue appear ironic and bitter rather than reassuring: “Mr. Golland [consular at 

Manila]…assured us that he would protect us to the fullest extent of his consular power and 

advise us to see him if we required his protection during our stay at Manila. I blessed the British 

Flag in my heart and my tears were about to drop‖ (SCM 1902: 66).  

It is ironic that the narrator‘s British passport saved him simultaneously as it left him at 

the mercy of the Spaniards. Whether the passage is purposefully ironic or not, it seems that as 

desperately as the SCM contributors assert their ties with the British Empire, the fact remains that 

these ―ties‖ have to be won first, and they are only limited.    

B. The Rightful Claim 

The creolizing process has been laborious for Straits Chinese from the beginning, its 

products never singular, or final. The Straits Chinese then and now continue to refer to 

themselves through a multiplicity of names, each of which representing a slightly different aspect 

in their cultural history – Baba, Straits Chinese, the Straits-born, Peranakan, ―sons of the soil,‖ 

sometimes simply Chinese (Tan 3 and 225) and sometimes adamantly British. That a lot of these 

names are used interchangeably in the SCM echoes the Straits Chinese claim as people of many 

faces. It tells of their diverse frontiers of struggle, including the struggle to be called Chinese 

with references of their own. Just as the Baba elites‘ orientations toward the British, the idea of 

embodying certain ―Chineseness‖ at the turn of the 20th century was made up of a spectrum of 

affinities besides ethnicity and political loyalty. Even as these ties were sometimes made in the 

name of ethnicity or nationality, more often than not they are names through which other 

expedient connections are made, such as commercial benefits and class status. That Straits 

Chinese would have toiled to self-fashion as the ―creolized Chinese in English dress‖ therefore 

discloses the living dramas of economic competitions, class distinction, demand for political 



 

57 

 

protection, etc. These dramas point to the nature of what I have provisionally called ―identity‖ 

earlier, that all claims of an alleged ―identity‖ is always already diasporic and polycentric at the 

same time. The process of Straits Chinese self-fashioning is even more so because their 

differentiated connections with Britain and China are not innate affections but acquisitions in the 

boundary-crossing ventures, ventures which in turn redefine those lines of boundary with which 

exclusions and inclusions are made.  

The Straits Chinese relations with the British Empire, for example, are changing products 

of this continuous reverberation. The Straits government‘s creation of the Chinese Protectorate in 

Singapore in 1877 (with William A. Pickering being the first Chinese Protector) was a policy 

reaction to ―make the predominant ethnic group in the community [including the Baba and the 

China-born] respect the peace, laws and authority‖ and to win the ―loyalty of the Chinese‖ over 

―a competitor [Qing-China] whose claims on the loyalty of the Chinese were primordial‖ (Lee 

179). The British effort to co-opt local Chinese populations through granting honorary titles 

manifests their awareness that, to trade with China, they need the cooperation of wealthy Chinese 

merchants. Likewise, to contain the spread of anti-imperialist sentiments among new Chinese 

immigrants, they need loyalty. Besides the initiative on the part of the colonial state to gravitate 

toward the unavoidable Chinese presence, the Straits Chinese were equally conscious of the 

ascending ―China impact‖ on their borderline British status. Song Ong Siang‘s 1899 SCM article, 

―Are the Straits Chinese British Subjects?,‖ for example, expresses the Straits Chinese anxiety 

over continuous British distrust in the last decades of the 19th century: ―It must have been 

apparent to some of us that within recent years the Straits Government has placed itself in an 

anomalous position in its attitude towards the Straits-born Chinese. It seems to look upon them 
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with some measure of suspicion which does not appear to be justified by experience‖ (SCM 

1899: 66). 

Not only were they agonizing over British suspicion, they were also frustrated by the 

―consistent refusal of the Government to allow the Straits Chinese to enlist as Volunteers [in the 

S.V.I]‖ (SCM 1899: 67). More quandaries appeared in the same article when it recorded the news 

that a Straits-born Chinese was denied his British passport because the British Foreign Office 

gravitated toward China‘s claim of his nationality upon the principle of jus sanguinis, which 

provides that the man take up the nationality of his father, who happens to a Chinese subject.
53

  

To remedy this unfavorable situation, reparative initiatives ensued when the SCBA was 

founded in 1900 and the Singaporean Chinese infantry volunteers formed in 1901 (Song 320-

21).
54

 That favors of Britain had to be won they were aware, but the Straits-born did not cling to 

its limited favor without protestation. Song, for example, criticizes Britain‘s unlawful exclusion 

of Straits Chinese and its easy acquiescence to China‘s unilateral claim: ―Had the British 

Government any regard for the welfare of the Straits-born Chinese, its protégés, who not only 

sincerely believed but were made to believe that they were natural born British subjects, it would 

not have readily favoured the Chinese claim‖ (67).  

                                                             
53 See SCM 3.9(1899): 63-64. The source of the Straits Chinese nationality problem at the end of the 19th century was that there 
was not yet any nationality law to govern Chinese nationality. According to Nationality and International Law in Asian 

Perspective, ―before the enactment of a nationality law in 1909 [for China], there was only customary law to govern the 
nationality of the Chinese, i.e., the child of a Chinese subject acquired his father‘s nationality [the principle of jus sanguinis]. The 
state of the law was not clear on other aspects of nationality, such as the conditions of losing Chinese nationality or of the 
acquisition of Chinese nationality by aliens…” (Ko 33). In the case of the British Empire, until the 1915 enforcement of the 
British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914, British subjects were governed principally under the common law, which states 
that subjects born within the dominions and allegiance of the British Crown were naturally British subjects. In fact, as Man-
huong Lin notes in ―Overseas Chinese Merchants and Multiple Nationality,‖ because the nationality laws of various countries 
(including China) in the early 20th century were either ambiguous or loose in terms of the rules regarding relinquishing one‘s 

nationality, they in fact ―made it possible for Chinese people to keep multiple nationalities‖ (Lin 996).  

54 Tan writes that ―the formation of the Volunteer Corps by the Straits Chinese in Singapore in 1901 and later in Melaka and 
Penang, was to reassure the British government of the loyalty of the Straits Chinese…this must be seen as a Straits Chinese effort 
to impress upon the British their loyalty, and hence the duty of the British to protect the interests of the Straits Chinese‖ (56).  
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Song‘s fiery reproach of the government‘s capricious attitude is a bitter accusation as 

well of the violence of colonial ideological imposition upon the Straits Chinese that demanded 

their total submission while denying them protection. It underscores the issue of nationality at 

this particular juncture of international relations as an issue of coloniality, that the foundation of 

the British Empire is necessarily defined by its violent subjugation and mandatory inclusion of 

Straits Chinese in the first place. By holding Britain responsible for its unwanted incursion of 

Chinese ties, Song also exposes the vulnerable nature of the Straits Chinese self-making venture. 

To what extent this furious criticism is politically subversive or anti-colonialist remains 

questionable, for the SCM writers on the whole are patriotic colonial elites. However, the furious 

invocation of the official lexicon ―natural born British subjects‖ is already itself an act of 

reworking the exclusionary colonial indoctrination and a strong demand for action on the part of 

the colonial agents who shirk from fulfilling the obligation. While the British Empire produces 

the ideological modes of its double-coded education of colonial subjection, it does not control 

the ―unofficial‖ ways with which educated Straits Chinese appropriate, internalize, and finally 

externalize that learning as a rightful claim of equal rights, as is passionately pronounced by 

Song: 

The Naturalisation Ordinance of 1867 has embodied this common law of England 

in our local Statute Book. Until that ordinance is repealed by another legislative 

enactment…a Court of Law in this Colony will be bound to uphold our contention 

that every child born in this colony, irrespective of the nationality of its parents, is 

a natural born British subject, and entitled to enjoy all the privileges which British 

nationality confers. (SCM 1899: 67)  

 

Creolization is thus both violent and sweet for the Straits Chinese in English dress. With 

regard to China‘s imperious recuperation, they exhibit unease toward its capricious change of 

attitudes from disdain to a sudden ―paternal regard‖ for emigrates at the last few decades of the 
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19th century.
55

 They resist the homogenizing rhetoric of a solidified ethnic Chinese diaspora and 

its prescriptive interest of nationalism. Still, this dissociation does not detract from their 

legitimate claim as proud Chinese, who were diasporized in Nanyang, indigenized and 

Anglicized in the colonial world, and would later become Singaporeans or diasporized again in 

their own postcolonial Malaysian society under official Malay indoctrinations. In the same 

manner, they felt strangely akin to the British. They wore the ―English dress‖ and spoke the 

colonial lingua franca, but because they walked in their Straits-born fashion and sun-bathed in 

the tropical heat of creole tongues, they did not look upon the British Empire as the final 

reference for a sense of groundedness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
55 See ―News and Notes: Are Straits Chinese British Subjects,‖ SCM 1899: 36. 
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Detours of the Sinophone amidst the Lures of Home: 

I Don’t Want To Sleep Alone and Days of Being Wild 

Homecoming and the Kinship Household 

The transnational visibility of the so-called ―Chinese‖ films in recent decades is perhaps a 

timely reminder to us that the life of any individual film, whether locally or translocally 

sponsored and produced, is always already subject to a wider circuit of international 

spectatorship, commercial profit, and even crosscultural critique. To argue for the translocality of 

Chinese and other cinemas is less of discovering a new phenomenon than reiterating the obvious. 

Although recent scholarships have variously invoked such terms as globalization, 

transnationalism, and crosscultural encounters to accentuate the exponentially increasing 

phenomena of translocal patronage, adaptations, collaboration, and capital flow in Chinese 

cinemas, these ―newly observed‖ phenomena in fact have been the foundations to the ―Chinese‖ 

filmmaking history from the beginning.  

A glimpse at a few moments in the history of Chinese regional film industries shows the 

level of difficulty to distinguish between the sites/sights of the local and those of the translocal. 

In fact, these fragments support the claim that film representations of a so-called local, ethnic, or 

national culture are de facto translocal to begin with. It is well known that the first feature films 

in China (The Difficult Couple or Nanfu nanqi, 1913) and Hong Kong (Zhuangzi Tests His Wife 

or Zhuangzi shiqi, 1913) were products of the Asia Film Company, a joint entrepreneurial 

undertaking between American merchant Benjamin Polaski and local Chinese talents including 

Zheng Zhengqiu and Li Minwei.
56

 In addition, early Chinese film productions heavily relied 

                                                             
56 See Sheldon Lu 5, Wang‘s ―Hollywood‘s Crusade in China prior to China‘s WTO accession‖ 
(http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc49.2007/TingWang/text2.html), and Jay Leyda, Dianying/electric shadows: An account of 
films and film audience in China. 

http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc49.2007/TingWang/text2.html
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upon technological imports from France, Germany, and Great Britain, until Hollywood takes 

over as China‘s new major supplier of film stock after WWI broke out.
57

 When Hong Kong 

replaced Shanghai as the exilic capital of the industry following WWII and the Chinese Civil 

War, one witnesses the advent of another significant period in the translocal history of Chinese 

cinemas, that is, the growing empire of Shaw Brothers Studio across Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 

Singapore-Malaya under Run Run Shaw from the 1940s through the 1970s. As Poshek Fu notes, 

Shaw pioneered to ―modernize and internationalize the [film] industry‖ (43), especially that of 

the Mandarin pictures, and even though he never successfully extended the empire‘s influence 

beyond the Pacific Ocean, that is, to the U.S., it is unmistakable that the Shaw Brothers Studio 

was once the major player in orchestrating the translocal interdependence between Hong Kong 

the movie town and Nanyang (South Sea). ―While Nanyang‘s operation depended on the steady 

cash flow and financial backing of Singapore and Malaya,‖ Fu comments, ―the Shaw Brothers 

Studio could not accumulate the capital without the constant supply of commodities (including 

film), skills, and equipment from Hong Kong‖ (43).
58

  

Never was the translocal character of the Chinese filmmaking industry so explicitly felt 

in those days as it is now. While productions of mainland Chinese films between 1949 and the 

early 1980s remain dominated by the PRC socialist ideologies, since the late 1980s, productions 

of films both in and out of the territory of PRC have together ―turned the specificity of Chinese 

culture and history into a highly marketable generic product for global consumption,‖ according 

to Ma Ning (184).
59

 Some stylistically path-breaking auteurs of this period include the fifth-

generation Zhang Yimou (To Live) and Cheng Kaige (Farewell my Concubine) from the 

                                                             
57 Ibid.  

58 Fu, ―Going Global: A Cultural History of the Shaw Brothers Studio, 1960-1970.‖ 

59 Ma 183-199. 
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mainland, New Wave directors and producers like Hou Hsiao-hsien (A City of Sadness) and Hsu 

Li-kong (Fleeing by Night) from Taiwan, John Woo (A Better Tomorrow) and Wong Kar-wai (In 

the Mood For Love) from Hong Kong, and lastly, Ang Lee (Pushing Hand), who according to 

Christina Klein is part of the diasporic rather than simply Chinese or Taiwanese communities 

when it comes to the ―homecoming‖ sentiment of his Mandarin-language films.
60

 While general 

theater releases of these filmmakers‘ works were only moderate at best in non-Chinese societies, 

the significant number of awards won at various international film festivals shows the sturdy 

growth of these films‘ translocal visibility among critics as well as art-house and foreign-film 

goers.
61

 Indeed, as more and more contemporary Chinese films openly challenge the boundaries 

of language, culture, and geo-political territories in such aspects as casting choices (like the 

starring of Japanese actor Ken Takakura in Zhang Yimou‘s Riding Alone for thousands of 

Miles), storylines (like the Japanese exile in the post-WWII China in Ann Hui‘s Song of the 

Exile), and sources of sponsorship (like Ang Lee‘s continuous partnership with American 

producer James Schamus‘ production company Good Machine, or the Louvre Museum, which 

                                                             
60 In discussing Ang Lee‘s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Klein argues that ―we can best see Crouching Tiger from a global 

perspective if we think of Lee as a member of the Chinese diaspora and consider the film a work of diasporic filmmaking‖ (21). 
She states that even though Lee has described this film as a ―personal ‗homecoming of sorts‘,‖ one needs to consider the multiple 
facts that Lee has never been to China prior to making this film, that the story ―did not emerge out of a mainland Chinese locale,‖ 
and that ―Lee is working with a fundamentally diasporic notion of homecoming‖ (22).  

61 To Live, from mainland China, was nominated for Best Foreign Language Film in the 1995 Golden Globe Award, its lead actor 
Ge You winning the 1994 Cannes Best Actor and director Zhang Yimou the Grand Prize of the Jury. Among other winnings, 
Farewell my Concubine was Best Foreign Language Film in Golden Globes (1994), London Critics Circle Film Awards (1995), 
and Los Angeles Film Critics Association Awards (1993). A City of Sadness, from Taiwan, won Gold Lion in the 1989 Venice 

Film Festival and later Best Foreign Language Film in the 1991 Kinema Junpo Award, after winning Best Director and Best 
Actor of the 1989 Golden Horse Award in its home turf. Also from Taiwan, Fleeing by Night was the winner of the Best Music 
category in the 2001 Asia-Pacific Film Festival and Best Feature Film in Torino International Gay and Lesbian Film Festival of 
the same year. A modern gun-powder rendition of the classical martial-arts male-bonding genre, John Woo‘s A Better Tomorrow 
bagged Best Actor and Best Picture in the 1987 Hong Kong Film Awards after receiving recognition from Taiwan‘s 1986 Golden 
Horse Award in the categories of Best Actor and Best Director. As the millennium arrived, his fellow Hong Konger Wong Kar-
wai brought Hong Kong a step further on the international stage with In the Mood For Love, which, besides winning numerous 
international awards, was ranked the fifth-best of the decade by Time Out New York in November 2009 for its ―peerless ode to 

snuffed desire‖ and its being ―the consummate unconsummated love story of the new millennium‖; equally noteworthy on the 
same list, in addition, is the Edward Yang film Yi Yi (A One And A Two) from Taiwan, which was ranked only one place after In 
the Mood (see the report from http://newyork.timeout.com/articles/film/80947/the-tony-top-50-movies-of-the-decade/6.html). 
Lastly, Ang Lee‘s Pushing Hand won the Best Film award in the 1992 Asia-Pacific Film Festival. 

http://newyork.timeout.com/articles/film/80947/the-tony-top-50-movies-of-the-decade/6.html
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sponsors Tsai Ming-liang‘s latest film Face), the categorical household ―Chinese‖ films as a 

cultural, ethnic, linguistic, or, increasingly, as a ―national‖ demarcation line for classifying 

translocal film arts only seems more inadequate if not entirely anachronistic than ever.  

On the level of critical discourse, the pressing issue of categorization in light of the 

immanent translocal subtext has also been spotlighted in books and anthologies. For one, in 

editing Chinese Films in Focus II, Chris Berry admits that ―because non-Chinese languages are 

used in many diasporic Chinese films, even the recent broader concept of ‗Chinese-language 

film‘ (huayu dianying) is not broad enough‖ to include ―the widest range of films that readers 

might consider Chinese‖ (1). Similarly, Sheldon Lu foregrounds in his introduction to 

Transnational Chinese Cinemas that ―One must speak of Chinese cinemas in the plural and as 

transnational in the ongoing process of image-making throughout the twentieth century‖ (3). 

Moreover, as Shu-mei Shih notes in Visuality and Identity, even for a film like Crouching Tiger, 

Hidden Dragon, which by virtue of its esoteric wuxia or sword-fighting genre is widely expected 

to register the ―fantasy representation of classical Chinese culture,‖ its illusory fantasy for ethnic, 

cultural, national, and linguistic uniformities is nonetheless frustrated by the jarring presence of 

―differently accented Hanyu [Mandarin or putonghua]‖ delivered by actors coming from 

disperse geo-political locales including Malaysia, Taiwan, mainland China, and Hong Kong 

(5).
62

 For film scholars working in American institutions saturated in western high theories, this 

categorical problem becomes particularly aggravated when it comes to analyzing the 

melodramatic familial/kinship narratives of Chinese-language films. With storylines that can be 

universally translatable and context-specific, these kinship melodramas have long lured critics to 

apply the tantalizing oedipal model of psychoanalytic theories or highlight the films‘ 

                                                             
62 Berry 1-2, Lu 3, and Shih 1-39. 
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postcolonial ethno-national and (auto)ethnographic consciousness.
63

 Objections to these 

methodological approaches are not unnoticed in the meantime. For example, in ―On Western 

Critiques of Chinese Films,‖ Nick Browne writes a pounding tirade against Rey Chow‘s 

psychoanalytic approach and her use of the western postcolonialist approach in reading Zhang 

Yimou‘s Judou as an insurgent, ―auto-ethnographic,‖ ―Chinese‖ film. Two kinds of tension is 

being inaugurated here, one on the level of filmic narration and the other on the level of 

criticism, and Browne‘s article is but one example of how crosscultural readings of Chinese 

kinship melodramas are experienced by scholars as a kind of crosscultural ―dilemma.‖
64

 In fact, 

                                                             
63 The term autoethnography, describing a critical mode of skepticism toward the allegedly scientific referentiality of western 

ethnographic projects, usually with the so-called non-white, non-first-world ―others‖ being the studied ―objects,‖ has been 
theorized and used by various scholars such as Françoise Lionnet (in Autobiographical Voices), Mary Pratt (in Imperial Eyes), 
and Jose Muñoz (in Disidentifications). In her book project Primitive Passions, Rey Chow mainly follows Pratt‘s theorization in 
discussing the heterogeneity of receptions of those Chinese films famous among what she deliberately called ―foreign‖ audiences 
(see Chow‘s note 81 for Part One in the book), films that are ―also a form of intercultural translation in the postcolonial age‖ 
[emphasis original] (xi). Marry Pratt, whose theorization of the term inspired Chow‘s work, describes autoethnography in 
Imperial Eyes as a mode of self writing that elucidates the disidentificatory edge in some practices of minority discourse: ―I use 
these terms…to refer to instances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways which engage with the 
colonizer‘s own terms. If ethnographic texts are a means by which Europeans represent to themselves their (usually subjugated) 

others, autoethnographic texts are those the others construct in response to or in dialogue with those metropolitan 
representations…Autoethnographic texts are not, then, what are usually thought of [or self-proclaim] as ‗authentic‘ or 
autochthonous forms of self-representation… Rather, autoethnography involves partial collaboration with and appropriation of 
the idioms of the conqueror‖ (7).  

64 In ―On Western Critiques of Chinese Films,‖ Nick Browne critiques the problems of some cross-cultural Chinese film studies, 
with a severe attack on Rey Chow‘s book Primitive Passions for her claim that ―a contemporary Chinese film is an ‗auto-
ethnography‘‖ (24). While Chow‘s book project may be described as a crosscultural work, which according to her is ―concerned 
with the cultural ‗exchanges‘ between the ‗first‘ and the ‗third‘ worlds‖ (xi), Browne‘s critical position on the other hand 

resembles that of cultural nativism. His dissatisfaction with Chow‘s use of the term auto-ethnography is grounded by his view 
that ―the films of the Fifth Generation are not ethnographies ontologically, narratively, stylistically, or in their mode of production 
or distribution,‖ that ―they are not and are not intended to be either documentary or pedagogical‖ as classical ethnographies are in 
the social practices of the West, and thus by implication, do not purport to advocate for auto-ethnographic functions (25). He also 
argues that it is problematic to argue for the ―representation‖ of a national ―unconscious‖ based on the arbitrary use or reading of 
―Oedipalization‖ on a single Chinese film (27). To over-emphasize the place of western spectatorship and their critical theories, 
Browne implies, is to force the Chinese film into becoming a ―commodity‖ (28), whereas the West may in fact play a much 
smaller part in the entire map of market and consumption of Chinese films: ―Historically, the export of Mainland Chinese film 

has been a tiny part of the world trade picture or the business of film in general, amounting over the last two decades at most to 
several tens of millions of dollars of accumulated revenues. Moreover, significant markets and audiences for Chinese films in 
Asia—in Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and throughout the Chinese diaspora—have been erased in the imaginary, geo-political 
world invoked in theoretical and critical discussions polarized by the oppositional two terms, East and West. The situation as 
regards both economic and cultural power behind both production and consumption of these works is, in fact, more diverse and 
polycentric that [than] simply binarism would allow. From the outset, after 1987, multinational capitalization of these productions 
usually involved Southeast Asian, not western, money and audiences‖ (28). Interestingly, although there was no public writing by 
Chow in response to Browne‘s criticism afterward, what she writes in the preface to Primitive indicates that Chow herself was 

aware of the presence of ―considerable resistance from otherwise enthusiastic and supportive readers‖ out there when she was 
writing Part Three of the book, the section in which she discusses the (auto)ethnographic aspects of Chinese films at length (x). 
To better delimit her controversial project in the preface, she writes, ―what I am attempting is a theory of film as a transcription 
between media, between cultures, and between disciplines—a transcription that should, I think, force us to rethink not only 
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this tension that undergirds the Chow-vs.-Browne contradiction (the former informed by western 

critical theories and the latter insisting on the films‘ socio-historical differences) may be 

understood as a dilemma of how, that is, with which master‟s tools, one can legitimately mark 

down an individual Chinese film as an expression of a local Chinese culture. To make a meta-

discursive comment on this critical debate, still, it appears to me that despite this seemingly 

incorrigible methodological difference, as Browne‘s article manifests, critics so far have seldom 

disagreed in their assumption that we can always identify the visible traces of a local ―home‖ 

culture on screen, as if we critics were also on a homecoming mission of archaeological 

excavation. However surreptitiously they hide from us, these traces seem to in one way or 

another define and circumscribe the existence of that larger and unshakably older category 

―Chinese.‖ 

In stark contrast to the capacity of actual filmmaking practices to cross multiple material 

boundaries, this critical gesture, it seems to me, anticipates at least two ideological 

consequences. In the first place, insofar as we demand a certain fundamental indigenous culture 

to be read, perhaps cross-culturally, with theoretical tools nodded by the indigenes who 

―represent‖ and ―own‖ the filmic representations, we however inadvertently reinforce the very 

creed that the advocates of crosscultural film studies strive to undo, that is, the false belief that 

cultures are entities with hard boundaries rather than circuitous processes of exchange. As 

representations of human cultures, however, cinema is never just a record of culture as an end-

product. The fact that film arts are subject to what Benjamin calls the mechanical reproducibility 

of mass-mediated visual productions necessarily defines film as a mediation rather than mere 

representation of translocal spectatorships, social relations, and even production relations. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
currently predominant notions of ethnography and translation on the one hand but also of film on the other‖ (x-xi).  
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Secondly, in light of culture as a process of exchange rather a mere product, any critical attempt 

at attaching itself to one particular ―master‘s tool‖ and one ―master narrative‖ within the 

discursive parameter of a national, linguistic, or ethnic register is in itself a denial of film as a 

cultural and thus by inference crosscultural product.  

Seen from this light, the scholarly dilemma with regard to the techniques and purposes of 

film reading is itself melodramatic, due to the discordance between critics‘ interpretive desires 

on one hand and films‘ versatile capacity on the other to perform multiple ideological works for 

its viewers.
65

 Even more, the tension on the level of critics‘ reception corresponds to the 

dissonance on the level of film narration, particularly in a strand of ―Chinese‖ diasporic films 

that thematize the lures of home, homecoming, and gatekeeping, in opposition to diegetic 

settings in exile, overseas sojourning, and immigration. Some of the earlier examples of these 

―homecoming‖ stories can be seen in Taiwanese cinema during the 1970s, when the Rome-

educated Taiwanese director Bai Jingrui produced a number of box-office hits on the topic of 

home-returning overseas students, such as Home Sweet Home (1970) and There‟s No Place Like 

Home (1977). Extensively produced by later directors from the post-Mao China, Taiwan, Hong 

Kong, and those in diaspora, these films either directly exploit the diegetic motifs of home and 

homecoming or embed the nostalgic lure of home in the visual presentation of cinematography. 

These homecoming films often exploit familial conflicts as cross-cultural conflicts, and as a 

result, the narrative resolutions of familial problems tend to coincide with the re-marking of 

cultural differences, between what is recognizably familiar, and Chinese, and what appears 

                                                             
65 For instance, in his article ―Melancholic Arrangements: Music, Queer Melodrama, and the Seeds of Transformation in The 
Hours,‖ Michael LeBlanc writes that ―melodrama as a genre is not uniform in any simply way and is difficult to reduce to a 

single definition. However, whether conceived of as attempting to resolve the ideological tensions and moral dilemmas of a 
particular historic moment through the mode James Cawelti calls social melodrama, or attempting to expose ideological tensions 
through techniques of emotional excess, as theorists like Williams and Doane have suggested, critical formulations of melodrama 
have consistently emphasized the genre‘s ability to perform ideological work for mainstream audiences‖ (109).  
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foreign and aberrant. In some cases, this homecoming takes the form of a sympathetic depiction 

of the Chinese elderly, such as Ang Lee‘s slouchy and ill-fitted ―Chinese grandpa‖ trilogy in 

early 1990s, the gossipy first-generation male immigrants in Chinese American director Wayne 

Wang‘s Eat a Bowl of Tea (1989) and Alice Wu‘s directorial debut Saving Face (2004). In some 

other cases, the home-ward lure is staged as a prolonged physical or visionary journey of the 

protagonist, who is on the way to self-discovery and reunion. Some of these examples include 

the return of the narrator-protagonist Luo Yusheng to his father‘s village in Zhang Yimou‘s The 

Road Home (2000), a Chinese American family‘s China tour in Peter Wang‘s A Great Wall 

(1986), Lai Yiu-fai‘s final return to Asia from his heartbreaking sojourn in Argentina in Wong 

Kar-wai‘s Happy Together (1997), and the bitter odyssey of a mid-aged Chinese migrant worker 

carrying the corpse of his dead friend back home in Zhang Yang‘s social satire Getting Home 

(2007). In yet another body of films, the notion of homecoming overshadows the diegetic 

universe in a more ghostly, sensational, and hyperbolic manner, which does not directly depict 

kinship reunion in the storyline but instead is nostalgically exhibited through an array of highly 

dramatized visual and auditory indulgence. Wong Kar-wai‘s ―1960s trilogy‖ (Days of Being 

Wild, In the Mood for Love, and 2046), for instance, visualize the temporal arrest of 1960s Hong 

Kong popular culture through singer Rebecca Pan‘s star appearances, the extravagant recycling 

of the body-hugging cheongsam fashion, and the breezy background whispering of Nat King 

Cole‘s singing voice. Bruce Lee‘s 1972 kungfu masterpiece Return of the Dragon registers a 

similar nostalgic sentiment from the perspective of Chinese immigrants in Italy. Even though the 

diegesis was set in Rome, the ethnic overtone of Chinese self-strengthening saturates the entire 

heroic narrative through frequent close-ups at Bruce Lee‘s well-sculpted body in training. As 

Stephen Teo notes, Lee‘s heroic dueling with the ―foreign devils‖ on screen works precisely to 
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touch base with the anti-racist discourse of his time among marginal immigrant Chinese 

population in the U.S.
66

 

A close study of these contemporary films reveals several disconcerting facts. First, the 

narrative goal of a final kinship alignment and preservation is invariably channeled through 

meticulous visual differentiation of cultures, ethnicities, and between insiders and outsiders. 

Second, the nostalgic pull of the so-called ―Chinese‖ families and kinship ideologically relegates 

the complicated journey itself to ―the opposite of where the home is,‖ as a temporary sojourn, a 

sideway passage, and above all, as simply a detour. This nostalgic appeal becomes especially 

problematic coupled with a multitude of visual details in the diegetic world that correspond to 

the stereotypical image of ―Chinese‖ cultures—such as the anachronistic kung fu suits, the lavish 

Chinese feast, and an old, dusty radio playing Shanghai oldies. In most of the aforementioned 

films, the ethnocentric Chinese kinship hegemony most exerts itself when the protagonist‘ 

winding itineraries are narrated as the product of unhappy familial relations in need of 

restoration. As conflicts develop, these kinship dramas expose the protagonists‘ emotional 

ambivalence and project a possible narrative resolution at the outset. However, as a generic mode 

of exposing ―the amount of dust the story raises along the road‖ (369), as noted by Gilad Padva 

of the strength of the melodramatic form in cinema, the dramatized wandering detours oftentimes 

work to defer that anticipated narrative closure. This deferral is often achieved through a flourish 

of cinematographic loitering on the characters‘ troubled emotions as they trek along the territory 

of the ―foreign.‖ For instance, a story of a dissipated half-Chinese womanizer in search of his 

                                                             
66 As Stephen Teo writes in the chapter ―Bruce Lee: Narcissus and the Little Dragon‖ in Hong Kong Cinema, Bruce Lee films 
evoked various forms of nationalist sentiments and, more broadly, different forms of cultural nationalism among viewers of 

different geo-political regions—those of Chinese and non-Chinese descents. In the ―western‖ world such as America, notes Teo, 
―American admirers of Lee‘s cult dwell in his art as a reaction against racism[…] Nationalism, where it features as part of the 
man-s character-building framework, concerns Lee‘s struggle to win the public admission that Asians can be Americans too‖ 
(113).  
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Filipina birth mother, Wong Kar-wai‘s Days of Being Wild (1990) creates this stylistic 

indulgence—what Linda Williams calls ―‗excesses‘ of spectacles and displays of primal, even 

infantile emotions‖ (2)—through extravagant uses of character close-ups, voiceover, and the 

bluish Philippine rainforest images escorted by Los Indios Tabajalas‘ dreamy guitar refrain of 

―Always in My Mind.‖  

Against the narrative demand of return, these frequent anti-realist cinematographic 

deployments of ―excesses‖ and temporal lapses present numerous interpretive possibilities as 

well as problems for the identitarian and interpretive practices on the part of audience and critics 

alike. While these myriad on-screen identitarian details may seem to support our sympathetic 

reading of the hegemonic Chinese kinship values or consign the characters‘ identities to the 

custody of ethnic and cultural unison, the diegetic detours of the ―Chinese‖ characters in fact 

often bwork against the homogenizing cartography of ―home.‖ Indeed, on the insider-outsider, 

home-exile interface, there emerges a prolonged detour that oftentimes disrupts felicitous fiction 

of the final return. Between the voyage home (kinship unison, norm, return to the familiar, 

heritage, narrative resolution) and the voyage out (familial conflict, restless lingering, detour, 

unfamiliar territory, the foreign), there are often a series of unyielding lapses that keep deferring 

the arrival at a final destination, wherever it may be.  

Chinese among Others: the tactic of Detour 

Beginning as a preoccupation with the problematic lure of the homecoming motif, this 

chapter ascertains the deterritorializing capacity of two films about traveling and displacement 

commonly categorized under the rubric of Chinese or Chinese-language cinemas. The first film 

is I Don‟t Want to Sleep Alone (2006), shot on-location in present-day Kuala Lumpur by 
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Malaysia-born Taiwanese director Tsai Ming-liang.
67

 The second film is Days of Being Wild 

(1990), the first installment of Hong Kong auteur Wong Kar-wai‘s ―1960s trilogy.‖ In Tsai 

Ming-liang‘s I Don‟t, my analysis follows the peripatetic wandering of an unnamed homeless 

migrant (played by Taiwanese actor Lee Kang-sheng) and his incidental liaisons with several 

other disenfranchised characters in postcolonial Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. In Wong Kar-wai‘s 

Days, I look at the narrative portrayal of the dissipated, self-indulgent character Yuddy (played 

by late Hong Kong star-actor Leslie Cheung) in relation to his seafaring ―homecoming‖ voyage 

to Manila, the Philippines, in search of his Filipina birth mother.  

Exploring the issues of migration, social and emotional displacement, racial mixture, and 

the search for a sense of ―home‖ and rootedness, these two films are particularly noteworthy for 

their unusual standing in the so-called Chinese cinema. Indeed, the contents and the productions 

of these two films possess numerous characteristics that actually challenge the simplistic 

parameters of ethnicity, language, and nationality often used to designate what we know as 

Chinese cinemas. To begin with, the protagonists in both films are displaced misfits and loners 

of societies that are heavily marked by the histories of colonialism, large-scale migration, 

intermarriage, inter-ethnic tensions, and cultural imperialism from other countries—a kind of 

long-term violent process of culture-building, or creolization. The protagonist Yuddy in Days is 

born half-Filipino, half-Chinese and raised by a Shanghainese woman in 1960s‘ colonial Hong 

Kong, and the homeless migrant in I Don‟t is situated in 1990s‘ postcolonial Malaysia—both 

locations are heavy with colonial legacies, inter-communal tensions as well as intimacies. In 

                                                             
67 In ―‗My Films Reflect My Living Situation‘: An Interview with Tsai Ming-liang on Film Spaces, Audience, and Distribution,‖ 
Tsai Ming-liang answers to his interviewers‘ question regarding the idea of home in an expedient and at the same time highly 
self-reflexive mode: ―The way I answer this question is that I would say that I am a Taiwanese director from Malaysia. [Laughs.] 

This is also a question of identity. I feel that human beings always like to find trouble for themselves. They always give 
themselves and others a lot of limits and boundaries. I don‘t really care about my identities. But others do, on my behalf. But do 
they really care? Not really. They only pay lip service….I never have any sense of belonging…It is really rhetorical when we say 
that falling leaves return to their root‖ (224).  
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addition, the Southeast Asian socio-historical milieus, such as the Philippine jungle and 

downtown Manila in Days and the dingy Kuala Lumpur streets in I Don‟t, take up a lavish 

portion of these films‘ visual space that could easily frustrate the viewers‘ imagination or 

recognition of Chineseness or disorient them with its visual foreignness. In terms of oral lines, 

both films resist the easy auditory suturing of dominant Mandarin pictures. Like Tsai‘s other 

counter-narrative films, I Don‟t is almost devoid of Mandarin-speaking dialogues; where human 

voices appear, they seldom come from the main characters but from the streets or on the radio, in 

a miscellany of Malay, Bengali, Mandarin, and Cantonese. Likewise, the filmic universe of 

1960s‘ Hong Kong in Days abounds with the sounds of Shanghainese and Cantonese dialects, 

Nat King Kole‘s Latin music, and Rebecca Pan‘s English song. On the production side, the 

translocal backgrounds of directors also position the two films at the margin of a Sino-centric 

notion of Chinese cinemas. The directorial works of both Tsai and Wong have always been very 

much informed by their cosmopolitan cultural upbringing. The 1960s‘ multicultural and 

multilingual Hong Kong metropolis in Days, for example, is based on Wong Kar-wai‘s 

adolescent exposure to the urban collage of Shanghainese, Anglophone, and Southeast Asian 

cultural influences. Similarly, in I Don‟t, the scenes of foreign migrant workers in Kuala Lumpur 

not only carry with it the specter of postcolonial unrest but also highlight the fact that what Tsai 

Ming-liang calls his birth place is also a former British colony now transformed into a Malay-

centered Muslim country, where being ethnic Chinese often means being at odds with the 

mainstream national culture.  

These two films, in many ways, are emblematic of what Shu-mei Shih in Visuality and 

Identity insightfully calls ―Sinophone‖ articulations, signifying ―a network of places of cultural 

production outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness‖; indeed, they articulate 
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not only the heterogeneity but more importantly the inherent fractures of the concept of Chinese 

cinemas (4). While Shih uses ―Sinophone‖ to designate the diversity of Sinitic languages that 

disarm the hegemony of Mandarin culture, I think both Days and I Don‟t exhibit an even more 

critical potential of the marginalized ―Sinophone‖ articulations, which go even beyond the 

bounds of Sinitic language group and incorporate non-Sinitic languages like English, Bengali, 

and Malay into the imagination of Sinophone cultures. In effect, it not only diffracts the ethnic, 

linguistic, and national unity of continental Chineseness but also demands we re-examine the 

shifting dynamics and interconnectedness between Sinitic and non-Sinitic communities. From 

this perspective, the Sinophone audio-visual diffraction is to Chinese cinemas what the filmic 

detours are to the lures of homecoming and kinship unity.  

This chapter deploys the concept of detour to consider the disperse routes and roots of 

imagination and historical events that offer to rethink the problems and possibilities of Chinese 

cinemas today. Detour here not only refers to the actual storylines of wandering but also means 

to help us confront the idea of foreign-ness in these ―Chinese‖ films—that is, how the filmic 

characters are visually presented alongside peoples that spectators may label as ―not one of use,‖ 

how they are physically situated among the so-called ―foreigners‖ and in effect live as foreigners 

themselves. To build a sense of home, to return home, or to invoke a recognizable homeliness 

through what we see as the Sinophone articulations, it becomes imperative for the characters and 

the views to discuss the idea of home through the lens of the foreign. In other words, Days and I 

Don‟t raise the urgent question of understanding Chinese cinematic expressions through looking 

at the much disavowed cultural intimacies and interconnectedness between Chinese and their 

(non-Chinese) Southeast Asian neighbors. The tactic of detour I propose here takes its shape not 

because there is an eventual homecoming to Chineseness to be anticipated in these films. It takes 
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shape because I think this is perhaps the inevitable and proper way to entertain the braids of 

historical and conceptual dilemmas in defining the so-called Chinese visual culture. We could 

say that the tactic of detour is an off-road, rhizomatic mode of unpacking the terms with which 

―Chinese cinemas‖ as a category hierarchizes and then downplays its translocal nexus of 

meanings. The foregrounding of detour prioritizes questions, dilemmas, ambiguities, infidelity, 

and conflicts lived by both the film characters and film viewers on their voyage out to self-

exploration, as a reality to work with, instead of prescribing homecoming as an expedient, final 

answer. In the contexts of I Don‟t and Days, this tactic means that one has to keep asking 

questions about what appears natural onscreen but remain unexplored. What is the background of 

the brown-skinned homeless migrant in I Don‟t Want to Sleep Alone? Where does he come 

from? Does he speak to the Bangladeshi worker Rawang, who saved him from the street, in 

Mandarin, Malay, or Cantonese dialect? What is it in the context of Days of Being Wild that 

makes us recognize it as a quintessential expression of the 1960s ―Hong Kong‖ modernity? Who 

are the musicians that played the song ―Always in My Mind‖ in the background and how did it 

become popular in Hong Kong? What is it that we like about the film: Leslie Cheung‘s star face, 

Nat King Cole‘s baritone voice, the ticking clock, the unrequited love between Yuddy and his 

girl friends, or his unrequited love for the runaway Filipina mother?  

The tactic of detour here engages with two significant melodramatic modes of stylizing 

the homecoming problematic, if we understand the term melodrama as a grappling filmic 

interface, following Linda Williams, that exposes the ―stylistic and/or emotional excess that 

stands in contrast to more ‗dominant‘ modes of realistic, goal-oriented narrative‖ (3). The first 

mode of stylization takes up the creolist perspective that marks the cinematic representation of 

the so-called Chinese culture, and characters, as Chinese living with, among, and as the others. 
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As my reading follows the wandering routes taken by the protagonists on their way ―home,‖ the 

multiplicity of the films‘ socio-historical references nevertheless contradicts the fantasy of 

kinship utopia. Against the backgrounds of British colonialism, its concomitant trans-regional 

migrations of people in the South China Sea, and long-term inter-ethnic encounters, Tsai and 

Wong‘s films portray troubling character relations that strain the surface of everyday contact in 

the filmic space of Hong Kong and Kuala Lumpur. They do so to the effect that what little 

sentimental lure of kinship reunion and multicultural integration onscreen turns out to be volatile 

at best. In addition, as these stories unfold, one cannot but notice that the homecoming motif is 

cinematically reproduced so to be parodied. It is a parody because, first, the winding detours 

paradoxically become the real destination of the voyage rather than temporary stops. Second, the 

narrative demand of kinship unison and cultural re-marking exists only in order to prelude the 

peripatetic and schizophrenic walk-out of the erratic, child-like protagonists, whose wide-ranging 

affinities, as Deleuze and Guattari aptly describe in their theorization of the production of 

desires, cover ―a whole set of nonfamilial relations‖ (48).
68

 Phrased in cultural terms, the 

characters‘ affective dissonance against the regime of heteronormative familialism finds its 

counterpart in the undercurrents of intercultural and interracial traffic in the modern histories of 

Malaysia and Hong Kong. These undercurrents not only undermine the visual representation of a 

unifying Chinese cultural identity but in addition put into question what the category ―Chinese 

cinemas‖ conceals. The inadequacy of such identitarian practices comes into sight especially 

when the two ambiguous ―Chinese‖ protagonists—Yuddy and the homeless migrant—go 

―translocal‖ on screen and become more and more enigmatic and unclassifiable. As it turns out, 

each of their character relations opens up the under-examined side of local histories fraught with 

                                                             
68 For Deleuze and Guattari‘s problematization of the traditional psychoanalytic application of the oedipal model in studying 
human desires, See sections ―The Whole and Its Parts‖ (42-50) and ―The Imperialism of Oedipus‖ (51-56) in Anti-Oedipus.  
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asymmetric cultural flows and interracial imaginations, histories of which these characters are a 

part. This said, the detours do not totally negate the presence and value of our cultural and 

genealogical reading that marks I Don‟t (Taiwan-Malaysia) and Days (Hong Kong-Phlippines) 

as regional expressions of the growing translocal potential in contemporary Chinese cinema, 

with the ―foreign‖ all the more as an inverted validation of a regional Chinese identity. This 

simply means that the categories of Chinese cinemas and Chineseness beg a different kind of 

criticism and ethics. It is a criticism, I argue, that does not dismiss the presence of homecoming 

sentiments but affirms its place not as the sum of the Sinophone‘s desires but as a part of and 

among other myriad relations.  

The diffracted, kaleidoscopic world thus opened up further attests to the inherent rupture 

between mediated images and the viewer‘s belief in their automatic association with a definitive, 

identitarian gesture. Here, between these ―excessive,‖ hyper-dramatized scenes and the 

temptation to psychologize these cinematic performances, lies the two films‘ silent queer 

insurgence, a mode of cinematic stylization that swerves the heteronormative homecoming 

narrative away from its original course and deliberately spoils the film‘s promise to reveal 

meanings. As a mode of discourse whose cultural politics extends beyond the critique of a 

heteronormative construction of sexuality, queerness is akin to the politics of a creolist 

perspective, at least in the case of I Don‟t and Days, in its internal vigilance about the uncritical 

equation between the journeying bodies in the film presentations and their ―embedded‖ 

identities. Put differently, this introspective skepticism echoes what scholars of queer 

epistemology call the ―continuous deconstruction of the tenets of positivism at the heart of 

identity politics‖ (3).
69

 Indeed, the sentiments of longing for a sense of home and tenderness are 

                                                             
69 Here I am referring to David Eng, Judith and Halberstam, and Jos  E. Muñoz‘s statement of the cultural politics of queerness in 
their editorial introduction to Social Text‘s special issue ―What‘s Queer About Queer Studies Now?‖ published in Fall-Winter 
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re-enacted oftentimes to parody their own naturalness at numerous disruptive moments of 

character betrayal, self critique, and comic, absurd bodily acts. For example, the homeless 

migrant‘s boundary-crossing liaisons out in the urban space of Kuala Lumpur in I Don‟t perform 

a delirious narrative digression from the consummation of kinship romance. As each of these 

films unravels how their troubled protagonists seek consolation from other characters such as the 

estranged mother, good-hearted strangers, or through random sexual exploits, they also explore 

the question of kinship—an open network of bonding that crosses the confine of culture, race, 

and language—as contradictions among love, hate, guilt, frustration, piety, infidelity, and so on. 

This emotional dissonance together with the eccentric bodily practices on screen provides a 

potent footnote to the politics of queerness. In the case of Tsai‘s film, in particular, this viewing 

tactic admonishes the hegemonic interpretive modality of seeing bodily acts as a direct 

stylization of an inner psychic orientation. This anti-identitarian skepticism not only applies to 

moments when the onscreen appearance of protagonists seems to invite our premature 

identification of their ―Chinese‖ backgrounds. In addition, it resists identity politics of another 

kind, which is the erroneous assumption that the protagonists‘ idiosyncratic liaisons necessarily 

speak for their internal queer identities. What marks I Don‟t and Days queer, therefore, is not 

that it highlights the particularity of these hybrid, regional Chinese characters, whose ways of life 

do not seem to cohere or conform to any well-defined group cultures and whose physical 

trajectories seem to represent an ―alternative‖ version of homecoming. On the contrary, it simply 

accentuates the undervalued normalcy of all possible modes of nonconformity and day-to-day 

contingency. Indeed, it accentuates the normalcy of having to traverse and share multiple forms 

of living with others (who, in addition, cannot be simplified as one single ―other‖) in an 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
2005.  
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environment where the insider-outsider divide, such as of culture and race, is only among many 

other forms of differences. This affirmative gesture and its implied refusal to categorize 

communities based on the reductive dichotomies like self versus other, normal versus abnormal, 

and universal versus particular, points to yet another aspect of queer epistemology. This aspect is 

the skepticism toward a certain preexisting, unbiased totality that produces and organizes its 

nuts-and-bolts components as merely its subordinate parts. Indeed, it rejects the totality that 

proclaims to be the ultimate center of reference (such as the oedipal model of human desires) and 

the totality that hierarchizes and marks its parts with an identity-based, black-and-white 

worldview. The kind of queer politics I am proposing here, in other words, is the prioritization of 

continuous naming of viable lives over the categorization of them.
70

 The crosscultural detours 

here are more like a series of open-ended acts of body sprawling, of one body connecting to 

another body, rather than temporary deviations from a final dramatic closure.  

Tsai Ming-liang’s I Don’t Want to Sleep Alone 

A. Staging Marginality in Taiwanese Cinema 

The life of Tsai Ming-liang‘s 2006 film I Don‟t Want to Sleep Alone is just like its own 

storyline, originally ―about the identity crisis of foreign workers‖ but later ―got carried in other 

directions‖ (48), as director Tsai comments in an interview.
71

 Set in the late 1990s‘ Kuala 

Lumpur, Malaysia, this film performs the melodramatic sentiment of homecoming at several 

levels. First, the filmic plot follows the wandering itineraries of a feeble homeless migrant, 

played by Tsai Ming-liang‘s regular Taiwanese cast Lee Kang-sheng, whose intimate day-to-day 

                                                             
70 This politics of queerness, I argue, resonates with, first, Deleuze and Guattari‘s notion in Anti-Oedipus that ―the Whole itself is 

a product, produced as nothing more than a part alongside other parts‖ (43) and second, Ira Livingston and Judith Halberstam‘s 
―posthuman‖ cultural politics in Posthuman Bodies that ―does not reduce difference-from-others to difference-from-self, but 
rather emerges in the pattern of resonance and interference between the two‖ (10).  

71 Aysegul Koc, ―Of Human Bonding: An Interview with Tsai Ming-liang,‖ 48-51. 
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encounters with other roaming characters evoke the family-like tender feeling of kinship 

attachment. Second, for regular Tsai Ming-liang fans who have seen the slow-moving, almost 

wordless actor-character Hsiao-kang (Lee Kang-sheng) roaming around the dingy urban recesses 

of Taipei and Kaohsiung in Tsai‘s previous films (Vive L‟amour, River, The Wayward Cloud, to 

name a few), I Don‟t‘s on-location shooting in the Malaysian metropolis Kuala Lumpur is itself 

an unprecedented act of ―homecoming‖ in that it transports this quiet but powerful actor-

character—often regarded as the director‘s cinematic double—from Taiwan to the filmic space 

of postcolonial Malaysia, the birth country of the film‘s ethnic Chinese director now primarily 

based in Taiwan. Moreover, the eighth among a total of Tsai‘s nine feature-length films, I Don‟t 

was the first to be officially released in Malaysia, in May 2007, although only after an initial ban 

and a few cuts by the Malaysian Censorship Board. To be accurate, since Tsai had not intended 

to show this film in Malaysia when he started filming, I Don‟t ‘s eventual homecoming release is 

better understood as an unplanned detour that only occurred to the director during the post-

production process.
72

 The life of this film, in a way, thus seems to take shape amidst the 

translocal relations among the following three categories—first, Malaysia, Tsai‘s home country, 

second, Taiwan, where he established himself as the auteur of the second Taiwanese New Wave 

cinema, and finally, the ethnic marker of Malaysian Chinese, a politically marginalized 

community in the Malay-dominant postcolonial Malaysia, of which Tsai Ming-liang is a part. In 

this light, what appears at first to be the film‘s matter-of-fact transnational homecoming to 

Malaysia, after Tsai‘s splendid rise of popularity among art-house cinema goers in Taiwan, 

seems to stir up the messy his-stories of diasporic Chinese in both Taiwan and Malaysia through 

the colonial and postcolonial turmoil.  

                                                             
72 See Tsai‘s comment in an interview in Brussels, Belgium on June 11, 2007 at 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YzQOUQc4GxQ&feature=related> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YzQOUQc4GxQ&feature=related
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The film‘s conspicuously winding translocal move, both on screen and off screen, 

complicates the ways in which the entire corpus of Tsai Ming-liang‘s ―Taiwanese‖ films stands 

as a whole since the 1992 release of his first feature, films that Fran Martin suggests to be a 

signature moment in Taiwan‘s postcolonial national cinema by virtue of their localized 

reflections on the ―collective social processes of (post)modernity [in Taiwan] – urban alienation, 

the transformation of traditional family structures, the emergence of new formations of 

sexuality,‖ primarily channeled through the recurring visual appearances of the actor-character 

Hsiao-kang.
73

 On one hand, I Don‟t reproduces these recognizable regional concerns alongside 

Tsai‘s signature hyper-stylization of long takes, minimal spoken lines, and solitary urban 

characters; it is easy for these familiar gestures to bring out the audience‘s familiar viewing 

exercise of identification, for example, of comparing the dimly-lit urban Malaysian space in I 

Don‟t to the alienating dark corners of Taipei in the previous films, and identifying some of the 

regular Taiwanese cast (such as Lee Kang-sheng and Chen Shiang-chyi). In fact, if audiences 

recognize Tsai‘s cinematographic style in I Don‟t and acknowledge its similarity to his camera 

representations of Taiwanese and regional Chinese cultures, such association is made possible 

chiefly through the wide circulation of Tsai‘s previous works that have been popularly marked as 

a particular Tsai Ming-liang style among other Taiwanese films. On the other hand, however, 

this sense of cultural familiarity exists precisely because alongside the familiar, the multicultural 

and multiethnic Kuala Lumpur scenes present themselves as marked, identifiable visual 

sites/sights of difference and foreignness, and this is where troubling creolization comes in to 

disrupt the audience‘s familiar genealogical reading: Whereas Tsai‘s previous films problematize 

the hegemonic family melodrama by portraying the unconventional physical and affective 

                                                             
73 Martin, ―Introduction: Tsai Ming-liang‘s intimate public worlds.‖ 
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relations of Hsiao-kang with characters outside the familial and heteronormative conceptual 

boundaries, I Don‟t should perhaps be described as a reproduction of this familiar melodramatic 

motif that nevertheless puts into question our sense of cultural familiarity at several levels. For 

instance, it unsettles our temptation to see this film as a continuation and consummation of the 

incomplete melodramatic relations in the previous films, even though the romantic subplot 

between Hsiao-kang the homeless migrant and Shiang-chyi the Chinese coffee-shop waitress in I 

Don‟t somewhat follows the imprints of previous ―Hsiao-kang‖-―Shiang-chyi‖ pairings. In 

addition, character relations in this film partake of the socio-cultural hybridity in the postcolonial 

Malaysian society that the images challenge the viewers‘ identitarian proclivity to profile the 

Kuala Lumpur homeless as a diasporic Chinese reincarnation of the previous Hsiao-kang 

characters set in Taiwan.  

The multiracial, multicultural, and multilingual fabric of both the diegetic space and the 

off-screen context of Malaysia functions as a kind of cinematic disruption that interferes with the 

viewers‘ sentimental marking of cultural and other boundaries as well as the genealogical 

attempt to house this film with Tsai‘s other works under the same family tree. At the background 

of the multiple character relations in I Don‟t is a Malay-dominant Southeast Asian 

postcoloniality, approximately fifty years out from the British empire, saturated in the official 

discourse of ethno-nationalism—bahasa jiwa bangsa, or ―language for the nation.‖ This pro-

Malay postcoloniality is a society inhabited by a variety of localized or sojourning minoritarian 

communities like ethnic Chinese, Tamils, immigrants or migrant workers from Indonesia, 

Thailand, India and other Muslim countries such as Bangladesh. An informed knowledge of this 

socio-historical context destabilizes our reading of the film as a recognizably ―Taiwanese‖ film 

because it takes into account the scale of everyday intercultural exchange underlying the 
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―seemingly familiar disorderly setting.‖ The problem of such genealogical reading is particularly 

acute if one also considers the unclassifiable profile of Hsiao-kang the homeless guy in I Don‟t. 

Whereas the previous Hsiao-kang characters are commonly seen as the cinematic alter-ego of 

Tsai Ming-liang, and as the postmodern Taiwanese loner who lives outside the heteronormative 

familial space, the homeless guy in this film, however, does not possess any distinguishable 

ethnic or cultural profile, not even an identifiable family throughout the entire narrative. Except 

that he does not speak Malay, the only piece of information the audience can gather from the 

beginning of the film, he is simply a home-less person almost randomly inserted into the 

diegesis, having fortuitous relations with the Bangladeshi worker Rawang (Norman Bin Atun), 

the coffee shop lady boss (Pearlly Chua), and the shop waitress (Shiang-chyi). Given the hybrid 

historical context of present-day Malaysia, the languid and brown-skinned homeless character 

can very well be any migrant worker from any group of the aforementioned minoritarian 

communities. From this perspective, our identification and recognition of the homeless guy as 

the familiar ―Hsiao-kang‖ is largely the product of our visual familiarity with Tsai‘s previous 

―Taiwanese‖ films and our knowledge about the director‘s intimate professional relations to 

actor Lee Kang-sheng, in the same way that our visual interpretation of the homeless guy as 

ethnic Chinese is decisively informed by our biographical reading of the Taiwanese actor and the 

director himself as an expatriate ethnic Chinese who grew up in Malaysia and, like the character, 

came from a marginalized community. One might say that for a Taiwanese or Chinese-language 

viewer familiar with Tsai Ming-liang, the reason that the homeless character does not explicitly 

seem to beg any background explanation has much to do with the viewers‘ tacit and problematic 

presumption of the character‘s ―predetermined‖ identity. This interpretive continuity, however, is 

disjoined by a vigilant consideration of the intricate socio-cultural fabric in contemporary 
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Malaysia, and in turn, this vigilance complicates our classification of this film as a hybrid, 

translocal cinematic production. Is it a Taiwanese or Malaysian film? How does it fit into the 

tradition of Chinese-language cinema? Perhaps neither Chinese, nor Taiwanese, nor Malaysian, 

the film with its multilingual diegesis—with the Hokkien and Cantonese dialects, Mandarin, 

Malay, and Bengali—makes a perfect proclamation of its many faces.  

B. Stylistic Homecoming or Self-Parody? 

If the notion of homecoming re-enacts the utopian fiction of genealogy and the narrative 

temptation to consummate the desire for familiarity and belonging, I Don‟t definitely performs 

this level of ―return‖ by reproducing the director‘s hallmark use of regular cast and 

cinematographic techniques. But just like Tsai‘s own remark about how this film eventually got 

carried away in other unplanned directions, the cinematic staging of the homeless Hsiao-kang 

and his entangled, nonfamilial relations to the coffee shop waitress and Rawang the Bangladeshi 

worker perhaps reproduces Tsai Ming-liang‘s stylistic charm only to such an extent that the juice 

of his artistic strength, at least from the audience‘s perspective anyway, also appears repetitious 

in its overt reliance upon the cinematic recycling of certain ―familiar types‖ of marginality 

―featured‖ in his older works, including sexual and class minorities. The underside of this 

stylistic ―homecoming‖ is that once the representations become a certain predictable type, they 

often fall into typecasting, and even self caricatures. As a cinematic reenactment of Tsai‘s 

previous signature styles, I Don‟t seems to stumble along this perilous fine line between 

purposeful stylistic recycling and the unexpected effect of self-parody.  

Specifically, in 2006, this uneasy tension grew into a public affray between the 

unyielding auteur and his relentless film critics, when the former initiated an angry pullout from 

the Taiwanese Golden Horse Film Award Competition. According to the Taiwanese media, the 
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tumultuous incident surrounded the director‘s furious response after this film was criticized by 

some jury committee members to be too self-indulgent and too personal to be accessible to 

audiences, an alleged reason why this film did not receive nominations in the major categories.
74

 

From the director‘s viewpoint, the Golden Horse Committee seemed to have sacrificed his film 

art in favor of those with better box-office potentials; for the jury committee, on the other hand, 

problems arise when stylistic repetition takes over the entire film and dilutes its intended effect. 

The real underlying frictions between the two parties remain unknown; nevertheless, the 

committee‘s comments poignantly reflect the extent to which this film has been stylistically 

encumbered and outgrown by the self-conscious reproduction/repetition of its own hyper-

stylized quaintness. Critically acclaimed in the past as a queer auteur, Tsai Ming-liang had 

hitherto successfully parodied and defamiliarized the heteronormative narrative cinema by his 

non-normative documentation of emotions and human relations.
75

 Still, where his nonconformist 

tactics assume a somewhat normative status over the years that the images are marked queer by 

the audience only in the sense of their matter-of-fact, ―familiar‖ peculiarity, the tactics then no 

longer parody the familiar ―hetero‖-norms but perhaps parody its own peculiar banality. 

C. Creolization and Interpretive Ambiguity 

Despite mixed public receptions, Tsai Ming-liang‘s persistent cinematographic 

investment in non-heteronormative human relations in I Don‟t still opens up an intricate number 

of issues that have not yet been properly discussed or even considered an issue in most 

contemporary Chinese-language feature films. One such issue is that of intercultural and 

                                                             
74 Shida Zhang, ―Tsai Ming-liang: Permanent Pullout from the Golden Horse Awards.‖ (Tsai Ming-liang: Yong Yuan Tue Chu 

Jinmajiang Jing Sai). China Times. 5 November 2006. Web. 2 March 2009. 

75 Fran Martin notes on Tsai‘s films that ―a notable emphasis on non-normative forms of sexual expression, from homosexual 
crushing and sauna culture to masturbation, voyeurism, incest, bisexuality, sex with objects and sex for money has led Tsai to be 
interpreted as a queer auteur‖ (84).  
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interracial connections, not in the form of a sentimental rhetoric of integration or final realization 

of democratic equality, such as the sympathetic portrayal of the Chinatown community in 

Pushing Hands or the jolly characterization of the interracial gay couple in The Wedding 

Banquet, but as a non-sentimental grappling encounter of differences always already 

overshadowed by the entanglement of domination and subjection, violence and tenderness, 

hatred and love. A series of such intricate encounters emerge as the plot develops along the 

parallel characterization of, first, the homeless migrant Hsiao-kang, knocked down at the 

beginning of the film by a group of Malay hooligans, and second, a comatose and paralyzed guy, 

who appears as the homeless guy‘s character double in the film and son of a female coffee shop 

owner—both characters played by Lee Kang-sheng. These character doubles are each carefully 

tended by strangers—the homeless guy by the Bangladeshi worker Rawang and the paralyzed 

guy by the Chinese waitress working at his mother‘s shop. As I Don‟t cinematically traverses 

multiple barriers of nation, culture, race, and language with its visual ―documentation‖ of the 

everyday life of Chinese and other South Asian diasporas, what appears to be sheer repetition of 

Tsai Ming-liang‘s trademark narrative about non-familial human bonding provides a refreshing 

outlook on the problematic relation between bodily practices and identities in a number of ways. 

First, the film explores interracial connections without prescribing a recognizable racial or 

cultural profile to each of the characters beforehand. In terms of spectatorship, to begin with, this 

non-identity suggests that our identitarian reading of the characters in fact reflects our 

biographical reading of the actors; this contextual ambiguity surrounding the characters, in a 

strange but productive way, resists a definitive cultural marking and yet does not foreclose the 

wide-ranging possibilities of flexible cultural translation. Second, even as it cinematically rejects 

any essentialist identitarian presumption, the film does not advocate for a utopian, pacifist 
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crosscultural integration either. Present in the film instead is the narrative resistance against the 

viewers‘ effort to draw a conclusive and consistent remark about the muddy relations among 

these characters, each harboring their own private thoughts and speaking in a different language, 

much less about their final destination or sense of belonging. The homeless migrant, for 

example, does not stay loyal to his loving Bangladeshi partner Rawang, nor do they exchange 

any verbal words even though they share the same bed; as for the shop waitress, she may be a 

dutiful employee in table-waiting and taking care of the comatose guy but totally a rival to the 

green-eyed boss when the former becomes the favored love interest of the homeless guy. Put in 

the context of multicultural Malaysia where tensions among different communities parallel their 

day-to-day intimacies, this interpretive vigilance about the film‘s performative ambiguity 

becomes a necessary move for making careful social and political commentaries, for talking 

about conflicting affinities that do not cohere, not just yet.  

One such ambiguous moment takes place in a long-take scene, in which Rawang washes 

the homeless guy‘s body with care and then dresses him with the traditional South Asian 

clothing around the waist, the lungi (a Bangladeshi version of the Malay sarong), in an almost 

ceremonial manner that suggests the religious ritual of purification. After this scene, whenever 

the homeless guy appears on screen with Rawang, he is always wearing the lungi. This cinematic 

―fashion cross-over‖ is significant at several levels. For one thing, the home-less ―Chinese‖ guy 

is visually transformed into a ―Bangladeshi‖ man sharing a common dress code with Rawang‘s 

other household companions; that is, the homeless guy without an identifiable profile so far is 

invited to participate in Rawang‘s everyday cultural life. Not only does he eat from Rawang‘s 

plate, the two of them also share the same mattress. In fact, from the moment this injured 

homeless guy was carried home by Rawang and his sympathetic Bangladeshi friends, who 
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fanned and brought him herbal syrup and later kept him under their roof without the landlady‘s 

consent, he was already living among these strangers who share a communal life with him as 

strangers. On the other hand, nevertheless, the sentimental, domestic picture of their happy 

cohabitation and cultural ―integration‖ only obscures the film‘s contextual reference, off-screen, 

to the rupture and tension between ethnic Chinese and the Muslim-dominated Malaysian society 

today. Against the context of postcolonial Chinese marginality within the Malay society, the 

visual performance of the homeless guy wearing the lungi is at least double-coded. On one hand, 

it seems to project a utopian vision of community integration; on the other, the image itself may 

also be a silent protest against the violent imposition of the exclusionary mainstream Malay 

culture upon the non-Malay bodies. This bodily vulnerability and its subjection to violent forces 

beyond its control can also be observed elsewhere in a close-up shot where the coffee shop 

waitress cleans the paralyzed guy‘s face using a surgical glove in a rough, clinical manner as if 

the disabled man nothing more than a sedated body lying in the operation room. The 

integrationist, utopian possibility for the two male characters is further disrupted in the film: 

Rawang‘s other Bangladeshi friend, Shiva, complains that Rawang always ―brings strangers here 

to sleep.‖ Although just a passing remark, this frowning disapproval nonetheless weighs down 

on the integrationist undertone when considered together with the sleepless, meandering 

footprints of the homeless guy out on the streets later in the film. As it turns out, the homeless 

Hsiao-kang is never really inside Rawang‘s social circle; nor is he a loyal, monogamous partner 

who stays domesticated under Rawang‘s roof. As Hsiao-kang continues to wander about the 

streets and stalk after the coffee shop girl, it is obvious that his bodily trajectories remain 

undomesticated and decisively undefined. While the lure of the ―home‖ constantly reemerges in 
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the plot, Hsiao-kang‘s disparate physical relations with disparate characters perhaps only attest to 

the unyielding unreadability of his incoherent desires.  

D. Romance and Its Comic Twist  

Besides the equivocal character relations, the film‘s major prop, the run-down mattress, is 

itself a flagrantly ambiguous presence with ambiguous hermeneutic implications. Salvaged from 

the trashcan by a group of Bangladeshi workers, the mattress at one point provides a makeshift 

romance for the film‘s lonely characters, first for Hsiao-kang and Rawang and later as a 

rendezvous for Hsiao-kang and the shop waitress. As Yvette Biro rightly puts, the revived 

mattress ―is like a raft or a vessel for the journey‖ (37) in the rickety squatters these characters 

share; its presence itself is an epitome of the diasporic condition of making do with what is 

available though limited.
76

 At other moments, this piece of bedroom furniture could just as well 

be a parody of its own metonymic romantic potential. As soon as Rawang painstakingly 

renovated his bedroom with the flowery mattress cover in anticipation for the homeless guy to 

return, the scene was cut quickly to the coffee shop boss listening to a Cantonese radio broadcast 

about the important hygiene of a mattress: ―Exactly how often should we change our mattresses? 

We should change it every 5 to 10 years. An old mattress that‘s lost its support ability can be 

detrimental to your health…‖ 

This abrupt transition playfully strips the shabby mattress off its romantic aura and lays 

bare the reality of Rawang‘s poor living condition. As Tsai responded in an interview, the 

original idea of the mattress was inspired by the 1998 sex scandal about the Malaysian deputy 

prime minister of the time, Anwar Ibrahim, who was put in jail on charges of corruption in 1999 

and sodomy in 2000, the latter overturned in 2004. During the trial, a mattress was presented in 
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court as evidence of his sexual activity, only to be contested by Anwar‘s defense team that the 

―evidence‖ was a set-up because he was masturbated by force while being unconscious. With a 

playful stroke of reference to the local political scandal, the film parodies and thus scandalizes 

the pastoral possibilities of a tattered, ―working-class‖ mattress. Just as how the monstrous 

presence of this otherwise idyllic object undermines the spectators‘ wishful projection of a 

heteronormative kinship fantasy, a series of erotically-charged scenes in the film further 

confounds our reading of what constitutes ―normal‖ kinship relations, as well as what place do 

sexual acts stand in the communication and mediation of such desires: Halfway through the film, 

there is a night scene where the coffee shop boss sits in her room and massages her comatose son 

while the shop waitress, living alone upstairs, peeks down through a crack on her wooden floor. 

The lonely waitress later pairs up with the wandering homeless guy, but after failing to present a 

valid identification in front of a hotel, the two of them had to leave ungratified, and soon 

afterward, the homeless guy turned to make out with the shop boss in a dark alley. These 

entangled character relations are followed by another bizarre scene in the shop boss‘s bedroom, 

where her comatose son was masturbated with the help of the waitress, the same person who 

cleans his face and body on a daily basis, who, under the instruction of his own mother, performs 

the act on him with an oiled hand. Numerous questions may be asked of this bizarre alignment of 

sex dramas: Is the mother-son relation in this film incestuous? Can the waitress feel sexually 

gratified as well while she gratifies the comatose son? Does the latter desire the waitress? Can 

we call the mother-son-waitress relation a familial relation? Can such a relation be sexual and 

erotic as well? From the ―standard‖ of a heteronormative nuclear family, the breach of sexual 

taboos does not qualify their chain relation as a legitimately familial one. It breaks the law of the 

―family.‖ However, it is perhaps in its circuitous and vicarious reworking of the universal 
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characteristics in the meaning of ―family‖ that this unordinary sexual relation also reworks the 

exclusionary romance of a ―normal‖ kinship relation: some of these ordinary but primary 

characteristics include tending and reciprocity. It is not to say that these character relations are no 

longer sexual and erotic just because they visually perform the more ―lofty‖ human desires to 

tend and to be tended; it is rather to say that sexual eccentricities, just because they are easier to 

excite and to be identified visually, do not necessarily have to eclipse the unmarked and more 

subdued ordinariness of these fundamental needs, that the common characteristics of human 

bonding need not be overshadowed by the fact that an alternative way of living seems to disarm 

the petty normalization of a certain privileged way of living.  

It may also be true that this empathetic interpretation, together with other melodramatic 

moments in this film, may present themselves as a balmy romanticization of the marginality of 

outcast communities. These ―romantic‖ reproductions, however, do not always speak in the same 

tone. At numerous moments, the visuality of the utopian speaks in bitter irony; at others, the 

image could be a comic interception of its own high seriousness. In this light, the surrealist scene 

in which the homeless guy appears to pose himself as a fisher by the dirty water basin inside the 

construction site, as if it were a natural pond with a beautiful butterfly hovering around, is 

perhaps more alienating than idyllic if we consider the director‘s comment that the location is in 

fact a real construction site in one of the Petronas Twin Towers abandoned during the 1998 

Asian economic crisis, an unfortunate project suspension that drove large numbers of foreign 

workers out of work. As Tsai Ming-liang comments on the aftermath of the crisis, it is these 

workers‘ plight that drove him into making this film. The staging of the idyllic ―pond‖ and the 

―fisher‖ and his ―hovering butterfly‖ is therefore more like a discursive and visual site/sight of 
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self critique and socio-political commentary than affirmation of its utopian capacity.
77

 It is clear 

that as a melodramatic depiction of non-heteronormative liaisons, I Don‟t does not really follow 

the hegemonic sentimental mode nor provide a satisfactory closure; instead, it was driven by 

multiple comic twists superimposed like a buzzing cacophony that turns the utopian sentiment 

into ludicrous caricatures. On the surface, the plot development through the second half of the 

film seems to gravitate toward the heterosexual romantic tryst of the homeless guy and the shop 

waitress, and this pairing would have consummated the long-deferred melodramatic union of the 

―Hsiao-king‖-―Shiang-Chyi‖ pairings in previous Tsai Ming-liang films such as What Time Is It 

Over There? and The Wayward Cloud—if only their secret elopement had not gone astray 

midway. In a scene where the couple is making out on a shabby mattress inside the shabby 

construction site, the romantic thrust is playfully mixed up with a brief drama of suspense and 

comedy. Hsiao-kang‘s other liaisons, the jealous Rawang and the shop boss, as it turned out, 

each stealthily trailed after the couple. In what might otherwise have been the most suspensive 

scene of this hide-and-seek, the lady boss accidentally tripped over the stairs and stumbled into a 

dent of dirty water. The performance of the heterosexual consummation between the runaway 

couple is also an object of parody itself: Interrupted halfway by the heavy smoke in the air, the 

romantic scene ends in an anti-climactic way with both of them putting on the masks in a clumsy 

haste. Which one is more absurd, making out in a deserted construction site or making out with a 

mask on the face? If one recalls a different scene in this film where the radio program reported 

that the smoky haze may have been caused by the ―illegal workers who burn their rubbish in the 

open‖ or the ―forest fires in neighboring Sumatra,‖ the act of mask wearing perhaps looks absurd 

only because it references the real absurdity of everyday inconvenience for the disenfranchised 
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class of minorities denied the luxury of a romantic date in an expensive hotel room.
78

 In this 

sense, while the comic twist may appear absurd and defamiliarizing to the logic of a 

conventional melodramatic climax, as an implicit commentary about the off-screen society it is 

nevertheless a fitting portrait of reality, an unflattering one indeed, that parodies the absurd 

fictitiousness of middle-class romance.
79

  

E. Between Body and Language  

Speaking in cacophony, these parodic acts present a breadth of possibilities for 

triangulating the sizzling dynamics among the façades of the images, their disjoining, sprawling 

trajectories of contextual references, and the ways in which spectators could relate to the visual. 

One might say that it is precisely because the interlocking character relations function as a 

questionable, ambiguous melodramatic presence that what utopian representational capacity they 

perform can always be delivered to a different effect. This internal rupture characterizes the 

queerness of the film‘s melodramatic moments for they do not altogether amount to one 

identitarian register, nor does their unconventional visibility necessarily vouch for the presence 

of an unordinary identity. In other words, to see these images as queer is to remain alert about 

any sentimental move of psychologizing and particularizing the visual façade of bodily acts or 

assigning explanatory footnotes to the muffled murmurs of bodily postures. On the level of the 

                                                             
78 The news broadcasted on the radio reports: ―the fire is sometimes 3m underground. More time is needed to put out the fire. On 

the other hand, the local police suspect that the fire may have been started by illegal workers who burn their rubbish in the open. 
These foreign construction workers live in makeshift houses nearby. Police are investigating the suspects. A government 
spokesmen pointed out the main cause of the haze is not the fires at the Putra Jaya plantations but forest fires in neighboring 
Sumatra. The Northwestern winds carried the smoke and brought it to the Klang river area. Government Minister Sazmi bin miah 
says the government will not blame Indonesia for their annual forest fires that brought about the haze. But he urges the 
Indonesian government to look actively into ways to curb this problem in the future. The Red Cross Society is handing out gas 
masks to the public.‖ 

79 In fact, Tsai himself once commented on such absurdity of reality in an interview: ―…I also think that life is somewhat 

absurd… In fact, the more realistic I make my films, the more absurd they look. There‘s actually something absurd and laughable 
about the way people behave in reality, which is why in watching my films a lot of people laugh, because they‘re very realistic, 
and therefore the absurdity comes out.‖See Jared Rapfogal, ―Taiwan‘s Poet of Solitude: An Interview with Tsai Ming-liang,‖ 26-
29. 
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visual, this vigilance resonates with Peggy Phelan‘s criticism that identity politics creates 

problems when it latches on to the uncritical belief that ―visibility equals power,‖ a belief she 

calls ―visibility politics‖ (10-11).
80

 Phelan‘s critical move is extremely useful for our 

problematization of Tsai‘s queer cinema. As Tsai Ming-liang continues to be labeled as a queer 

auteur that ―represents‖ the presence of marginal, non-normative desires, the images of Hsiao-

kang‘s queer liaisons in his films also seem to have metamorphosed overtime into an enormous 

visual spectacle that serves to affirm its own extraordinary, peculiar visibility. Just as how 

dominant cultures assign to gay communities a visible bodily difference and insistently demand 

the body ―to be read‖—a normalizing cultural process Lee Edelman calls homographesis—the 

prevalence of a general euphoria and positivism among critics who consciously seek after the 

―visible‖ queerness in Tsai‘s films is perhaps yet another example of the same heteronormative 

modality of seeing.
81

 This normalizing principle of visibility overshadows scholarly discussions 

of Tsai‘s films when the presence of sexual (and sometimes also non-sexual) acts is frequently 

subject to critics‘ discursive move to ―sexualize‖ the body and even to inscribe a certain readable 

―sexuality‖ onto it. In other words, in the heteronormative modality of seeing, the body seems to 

exist as a visually sexualized and sexed body before it has a life of its own while our 

understanding of Tsai‘s cinematic queerness perpetually remains bogged down by a similar 

preoccupation with the spectacle, with ―what is visibly queer.‖  

                                                             
80 As Phelan writes in Unmarked, ―If representational visibility equals power, then almost-naked young white women should be 
running Western culture… [T]hose who advance the cause of visibility politics also usually call for ‗a change‘ in representat ional 
strategies. But so far these proposals are rather vague. What is required in order to advance a more ethical and psychically 
rewarding representational field, one that sidesteps the usual traps of visibility: surveillance, fetishism, voyeurism, and sometimes, 

death? How are these traps more or less damning than benign neglect and utter ignorance? There is an important difference 
between willfully failing to appear and never being summoned… Visibility politics are additive rather than transformational (to 
say nothing of revolutionary). They lead to the stultifying ‗me-ism‘ to which realist representation is always vulnerable‖ (10-11).  

81 See Lee Edelman, ―Homographesis,‖ 3-23. 
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But our bodies do and are a lot of things besides being one of the at least five sexes that 

Anne Fausto-Sterling said human beings can be.
82

 What does a body want when it is frail? What 

can one body do for another body to show love? (In the case of I Don‟t, could performing 

masturbation for a comatose patient be a proper expression of that indefinable state of mind)? 

How does one talk about and talk to the body when the body probably talks in a drastically 

different language? When asked about the filming of I Don‟t in an interview, Tsai reflected on 

how ―the theme of tending‖ took over the film‘s original direction in an unexpected way with an 

example of his personal experience with actor Lee Kang-Sheng‘s nephew: 

…there is a new joy in my life, a little boy, Lee Kang-Sheng‘s nephew… When 

the baby was two years old and sick, I put him to sleep in my arms. He recovered 

eventually but the intensity of the experience stayed on with me……the idea of 

taking care of someone was not my original idea [for the film]…While shooting 

the film one day, the female lead was late and we started filming the ‗tending‘ 

scenes spontaneously. I was pleasantly surprised by the result. Those particular 

scenes changed the entire movie… The whole film can be wrapped up in that one 

scene where Norman Bin Atun (the immigrant worker) nurses Lee Kang-Sheng‘s 

character. That is the story.
83

  

 

Portraying human tenderness in a film that does not rely on speaking lines as 

conventional narrative cinemas do, Tsai does not seem to resist the normalizing identity politics 

by arguing for anti-identification in his film ―narrative,‖ for that would have created just the 

same violence that our limited language does for the much messier contours of the bodies. 

Perhaps when he said he was ―pleasantly surprised‖ by the tending scenes, he also meant to say 

that he sees something empowering in the ways in which human bodies talk back to the talking 

heads without having to agree. Perhaps he sees the powerful ways in which bodies connect and 

take pleasure in one another without having to cohabitate. What is queer about this film‘s 

                                                             
82 Fausto-Sterling, ―The Five Sexes: Why Male and Female Are Not Enough.‖  

83 See note 71.  
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character relations, then, is perhaps the images‘ self critique on the compulsory romantic kinship 

between the incoherent, murmuring bodies and our punitive language that attempts to define 

them. If we adopt this detoured way of viewing, the visible peculiarity of those chance 

encounters in the film then seems no more peculiar than the really peculiar fact that we as 

spectators and critics did not discuss the normalcy of various tender feelings as much, the 

feelings one has for another when the other‘s body is in need of care. Consider the scene where 

Rawang holds the homeless guy‘s frail standing body from behind and helps him urinate, after 

the latter was rescued from the street. The bare male upper bodies touching each other in 

standing postures in the sweltering tropical air may seem, to some, like a bell-ringing suggestion 

of the characters‘ latent homosexuality and the film‘s homoerotic capability. However, the 

affective strength of this quiescent long take would have been totally missed if we simply 

conclude their liaison this way. That a highly homoerotic scene was staged as such, under warm 

natural lighting, perhaps speak a forked tongue. It may be a visual expression of latent 

homosexuality, but at the same time, it may also be an overt projection of the potential 

alternative familialism between strangers. Because most of the messages in this film are 

mediated without the use of verbal lines, we as spectators relate to the characters not through 

what they say but mostly through the affective power encrypted in their idiosyncratic and 

ambiguous bodily acts. The message in this scene is ambiguous, and perhaps necessarily 

ambiguous. What is not ambiguous, though, is our visual and affective recognition that bears 

witness to Rawang‘s unambiguous tenderness. 

Wong Kar-wai’s Days of Being Wild 

A. Longing Between Local and Translocal 
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―Algia—longing—is what we share, yet nostos—the return home— is what divides‖ (xv-

xvi), writes Svetlana Boym of what formed the compound state of mind we call nostalgia, a state 

of homesickness, or sickness of home when the return is too close for the modern nostalgic to 

bear, she adds.
84

 It simmers in all the major characters of Wong Kar-wai‘s 1990 film Days of 

Being Wild, on low heat, but is warm enough to drive each of them to daydreams, alienation, 

languor, restlessness, voluntary exile, an angry flight, negation, or, for the flying bird in Yuddy‘s 

(Leslie Cheung) fable, self amputation. If unrequited love is what the film‘s demoralized 

characters share in common, nostalgia as a product of that irreversible loss, then, is the 

melodramatic whirlwind that carries them awry. Such is the journey of Leslie Cheung‘s self-

indulged, womanizing character Yuddy, who leaves behind his Shanghainese adoptive mother 

(Rebecca Pan) and travels to Manila in search of his Filipina birth mother. Yuddy‘s abandoned 

liaisons So Lai-chen (Maggie Cheung) and Lulu (Carina Lau), too, subsequently take their own 

paths of departure brokenhearted, the former leaving her current job to take up the box office in a 

gambling club (possibly in Macau or Hong Kong) and the latter crossing the South China Sea to 

Manila to trail after her heartless lover with the help of her own admirer, Yuddy‘s less charming, 

heartbroken buddy (Jacky Cheung). As for So Lai-chen‘s admirer, the cop (Andy Lau), he 

becomes a sailor and later disembarks in Manila, where he befriends the disheartened Yuddy by 

coincidence. As a two-part emotionality (longing and return home), nostalgia is the doing word, 

that is, the mode, of the film‘s homecoming; it is the grunting of discontents of the forsaken 

lovers and child who need to go out for a walk to re-orient themselves, perhaps in the Philippine 

jungle, to anchor to something reassuring.  

                                                             
84 See Boym, ―Introduction: Taboo on Nostalgia,‖ xiii-xix. 
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At the levels of diegetic setting, genre reference, and background musical tunes too, this 

film nostalgically harkens back to an admixture of time-specific cultural ambience from the 

1960s that would later come to be known as defining a specific regional home culture we call 

Hong Kong. Stephen Teo notes, for instance, that coming from Shanghai at five in 1963, Wong 

was immersed in a hybrid Cantonese society where the conglomeration of his Shanghainese 

background, the Philippine presence in Hong Kong, and the popularity of American and Latin 

American music shaped the diegetic universe of his ―1960s trilogy,‖ starting with Days of Being 

Wild and followed by In the Mood for Love and 2046; the gangster subplot in the second part of 

the film together with its original Chinese title Ah Fei Zhengzhuan (The Story of an Ah Fei) is a 

direct homage, too, to the influence of iconic young delinquent characters like James Dean in 

Rebel Without a Cause (1955 and translated as Ah Fei Zhengzhuan in Hong Kong at the time) 

and Marlon Brando in The Wild One (1954) whose Cantonese counterparts were the local ―Ah 

Fei‖ (a rebellious teenage hoodlum) movies in the 50s and 60s.
85

 The temporal revival of those 

―days of being wild‖ is two-fold: the reflexive caress of the bygone cultural history manifests a 

mood of ―introspection‖ toward its own regional particularity shared by filmmakers of the 

second New Wave in the second half of the 80s, whose works during the period were subtle, 

skeptical responses, according to Teo, to the imminent political transition officiated by the ―1984 

Sino-British Agreement legalizing the handover of Hong Kong to China‖ (160). This self-

reflexive local aesthetic, in addition, comes hand in hand with Wong‘s conscious recycling of 

translocal co-presence of cultural components that molded the local in the first place. The aural 

presence of Xavier Cugat‘s ―Maria Elena‖ on the radio as Yuddy dances to it in front of the 

mirror, for example, carries with it the unsaid story of this swaying tune coming across the 

                                                             
85 See Teo, Wong Kar-wai, 10-11 & 32-33.  
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Pacific to Hong Kong as well as its local re-rooting. It is fitting to say that the film‘s temporal 

and spatial longing for a sense of regional homeliness melodramatically raises an upward-

moving whirl of memories rotating both away from and around the center, about places that were 

afar, people that keep drifting or lingering, and objects that flow from one location to another. In 

fact, this is how Wong‘s films have hitherto been generally appraised by critics, as an 

―intersection for regional flows‖ that ―mobilises the process of reterritorialisation to produce its 

cultural location as a centre for Asian popular culture‖ (Yue 132), or as a particular regional 

Chinese cinema capable of transcending its own regionality, ―straddling East and West‖ (Teo 1). 

B. Singing A Detoured Longing  

It would have been too wishful a reading, nevertheless, to treat such translocal versatility 

in Days and other Wong Kar-wai films as a story of how Hong Kong as a multicultural center 

―straddling East and West‖ manifests a perfect mix of select ingredients glazed into a smooth 

color. The filmic nostalgia for the translocal cultural influx in the1960s is, after all, not a utopian 

origin story of Hong Kong identity; at least, the origin story is only part of the stories. Although 

it has been discussed by many that Wong‘s 1960s trilogy as historical melodramas have 

elegantly showcased his cinematic indebtedness to American and Latin American cultures by 

way of regional flows between Hong Kong and Southeast Asian countries, critical focuses were 

generally placed more on how these flows were reassuring explanations of a multicultural, (post-

)colonial, and diasporic Hong Kong that became a privileged portal to the world, how these 

linkages contribute to the sentimentalism of these mood pieces, rather than how each of them 

might itself be a site of problematic translocality etched with the marks of troubling historical 

processes, although now masked as incidental exotic condiments.
86

 This line of ―cross-cultural‖ 

                                                             
86 such as James Udden in ―The Stubborn Persistence of the Local in Wong Kar-wai,‖ Audrey Yue in ―In The Mood For Love: 
Intersections of Hong Kong Modernity,‖ and Stephen Teo in Wong Kar-wai.  
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reading contributes to and is part of the existing scholarship on Hong Kong second new wave 

cinema as representations of its identity and crisis. As to the lingering presence of Southeast Asia 

and Latin America in Days, such as the lush Philippine jungle against the languorous guitar 

refrain of ―Always in My Heart‖ (―Siempre en Mi Corazón‖ is the original Spanish title) by Los 

Indios Tabajaras, most critics are content with either a biographical reading of Wong‘s personal 

―fascination with locations that have been touched by Spanish influence‖ (Teo 37) or with a 

cursory, often romantic, interpretation of the tropics as the destination to which the characters‘ 

primal desires are directed. In this light, whether as part of the mise-en-scène or background 

music, their exotic presence seems there to reaffirm the nostos only, that is, the sentimental 

return to a Hong Kong identity, while the more bumpy, peripatetic journeys of longing itself, the 

algia, is glossed over.  

As characters‘ disparate desires and traveling routes in Days suggest to its spectators, 

however, neither does the return or the departure by itself seem to answer the film‘s 

melodramatic preoccupation; at least that does not sufficiently explain how the intermittent 

panoramic shots of the bluish jungle speak to the minds of the characters, and specifically to 

Yuddy. Between the final return and the often erratic and uncontrollable longing, there seems to 

be a second order of melodrama, one that concerns us spectators: if Southeast Asia, as well as 

Latin America, is ―a lingering presence‖ that Teo says ―represents a search for cultural identity‖ 

(12), which is obvious, perhaps the question now is not where Hong Kong‘s creole ancestries 

(the sites of the nostos) are, for that has been answered, but in what modes the aching longing 

defers, suspends, or anticipates the homeward odyssey. That is, aside from the sentimental 

commodification of these translocal flows for the argument of multiculturalism, these routes of 

personal rendezvous perhaps also unpack less saccharine hi/stories of uneven power structures 
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underlying the process of creolization, such as unraveled in Yuddy‘s personal background and 

moments of self-parody that turn the sentimental flows into nightmares to shun.  

The use of music in this film is one discursive site where the translocal exchanges of 

cultural artifacts tell us not just where their departure and destination are but also where they stop 

midway and what historical baggage they add to the picture of a sentimental free flow from 

Hong Kong to Manila. Let us begin the story with the recurring guitar refrain of the famous song 

“Always in My Heart‖ escorting the lush jungle image: Performed in the film by the Brazilian 

guitar duo Los Indios Tabajaras, who gained fame in Mexico and the U.S. in the early 60s for 

their release of a Mexican folk song ―María Elena,‖ ―Always in My Heart‖ was originally 

composed by renowned Cuban composer Ernesto Lecuona (1895-1963). Lecuona was 

professionally trained in Cuba, nominated for the 1942 Oscar for the song he wrote, and later 

moved to Tampa, Florida in 1960, as hundreds of thousands of other Cubans did, who left their 

Caribbean homeland for anger with and fear of Castro‘s communist regime. A Latin-inspired 

popular tune that gained its popularity across the North and Latin America from 1940s through 

the 60s, the song made an inter-hemispheric traveling that became a faithful recording of the 

ongoing scattering and reassembling of the diasporic people whose cultural creoleness is part of 

the telling legacies of Spanish and Portuguese colonialism. Like its people, the song migrated to 

the northern hemisphere in Lecuona‘s hand and re-migrated back to Latin America with Los 

Indios Tabajaras. The Americas, however, is only part of its even more sprawling routes. As Pan 

Guoling and Li Zhouxing note, the 1960s is also the decade when Latin music crossed the ocean 

to land in Hong Kong, carried over together with the import of American popular culture but also 

by Filipino band players residing locally; as the story goes, this traveling of culture would leave 

its footprints in the warm sounds of the now obsolete gramophone records and local singers of 
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the time who went ―translocal‖ in performing English songs, among whom Rebecca Pan is one.
87

 

In an interview, Pan commented that Wong Kar-wai once asked her for suggestions on Latin 

music, and eventually, out of the songs on the two vinyl records Pan gave him, he picked 

―Always in My Heart‖ for the film.
88

 This contemporaneous Asian side of the story further 

connects Hong Kong and the Philippines to the existing picture of colonialism: the traveling of 

the Latin tune to colonial British Hong Kong by way of American cultural industry and the post-

WWII Filipino diaspora is not only evocative of Latin America and the Philippines‘ shared 

colonial past, it is also a telling reminder of the continuous post-war growth of U.S.-led 

Anglophone culture in the anticommunist cold-war Asia, a new kind of empire full-fledged in its 

economic, cultural, and political powers, a permutation of the older ones that have produced and 

keep producing phenomena of migrations and cultures of diaspora. Against this historical 

context, the song is perhaps more than an exotic, excessive, melodramatic gesture that simply 

supplements the bluish tropical dream of the return home and the desire to retrieve the faraway 

love, as the unheard lyrics goes: ―Just before I go to sleep/There's a rendezvous I keep/And the 

dreams I always meet help me forget we're far apart.‖ The aural Latin tune, the film‘s visual 

anchoring in the Philippines, and the melancholic, dreaming characters on their verge of leaving 

Hong Kong together present themselves as loitering, polycentric murmurs singing the cascade of 

uneven regional flows.  

C. The Oedipus and An Inverse Story of Traveling  

Besides the muddy whirlwind unboxed by the bits of the cultural history of ―Always in 

My Heart,‖ Yuddy‘s oceanic travel to Manila adumbrates a similar melodramatic tension 

                                                             
87 Wang Jiawei De Ying hua Shi jie (Wong Kar-wai‘s World of Motion Pictures), 359. 

88 Ibid., 347. 



 

102 

 

between the surface longing for homecoming, or our temptation to read it as such, and the 

myriad buzzing sounds and lapses that, as Linda Williams describes of the melodramatic mode, 

―stand[s] in contrast to more ‗dominant‘ modes of realistic, goal-oriented narrative‖ (2). This 

tension is proof of the affective strength performed by the recurring slow-motioned extreme long 

shots of the dreamy Philippine jungle. Appearing for a total of four times in the film, escorted by 

the music of ―Always in My Heart‖ in the first three and Xavier Cugat‘s ―Perfidia‖ in the last, 

this tropic jungle motif at times corresponds to Yuddy‘s dispirited voiceover monologue about 

his heartless birth mother, while in the opening scene following his seductive words to So Lai-

chen that ―You‘ll see me tonight in your dreams,‖ its visuality seems an affirmation of Yuddy‘s 

enigmatic, ―supernatural agency,‖ according to Gary Bettinson, imposing his charm on ―the 

private space of [So‘s] dreams‖ (228). The exotic spectacle of the tropics, therefore, functions as 

that excessive, repetitive melodramatic interface that loiters around the troubled emotions of the 

journeying characters and their subjective fantasies as much as it seems to direct the narrative 

toward the eventual action of return home or romantic consummation—whether or not the goal is 

gratified. On the level of fantasy, especially with regard to Yuddy, it is thus understandable to 

read the spectacle, as was done by numerous critics of the film, as an opaque reflection of his 

―identity crisis brought on by a Freudian Oedipal complex‖ (Teo 41), a narcissistic desire to 

reconnect with the mother.
89

 The discursive projection of such an ―origin narrative‖—of Yuddy 

and of Hong Kong—is even more tantalizing if one considers the fact that several characters of 

the film, Yuddy, Lulu, and the cop, all end up in Manila, albeit for different reasons. It is as if 

Yuddy‘s personal ―oedipal story‖ is part of the larger ―oedipal story,‖ about these other 

characters who need to re-anchor themselves, and about this island city, which owes it cultural 

                                                             
89 See, for example, Teo‘s Wong Kar-wai and Gary Bettinson‘s ―Reflections on a Screen Narcissist.‖ 
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hybridity to the seaborne Southeast Asian metropolises, of which Manila is one. In other words, 

the oedipal fantasy of Yuddy seems neat enough to be an allegory of the hybrid ancestry of Hong 

Kong, while his internal monologue that ―on April 12, 1961, I finally arrived at my mother‘s 

house‖ appears to confer such a veritable, history-like character on the allegory.  

But fiction does not speak of the world in its simplest bareness or linearity, although it 

can try. The intimate kinship between the two is perhaps more strange than akin, and this is 

precisely why, for a romantic, family, and on top of all ―historical‖ melodrama like Days, the 

mere insertion of the song ―Always in My Heart‖ and others that have a time-bound and space-

bound reference does not in itself reveal, let along represent, the specific historical legacy of how 

these cultural artifacts were transported. And this is the same case with the Philippine motif. The 

oedipal reading may be realist enough in prefiguring an intimate kinship between Hong Kong 

and the Philippines, one of its Southeast Asian neighbors, but the cinematic Filipino presence 

and the maternal fantasy it evokes might be beguiling too to refract the ways in which the 

contemporaneous Filipinas made their real-life presence in Hong Kong. Speaking of the film‘s 

subtext, class hierarchy, as the source of Yuddy‘s alienation, Martha Nochimson notes that 

―Yuddy was born out of wedlock making it necessary for his upper-class Philippine mother to 

give him away at birth [to Rebecca Pan‘s character, the Shanghainese surrogate mother, who 

needs money]‖ and that ―the bird he speaks of is…a mythology of social dysfunction‖ (10). 

Indeed, a certain class-based social dysfunction lurks behind Yuddy‘s back-story, but it is in the 

form of an inverse documentation of the class relations between Hong Kong natives and local 

Filipinas of the time. As an aftermath of the wartime ravage on national economy, thousands of 

Filipinos migrated out to different parts of the world after World War II, particularly in the 1950s 

and onward. In Hong Kong, as in many other countries, Filipina workers have been employed 
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mostly as domestic helpers and in most of these cases as nannies. It is thus common in Hong 

Kong to find Cantonese-, Shanghainese-, or Mandarin-speaking Chinese kids who are literally 

raised by and speaks English with their working-class Filipina nannies. Contrary to Yuddy‘s 

disadvantage in the film, the class structure of the time as well as into the 80s and 90s is 

hierarchized in such a way that many Southeast Asian foreign workers, not limited to Filipinos, 

were oftentimes forced to occupy the lower class strata in many Chinese-populated countries 

such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. In fact, the outpouring migrations of Chinese 

overseas to the U.S. after the 1965 Immigration Law is merely part of the more complicated 

picture of other translocal migrations taking place among the Asian countries; like the traveling 

of Indonesian and many South Asian workers to postcolonial Malaysia, as discussed in I Don‟t, 

the lives of working-class Filipino diaspora are the ―inconvenient‖ historical realities that are 

poignant enough to parody the sentimental oedipal fantasy of the Cantonese-speaking character 

Yuddy on the road. Indeed, one could say that the melodramatic fiction of Yuddy‘s troubling 

physical and emotional displacement to Manila is really a backhanded reflection of the toilsome 

journey of working Filipinas to a Chinese-populated society. The 2000 Philippine film Anak 

(meaning ―my child‖), for example, was a mega hit in the Philippines partly because it tells the 

bitter story experienced by many Philippine families, a story of a home-returning Filipina 

domestic worker estranged from her own children after ten years of working in Hong Kong.
90

 

D. Desire‟s Detour: Homesickness or Sickness of Home? 

The ruse of Oedipus, however seductive it is, does not muffle these little contextual 

noises after all. The bumpy detour is thus to the return home what the outreaching, meandering 

schizophrenic is to the couch-sitting, shady Oedipus. As is nicely put by Deleuze and Guattari, 

                                                             
90 See Chiho Ogaya, ―Social Discourses on Filipino Women Migrants,‖ 180-182. 
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―[I]t is not a question of denying the vital importance of parents or the love attachment of 

children to their mothers and fathers. It is a question of knowing what the place and the function 

of parents are within desiring-production‖ (47). The problem with the oedipal model in reading 

Days is not that it considers maternal abandonment, or the desire for a primal unison, to be part 

of the conflicts that drive the story; rather, it is the psychologizing and commodifying gesture 

that misses the whole point, a gesture that oedipalizes and backtracks Yuddy‘s capricious, ―law‖-

breaking liaisons as well as his self-indulged irreverence and torpor to an originary cause. 

Contrary to an overt sentimentalism toward the oedipal wound, as Wong‘s film constructs an 

innovative melodramatic space with an adroit mixture of romance and gangster genres, its 

editing style shows Wong‘s conscious moderation with the sentimentalist aesthetic. For instance, 

in a scene where Yuddy languorously lies on the bed smoking a cigarette after Lulu leaves, his 

voiceover about the flying bird without legs seems at first a melancholic reflection of his 

carefully masked internal wound. As this first shot cut to the second, where Yuddy prepares to 

play the gramophone record and then stands aside to gaze at his own image in the mirror, this 

introspective moodiness is intercepted right after the voiceover line, ―that‘s the moment it [the 

bird] dies,‖ by Xavier Cugat‘s sassy cha-cha version of ―María Elena‖ at the background, to 

which he sways and dances. In a much later three-shot scene accompanied by Cugat‘s ―Perfidia‖ 

the minute Yuddy dies, the music appears right after the conversation between him and Andy 

Lau‘s cop-sailor, on the sentimental subject of remembering and forgetting, with a high-angle 

medium close-up shot lighting up on Yuddy‘s pale, dying face. The carry-over of this first close-

up shot to the second extreme long crane shot zooming out from a train running in a slightly 

upward right-to-left diagonal direction into the depth of the jungle is elegantly synchronized by 

the transition of the musical piece from the prelude to its major melody in string instruments. 
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The synchronization of the lingering visual and aural nostalgia for the ―lost, good old days‖—for 

the maternal homeland and for Cugat‘s music—is nevertheless followed by another cut, to a 

third long shot of Lulu dressed up nicely and walking toward the camera with a cool shade, 

carrying a suitcase, ready for her own journey into the future. In these two scenes, the nostalgic 

sentiment for an originary, wounded past is first played out and then carefully moderated. The 

mood transitions from the languorous to the flamboyant and from the dying past to the forward-

looking future both seem to also suggest the generative, productive power of the loss itself. This 

is to say that the presence of loss is undeniable, indeed, but its roles and functions with regard to 

the entire network of desires and practices are also productive in the sense that it does not always 

look back; in the meantime, it may look forward, or even sideways, sometimes delighted by and 

enamored with its own nonchalant swaying moves, sometimes even resentful of it own return 

home.  

The multifaceted place of the seemingly capricious nostalgia is in fact not so erratic if we 

consider that Yuddy‘s character is embodiment of the rupture between the normalizing social 

demand of a unified and disciplined self presentation and the irreverent, outlaw practices of self-

care. Following the Ovidian model, Bettinson calls Yuddy‘s character a narcissist figure with an 

―abject self-centeredness, denoting a kind of spiritual disenfranchisement masked by conceit and 

a corollary diminution of compassion‖ (220) and is ―likely to sacrifice attention to wider 

narrative happenings for an introspective meditation upon the self‖ (221), evidenced in the fact 

that Yuddy confides in his inner self through internal monologues (the voiceover) more often 

than he communicates with others. If we are likely and inclined to ―psychologize‖ the character, 

it even seems that this narcissist caress and preservation of the self, made complex and opaque 

by a conscious self-distancing from the external structure of heterosexual love and familialism, 
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stands starkly at odds with the oppressive discourse of family reunion, especially when this 

structure seems to be the source of his ―identity crisis.‖ Thus, on the way to his mother place, a 

self-caring, wounded narcissist may be more ironic and skeptical than others about delusional 

hail of the family. Put in a different way, the utopian and referential gesture in the discourse of 

diasporic nostalgia—the nostos (the return home) part of it—can in fact be played out by the 

emotionally dissociated hero in a highly self-reflexive and parodic way that keeps re-citing the 

difficult sentiment of algia (longing) and keeps putting on an act of identity crisis without 

desiring for a certain identification. Perhaps this is why this journeying story is not an oedipal 

story to be psychologized, for our hero, unlike Sophocles‘ Oedipus overpowered by his poor 

fortune, is a self-knowing and self-reflexive one to begin with, and as a child player enamored of 

repeating his fort-da drama, to give it a Freudian turn if you like, he may in fact take on ―an 

active part‖ in these efforts of ―mastery‖ over the memory—beyond but not without the pleasure 

principle (Freud 35).  

But even this self-reflexive psychologization is not sufficient for understanding the 

rhizomic routes of longing that Yuddy acted out. To undo the oedipal model without denying its 

place, it would seem like a worthwhile experiment, let us try, to discursively reproduce the 

journey home by imagining ourselves in the position of Yuddy, that is, to go on with the trip 

while asking ourselves questions like ―what do we want to get out of it,‖ ―do I really believe in 

what I do,‖ ―what if she rejects me again,‖ etc. When enough questions are asked and doubts cast 

and all detours taken, hopefully the purpose and function of the journey will reveal, at least for 

us spectators who love the speculating drama, itself melodramatic. This self-reflexive gesture 

characterizes what I think is the queer reading of a nostalgic film like this one, which revolves 
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around a very basic principle of vigilance toward the strange kinship between cinematic 

mediation and their purported referentiality: 

On April 12, 1961, I finally arrived at my mother‘s house, but she didn‘t want to 

see me. The maid told me she no longer lived there. As I was leaving, I could feel 

a pair of eyes watching me from behind, but I was determined not to turn around. 

I just wanted to find out what she looked like. Since she wouldn‘t give me that 

chance, I wouldn‘t give it to her either.  

 

In this scene where Yuddy walks away from his mother‘s mansion, how does one make 

sense of this voluntary abortion of the reunion and situate the scene within the network of 

multiple desires channeled through a variety of cultural, romantic, and familial affairs on screen? 

How does Yuddy‘s childlike tantrum and retaliatory walk away still function within the narrative 

of nostalgic return? Like the fort-da game, it is one thing to say that the child is ―in a passive 

situation,‖ that ―he was overpowered by the experience‖ [emphasis original] (Freud 35), but 

another to emphasize the generative effect of such an experience, to say that the child learns to 

master the difficulty of life by taking an initiative in it and giving it his own twists and turns. The 

first back-tracks the irreversible cause and the latter anticipates its product and invention. 

Whether the result of a second rejection or his nervous fright about seeing the heartless mother 

for himself, the decisive fact that his Filipino tie is cut off by force suggests two kinds of 

plausible stories, first, that the ―revelation‖ of this ―oedipal‖ journey is revealing only on a 

rhetorical level, in the same way that his fable of the dead, legless, flying bird is, for it knows it 

does not fly anywhere to begin with, and second, that the cutoff from the birth mother 

figuratively enables him to pass on to a new life, an afterlife, or return to his previous life, like 

the dead bird who loves to imagine himself alive, flying in his bluish, exotic dream where the 

cold-blooded, gothic mother stays at a safe distance.  
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To give this romantic fable a different turn, a more allegorical one if you will, one might 

also want to argue that this cutoff magically saves Yuddy from the lurking nightmare of having 

to face the uncertain, perhaps disheartening outcome of meeting the ―real mom‖—both in the 

diegesis and as an inverse allegorical figure of the real Filipina nannies in Hong Kong. By 

walking out on the real mother into the dreamy jungle, Yuddy is thus able to resume and 

perpetuate his endeared melancholic indulgence of love for the figurative mother, the exotic 

tropics. On the level of cinematography, this more ―affordable‖ imaginary love accords very well 

with Wong‘s visual and aural exoticization of foreign locations touched by Latin cultures, 

including the Philippines (the jungle), Cuba (music by Lecuona), and Brazil (Los Indios 

Tabajaras). Both possess the affective power to sustain the sentiment of longing—for maternal 

love and for the lost good old days in the 1960s when music was still played on gramophone 

records—while keeping the less dreamy and more unbearable undercurrents of historical realities 

under the control of commodification. Back to the level of narrative, this conscious self-

preservation from reality is all the more necessary ―because this is better for everyone,‖ as 

Yuddy‘s dying words remind us; indeed, the scenes of his face-to-face encounters with real 

people in the dark corners of Manila after being rejected by his birth mother are mocking ironies 

to his Philippine dreams: first, his belongings were stolen by a Chinatown prostitute he resorted 

to, and later he got into a fight with local Filipino hoodlums who eventually killed him on the 

train. As his cop-sailor friend rightly reprimands, ―you‘re not like a bird in that story, but just 

some drunkard in the Chinatown.‖  

Therefore, it is in his self-knowledge and his skepticism toward the idea of home that 

Yuddy‘s character strangely resembles the oedipal story, in the same way that that his outlaw 

journey parodically re-installs the pieces of home. That the fable of the flying bird is endeared to 
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Yuddy is illustrative of this self-reflexive and inventive emotionality inherent in the character‘s 

surface sentimental performance. The fable may be a sinister, practical joke fabricated to be 

played on the bird nostalgic of his lost legs, but knowing that it has been amputated and perhaps 

already dead from the beginning, the spirit of the bird chooses to fly, as if he forgot and never 

needed to land. Like Jim Stark (James Dean) and his rebellious adolescent peers Plato (Sal 

Mineo) and Judy (Natalie Wood) in Rebel without A Cause, who run away to form their own 

―family‖ and confide in one another their own troubles, Yuddy is ultimately a character who 

needs to preserve the fantasy of home in his own ways, one who needs to design and follow his 

own moral guidance without being forced in a sedate, counseling chair, and in the same way that 

the malfunctioning external family structure drives astray the characters in Rebel, the journey 

that Yuddy takes in Days perhaps says less about the character‘s homesick confusion than the 

haunting presence of oppressive structures of family and society he is in.  
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When Bodies Speak and Words Recoil: 

Passing for Chinese in Translocal Queer Asian America 

Passing for Chinese 

In this chapter I examine the wrestling dynamics between body and language as they are 

respectively enacted in two translocal queer Asian American novels: Lawrence Chua‘s Gold by 

the Inch (1998) and Han Ong‘s Fixer Chao (2001). For Gold by the Inch, my reading follows the 

journey of a demoralized, unnamed, creole narrator from New York, who becomes stuck in an 

affair with a male prostitute as he travels to Bangkok and Penang in search of his disintegrated 

Baba (Straits) Chinese ancestry traceable to the colonial days under British rule. In Fixer Chao, 

gay Filipino hustler William Narciso Paulinha teams up with a failed and vengeful Jewish writer 

called Shem C. and impersonates a Chinese Feng Shui master in order to swindle money from 

the rich upper-Manhattan socialites. Instead of using these literary texts as mimetic reflections of 

the Asian American cultural life or using them as a purely ethnographic archive of Asian 

diaspora, my investment settles on the discursive level. I would like to examine the ways in 

which literary writings about dislocation and the highly self-reflexive language used in such 

representations articulate the labor of diasporic subjects in forming a socially viable and dis-

identitarian subjecthood. As I examine the two displaced protagonists, whose social practices are 

deemed deviant and abject by the society-wide regimes of normativity, I hope the critical 

emphasis on the word ―labor‖ would allow us to pay attention to how these speaking subjects 

grapple with their cacophonous relations to the normalizing social milieus, verbalize this 

dissonance, and try to hold together their disintegrating senses of self. On the level of meta-

discourse, this chapter contends, these two displacement narratives are also in a problematic 

relationship with us readers because their protagonist-narrators‘ self-reflexive voices both feed 
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and resist the readers‘ ethnographic expectations. Indeed, as we try to come to terms with the 

dubious tones embedded in these narrative accounts of dislodged Asian subjects who ―cross 

over‖ as Chinese at one point and later metamorphose into other identitarian categories, we are 

also invited to examine our own discursive recognition and making of ―self‖ as both a fiction and 

a lived reality.  

In reading the literary speech acts of ―passing for Chinese,‖ I see the category Chinese as 

a state of being recognized and of assuming a socially marked mode of living rather than an 

innate manifestation of absolute difference, in order to highlight the social existence of this term 

as a doing word. That is to say, I see ―Chinese‖ in this context as a word that functions chiefly to 

identify, to establish social relations, and is therefore a performative (rather than purely 

descriptive) statement carrying immediate epistemological and material consequences. This 

interpretive move means not to deprive all categories of race, ethnicity, and culture of their 

material reality or the hard facts of social boundaries felt on a day-to-day level. On the contrary, 

it aims to prioritize the politics of self-making and networking, especially with regard to the 

experiences of migration, political subjugation, and transculturation, experiences that 

simultaneously weigh down and nurture the lives of the displaced communities. Édouard 

Glissant calls this laborious diasporic self-fashioning and culture-building process creolization. 

To see ―Chinese‖ as a doing word in this case is to maintain that while being or passing for 

Chinese registers the ―skin‖-deep reality of be recognized and tagged by others in a racialized 

manner, it nevertheless also highlights the agency accorded to the subjects who exercise in 

idiosyncratic manners the brutal realities associated with such identitarian recognitions. One 

example of this creative human execution is, of course, literary language. I believe this poetic 

turn disarms the problem underpinning the existing diasporic literary and cultural criticisms, that 
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is, the circumscription of the scholarly discursive trajectory along the stagnant ethnic and racial 

categories. It is a useful move, in addition, for examining how individuals take up or defy certain 

public stereotypes as they present themselves with a certain identitarian façade, as well as what 

this presentation does. By emphasizing the acts of passing and becoming instead of skin 

references, I hope to create an inclusive discursive platform that allows for further discussions on 

various mechanisms of racial passing as a contested social act. In this way, the question of who 

is Chinese and who is not, as least in the case of Gold by the Inch and Fixer Chao, should be 

subordinated under the following questions: who performs Chineseness, to what effect, and who 

participates in the Chinese network in times of social and political contingencies.  

Secondly, in each of these diasporic texts, I look at how the narrator‘s self-reflexive tone 

manifests a discursive queerness in relation to the tradition of confession in the diasporic 

literature. As the cultural politics of queerness extends beyond the critique of heteronormative 

constructions of sexuality to embrace a general vigilance of what Eve Sedgwick calls ―sites 

where meanings didn‘t line up tidily with each other‖ (3), this critical mode has the capacity to 

undermine the societal regimes of normativity that homogenize the representations of 

meanings.
91

 With this critical move, I look at how the campy, playful tones of my chosen texts 

undermine the diasporic literary tradition of confession in the first-person perspective as each of 

the protagonists confesses their sexual escapades and other legal misconducts. In Gold by the 

Inch we see this confessional mode in a backpacker travel narrative, embellished with an 

interlude of historical ethnography; in Fixer Chao, Paulinha‘s quest of self is articulated by way 

of allusions to the detective novel. In mirroring these identifiable genres, both narratives 

                                                             
91 Here I am referring to David Eng, Judith Halberstam, and Jos  E. Muñoz‘s collaborative statement of the cultural politics of 
queerness in their editorial introduction to Social Text‘s special issue ―What‘s Queer About Queer Studies Now?‖ in 2005. Also 
see Sedgwick‘s ―Queer and Now‖ in Tendencies for her discussion on queer practices.  
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playfully traverse the stylistic norms and ethnographic readability with frequent self parodies, 

thus making these confessions not only partial but also ironic in meaning. I discuss that, against 

the coercion of self explanation and the ideological mandate for a corrective resistance politics 

popular in the minority discourse, these novels refuse to provide a definitive account of the 

protagonists‘ true affinities, thereby refusing to fulfill the readers‘ ethnographic expectation to 

master the identitarian ambiguity and mark down the chameleon-like narrative subjects.  

Furthermore, I examine these novels‘ anti-sentimentalist move and what it means 

epistemologically for the two downright cynical protagonists to be temporarily possessed by the 

lure of sentimentalism. In Gold by the Inch, for example, the colonial history of Southeast Asian 

Chinese diaspora stands as a sentimental, nostalgic object of the protagonist‘s narrative quest; the 

protagonist, however, is poignantly aware that this ―history,‖ ironically, can only be accessed 

first and foremost as a fictional account, indeed, as a narrativized historical romance and a 

discursive commodity for exchange, in order for him to make sense of his own place in the time-

history of those Southeast Asian ―kinsmen‖ he cannot disown and yet barely know. This anti-

sentimentalist move is taken further when the desire for historical knowledge and interpersonal 

connections builds up to a series of narrative contemplation on the nature and condition of 

genuine friendship and what it means to be human, to be seen and included as such, and to live at 

all. It is through this questioning of the human condition, moreover, that I think these disparate 

diasporic subjects most see themselves caught up in the conundrum of self-making, despite the 

resistant strategies of parody and voluntary self alienation. Does parody, for example, amount to 

productive self invention and interpersonal bonding besides criticism? Does it take the subjects 

away from the hostile world or does it bind them even more tightly with it?  

Gold by the Inch 
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A. A Parody of Travel Narrative  

Lawrence Chua‘s 1998 novella Gold by the Inch (GBI) has been taught in various U.S. 

humanities courses under such titles as postcolonial literature, Asian American or Asian diasporic 

literature, and queer diasporas. However, contrary to the growing academic interest in 

transnational, diasporic encounters and contrary to the text‘s noticeable classroom appearance as 

a pedagogical tool, scholarly writings on this book have been surprisingly scant.
92

 Besides the 

interpretive difficulty owing to the protagonist‘s ―politically ambivalent‖ nature and the constant 

shifts between first- and second-person perspectives, as noted by Stephen Hong Sohn, there may 

be a number of other reasons that this ―Asia American‖ homecoming/travel narrative is difficult 

to manage. To begin with, this is what the surface of the novella presents: our demoralized 

protagonist-narrator, an ex-prostitute, leaves New York for Southeast Asia and becomes caught 

up in his blind passion for Thong, a Bangkok male prostitute, as he travels to Penang, Malaysia 

to visit relatives he barely knows. As the narrator‘s unsuccessful journey develops into bouts of 

disappointment and emotional estrangement, the novella quickly extracts issues of exploitation 

through a series of the protagonist‘s contemplation on his troubling relationships with Thong, his 

former patron Jim, his abusive father and brother Luk, his grandma, and finally, on the colonial 

history of Baba Chinese in British Malaya (localized Chinese in former British Straits 

Settlements speaking English and a creole tongue since the colonial period).
93

 Based on this 

narrative trajectory, while GBI may fulfill the voyeuristic desire of first-world readers of ethnic 

                                                             
92 The only academic article dedicated to this book that I have managed to find by the time I finished researching on this chapter 
around the end of 2008, about a long decade after its publication, is Stephen Hong Sohn‘s ―‗Valuing‘ Transnational Queerness: 
Politicized Bodies and Commodified Desires in Asian American Literature,‖ anthologized in Transnational Asian American 
Literature: Sites and Transits (2006).  

93 While a male Baba Chinese is often called Baba, a female Baba is usually called Nyonya, or Nyona. For in-depth historical, 

social, and anthropological accounts of Baba Chinese, see Tan Chee Beng‘s The Baba of Melaka: Culture and Identity of A 
Chinese Peranakan Community in Malaysia, John R. Clammer‘s Straits Chinese Society: Studies in the Sociology of the Baba 
Communities of Malaysia and Singapore, and Jurgen Rudolph‘s Reconstructing Identities: A Social History of the Babas in 
Singapore.  
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literatures to get a touristy portrayal of the neon-lit Bangkok nightlife and the Southeast Asian 

histories, the obscure ethnic and racial profiles of both its unnamed protagonist and its author 

nevertheless preempt any easy reader identification, no less than they frustrate the institutional 

attempt to categorize the book under a proper literary tradition. Speaking against the lingering 

identity politics in both academia and the publishing market, Lawrence Chua envisions himself 

as a renegade of this institutional brutality when he borrowed Derek Walcott‘s poem ―The 

Schooner ‗Flight‘‖ to describe his creole self projection in a web interview: ―I have Dutch, 

nigger, and English in me, and either I am nobody, or I am a nation...I had no nation now but the 

imagination.‖
94

 From this creolist standpoint, the book‘s current category ―Asian American,‖ 

based on its written language and the place of its publication, unfortunately appears more 

expedient than explanatory. In fact, if readers do attempt an ethnographic reading, we will soon 

find ourselves perplexed by a protagonist whose creole heritages bear the imprints of Thai, 

Malay, and Baba Chinese, whose homecoming trip to Penang further connects him to the 

localized cultural tradition of mahua (Malaysian Chinese). The paradox, however, remains that 

the majority of North American English-language readers seldom take notice of this Baba 

subtext, and the dominant contemporary mahua literary discourse only on rare occasions discuss 

non-Chinese writings.  

On the level of genre conventions, too, GBI is both in and out of tune with the dominant 

literary ―institution.‖ On one hand, the narrative‘s ostensible linear progress from New York to 

Bangkok and Penang along with its frequent references to planes, ferries and postcard-writing 

resemble some of the recognizable elements of a backpacker travel narrative. In addition, as the 

                                                             
94 The quote as used by Chua is taken from Walcott‘s ―The Schooner ‗Flight‘.‖ See here for the interview report and a brief bio of 
Chua: http://www.postcolonialweb.org/singapore/literature/fiction/chua/bio.html. A similar concern with the problem of 
―identity‖ and its politics can be observed in an interview with Han Ong, author of Fixer Chao. I will discuss Ong‘s case in the 
last section of this chapter.  

http://www.postcolonialweb.org/singapore/literature/fiction/chua/bio.html
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narrator sentimentally proclaims himself welcomed by ―the wind kissing the back of my neck‖ 

on his arrival at his ―home,‖ Bangkok, it is clear that the narrative‘s opening scene of 

homecoming invites the readers to mentally picture the protagonist as a westernized, first-world-

sounding tourist, who nevertheless preserves the native voice. This seamless narrative 

positioning together with subsequent melancholic statements not only ―suggest‖ the protagonist‘s 

translocal versatility but also feed on the readers‘ appetite for an authentic, forthright confession 

of a ―local.‖ The breezy discursive advantage of the outsider and the effortlessness of his trans-

Pacific homecoming here work side by side in co-opting the novella as a reproduction of, first, 

the nostalgic aesthetics of the diasporic origin story and, second, the twentieth-century Euro-

American sentimentalist discourse about their ―Asian encounters.‖  

On the other hand, however, Chua does not follow the genre coercion without self-

mockery, and his portrayal of the trip soon reveals itself to be a satirical invocation of 

homecoming and the Euro-American colonial and neocolonial ―going-abroad‖ canons. For 

instance, as the protagonist travels south on the Malay peninsula across the Thailand-Malaysia 

border ―writing a postcard on a ferry,‖ he ridicules himself: 

OK, OK. You‘re writing a postcard on a ferry, crossing the North Channel. You 

could tell us you‘re Duras pining for Sadec [allusion to Marguerite Duras‘s The 

Lover] or Suzie Wong leaving Kowloon [allusion to Richard Mason‘s The World 

of Suzie Wong], or even Marlow cruising the Congo [allusion to Joseph Conrad‘s 

The Heart of Darkness], but in the end you‘re just a big-headed bitch on a boat. 

There is no wind. There were no welcoming kisses. You must have been dreaming. 

It hurts to remember all this, an interim of embarrassment and clumsiness. But in 

the end, it‘s your favorite memory. (43) 

 

Later when he travels back north, his inner voice again mocks himself: ―OK, OK, we 

know you‘re on a ferry. But this boat thing isn‘t working. Who takes boats these days? Forget 

that‖ (151). Like dramatic asides satirizing the author‘s clumsy, unoriginal imitation, these self-

reflexive passages with a detached second-person viewpoint rework the sentimental Euro-
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American literary canons of the East-West, ―first world‖-―third world‖ contact. In a playful 

manner, this literary parody upsets the ideological value of western colonial canons and displaces 

the protagonist‘s sentimental self-positioning. This self-reflexive vigilance shows that the 

institutionalized literary authority represented by the aforementioned allusions has attained a 

fetishized status over time in Western popular and academic cultures; indeed, it has laid the 

ground for his literary mimicry. But just as Homi Bhabha points out about the insurgent potential 

of colonial mimicries, these passages‘ parodic tone also ―deauthorizes‖ the stylistic and 

ideological normativity conferred by these daunting canons; instead, they turn the romanticizing 

undertone into the butt of ridicule vis-à-vis the unflattering cruelty of western imperial 

conquests(130).
95

 Caricaturing eminent fictional characters created by Marguerite Duras, Richard 

Mason, and Joseph Conrad while satirizing the protagonist himself, these passages reveal the 

bitter side of the colonial ―romance‖ between first-world writers (including Chua), who speak 

with an air of literary authority, and the exotic third-world locations with their horrendous 

colonial past turned into tantalizing raw materials for the Euro-American fictional ―romancing.‖ 

In view of Sedgwick‘s idea of queer practices, I would contend that the overt bitter-playfulness 

of the above passages resides in the fact that the sentimental, touristy picture invoked by these 

literary big names does not ―line up‖ with the more insidious side of its ideological projection: 

colonial conquest, hierarchy, and racialization. While the ferry scene temporarily aligns the 

protagonist with the literary prowess of the Euro-American canons, its forked tongue soon rejects 

him of that transcendental position by exposing the jarring split between speaking the fancy 

words of colonial lingua franca and living under its violence. 

                                                             
95 Bhabha writes in ―Of Mimicry and Man‖ that, ―[u]nder cover of camouflage, mimicry, like the fetish, is a part-object that 
radically revalues the normative knowledges of the priority of race, writing, history. For the fetish mimes the forms of authority 
at the point at which it deauthorizes them. Similarly, mimicry rearticulates presence in terms of its ‗otherness‘, which it 
disavows‖ (130).  
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The paradox of what is being said versus what is being lived confirms another kind of 

split. Even though the protagonist strives to be an American different from the rest and aspires to 

be able to blend in as a local, as a Baba Chinese, with his literary romancing (and to some extent 

he had indeed tricked himself into believing it), in his ―lover‖ Thong‘s eyes, however, he has in 

fact always been just ―an American darker than the rest, doing things in Thailand you can never 

do at home‖ (201). A similar paradox can be observed as he describes his previous trip to Paris 

with his rich Caucasian former ―lover‖ Jim: strolling down the city like a carefree flâneur, the 

protagonist momentarily experienced a rare bodily freedom that made him claim that he felt 

―strangely at home‖ and that ―my shoulders fell back and my legs took the lead‖ (56). 

Disillusionment came soon afterward, though, when he found himself suddenly cornered and 

harassed by racist policemen who were bemused by his ownership of an American passport. 

Observable here is the protagonist‘s rosy desire to be included in the larger literary and cultural 

hegemony that he believes can rectify and even undo his sense of otherness. Sadly, this desire 

turns out to be a bad fiction, because as an incarnation of the negated product of this 

exclusionary hegemony, he has been negated and ruled out from the white, middle-class 

imagination of leisure time from the very beginning.  

B. History as Purchased Fiction 

As the ferry image unfolds the second and the longest part of the novella, it also 

introduces a quote of the nineteenth-century Malayan journalist-writer Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir 

Munshi's writing on slavery in Hikayat Abdullah (The Tale of Teacher Abdullah). The vignette 

of the quote then redirects the readers from the touristy Bangkok to the setting in Penang, 

Malaysia, the protagonist‘s birth place. In this second section, the mixture of bitter memory 

flashbacks (about the protagonist‘s father and Jim) and the heavy-handed historical ethnography 
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synergize to make this novella more than a fictitious literary romancing. Chua‘s ambition for 

history writing is now evident in his conscious incorporation of the protagonist‘s family and the 

colonial Malayan history into the narrative account of personal stories. Specifically, in writing 

about the protagonist‘s Penang trip to find pictures of his Nyonya grandmother (Nyonya as a 

female Baba Chinese), Chua also traces the migration of Nanyang (South Sea) Chinese and 

records how many of them become the localized Babas and Nyonyas through the voice of the 

protagonist. In this ―historical narrative,‖ these creole Nanyang forefathers were the participants 

of the colonial plantation system, their legacies now metamorphosing into the present-day 

assembly lines of the free trade zones. But just as how the protagonist previously parodies the 

voyeuristic outsider point of view of Western literary canons, the way in which he positions 

himself throughout this part manifests a similar discordance with the condescending 

ethnographic language of Western anthropologists and historians about the natives. It is a 

discursive violence that, notes Trinh T. Minh-ha in Woman, Native, Other, ―inscribed itself in 

[ostensibly scientific] language‖ (52) and masquerades as ―God‘s grasp of the totality‖ (73). To 

disidentify with this top-down intellectual position, Chua‘s strategy is to have his protagonist 

present a community history in a tone of personal intimacy; that is, he does so in the name of 

family history and speaks from the perspective of a rightful although estranged descendent of a 

disintegrated Baba family. Indeed, in quoting the work of Munshi Abdullah, who himself is of 

mixed South Asian and Malay origins and is widely considered a great local Malayan writer, 

Chua had in fact also positioned his ―Baba Chinese‖ protagonist in line with this authoritative 

―local‖ voice and thus asserted that the character is difference from an average tourist.
96

 

                                                             
96 It is ironic that while Chua‘s Baba protagonist implicitly desires to cast himself as someone like Munshi Abdullah, an 

authoritative local figure, part of the narrative edge in the latter‘s work is really rooted in his trans-local repertoire of experience. 
As Shirley Geok-lin Lim comments in an interview on Munshi Abdullah and on the subject of internationalism, ―writers who are 
also national intellectuals are inevitably influenced by ideas and practices from outside their local sphere... Abdullah bin Abdul 
Kadir Munshi's Hikayat Abdullah (The Tale of Teacher Abdullah) (1849) would not have been written without the instruction 
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Although the protagonist never explicitly claims such a position, the facts that his 

thoughts sway back and forth from family tales to community histories and that he consciously 

professes a kin-like empathy for a random Nyonya photo on a postcard he purchased from a flea 

market do seem to validate the centrality of kinship ties in authenticating and authorizing his 

personal approach to historical knowledge. In the same way, his documentation of community 

history, too, does seem to reinforce the myth of natural bloodline solidarity, as if blood would 

indeed become thicker if we gave it enough belief.  

But historically the Baba Chinese symbiosis with the colonial British government is not 

one of innocent romance, nor is the history of their community creolization rooted in peaceful 

cultural exchanges on an equal footing. On the contrary, the Baba culture building is marked by 

their political, economic, and cultural transactions with the British, Malay, and the overseas 

indentured laborers they helped import, smuggle, and control. Indeed, it is a history that speaks 

the language of commerce, expedience, and cold monetary transactions. Insofar as the 

protagonist assumes a personal approach to history as a Baba Chinese descendent, his discursive 

attempt necessarily fails because he himself is never in peace with the true face of his own 

kinship fiction to begin with, let alone the kind of ―historical knowledge‖ gained along such a 

problematic route. As it turns out in the novella, it is not blood but property relations that serve as 

the real foundation of his kinship romance and of the kind of knowledge gained in the name of 

history. The protagonist‘s family offers instances of this disillusionment: his rich architect-

brother Luk, for example, is a regular patron of prostitutes himself, a pimp who in a sort of way 

sold out the protagonist to Jim. His very own dead father, who terrorized his wife and estranged 

his entire families, teaches him nothing but to steal. In addition, as the protagonist found out that 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
received from Middle Eastern Islamic thought and the influence of British colonialism. In this way, ‗internationalism‘ whether as 
colonialism or as individually undertaken study, has had a profound influence on writers from Asia for centuries‖ (91). 
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Thong‘s father acquiesced to his son‘s profession as a sex worker early in the novella when the 

father said ―I‘m glad he‘s [Thong] going to be working with you‖ (32), the scene has thus made a 

subtle footnote on the modus operandi of what we call kinship. In the word of Thong and the 

protagonist, how kinship works is after all not very much different from the operation of 

monetary transactions, and that its nature, notes Judith Butler, has never been separated from 

―property relations (and conceiving persons as property) or from the fiction of ‗bloodline‘‖ (103).  

The fabrication of history here works in the same unseemly fashion. However genuinely 

the protagonist had desired to historicize and humanize the face of the dead Nyonya grandmother 

he never met, and that of many other Nyonyas, this face is only legible through commodification, 

through the purchase of a postcard: ―You [the Nyonya photo on the postcard] were a sales pitch, 

a hot tropical fantasy. The front of the postcard will always be the official public version of 

history. On the back, the personal constantly embattled one… I will write nothing on the back of 

you. Nothing to challenge your meaning‖ (109).  

Embedded in this ancestry imagination is a battle between the real, vulnerable, ephemeral, 

and illegible Nyonya body that the protagonist wishes to preserve and liberate from the violence 

of ethnographic recording and the violent language of historical documentation, which profits 

from the photographed ―tropical fantasy.‖ Put in a different way, it is a dirty battle between real 

human life that one imagines to have transcended the linguistic violence of (hi)story-telling on 

one hand, and the ethnographic language that persists in putting down the wriggling life and 

assigning meanings to it on the other. Problematizing with the narrative legibility of the Nyonya 

body, the second part of this novella speaks of the difficulty of self-making through speaking of 

self-writing. In writing, the body of the other is inevitably lost at least in part, and therefore the 

protagonist concludes: ―Even as your body becomes legible, the illegible Nyonya that you are is 
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vanishing at the seams of the image‖ (113). What remains intact through this effort of self-

making, the narrative voice implies, is only the image on the postcard, an image that has to be 

purchased first, in the humiliating amount of fifteen ringgit, even if it could be ―liberated‖ at all. 

Like it or not, the novella implies, commodification is the unavoidable tradeoff in writing 

(whether of history, fiction, or your own family), even though kinship may seem too real a thing 

to sell as fiction.  

This kinship-commodity equation is soon confirmed: as he finally reached his grandma‘s 

gravestone, not only did he realize that ―there is nothing left to claim,‖ when his uncle offered to 

―take a picture‖ for him ―next to the stone‖ like a tourist does, even this family ―pilgrimage‖ was 

suddenly turned to a farcical trip of sightseeing (135). This failed attempt to adopt an 

emancipatory historical voice, I argue, underlies the way in which the protagonist‘s sense of self 

is being negotiated. While being a self-estranged Baba descendent and an American tourist 

makes his homecoming task perilous, this labor is surprisingly worthwhile at the same time. One 

reason is that it is only in his aborted desire for ethnic proximity and historical connection that 

what we take as the natural gravity of human bonding is finally revealed to be a fiction of the 

graveness of tenuous human relations. His romantic escapade with Thong, in the same light, is 

revealed to be grounded on commercial sex. These revelations suggest that exchange will only be 

possible on the level of skin, body fluid, and property relations. One gets from the tantalizing 

notion of history what he desires for, but it will be only the skin of it, because history, as one 

constructs it, is never cost-free.
97

 

C. Empathy, or What We Called Friendship 

                                                             
97For the same reason, Stephen Sohn writes that GBI‘s protagonist is ―politically ambivalent‖ (106). ―Chua‘s text,‖ he further 

comments, ―works as a cautionary critique of the politically cognizant subject who possesses both economic and cultural capital, 
but who cannot move sufficiently outside the relationship between consumers and commodities. The novel does not enact any 
closure; instead, it offers a replicating narrative of the process of sexual exploitation and hedonism that overpowers the efficacy 
of political and historical knowledge‖ (107) 
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In 2003, an anthology of essays entitled World Bank Literature was published under 

Amitava Kumar‘s editorial direction, in which a combination of social scientists, cultural and 

literary scholars, and public policy analysts were brought together to study the global economic 

and cultural influences of World Bank and International Monetary Fund on developing countries, 

particularly through analyzing the WB/IMF official documents as a kind of literature and 

through studying literary texts about local realities emerging from this neocolonial global 

economy surrounding the East Asian financial crisis. Quoted (although insufficiently discussed) 

in an anthologized essay entitled ―‗Whooping It Up for Rational Prosperity‘: Narratives of the 

East Asian Financial Crisis,‖ Gold by the Inch was among one of the literary texts selected to 

demonstrate the bitter ―theaters of desire‖ of present-day Southeast Asia under the neocolonial 

free market logic, ―where economic values and means of consumption are negotiated over and 

through the bodies of workers and lovers‖ (Medley and Carroll 140-41). Desire, indeed, is staged 

well in GBI. For instance, the novella unfolds the protagonist-narrator‘s writerly desire to write 

about history and how in materiality he also desires to outlive and break away from the 

representational limit of history writing. In addition, by relocating this fictional Asian character 

from his North American turf to the postcolonial Southeast Asian setting and by making him a 

highly self-reflexive ―native‖ observer of the local sex tourism and the multifarious working-

class populations, the narrative acts out the protagonist‘s desire of another kind: it acts out the 

protagonist‘s desire to feel for and empathize with the exploited bodies of workers ―figured by 

international capital‖ (Medley and Carroll 141), whom he identifies to share similar fates of 

marginality and exploitation like himself.  

The thematization of desire, moreover, unravels a number of emotional paradoxes 

throughout the narrative. While the word may be associated with such humanistic claims as 
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equality, freedom, and empathy, which the protagonist may profess (for example, when he 

strongly feels for a random girl beggar on the street), desire is also a word he takes to be 

symbolic of the nefarious engine of capitalist modernity, ―power and lust,‖ like a Rolls-Royce 

that holds his secrets and ―makes me [him] burn‖ (Chua 23). It is a word that drives forward 

civilization, which ―exists only in temperate climates‖ (35). As an equivalent of lust, this dark 

connotation of desire ironically trumps what little humanistic call for equality and social justice 

the novella could otherwise represents. In the context of Southeast Asian neocolonial free-market 

economy, to which the protagonist contribute as a sheltered tourist-consumer, these two 

conflicting and yet co-emergent forms of desire undermine the protagonist‘s moral standing as 

an objective observer of social ills and as a Baba Chinese social actor who tries to understand his 

own place through making sense of his relations to other people. This inherent moral paradox, I 

argue, conditions the protagonist‘s self-making, because first he would have to be able to name 

and make discursively intelligible those complex relations and lived realities he has no name for. 

In other words, he has to be able to analyze his own dark secrets beneath the utopian surface of 

homecoming. The question remains that when these interpersonal relations are articulated in 

euphoric terms such as empathy but cemented by economic interests, what would be their proper 

names: friendship (as he imagines with Thong), empathy (as he feels for the girl beggar), or 

subjugation (as he feels for the assembly-line workers)? 

Indeed, what started out as a quasi-homecoming journey and as a melancholic search for 

the lost origin in the novella soon reveals itself to be a prolonged narrative preoccupation with 

the dubious nature of human partnership under the impact of neocolonial market economy. As 

the book title ―gold by the inch‖ itself suggests, the cold logic of monetary transactions not only 

suspends the rosy, restorative gesture of family and historical romance, it further brings to light a 
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web of power dynamics being played out in economic terms among all different ―laborers‖ of a 

shared neoliberal capitalist ecology. The feelings of friendship and of this ―shared vulnerability‖ 

as Butler puts it in this case rise in part from our humanistic awareness that we are all human 

actors, participants, and subjects of a common system of violence and production. The logic of 

capitalist production relations, however, marks our ―labors‖ differently, assigns them with 

differentiated values, and bestows each of the ―laborers‖ with variegated powers and titles. The 

touchy-feely notion of emotional sharedness becomes a suspect, therefore, when it falls short of 

accounting for lived differences in economic resources and cultural capital. Indeed, it becomes 

problematic when it fails to address the difference in linguistic accountability between those who 

are credited for doing the feeling, speaking, and dispensing, and those who are denied such 

apparent social and cultural mobility. In this light, what makes this novella a narrative expression 

of the self-making labor resides in its effort to account for the unwieldy ironies that, first, our 

relation to others as kinsmen is inseparable from the ―natural‖ law of monetary trades and, 

second, one feels for others as fellow human beings in dire situations only to discover later that 

this emotional sharedness may not by itself amount to the actual sharing of a common fate. For 

the demoralized protagonist, the difficulty of this epistemological labor lies precisely in 

imagining and giving names to these ―still formless,‖ nameless, but cumbersome human relations 

he is part of (106).  

Upon encountering a child beggar in a shopping complex with Thong, for instance, he 

said that ―there are no words in my vocabulary for what I feel for her‖ (34). For lack of an 

accurate expression, he had to consult the dictionary for the Thai translation of empathy. And 

yet, whatever the accurate equivalent may be, the English-language readers never learn of it from 

the narrative. Ironically, what he was able to define is the word civilization, a word that connotes 
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North American class privileges, a vicious word that turns the girl‘s cumbersome figure 

momentarily inconsequential in exchange for ―modernity in the temperate climate zone‖: ―We 

were growing so fast and we needed a respite from people like her… With air-conditioning, we 

can have civilization, which exists only in temperate climates. We can abandon the tropical 

streets to beggars and leave the temples in ruins… Here we can surrender lives that are too 

complex to be lived any longer‖ (35). The narrative perspective of the plural pronoun ―we‖ 

functions as a self critique of the protagonist‘s daily hedonism in face of the speechlessness of 

his impotent empathy. Additionally, by aligning the protagonist with the economically sheltered 

class of the first-world global industry, the ―we‖ in the passage dramatizes the aforementioned 

ironies of ―our‖ humanistic claims. In effect, it reinforces the gap between discursive affectation 

of empathy and apathetic non-action.  

Similar contemplations on the dubious nature of humanistic claims are made in subtlety 

throughout the novella in different narrative forms. GBI starts off, for example, with an italicized 

reprint of a 1990 news clip from The Straits Times about the ―nightmare death‖ (called lai tai in 

colloquial Thai) of a male Thai migrant worker in Singapore, believed to have been caused by 

―widow ghosts‖ (3).
98

 Halfway through the protagonist‘s journey when he met up with his cousin 

Martina at a factory in the Penang Free Trade Zone, the novella again brings up the mishaps of 

exploited gendered laborers. This section first presents Martina‘s personal accounts of female 

                                                             
98 The Lancet, a British journal, has a series of articles in 1990 reporting nightmare deaths among Thai construction workers in 
Singapore. The New York Times had a news article on May 8th 1990, too, on this incident. Through the years, there have been 
other reported accounts of similar deaths of Filipinos in Manila, among Cambodian and Lao male workers in North America, and 
death reports in Thailand‘s refugee camps, among others. These mystery deaths prompted a series of medical studies over the 
decades, and medical researchers have identified various explanations for this fearsome phenomenon affecting the lives of many 
Southeast Asian male migrant workers, such as stress and other mental-health issues in an away-from-home situation, 
malnutrition, and congenital defects. For related news reports and articles, see ―Singapore Journal: ‗Nightmare Death‘ Fells Thais, 

and Nations Bicker‖ by Steven Erlanger in The New York Times (May 8th 1990), ―Bangungot‖ by Michael L. Tan on Pinoy Kasi! 
(August 29th 2000), ―‗Death Ships‘ Case Highlights Plight of Vulnerable Workers‖ by James Parks on AFL-CIO (July 23rd 2007), 
and ―Bangungut in Manila: Sudden and unexplained death in sleep of adult Filipinos‖ by Ronald G. Munger and Elizabeth A. 
Booton in International Journal of Epidemiology 27 (1998): 677-684.  
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workers‘ secret defiance (by scratching bad words on the microchips they assemble) and of 

rumors about the factory ghosts (hantu in the original text). Later, it is followed by another 

passage in the news-writing style, dated again in 1990, about female workers claiming to have 

been ―possessed by spirits‖ (97) in an American-owned factory.
99

 Pages later, the affective 

sensation contained in these reports of inhuman treatments on the assembly lines is further 

topped up when the protagonist puts himself in the place of a caged orangutan in the zoo he used 

to watch as a child: ―I remember him [the orangutan] well, the joy he gave me, watching him as 

a child. The joy of looking. He would stare back at his captors… He did everything but speak. 

He looked back at his audience with even cooler amusement than they could muster. He would 

sidle up to the front of the cage and look behind him, trying to figure out what fascinated the 

people outside the bars. I would always feel a weird kinship pass between the two of us‖ (122). 

Casting the protagonist as a sympathetic witness of these atrocious incidents, Chua 

scrutinizes the ground-level impacts of global capitalism and, in doing so, foregrounds as the 

book‘s central preoccupation the following humanitarian question, in the voice of the 

protagonist: ―what would it be like to be a human being‖ (97)? From the news-like archive 

compiled in this part of the novella, it is apparent that part of Chua‘s writerly mission is to 

position his protagonist as a keen observer of this class-specific social issue hitting the rising 

Southeast Asian states in the 1980s and 1990s, a region with large numbers of labor exports. For 

example, the above quoted ―nightmare death‖ (or the Sudden Unexpected Death Syndrome in 

medical terms) occurred to many trans-located male workers of Thai, Hmong, and Filipino 

origins who suffer from mental stress of migration, wage extortion, and malnutrition. Dubbed as 

lai tai (in Thai), tsob tsuang (in Hmong), and bangungot (in Tagalog), this class-specific health 

                                                             
99 For related news reports and more studies on the plight of female workers on the assembly lines from the same region, see 
Aihwa Ong‘s article ―Spirits of Resistance‖ in Situated Lives: Gender and Culture in Everyday Life. 
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hazard with its supernaturally cloaked public discourse embeds in it a community-wide anxiety 

over certain precarious human bodies in face of violation. And while public imagination 

attributes this ―regional‖ community tragedy to supernatural power, the ghost metaphor 

underlying this imagination appears all the more non-human in its reference to the inhumanity 

exercised by entrepreneurial exploiters.  

For Chua, this question needs immediate attention in light of the large-scale infusion of 

foreign investment into Southeast Asian developing states like Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, 

and Thailand, where human subjects, according to Aihwa Ong in discussing neoliberal practices 

of graduated sovereignty, are differentially managed by ASEAN governments on the basis of 

their productivity in the circuit of new global capital.
100

 The narratives of supernatural deaths and 

factory mass hysteria particularly exemplify the epidemic aftermaths of this bio-political 

management of useful labors. In Penang, as the protagonist contemplates on this new form of 

imperialism weighing on human life and compares it with the colonial days, he comes to this 

heartrending observation: ―Only by making the native inhuman did the British Resident become 

human. Only by participating in the inhumanity of the workday will the native earn her 

humanity… The native becomes neither human nor machine, but both‖ [emphasis added] (97). A 

double play of relations between the protagonist and the lives he speaks for is unfolded here. On 

one hand, the acts of dehumanization in the Free Trade Zone hark back to the protagonist‘s 

emotional disenfranchisement and his former experience of racial discrimination and sexual 

exploitation by Jim. His recognition of this shared vulnerability, accordingly, is posited as a 

genuine humanistic claim for redress. On the other side of the coin, however, Judith Butler 

reminds us that the recognition of vulnerability itself, as much as it may yield corrective power, 

                                                             
100 See Ong 78. 
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may also ironically reconstitute and reconfirm vulnerability as such when we make the 

humanistic claim.
101

 In the case of this novella, the humanitarian recognition of inhuman acts is 

necessarily dependent on existing discursive norms of recognition that reinforce the uneven 

power dynamics between the subject who claims the recognition and the vulnerable bodies 

marked as such. For instance, the detached third-person point of view in the novella‘s 

―newspaper writing‖ reduces the laborers‘ corporeal existence to mere headlines, dates, places, 

and an instant public sensation amidst many other bullet-point sensations in the news. Second, 

when the narrative invokes the newspaper idioms of folk superstition to explain away migrant 

workers‘ physical and psychological susceptibility to illness, it really hides the brutal facts of 

labor extortion that underlie their misery and instead recasts these laborers as unenlightened, 

superstitious, insane, ghostly, and perhaps only half as human as the professionally sounding 

speakers of ―objective‖ newspaper truth. As newspaper language displaces the materiality of the 

laborers‘ horrendous living conditions, it also deprives them of access to discursive subjectivity. 

Like the metal barrier between the ―ginger beast‖ (122), who never speaks, and the protagonist, 

who claims to identify with it because he feels caged too in a metaphoric sense, the blurry line 

between emotional inclusion and re-othering in the speaking subject‘s undertone suggests that it 

is never decisive whether this romantic claim of humanistic identification is more exploitative 

than nourishing in nature or vice versa.  

The double-coded intersubjective relation with regard to the claim of humanism explains 

Chua‘s epistemological preoccupation in writing GBI. If diasporic living entails the labor of 

sustaining a certain ethical friendship with people ―not of our own groups,‖ it also means that 

                                                             
101 ―If vulnerability is one precondition for humanization, and humanization takes place differently through variable norms of 
recognition, then it follows that vulnerability is fundamentally dependent on existing norms of recognition if it is to be attributed 
to any human subject‖ (Butler 43). 
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one has to live critically with the inconvenient reality that this relation is still formless and 

―without terms or convenient words‖ (105) and that this intersubjective intimacy is a thorny 

experience to begin with, one that cannot be taken for granted nor disowned. Take the 

protagonist and Thong for example: as the former recounts, their friendship is ―outside the law‖ 

(105) of the heterosexual confine and of fairy-tale innocence and in that sense, it bypasses the 

heteronormative lexicons of intelligibility. However, if we analyze this so-called ―law‖ in other 

terms, such as property relations and the sentimental dictate of Western orientalist narratives, we 

find that this friendship really operates on the basis of commercial and sentimentalist logics. In 

this light, the claim about the transcendental potential of this relation becomes a highly satiric 

gesture that rejects its own meta-discursive desire for escapism or critical detachment. Instead, it 

underscores the tone of anti-sentimentalism. This anti-sentimentalist awareness is present early 

on in the novella when the protagonist comments on his ownership of Thong as a lover: ―I‘m 

enjoying our relationship at the moment because it feels like I‘m living off him‖ (36). Because 

he was once in Thong‘s position, he is well aware of the ―rules‖ to abide by in order to maintain 

the utopian façade of this relationship. Even when he claims he is breaking rules by ―taking a 

prostitute on a [movie] date during the day‖ and ―transgressing roles, crossing borders, that kind 

of thing,‖ he makes sure to sprinkle a pinch of irony when he adds, ―of course I pay for his 

ticket‖ (21). With his incorrigible cynicism, what the protagonist calls friendship unfortunately 

has other names, such as monetary transaction, commercial sex, prostitution, and they are the 

real ballast of this relationship. 

Put in the context of postcoloniality, the protagonist‘s self critique and contemplation on 

the word friendship underscore the alternative worldview suggested by Chua. At one point, the 

protagonist talks about friendship as a euphemism for the kind of hierarchy among races and 
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political subjection orchestrated by European imperialist violations. In talking about this colonial 

history, he identifies with this wounded colonial position of a native, a position that carries over 

to further sustain his claim of postcolonial marginalization as a result of his Chinese ancestry.
102

 

Still, Chua reminds us that the protagonist‘s sense of woundedness does not eclipse his class 

superiority over Thong and his poor Malaysian relatives. Just like the Baba Chinese who, as 

colonial intermediaries, were both the exploiters and the exploited on the plantations back in the 

colonial days, the protagonist is abusing Thong‘s role as a prostitute and, ironically, is being used 

at the same time—and this violent reciprocity constitutes what he means by friendship. As a self-

critical diasporic account of intertwined political, racial, ethnic, class, and sexual relations, GBI 

addresses postcoloniality and displacement not by way of the fetishized perpetrator-victim or 

self-other dichotomy, but from the perspective of partnership. Unpacking the Southeast Asian 

histories past and present, the novella ultimately presents the protagonist as a product and 

participant of the historical phenomenon—creolization—that marks the colonizers, colonized, 

Malays, Chinese, Thai, British, Americans, the wealthy, and the dispossessed as fellow members 

of a cacophonous but shared network of intimacies. In this bitter-sweet ecology of friendship, no 

parties are spared exploitation and no one is entirely innocent.  

Fixer Chao 

While GBI offers us the representation of a shared, postcolonial world-in-making from an 

economically sheltered protagonist, who desires without avail to cross over as a Baba Chinese, a 

local, or an empathetic social observer, Han Ong‘s Fixer Chao on the other hand presents a 

farcical peep show of the nominally multicultural New York City from the vista of a deprived 

racial and sexual outcast, who, like Thong in GBI, is an avatar of the underworld. Without the 

                                                             
102 The protagonist suggests that even after decolonization, the pro-Malay policies in the present-day Malaysia still ―would 
always leave me outside‖ (96).  
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class mobility of GBI‘s protagonist, Fixer Chao‘s Filipino protagonist William Narciso Paulinha 

does not cross over as ―someone he is not‖ with his class privileges. Ironically, his agency is 

rooted in the facts that he has little economic or cultural capital and that he lives in a racist 

America that perpetuates racist stereotypes with its color-blind Orientalism. Impersonating a 

Chinese Feng Shui master, Paulinha deliberately acts out the expectation of a model Chinese in 

the minds of the hypocritical Manhattan upper class and vandalizes their life with his ―secretly 

open‖ defiance. Although the two novels are written with different class assumptions, it is worth 

noting that their character portrayals resonate in many aspects. At the outset, both protagonists 

are critically aware of their unlawful undertakings and are incredulous of an innocent world. 

Having fared ill as outsiders on both sides of the Pacific—with the protagonist in GBI straddling 

among the U.S., Malaysia, and Thailand and Paulinha stuck between life in the U.S. and life in 

the Philippines—the two Asian loners are surviving witnesses to the intimidating aspects of 

societies with a state rhetoric of multiculturalism. In postcolonial Malaysia, for example, the 

―one Malaysia‖ official slogan hides the undercurrents of the pro-Malay government policies and 

puts a gloss on the un-assimilability of GBI‘s creole protagonist as an alien. In Fixer Chao, the 

neoliberal capitalist American logic of financial profit and commercialism indirectly relegates 

the working-class Asian immigrants to culturally mysterious Orientals or house servants (like the 

Indian nanny in Cardie Kerchpoff‘s house) and orchestrates their selective social inclusion under 

the principle of ―different-but-equal‖ multiculturalism. One might say that the two protagonists‘ 

labor of self-making and their daily calibration to outlive marginalization are critical responses to 

this logic. Not only do these outlaw characters constantly question the meaning of a viable social 

self in a philosophical mode, they also put it to test with their legal and social transgressions: 

drug abuse, fraud, commercial sex, voluntary exile, etc. Michelle Foucault, in a slightly different 
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fashion, calls this kind of labor upon one‘s own selfhood technologies of the self.
103

 While 

Foucault‘s theorization of self formation based on the Greco-Roman and Christian models 

purports to account for the roots of western modernity and its present association with human 

sovereignty over our own ―self,‖ the portrayals of the racialized diasporic subjects in GBI and 

Fixer Chao on the other hand suggest that this western self-making enterprise is also an 

imperialist one that casts its Asian counterparts as its opposites. With examples like Paulinha 

performing sexual labor for money or the labor defiance in the Asian free trade zones in GBI, 

these novels draw our attention to how the self-making practice of queer Asian diasporas 

becomes a willfully negated but haunting shadow of modernity we so comfortably believed to be 

western. They show that the social formation and existence of a transplanted, racialized Asian 

American or diasporic self is part of what helps define the core of this so-called ―western‖ 

modernity and the foundation of American ―multiculturalism.‖ In GBI, for example, the 

protagonist confronts the history of British colonialism in the Malaya, the neocolonial 

racialization of local gendered labor in the global market, and the white patrons of Southeast 

Asian sex labor in the tourist industry. The material world of the Manhattan high society in Fixer 

Chao, in addition, is maintained by immigrants and gendered migrant labors from the Philippines 

and other parts of Asia and is marked by a culture of racial commodification that seeks ―spiritual 

advice‖ from the ―mysterious‖ Orientals. To rethink Foucauldian technologies of the self from 

the diasporic context, in this case, is to oppose the treatment of the notion of self as a purely 

western experience and to prioritize diasporic subjects as the true mainstay of the discourse of 

                                                             
103 Foucault defines technologies of the self as that ―which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of 
others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality‖ (18).  
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self, thus redefining the source, nature, and constituents of what we understand to be western 

civilization.  

This creolist perspective has paramount implication when we examine the two diasporic 

queer protagonists in GBI and Fixer Chao, whose existence seem ostensibly at odds with the 

social milieus of their host countries. It reminds us that while their corporal existence is 

denigrated to the status of racial and sexual others, this social marking does not take them away 

from the American society. On the contrary, it binds them even more closely to the heart of the 

racial state. As we will see with the case of Paulinha, while the language of racism desires to 

mark down and then put away his socially vulnerable body, he manages to master the discourse 

of violence in a totally dumbfounding fashion—and the struggle goes on. Self-making takes 

shape in the middle of this battle, as a product of the body-language cacophony. Besieged by 

material deprivation and racist remarks, Paulinha is able to rework racial stereotypes, camouflage 

himself as Chinese accordingly, and exposes the façade of American multiculturalism as sheer 

fiction with his secret vandalism. In the sections to come, I will examine Paulinha‘s 

contemplation on the body-language cacophony and how his vandalic acts, as a response to this 

dissonance, offer insights to the formation of his social self.  

A. Parody and Its Performative Effects on Self Formation 

It is a story of Feng Shui fixer William Chao, with a Chinese-sounding fake surname. 

According to Shem C, who acts as Paulinha‘s ―business agent,‖ the magic of revenge against the 

well-off uptown Manhattanites is to be performed, and fixed, in the humble but confident voice 

of this oriental master, though not until Paulinha himself has mastered the art of ―passing for 

Chinese‖ through private rehearsals to an imaginary client: 

        I walked home repeating the words over and over: Feng Shwee. Hello, I 

imagined myself saying, not proffering my hand because I was now Chinese, Old 
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Worldish and distant. I am Mr. Fungshwee. 

        Hello I‘ve come to do your Fungshwee. 

        You ordered Fungshwee? Extra topping with that? 

        I tried squinting my eyes but found myself unable to see. 

        On the streets I must‘ve appeared insane, but I didn‘t care. I practiced first 

one walk, mincing like a geisha, and deciding it wouldn‘t do, tried long strides 

accompanied by a showy swinging of both arms, like a pasha, but that was too 

much. And then I decided on a walk that was my normal—that was to say, 

pitched exactly between geisha and pasha, signifying nothing. 

        These people want wind and water,... Water their couches, watch them 

sprout money. Blow air through their bedrooms so that dust, long-settled and 

unhealthy, could be cleared out the window (61).  

 

Reenacting community stereotypes in caricatures, Paulinha completes a performative 

speech act, what J. L. Austin calls illocution, in at least two ways. First, in reciting the mockeries 

directed at the Chinese people and putting them in the purposeful contexts of business fraud and 

of reverse mockery (with a reference to the American pizza boy), Paulinha‘s private rehearsal 

not only parodies the public discourse of racialization but also showcases his wounded mastery 

over the injurious racist speech. Second, by mimicking the sound of the two words ―Feng Shui‖ 

and physically inhabiting the ―Chinese‖ mannerisms, Paulinha has traversed the confines of geo-

political and cultural reference embedded in the word Chinese with his act of racial 

impersonation. Indeed, he has become Chinese himself. Theorists of performativity would use 

the following shorthand to describe what just took place here: Paulinha is doing things with 

words. In acting out racial passing, Paulinha‘s ―speech act‖ acts on his own body and is 

exercised by his speaking body. The critical kernel of this statement resides in its implication that 

both language and body have active agency, and together they form an active circuit of partial 

but mutual impacts. Bodies are re-marked, words recoil—a dissonant relation turning monsters. 

Similar kinds of performative dialectics have been addressed by different cultural theorists, who, 

in illustrating the body-language disharmony, also suggest that while language and body may not 

indeed be the same thing, they are de facto mutually conditioned. Judith Butler, for instance, 
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explains this active reciprocity in Excitable Speech with a parable that Toni Morrison gives in 

her Nobel Prize speech. In this parable, a group of malicious young children plays a trick on a 

blind woman by claiming to hold a bird in their hands (which Morrison recognizes as a metaphor 

of language used for violence) and demanding that she guess ―whether it is living or dead.‖ 

Despite her physical disability, the wise woman was able to resist the children‘s ―injurious 

speech‖ by saying that she knows that ―it [the bird] is in your hands.‖ As another example, Eve 

Sedgwick offers her own failed pedagogical experience with her cat in Touching Feeling: ―I 

point at the thing I want her [the cat] to look at, and she, roused to curiosity, fixes her attention 

on the tip of my extended index finger and begins to explore it with delicate sniffs‖ (168). Seeing 

the gesture of pointing as a pedagogical, illocutionary speech act to indicate for the cat to look 

yonder, Sedgwick highlights its potential backlash. Indeed, intentions fail and meanings change 

when her choreographed speech act is received unexpectedly as a sign to proffer. Instead of 

indicating for the cat to look, it ends up making cat sniff for food.  

As Feng Shui master, Han Ong‘s protagonist Paulinha may also be seen as a master of 

performative speech acts. He was watchful of his place as a target of racism, sexual exploitation, 

class disdain, and as a perfect ―researchable‖ object of the bitter and self-absorbed humanists and 

writers in the academia who write to produce what he calls the intellectual ―hocus opus‖ (128). 

This negative self-knowledge paradoxically empowers his secret defiance of that which denies 

him the right of dignity, racism for example. More importantly, in reversing the blueprint of 

straight-lined inflictions, he is not blinded by the false promise of liberation, which would have 

fetishized the tongue-in-cheek fiction of heroes and villains; instead, he remains all the more 

wary of the potential backsliding of his dissident acts, hence his doubt: ―What if I couldn‘t pull it 
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off?‖ (61) As Austin says of the infelicities of performative utterances, things can always ―go 

wrong‖ (14).   

Fixer Chao is also a parody of detective novels. Not only does Paulinha frequently 

mention his admiration for Agatha Christie, he is also conscious that the crude world of crime in 

fiction and newspapers corresponds very well to the critical ―view of the world‖ shared by him 

and his Filipina neighbor Preciosa. The world, in their view, is filled with ―tawdry people who 

saw others as rabbits while regarding themselves as lions blessed with superior speed, skill, and 

readiness.‖ It is, in addition, a place he likens to the sleazy bar he frequents, Savoy. Like the 

lion-rabbit, cop-thief, or the villain-victim game of prey, the novel ostensibly seems to be 

organized around the clichéd dichotomies between the rich, complacent socialites and the ill-

fated underdogs, or between self-righteous avengers like Shem or Rowley P. and despicable 

celebrities like the wealthy Suzy Yamada and writer Bill Hood. While it is tempting to say that 

Paulinha‘s role as the ―fixer‖ of justice mirrors an unleashed detective out on search for 

punishable crimes, we would have missed the true performative value of his parodic acts were 

we to halt at a simplistic reading of the dramatic reversal of this hero-villain binary. After all, 

parody by itself does not necessarily bring about fundamental changes to the way a social 

network is organized if this technique operates simply to reverse existing political positions. To a 

great extent, this explains the reason that when critics like Hsuan L. Hsu and Eleanor Ty 

comment on the novel‘s narrative strategy, they do not really appreciate ―mimicry‖ (Hsu 676) 

and ―irony and skepticism‖ (Ty 127) as a genuinely subversive technique for change. On the 

contrary, as Hsu‘s article holds for instance, they see Ong‘s narrative strategy as being ―much 

more compromised than…empowering‖ (683).  
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While this line of criticism is well grounded in its consideration of tangible social 

efficacies, it was nevertheless based on the simplistic assumption of society as a hero-villain 

binary system, where the success of resistance was simply measured against the seizure of 

power, where good is simply set against evil, and emancipation against the lifting of material 

oppression.  

Power, however, figures differently in this novel. Foucault, for instance, reminds us in 

―Power Affect the Body‖ that ―the problem is not really defining a political ‗position‘ (which 

brings us back to a choice on a chessboard that is already set up), but…to bring out new schemas 

of politicization. If ‗to politicizes‘ means going back to standard choices, to pre-existing 

organization,…then it‘s not worth it. The great new techniques of power…must be opposed by 

new forms of politicization‖ (211). 

In line with Foucault‘s insight into where resistance might begin to be relocated, 

Paulinha‘s performative acts really take off from his understanding that the complacent belief 

secured by the ―detective fiction formulas‖—the belief that there exists an absolute difference 

between heroes and villains, or between ―lions‖ and ―rabbits‖—is a false belief in division to 

begin with because this fictitious division, and belief, is ultimately meant for regulating the 

access to power. By re-staging the predictable trickeries of a villain and the comeback of an 

underdog in black humor, Paulinha‘s Feng Shui parody posits a new way of politicization not by 

turning over the bipolar positions of power, or pretending to do so, but by completely 

demystifying the hero-villain fantasy reflected in our black-and-white epistemological 

organization of society. Just like how the beat-down Savoy reminds him of ―everything I was 

afraid of becoming‖ (Chao 7), Paulinha‘s relations to his clients in the guise of a Feng Shui fixer 

unveil the negated truth that ties everyone, including himself, to a shared human condition. In 
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this alternative worldview, the self-taunted lions are not entirely different from their vulnerable 

prey, nor are the self-anointed tragic heroes better entitled to killing than the villains are. 

Paulinha describes this shared human condition as ―a core of fuckedness, for which the outside 

trappings of being swathed and coddled were useless palliatives‖ (220). For a demoralized 

underdog who temporarily redressed his misery by becoming just like his property-owning 

victims, this shared ―fuckedness‖ he was referring to may be just an uglier synonym for the real 

―fuck-up‖ social fabric that calls itself egalitarian—a true kind of equality.
104

 This means that 

even in hate, there is always also partial identification and a common feeling of misery among 

the villains who are themselves victims and human actors of the same ―fucked-up‖ system in the 

name of multiculturalism. It is with this knowledge that Paulinha relates to the dark secrets of his 

clients like Lindsay S, Suzie Yamada and Rowley P, people he both disdains and feels connected 

to. It is also in this manner that he soon reaches a revelation that ―I wanted to be changed just 

like these people wanted to be changed‖ (84). Indeed, all of the characters can be seen as merely 

replicas of the same villain model, who for a moment mistake themselves for tragic heroes and 

misconstrue the meaning of justice. In this light, by camouflaging as a Chinese fixer, Paulinha 

does not in effect fix his marginalization and become a rectified hero. What it does fix, through 

his becoming a villain and involving in the world of crime, is the habitual binary logic with 

which we conceive and express human connections.  

B. The Experience of Language as Racism 

The argument that Paulinha‘s Master Chao ―fixes‖ things with his words, still, would be 

premature if we simply look at language as an instrument with an inborn agency by virtue of its 

sheer being and disregard its attachment to various human subjects, its forms of expression, and 

                                                             
104 Right in the middle of the novel, which is the end of Part Two, Paulinha states that ―I had finally become like my victims. I 
now own property‖ (188).  
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contexts. After all, both Morrison and Butler remind us that, first, the relation between language 

and its doing lies not in the false equation of language with agency but in the fact that language 

is considered and posited as agency (Butler writes that language is ―thought of‖ as agency), and 

second, our formulation of the concept of language as possessing agency is itself the action and 

consequence of language; hence a speech act.
105

 This is to say that it is the human doing of 

language rather than language‘s mere being that delivers an impact. At this point, suffice it to say 

that all human utterances do something in one way or another, what exactly they do and what 

gets to be circulated through our speech acts, however, remain a question. And if we are to 

understand this question in the least productive manner, we would probably stop at the premature 

conclusion that Paulinha‘s Feng Shui talk is inherited from the language of ancient Chinese 

divination and that it is the visible Chinese ―race,‖ and ―culture,‖ that is being performed. This 

statement, nevertheless, would replicate the very pitfalls that Paulinha‘s racial passing satirizes 

throughout the entire novel. Paulinha is not Chinese after all, or, is he, since he does become one 

in a sort of way? (To this, a conscientious reader would be prompted right away to add: what is 

Chinese— a gene, a skin, a ―yellow face‖ we can put on, or something we say in order to tell our 

chopsticks-using friends from the fork-using ones?) The question, at least in the case of Fixer 

Chao, suggests that the race issue cannot be ducked in order to answer the language issue, and 

vice versa. But how can ―something‖ that seems so intangible and fanciful (here we would be 

tempted to insert ―language‖ instead of ―race‖ into the slot) be tied down to something of 

biological and unchangeable characters (and here you would guess I am talking about race but 

not language)?  

                                                             
105 See Butler 7-8.  



 

142 

 

To sort out the inauspicious dynamic between the two, let me quickly recapitulate for you 

Paulinha‘s racial acts in the novel. First, Paulinha (as Master Chao) is offered the opportunity to 

―do things with words‖ on the ground that his clients believe in the tangible effect of the 

doctrines of Chinese Feng Shui cosmology now flooding the most popular American interior 

design magazines like House & Garden. Second, Paulinha dresses up himself in the Chinese 

robe and physically acts as Chinese and fabricates for his gullible audience a ―blackmailable‖ 

origin story in the Agatha-Christie mode so that the clients are convinced of his physical, that is, 

―racial‖ authenticity. Third, his choreographed bodily authenticity then authorizes his 

deliverance of the Feng Shui gibberish, which in turn is taken as a firsthand confirmation of his 

exotic Chinese ―skin.‖  

Along this line of speech acts (the italicizations above highlight the action), it is clear that 

Paulinha‘s staging of the Feng Shui language is inseparable from the myth of Chineseness and 

that the success of his deliverance really depends on, first, the accumulated society-wide effect of 

long-term racialization and media commodification of the ―mysterious Orientals‖ on the public‘s 

belief system, and second, how well he physically acts out the clients‘ pre-existing belief. 

Although it remains unclear (and I would say ultimately unimportant) whether it is linguistic 

creativity or the dead-end notion of race that engenders the entire theatrical event, Paulinha‘s 

experience and exercise of the racial discourse is undoubtedly bound to his being recognized as 

an oriental ―stranger from a different shore,‖ to borrow the well-known title of Ronald Takaki‘s 

book on Asian American histories.
106

 Known as Master Chao, he can then brandish the exotic, 

oriental language as his own rightful agency. Marked down as a disenfranchised Filipino gay 

man a.k.a. Port Authority ex-hustler, however, he can only aspire in vain to speak forcefully on 

                                                             
106 See Ronald Takaki, Strangers From A Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans.  
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his own behalf. But let us not leave the race-language causal relation just at that, since Paulinha‘s 

conspicuous foreign presence may just as well be the mislabeled outcome of his careful artifice 

and his lack of cultural capital – therefore the fissure between his look and his skills. This 

fissure, I argue, is the true leverage point of his power, the acting location of the performative, 

where the so-called biological hard fact and our free-flying words no longer seem to be secured. 

―…this disparity, this chasm between my age and my published skills, drawing disbelief 

at first, would very soon develop a skin of truth around it, as if these listeners were sick and tired 

of listening to the credible and wanted to cast their lot with the fantastic instead, hoping to be 

rewarded with whatever the fantastic rewarded its believers‖ (85). Indeed, it is where the words 

seem to best validate the ―skin‖-level truth that his perceived skin betrays his claim of linguistic 

right, what Paulinha laments as ―the ownership of something to say,‖ and vice versa (3).  

This body-language dissonance is the ironic cradle of an insurgent, creative creole that 

refuses to be simply marked with one face or even as a hybrid of ―multiple‖ races and cultures, 

as if our intact personhood could be discussed in numerical terms. In this light, while gate-

keeping human activities tirelessly recur, such as the continuous invention of the race myth and 

the dissemination of origin stories, one might say that they retain the usual cachet perhaps only 

to disguise as racial ―mixture,‖ ―passing,‖ or even ―multi‖-culturalism the shared but 

differentially practiced historical process of human contacts called creolization.  

The whole game with Master Chao‘s trick is certainly not about figuring out what 

generates or authenticates his racial performance, and in fact, even the word race is an 

embarrassing alibi for the other word done but left unsaid throughout the narrative, the doing 

word that does the work of making Paulinha‘s hoax an unsurprisingly ―felicitous‖ act—racism. 

Precisely, it is racism but not any race that is being repeatedly invoked and transmitted between 
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Master Chao and his disciples; on the other hand, the racial appearance that Paulinha ―puts on‖ is 

simply the horrendous work of racism. Although the word performativity is not used in his 

influential ―Racism and Nationalism,‖ Etienne Balibar pinpoints this accumulated effect of 

racism in human history on the public race myth when he writes that ―it is not ‗race‘ which is a 

biological or psychological human ‗memory‘, but it is racism which represents one of the most 

insistent forms of the historical memory of modern societies‖ (45). Put in the context of Fixer 

Chao, racism as Balibar suggests is really the thing that has been pre-programmed into 

Paulinha‘s disingenuous business relations. As a product of accumulated societal speech acts 

itself, racism not only gets to be circulated around Paulinha‘s troubling social relations, it also 

helps produce the pedantic Feng Shui phraseology he caricatures and his bodily enchantment that 

others misinterpret as the sign of his true race. Racial passing, therefore, is not a demonstration 

of any individual capacity for hybridity; nor is the exposé of its performative failure a belated 

validation of race as an insurmountable category. Instead, the racial theatricality showcases the 

ground-level impact of racism on our verbalization and practices of everyday social relations, 

especially when these relations involve minoritarian, disadvantaged communities. 

The emphasis on racism rather than race is an indispensible analytic move. Whether it is 

the ―impermeable‖ boundary of materiality, cultural ―insurmountability,‖ or the ―free-flowing‖ 

literary imagination we take to be true, under the microscope, these lines of boundary are all 

shaped by innumerable events of human encounters fraught with hazy middle grounds. These 

ongoing human events and traffic are the very products they produce. The transmission of 

racism, for example, does not produce a biological end-product called race but more racisms. In 

this light, perhaps the biggest secret Paulinha holds back is not that he turns out to be a ―brown-

skinned‖ Filipino rather than a ―yellow-skinned‖ Chinaman, but that a salable model of 
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Chineseness was being manufactured in the process of his ―professional‖ encounters. This 

revelation holds up no less than the other secret, which is that he and his Filipina neighbor 

Preciosa were not simply ―born‖ Filipinos but ―became‖ so after landing in the U.S., especially 

when the word Filipino, as is used in the American context, connotes in it a set of 

misapprehended stereotypes, such as the mail-order bride that Preciosa was (Ong 309), the 

housemaid that Paulinha empathizes with at Suzy Yamada‘s house (180), and the ―frumpy 

nannies, matronly aides pushing wheelchair-bound wards on the streets, and nurses with the 

faces of servile dogs‖ (312). Rather than end-products, these bodily metamorphoses and 

adaptations are microchips bearing the fragments of the historical process of their oceanic 

migration, resettlement, social readjustment, cultural relearning, and even sexual slavery. 

Moreover, they are not eventually creolized into any cultural hybrid
107

 or any overseas version of 

their people diluted in blood. On this ground, our current use of the term diaspora may not 

thoroughly represent the making and changing process of self and community networks in the 

context of displacement. Although the etymological aspect of the word diaspora –the scattering 

of seeds—demands that we analyze the act of scattering, the building of diasporic culture, the 

changing human experience, and indeed, the doing part of it, it seems that, sadly, we have 

nonetheless ossified the word over time and have become over-attached to the seeds exclusively.  

Part of the mission of my analytic move here is this: Rather than the inscription of any 

collective or individual character, what I would like to see discussed when we do invoke names 

such as Chinese diaspora and Filipino diaspora at all, is how one comes to be socially recognized 

as such and experience this recognition. To take Fixer Chao‘s writer Han Ong as an example, 

                                                             
107 As Robert Young insightfully points out in Colonial Desire, hybrid is ―the nineteenth century‘s word‖ with ―biological and 
botanical origins‖ (6) and from its beginning has been grounded in the anxious, racialized (and racist) thought about 
miscegenation, the purity of culture as an entity to guard, and the ―danger‖ of racial transgression on the part of the imperialists. 
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even though he calls himself ―an amalgam‖ (Hong 25) when interviewed by The Bloomsbury 

Review whether he feels like an American, it should be noted that the ―mixture‖ he refers to is 

not really of the blood, nor is his identification with a single culture. It is, rather, the mixture of 

socially-situated experiences and the identification with them that he implies when he responded: 

I do feel that in a lot of ways, my outlook is American. Hell, some people point 

out I don‘t even have an accent [ironic laughter]. I have an American accent is 

what I think they mean. I‘m Chinese, too, by ancestry. My parents were the first 

full generation in the Philippines. I take the Chinese part of me for granted. I‘m an 

amalgam. I consider myself as being from the Philippines—that was my formative 

experience growing up. So when I get together with other Filipinos here in New 

York, being Filipino is the more concrete thing I can actually fall back on in terms 

of nostalgia, of identification. (Hong 25)  

 

Besides his Filipino and Chinese experiences, Han Ong mentioned that he was not a U.S. 

national, at the time of the interview in 2005, and he was just about to begin the process of 

applying for citizenship. To the citizenship issue, he comments that ―it‘s imperative, with the 

current atmosphere being what it is, to start applying for my U.S. citizenship. With this 

atmosphere of great fear and the rolling back of civil rights [possibly referring to the aftermath of 

911], not being a U.S. citizen automatically makes you vulnerable‖ (25). From Ong‘s mixed 

feeling for the intimidating post-911 U.S. social environment emerges the inconvenient truth 

about the problematic intimacy between the U.S. racial state and the racially profiled alien: his 

not being a U.S. citizen at this particular historical juncture in effect ties him more closely than 

ever to the American political culture; even more, his subordinate alien status places him right at 

the heart of the real American experience. While Lawrence Chua refuses to identify with a single 

heritage and instead follows Derek Walcott in his creolist subjectivity, Han Ong‘s multiple 

identifications here undergird the other dimension of such internal vision, which is that the 

dislodged creole has many faces not because they are schizophrenic or disloyal, but for the 

simplest reason that they have many experiences of being recognized and marked down.   
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The highlight of my analysis on ―passing for Chinese‖ and the politics of creolization is 

not on the noun—race, culture, ethnicity, sex, or name what you may—but on the verb and what 

it does. For this reason, the word hybridity, as often indiscriminately applied to the diasporic 

―border-crossing,‖ may just be the derogatory, anxious, condescending, or the hateful name we 

give to the always already existent and ongoing process of culture building that we have not been 

able to accept as the only form of culture that human beings have ever experienced. Creolization, 

I think, is the more appropriate name for this cultural form.
108

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
108 Glissant‘s words, of course, are a best reaffirmation of the true political value of creolization I wish to convey here. He writes 

in Caribbean Discourse that ―creolization…is not primarily the glorification of the composite nature of a people: indeed, no 
people has been spared the cross-cultural process... The idea…demonstrates that henceforth it is no longer valid to glorify 
‗unique‘ origins that the race safeguards and prolongs... To assert peoples are creolized, that creolization has value, is to 
deconstruct in this way the category of ‗creolized‘ that is considered as halfway between two ‗pure‘ extremes‖ (140-141). 
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Interlude: 

A Story of Passing, or How to Be Like Fixer Chao 

Taiwan is home to a variety as many as fourteen aboriginal tribes, each with a distinct 

Formosan (Austronesian) language. They are now recognized as the indigenous peoples of 

Taiwan, or yuanzhumin (original inhabitants), and have historically played an indispensible but 

politically marginalized role within the island‘s Han-Chinese networks, ever since the Sinitic-

speaking Hans came ashore hundreds of years ago. Intermarriages between aborigines and the 

Hans have always been common, but today, about thirty percent of the former remain 

unemployed and occupy the lowest class stratum in Taiwan. Among the fourteen documented 

tribes (if you have become truly curious now), the Taos living on the nearby Orchid Islet share 

linguistic and cultural commonalities with the Ivatans from Batanes, the islands of northern 

Philippines, but even now, few people know or make much of this finding. ―They look, eh, 

brown and alike…‖ is what matters most of the time unfortunately.  

A brown-skinned Paiwan, Mother does not speak Tao or Ivatan. She speaks fluent 

Mandarin, Hokkien, and some Japanese besides her beautiful tongue-twisting Paiwan language, 

thanks to Japanese colonial education and, subsequently, the KMT Chinese government (wait, 

and the American allies!) who came to ―free‖ them all. Of course, Father‘s Hokkien-speaking 

family contributed a part to her ―multilingualism‖ as well.  

Mother is an experienced and sarcastic ―Filipina,‖ too, in a sort of way. As thousands of 

Filipina domestic laborers came to work for many of Taiwan‘s middle-class families in support 

of their own back home since the 1980s, it suddenly occurred to Mother one day that some 

strangers on the streets would occasionally attempt to speak to her in broken English; or, they 

would follow her with jaw-dropping disbelief in their eyes as she gracefully steered away behind 
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the wheel of Father‘s old, crackling Oldsmobile on an ordinary day of grocery shopping at the 

meat-packed traditional market. To her casual street audience, any brown-skins could have been 

from the Philippines (or Thailand and Indonesia, for that matter). ―They thought I was the 

chauffeur, ha!‖ She prided herself in front of me one day, in the usual broad laugh and self-

deprecating humor that all my Paiwan aunties and cousins share. I was around fifteen.  

As days went by, she gradually developed the skill of being a natural-looking Filipina, 

with less and less surprising but still mostly uncalled-for opportunities for practice. She can even 

speak ―Filipina.‖ ―Madddam, Sirr….blahblahblah,‖ she would imitate the foreign accent with her 

own. The Hokkien- and Mandarin-speaking Taiwanese know nothing or little of Paiwan anyway 

(let along telling it from Tagalog!), and she loves showing off her excellent tongue trills, of 

which most Han-Chinese are incapable. 

My all-time favorite story is this: She was feeding our beloved dog Duby one day when a 

random salesperson came up at the door, looking to talk his way indoors for a money-making tea 

time with her. Unwilling to waste her time with a stranger, Mother smiled at the salesperson‘s 

greeting in an dramatically accented Mandarin politeness, ―Sirrr, I‘m sorrrie, but our master is 

not home and I‘m not allowed to let you in.‖  

Mother is a creole, and sometimes my brothers and I call her the venerable Madddam.  
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Sliding between Chinese and Filipino: 

A Postcolonial Recast of Tsinoy Mestizoness in the Mano Po Films
109

 

The Mano Po Craze 

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the mainstream Philippine cinema 

witnessed the spawn of a body of films that signaled for many observers the sure advent of 

Asianization, ―Asian renaissance‖ (Hau 492), or in the words of the awards-winning screenwriter 

Roy Iglesias, the fortification of Filipinos‘ ―love affair with Asia‖ (Cabreza 1) in the sphere of 

Philippine popular culture.
110

 Like the contemporaneous chinovela
111

 craze sparked by the local 

airing of Taiwanese soap operas and the mounting discourse of East Asian capitalism bolstered 

with the rhetoric of an economically formidable Greater China
112

, these post-millennium films 

(mostly melodramas) deserve attention for highlighting the presence and impact of ethnic 

Chinese within the current Philippine society. Some notable examples of these film 

representations include the portrayal of a hardworking Filipina domestic helper (or dh) in a 

middle-class Hong Kong family in Rory B. Quintos‘ Anak (2000), three Filipina professional 

mourners in a traditional Tsinoy (or Chinoy, Chinese Filipino) funeral in Mark Meily‘s Crying 

Ladies (2003), a story of horror rising from a cursed Chinese bagua mirror in Chito Roño‘s Feng 

                                                             
109 I would like to send my sincere gratitude to Julz Heniane Riddle, a graduate student in Literature at Ateneo de Manila 
University for her invaluable contribution to this chapter. She kindly assisted me in obtaining numerous print materials otherwise 
inaccessible to me and translated Tagalog-language popular sources into English, with meticulous annotations, for my reference.  

110 Also see New York Times article ―China‘s Starring Role in the Philippines‖ by Alexandra A. Seno (2006). 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html (Retrieved November 30, 2010) 

111   Chinovela combines chino (or Tsino, Tagalog/Filipino word for Chinese) and telenovela, referring to television series 
produced in Chinese languages and aired in the Philippines. Along with other Asian telenovelas like Japanovela and Koreanovela, 
the chinovela became popular at the beginning of the new millennium, with the import of a Taiwanese telenovela called ―Meteor 
Garden‖ (Liu Xing Hua Yuan) based on the original Japanese version, fearing four male actors who formed the group Flower 
Four. The Philippine popularity of these Taiwanese idols spurred the followings by local fans and subsequent imports of other 
Asian telenovelas. Also see Hau 493.  

112 This is a trope used increasingly in recent decade to describe the transnational and trans-regional capitalist activities 
represented by ethnic Chinese communities, and the economic ties and partnerships among the geopolitical territories of PRC 
China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. See Wang Gungwu‘s ―Greater China and the Chinese Overseas‖ and Aihaw Ong‘s Flexible 
Citizenship (60).  

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
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Shui (2004), and an interracial love story between a Taiwanese shipwreck survivor (starring Ken 

Chu, then famous for his role in the chinovela Meteor Garden) and the widowed wife of an 

Ivatan fisherman in Batanes (2007).  

None of these Chinese-themed films, however, surpassed the Mano Po
113

 series in their 

production resources, star power, box-office revenue, or the level of attention as well as 

criticisms bred therefore. Between 2002 and 2009, under the dynastic reign of Regal 

Entertainment‘s legendary Tsinoy producer-tycoon Lily Yu Monteverde (or Mother Lily)
114

 and 

the directorship of Joel Lamangan (except for the second Mano Po installment credited to Erik 

Matti), a total of six unrelated Mano Po episodes were released, each detailing a different 

intergenerational drama of a ―classic‖ Tsinoy family rising ―from poverty to wealth,‖ so to 

speak. In addition to the consistently lucrative annual Metro Manila Film Festival (MMFF) that 

serves as Regal‘s main advertising platform and the numerous MMFF awards won by Mano Pos 

each year, one only has to look at the list of established star-actors and emerging young stars 

recruited in each episode to apprehend the market ambition of these production projects—from 

Maricel Soriano (branded as Diamond Star) and Richard Gomez in Mano Po: My Family (2002), 

Christopher de Leon, Jay Manalo, and Zsa Zsa Padilla (tagged as Divine Diva) in Mano Po 2: 

My Home (2003), Vilma Santos (nicknamed Star for all seasons) in Mano Po 3: My Love (2004), 

to Cherry Pie Picache and John Prats in the comic parody Ako Legal Wife: Mano Po 4? (2005), 

young stars Angel Locsin and Richard Gutierrez in Mano Po 5: Gua Ai Di (I Love You) (2005), 

                                                             
113 ―Mano po‖ in Tagalog language means ―hands please‖ and is used for the young to show respect to the elderly, by taking one 

hand from the senior and placing the back of it against their forehead.  

114 Regal Films‘ Lily Yu Monteverde (also known as Mother Lily) and LVN Pictures‘ Narcisa B. de Leon (also known as Doña 
Sisang) are executive producers for film companies that produced the Philippine cinema‘s golden ages, in the 1950s and 1970s. 
See www.asianewsnet.net/home/news.php?id=16671 (Retrieved January 15, 2011) 

http://www.asianewsnet.net/home/news.php?id=16671
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and lastly, Sharon Cuneta (branded as Megastar) making her Regal debut in Mano Po 6: A 

Mother‟s Love (2009).  

Much as the Monteverdes capitalized on the theater pull of A-list stars, so did the Mano 

Po films make ostentatious parades of ―all things Chinese,‖ putting on the center stage the mid-

to-late 20
th
-century experiences of an immigrant community, the Tsinoy, often regarded as 

fascinating and dauntingly foreign in the Hispanized and Americanized Filipino middlebrow 

public imagination. Built on conventions of family melodrama with a protagonist‘s voiceover 

introducing the main story in flashback at the start of each installment, the Mano Po films rely on 

narrative ingredients that could elsewhere be criticized as ethnic stereotypes for delineating the 

ambivalent postcolonial Chinese/Filipino relations, whose roots beg an equal consideration of 

shifting Chinese roles in the colonial times. These recurrent motifs include individual rebellions 

against an undying system of patriarchy and ethnic chauvinism, practices of arranged marriages 

and a general disdain of miscegenation with non-Chinese Filipinos, modern versions of 

concubinage, families with a history of mercantile capitalism and secret dealings with high-

profile government officials, the kidnapping-for-ransom of wealthy Tsinoys, religious 

superstition, ancestral worships and homecoming visits to China, to name just a few. In addition 

to riding the wave of the Philippine pop-culture Asianization, the series is particularly 

noteworthy for adopting and disseminating ―a discourse of national integration that seeks to 

domesticate the ‗Chinese,‘‖ as Caroline Hau notes.
115

 This integrationist vision is especially 

inspired by the offscreen experiences of the Manila-born and Catholic-educated Lily Yu 

Monteverde, whose Fujianese immigrant father ―adopted the Hispanic last name in honor of a 

                                                             
115 Hau 495.  
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family who helped him when he arrived in the Philippines‖ (Seno).
116

 Like the life of the 

Monteverdes transformed in dwelling, religion, culture, and even surname, showcased in the 

Mano Pos are dramatized experiences of long-term Tsinoy creolization through twentieth-

century migration, localization, and self reinvention. Moreover, the involvement of Roy Iglesias 

in the Mano Pos as Monteverde‘s co-screenwriter (except for the fifth installment) subtly lines 

up the series with Iglesias‘ other noteworthy film script, Ganito Kami Noon, Paano Kayo 

Ngayon? (As We Were, 1976), a Filipino classic he co-writes with reference to the Intsik (or 

ethnic Chinese) involvement in forming an anti-colonial nationalist Filipino identity at the turn 

of the twentieth century.
117

 Seen in this light, the post-millennium blossoming of Mano Pos 

together with other concurrent Chinese-themed films may be regarded as a belated continuation 

of Philippine cinema‘s preoccupation with the Chinese question, ignited three decades ago 

through Ganito and other less sympathetic films like Lino Brocka‘s Maynila: Sa Mga Kuko Ng 

Liwanag (The Nail of Brightness, 1975).
118

  

A Study of Tsinoy as Mestizo 

My inquiry in this chapter concerns, first, the narrative strategies of the Mano Po 

franchise in politicizing the questions of Chineseness and Filipinoness through the lens of Tsinoy 

struggles over a long period of creolization, and second, the historical and ideological grounds on 

which these strategies stand in effecting a re-definition of Filipino nationhood. To begin, the fact 

                                                             
116 See Seno, ―China‘s Starring Role in the Philippines,‖ New York Times, 2006. http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-
fmlede3.html (Retrieved November 30, 2010)  

117 Hau, ―The Criminal State and the Chinese in Post-1986 Philippines,‖ 233-235. 

118 Lino Brocka‘s nationalist masterpiece Maynila makes a number of explicit references to the ―sinister‖ image of the Intsik 
(Chinese), particularly through their geographic association with the dismal urban space. The story‘s dehumanizing Intsik 
antagonist Ah Tek, for example, lives in a seedy corner in Binondo, Manila‘s Chinatown. The insidious violence he embodies, to 
a great extent, mirrors the image of Manila as a space full of crimes, prostitution, homosexuality, capitalist exploitations, and 

emotional alienation, as opposed to the idyllic life in the provinces. The Filipino protagonist, Julio, once witnessed a Chinese 
restaurant owner slapping the face of his female employee. Owning the ―Chua Tek Trading Company,‖ the Intsik antagonist 
himself also symbolizes a version of this exploitative mercantile image. Also see Hau ―The Criminal State and the Chinese in 
Post-1986 Philippines,‖ 217. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
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that this immigrant minority (populating a mere 1.3 percent of the total citizenry as of 2005
119

) 

should become the spotlight of postcolonial Philippine cinema in the first ten years of the new 

millennium and a chariot to mediate national identities is a strong indication that, for both 

producers and audience alike, a collective populist desire has been unleashed through the film 

series to demand a re-writing of those Filipinos among them with a misunderstood Chinese 

heritage. The Regal matriarch‘s daughter Roselle Monteverde-Teo, for instance, states that the 

film cycle came out of ―Mother's idea to promote Filipino-Chinese culture.‖
120

  In effect, one 

might say it is this ethnographic demand that drives the Mano Po cinematic invention of a 

common creolized origin story, for contemporary Filipinos of both Chinese and non-Chinese 

backgrounds, which might finally promise to dissolve the crude Chinese-Filipino ethnic 

dichotomy. As Caroline Hau remarks in ―Conditions of Visibility,‖ the Mano Po series rectifies 

the image of the ―alien‖ Chinese primarily through ―foregrounding mestizoness as the defining 

characteristic of ‗Chinese Filipino‘ [now popularly known as Tsinoy]‖ (504). The term mestizo 

in the Philippine context, however, is a community category that nevertheless has been mostly 

associated with the Hispanized Chinese mestizos in the Spanish period now no longer recognized 

as a social category, or Eurasian mestizos in contemporary times. Appropriating the culturally 

intermediary character of this biologically-mixed ethnic class, this seemingly anachronistic 

―resignification‖ of Tsinoys as mestizos and particularly as Chinese mestizos ―in contemporary 

Philippine imagination‖ (204) not only underscores the epistemological slippages as well as 

linkages among categories like Chinese, Filipino, Chinese Filipino or Tsinoy, and mestizo now 

hardened to the illusory belief of incompatibility. More importantly, I argue, this purposeful 

                                                             
119 The demographic statistics is provided by the Culture Center of Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in the Philippines. 

http://www.ocac.gov.tw/english/index.asp (Retrieved January 2, 2011) 

120 See Seno, ―China‘s Starring Role in the Philippines,‖ New York Times, 2006. http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-
fmlede3.html (Retrieved November 30, 2010) 

http://www.ocac.gov.tw/english/index.asp
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
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resignification unpacks the colonial roots underlying these complicated relations, recasts those 

same specters in the form of the new Chinese, and repacks the fundamental heterogeneity and 

creoleness back to the heart of contemporary Filipino nationhood.  

A. Chinese Mestizos: A Brief History 

The kaleidoscopic process of Chinese creolization in the Philippine archipelago finds a 

perfect epitome in the trans-linguistic formation of names given to the Chinese Filipino 

community through colonial and postcolonial times. The Spaniards called the Chinese sangley, a 

name usually interpreted by scholars as transliterations of either the standard Chinese word 

shanglu (merchant trader) or Hokkien expression seng-di (trade or business), plausibly reflecting 

the class character of most early Chinese migrants and settlers.
121

  Besides the pure-blooded 

sangley, Edgar Wickberg notes, the Catholic Spain (1565-1898) classified two other tribute-

paying groups, including Chinese mestizos (mestizo de sangley, people of mixed Chinese-indio 

ancestry) and indios (a Spanish misnomer for indigenous Malayan inhabitants now called 

Filipinos), in differentiation from the numerically fewer and tribute-exempt Spanish mestizos 

(progeny of Spanish-indio intermarriage) and pure Spaniards, until the later American regime 

flattened out the legal classification into simply Filipinos and non-Filipino aliens, thereby 

assigning Chinese to the latter group (Chu 48, Skinner 55, Tan 52, Wickberg 62-4).
122

 

Throughout the twentieth century, moreover, Chinese Filipinos have been socially recognized 

under other names that embed in them silent testimonies of inter-communal traffics, such as Fil-

Chi, Intsik, Tsino, and Tsinoy. A recent article in the leading local Chinese Filipino periodical 

                                                             
121 Richard Chu 65. Also see Hau, Necessary Fictions, 141.  

122 The four categories formed the Spanish colonial caste system, legally resolved in 1741. As Wickberg notes, they include 
―those who did not pay the tribute (Spaniards and Spanish mestizos), indios (Malayan inhabitants of the archipelago, who are 
now called Filipinos), Chinese [Sangley], and Chinese mestizos‖ (63). The last three tribute-paying classes have different tax 
responsibilities; the sangleys pay the most and the Malayan inhabitants pay the least.  
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Tulay Fortnightly describes that the word Intsik ―came from the Hokkien word for paternal uncle 

[pronounced as din chiek (your uncle) or in chiek (his uncle)]‖ and was ―initially used without 

malice to refer to the Chinese‖ (Jim 16).
123

 The term began to take on pejorative connotations, 

however, as some non-Chinese Filipinos started to brandish racist slurs like Instik beho 

(combining Hokkien with the Spanish-derived Tagalog word for ―old and decrepit‖) to the 

Chinese. As ethnic movements of self-awareness rose in the 1970s and 80s, activists like Teresita 

Ang See (wife of scholar-activist Chin Ben See and founder of the largest Chinese Filipino 

organization Kaisa Para Sa Kaunlaran Inc.) started to push for a change to the new name Tsinoy, 

since 1987, combining Spanish-Tagalog Tsinong with Pinoy (Tagalog slang for Filipino people) 

to highlight their ―predominantly mestizo culture, a complexity denied by former 

categorizations‖ [emphasis added] (Blanc 274).
124

 Interestingly, even though this newly coined 

term Tsinoy remains distinct from Chinese mestizo in its etymological, historical, and 

ideological background, the code-mixing orthographic practice of this neologism is a succinct 

suggestion that Tsinoys may be the unrecognized contemporary incarnations of Chinese mestizos 

with a different name, with or without racial mixture. Since ―Tsinoy‖ has become a popular 

usage today among Chinese and non-Chinese communities alike, I use it extensively in this 

chapter in order to highlight their localization and non-Chinese nexus of affinities as showcased 

in the Mano Pos. On the other hand, ―Chinese‖ will be used occasionally when there is a need to 

highlight their ancestral homeland, their political and economic association with China in 

                                                             
123 As Merryan Jim indicates in the article, while Intsik is now generally known as a derogatory term, generational and individual 
differences also influence the ways in which the term is received. One should also take note that the term is usually associated 
with Hokkien-speaking, not Mandarin, Chinese in the Philippines, who form the majority of Chinese immigrants. Jim also 

describes that parallel to non-Chinese Filipinos‘ racist language against Chinese, some Chinese would also call Filipinos huanna, 
meaning savage. Also see Michael L. Tan‘s article: 
http://pinoykasi.homestead.com/files/2001articles/08052001_From_Sangley.htm (Retrieved May 12, 2010)  

124 Ibid. Hau 524-525. 

http://pinoykasi.homestead.com/files/2001articles/08052001_From_Sangley.htm
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popular depictions, or the national and inter-ethnic contradictions between Tsinoy and Pinoy 

communities.  

A look at the rise and fall of colonial Chinese mestizos further elucidates the extent to 

which cultural mestizoness stands at the core of both Tsinoy and Pinoy experiences and that the 

Tsinoy appropriation of this identity-under-erasure in the Mano Po films would also mean a 

timely reclaim of their full-fledged Filipinoness:  

While the phenomenon of Chinese-indio intermarriages in the archipelago predates the 

sixteenth-century Spanish arrival, the stabilization and legal classification of the Chinese mestizo 

class in mid-eighteenth century was the gradual result of the colonial government‘s careful 

calculation, through the spread of Catholicism and Hispanism, seeking both collaboration with 

and control of the economically indispensible but politically unreliable immigrant Chinese 

population (Wickberg 67-68, Tan 51, Skinner 51-52).
125

 As Wickberg notes, ―the creation of a 

dependable group of Catholic Chinese merchants and artisans loyal to Spain would be a clear 

advantage‖ (68). This rationale soon led to the Spanish policy of mandatory conversion to 

Catholicism, coupled with the inducements of relaxed restriction in residence, geographical 

mobility, property ownership, and government participation, for those Chinese wishing to marry 

the indigenes and take advantages of these policies.
126

 Given the rule that both parties of the 

intermarriage be Catholic and the diasporic reality that marriage almost always meant 

intermarriage with the natives (68-69) for the predominantly bachelor Chinese immigrant 

                                                             
125  Philip Kuhn also describes this collaboration-oppression Spanish sentiment for the Chinese: ―Chinese immigrants (whether 
sojourners or permanent settlers) were the backbone of the colonial economy. They were also, however, regarded as unreliable, 
possible agents of an aggressive Chinese empire, and suffered enormous cruelties as a result‖ (59).   

126 Wickberg describes the distribution of mestizo rights as follows: ―in general, the mestizos had most of the same rights as the 

indios, while the Chinese usually did not. The case of property ownership is not clear. But in […] geographical mobility, the 
Chinese were usually restricted […] while the mestizos, like the indios, were relatively free to change residence. Likewise, in 
local government, the Chinese could never participate, but Chinese mestizos, individually and corporately, could and did 
participate with indios‖ (65). Also see Steinberg 45, Kuhn 60, Skinner 67. 
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community, it is not surprising that a Christianized class of Chinese mestizos burgeoned so 

quickly that Binondo, the China town founded in 1594 right off the walled city of Manila, 

became a Catholic Chinese settlement by early seventeenth century, a Christian parish and an 

―acculturation laboratory‖ (69).
127

  From 1740 through 1850s, the resourceful Chinese mestizos 

residing in urbanized locations like Manila reached the top of their economic, social, and cultural 

prominence, owning powerful gremios (guilds) and monopolizing the landowning business, 

retail commerce, and internal trade in the provinces, while unconverted sangley merchants were 

temporarily denied this Catholic-only geographic mobility (Wickberg 79-86, Skinner 55).
128

  

Their social prestige by wealth and ostentation in material luxury, however, did not exist without 

a mixed phenomenon of emulation, envy, competition, and hostility from the indios or the 

heedful concern of the Spanish government who quickly learned to exploit the ―divide and rule‖ 

strategy to contain its growing power (Wickberg 86-88).
129

   

The intricacy of hispanized Chinese mestizos‘ mixed manifestations of Chineseness and 

Filipinoness before the twentieth century is evidenced from the nuanced diversity of scholarly 

descriptions. Wickberg writes that ―unlike the baba of Malaya or the peranakan of Java, the 

Chinese mestizo in the [pre-1850s] Philippines was not a special kind of local Chinese. He was a 

special kind of Filipino‖ (Wickberg Chinese in Philippine Life 31, Kuhn 72).
130

 However, rather 

than acculturating to the indigenous ways of life, the Chinese mestizos maintained a multiplicity 

of affinities, ―able to move within the Chinese community through association with their fathers 

                                                             
127 See Skinner 76. Wickberg, in addition, also notes that since the mid-eighteenth century, Binondo has started to witness a 
growing number of ―newcomers from China‖ living alongside the Catholic Chinese mestizos (74).  

128 See Wickberg 79-81& 86, Skinner83.  

129 For colonial mestizo envy, see Rafael, ―Taglish, or the Phantom Power of the Lingua Franca,‖ 165. Also see Wickberg 87-88.   

130 During the Spanish colonial time, mestizos usually meant Chinese mestizos instead of Spanish mestizos, because the latter 
were numerically scarce. See Wickberg 67, Tan 50, Chu 64.  
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and able to move across the Philippine landscape through association with their [india] mothers‘ 

extended kinship networks‖ (Steinberg 45). With social prestige attached to the mestizo class, G. 

William Skinner marks, it was usually the ―leading Indio families‖ that ―sought to assimilate to 

Mestizo society‖ (55) and not the other way around. The orientation of their cultural mestizoness 

appears all the more chameleon-like if one compares the conflicting opinions between Wickberg 

and Richard T. Chu on Chinese mestizo education. While the former explains the larger-scale 

hispanization of Chinese mestizos on grounds of their urbanization and ―the usual absence of the 

Chinese [merchant] father‖ (Wickberg 89), leaving the Catholicized india mother with the task of 

child rearing, the latter took issue with this view by hypothesizing that ―mestizo mothers could 

have in fact ‗retarded‘ the ‗Filipino-isation‘ of their mestizo female offspring by encouraging 

them to marry Chinese men‖ (Chu 59).
131

 

This picture of manifest cultural in-between-ness changed from the latter part of the 

nineteenth century through early decades of the American rule (1898-1946); during this period, 

one sees how Chinese mestizos helped create the birth of modern Filipino nation-ness as well as 

the eventual hardening of the new immigrant Chinese as aliens. After Spain lifted barriers to 

Chinese immigration and geographic mobility in the mid-nineteenth century in an effort to boost 

the export crop economy, the ever-growing number of Chinese newcomers soon achieved the 

critic momentum to take over existing Chinese mestizo controls of trade and retailing, generating 

not only the latter‘s occupational change and their social Filipinization but also a smoldering 

anti-Chinese sentiment well into the twentieth century.
132

 The nationalist resentment against 

                                                             
131 Chu offers his alternative model of the ―ethnogenesis of the mestizos‖ as follows: ―mestizo identity during the latter part of the 
nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries was also multiple, ambiguous, and flexible‖ (46). He further asserts, ―Though 

in broad macro-historical terms […] there were many reasons that favoured mestizo becoming ‗Filipino‘, I am arguing that one‘s 
own self-identification did not necessarily follow that of legal definitions. People often negotiated their identities according to 
particular situations‖ (50). 

132 Skinner 84-85, Wickberg 85 & 90-93. Kuhn summaries this turn of events after Spain lifted the Chinese immigration and 
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incoming Chinese from both Chinese mestizos and the indigenes was especially manifested in a 

series of large-scale events like the controversial legislation of the Chinese Bookkeeping Law in 

1921 (which required business accounts not be recorded in Chinese), the 1927 anti-Chinese riots 

in Cabanatuan City and the subsequent mass ―exodus‖ of the more than 5,000 Chinese to Fujian 

in 1933, as well as the 1954 Retail Trade Nationalization Law (which banned non-citizens 

completely from retailing).
133

 Due to shared interests between Chinese mestizos and indigenous 

elites, the abolition of the four-tiered tribute system in the 1880s (replaced by the simplified 

classification of Spaniards, Filipinos, and Chinese) (Wickberg 94-96), and the escalating 

grievances against the colonial government, there emerged the morphing of an anti-colonial, 

nationalist, new Filipinoness through the synergy of the independent-minded Chinese mestizos, 

indigenous elites, and Spanish mestizos.
134

 As Antonio Tan states, ―it was the emergent middle 

class of Chinese mestizos who rekindled and intensified the growing national opposition to 

colonial abuses, and who demanded sweeping social reforms…[and] became politically 

conscious and began to think in terms of national instead of provincial or even sectoral concerns, 

evolved a philosophy of Philipinism‖ (Tan 54-56). By the time the Philippine Revolution (1896-

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
mobility restrictions: ―It was not until the age of mass migration, from the mid-nineteenth century, that new comers began to 
achieve the critical mass to challenge the Peranakans/Mestizos/Babas economically and culturally‖ (74); in contrast to the 
Spanish intention to have the incoming Chinese work ―in agriculture and build up the cultivation of sugar and other exportable 
crops, ‖ the Chinese instead ―got into trade as soon as they could‖ (157).   

133 The Chinese Bookkeeping Law requires that Chinese use Spanish, English, or any local language to keep all accounts, except 
the Chinese language. This stipulation provoked Chinese complaints of its discriminatory nature, according to Villanueva‘s article, 

primarily because other alien businessmen were allowed to keep books of accounts in their native languages. For a detailed 
delineation of the controversial constitutionality of the Chinese Bookkeeping Law, regarded by the Chinese as ―class 
discrimination,‖ and the incidents of the 1927 riot leading to the (near) exodus of many Chinese, see Robert C. Villanueva, ―The 
Chinese (Near) Exodus,‖ Philippine Free Press, July 3, 1993. For a history of the powerful Federation of Filipino Chinese 
Chambers of Commerce and Industry, which for many decades has served like a ―small government‖ to the community, see 
Villanueva‘s other article, ―Secrets of the Federation,‖ Philippine Fress Press, JANUARY 8, 1994. Also see Kuhn 296.  

134 The term Filipino, notes Wickberg, was originally used by Spaniards to describe ―a Spaniard born in the Philippines‖; in 
contrast, the Filipino as we know it today, as a nationalist term, is really the nineteenth-century result of social, cultural, and 

political consensus among many groups, with Chinese mestizos being the lead voice (93). See Wickberg 93-94. In my analysis of 
the Mano Po series, I choose to use Filipino (or Pinoy, the slang for Filipino) not only to designate its nationalist aspect but also 
to underscore its implicit ethno-nationalist tone when it comes to public discourse about the ethnic Chinese community. As my 
analysis shows in the following sections, the Chinese/Filipino questions are both national and ethnic issues in many ways.  
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1898) broke out, many Chinese mestizos joined the uprising ―not necessarily as mestizos‖ 

(Wickberg) but as Filipinos; Jose Rizal, the national hero and polymath of the Philippines, is one 

such example whose family status was transferred from ―Chinese mestizos‖ to the ―indios.‖ 

Contrary to Chinese mestizos‘ integration into the dominant class of modern Filipino society in 

the twentieth century, the 1902 extension of the U.S. Chinese Exclusion Act to the archipelago 

and the Filipino/non-Filipino two-tiered ethnographic reclassification eventually relegated 

Chinese to the abject alien status. From then on, the subsequent Chinese/Filipino contradictions 

necessarily include overlapping national and ethnic implications that get carried over even after 

the 1975 mass naturalization of the Chinese. As Filipino citizens, the Chinese immigrants today 

are still frequently set in contrast to the larger ―Filipino‖ society in such matters as economy, 

political issues, and ethnic cultures.  

In the meantime, while the term mestizo used to primarily refer to colonial Chinese 

mestizos, Chu notes that it gradually became associated with Eurasian mestizos instead, partially 

through the ―influence of the American media‖ (65), prompting the present-day popularity of 

Western-looking Eurasian film actors, like those cast in the Mano Pos—Christopher de Leon, 

Sharon Cuneta, and Richard Gutierrez, to name a few.
135

    

B. Creolizing Chineseness, Creolizing Filipinoness 

Given the creole foundation—or mestizoness—of modern Filipino nationalism and the 

Chinese heritage behind the ethnogenesis of the term mestizo in the Philippine context, the Mano 

Pos‘ emphasis of Tsinoy mestizoness may be regarded as a historical reconsideration of the 

Chinese contribution to the anti- and post-colonial Filipino identities. Indeed, it advocates an 

ideological reinsertion of that economically envied and culturally alienated Chineseness back 

                                                             
135 Chu 65, Hau 505.  
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into the postcolonial Filipino ethno-nationalist fabric burdened by its class-induced interethnic 

tensions. From the perspective of Tsinoys as a minority, this mass-mediated auto-ethnographic 

project facilitates their collective coming-out as proud Chinese descendants while reaffirming 

their Filipino identification. The exhibitionist bent of this Chinese affinity in all Mano Po 

installments, for example, is as vociferous as the characters‘ smatterings of Hokkien [mostly 

called Fookien in the films] lines thrown here and there, the body-hugging silk dresses tailor-

made in Beijing upon the order of Mother Lily
136

, the display of lavish Chinese feasts 

accompanied by traditional operatic performances, the motifs of dragon and color red in the 

opening credits, etc. On the other hand, for the non-Chinese Pinoy audience to which the films 

seek to reach, the recurrent explicit references to ―Intsik‖-Filipino marriages
137

 force them to 

confront the buried and long disavowed contradictions that became the present Filipino nation-

state. That is, in light of the mestizo critical mass gathered in the Philippine Revolution, the birth 

of the imagined Filipino community is not only coterminous with the disappearance of Chinese 

mestizo ―category‖ but also emerges in concert with a gradual consolidation of the idea of aliens, 

embodied by the new Chinese immigrants. Moreover, carrying fluctuating connotations from 

colonial through postcolonial times—colonial mediator-collaborators and wealth owners [as 

opposed to the lower-class indios], anti-colonial opinion-leaders, and later as culturally appealing 

Eurasians with a hint of whiteness—the notion of mestizoness favored by the Mano Pos is 

unavoidably reminiscent of that colonial racial, political, and class hierarchy disturbing to the 

reparative rhetoric of justice and equity espoused today. From this perspective, it seems to me, 

                                                             
136 See Veronica R. Samio‘s news report, ―Kris naka-bra lang sa 'Mano Po,'‖ Pilipino Star Ngayon, November 14, 2002. 

http://www.philstar.com/Article.aspx?articleId=183967&publicationSubCategoryId=96 (Retrieved December 20, 2010) 

137 I highlighted the use of ―Intsik‖ here in place of ―Chinese‖ to reflect its frequent use by non-Chinese characters of the elder 
generations in many Mano Po episodes when they express disapproval in the matter of intermarriage. It is also used by younger 
characters occasionally when issues of interethnic tensions come up.    

http://www.philstar.com/Article.aspx?articleId=183967&publicationSubCategoryId=96
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the Mano Po projects as a unique stream of voice in the postcolonial Philippine cinema derive 

their critical thrust from a double-coded concept that could pose as much ideological problem as 

it offers the promise of ethnic empowerment. The Chinese mestizos, after all, are both colonial 

and anti-colonial agents; they represent both the specter of colonial class hierarchy and the 

backbone of anticolonial public insurgency. As such, their highlighted in-between-ness is 

necessarily daunting, oppressive, but at the same time progressive and subversive, an ironic 

cinematic spectacle of a crippling past and an integrationist future acting hand in hand.  Even 

more importantly, I believe, by opening up the race-rooted mestizoness to this coat of 

ambivalence and cultural re-citation by Tsinoys, the Mano Po cycle not only resuscitates the 

category of mestizo but also invites the audience to redefine it outside such bounds as race, 

ethnicity, class, and even language use. As the following sections will demonstrate, the Mano Po 

films stage mestizoness less as a fixed attribute of Tsinoys but more as a practice of cross-ethnic 

acting, learning, and becoming. 

Performing Tsinoy Mestizoness: Narrative Strategies 

A. Acting as Mestizo 

The motif of Chinese-Filipino intermarriage is no doubt a major narrative strategy that 

the Mano Pos‘ screenwriters find compelling for planting the hard fact of Chinese bloodline into 

the Filipino history and vice versa. The notion of a presumed cultural mestizoness derived from 

this biological inculcation bases itself on the existing historical and anthropological scholarship 

that treats Chinese mestizos as a more or less fixed (and eventually Filipinized) community 

category that goes under the radar of contemporary Philippine society. Mano Po 1: My Family, 

for example, exploits the conceptual usefulness of racial mixture well. Borrowing Bahay 

Tsinoy‘s (the Museum of the Chinese in Philippine Life) documentation of prominent ―Filipino‖ 
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national heroes with a mixed Chinese ancestry
138

, the end of this melodramatic episode inserts an 

ethnographic slides show, heralded by the written title ―Tsinoy: A History,‖ of portraits of such 

figures as Sergio Osemena, Mother Ignacia, Mariano Limjap, Julian Felipe, Antonio Luna, 

General Emilio Aguinaldo, and Jose Rizal, usually known as simply ―Filipinos.‖ Compelling as 

it is, this biological account of mestizoness verges at best toward hybridity, a term deeply rooted 

in the European colonial imaginary of race and miscegenation, but not creolization, which 

emphasizes the capacity for continuous self-making along with others and registers the true 

practices of immigrant communities. In short, insofar as the sequence prioritizes the mixture of 

bloodlines, it highlights racial differences even as it acknowledges historical sharedness.  

Staging mestizoness as a composite, hyphenated category for people, the Mano Po films 

do invoke a more sophisticated aspect of it at both levels of storyline and cast; specifically, they 

approach mestizoness through thematizing the process of cross-ethnic learning, becoming, and 

acting. Diegetically, first of all, the episodes feature not only Tsinoy but also Pinoy characters‘ 

struggle to overcome ethnic/racial barriers, transform themselves, and be admitted into a 

community that initially denies their belonging. The rebellious ―black sheep‖ Richelle in the first 

episode learns to embrace her Tsinoy family and cultivate political awareness by collaborating 

with her Filipino cop-boyfriend Raf, while the fiery older sister Vera learns to see the positive of 

her Filipino root; in the second episode, Antonio Chan‘s Filipina wife Sol and his Hokkien-

speaking wife Liu Shui learn to speak each other‘s languages and reach mutual understanding; in 

the fourth episode, Elton Chong‘s Chinese-Visayang mestiza mistress, Patty, nudges her son to 

study Mandarin hard in order to win the father‘s favor; in the fifth episode, the Filipino 

                                                             
138 See, also, the ending credits of Mano Po 1 for the film crew‘s acknowledgments to Theresita Ang See (founder of Kaisa) and 
Bahay Tsinoy.  
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protagonist Nathan takes up Hokkien lessons in a desperate hope of being accepted by his 

girlfriend Charity‘s pure Chinese family.  

In terms of film cast, secondly, Regal‘s enlistment of Eurasian and Filipino stars for the 

multilingual Tsinoy roles obliged these actors to take up the task of training with language 

talents, gesture posing, and ethnographic acting.
139

 This process of acting as Tsinoys, indeed, as 

Chinese mestizos, showcases what cultural anthropologist Victor Turner suggests as the reflexive 

effect of ethnographic performances on the actors themselves:  

        To perform [ethnography] is thus to complete a more or less involved 

process rather than to do a single deed or act. (91) 

        [A]n actor who enacts ethnography has to learn the cultural rules behind the 

roles played by the character he is representing. How is this to be done? […] 

There must be a dialectic between performing and learning. One learns through 

performing, then performs the understandings so gained. [emphasis added] (94) 

 

I believe that this performing-learning ―dialectic‖ captures the more significant aspect of 

mestizoness achieved in the Mano Po representations, one that goes beyond an exclusionary 

community reference and opens up to the possibilities of mimicry as learning, passing as 

becoming, turning the strictly contrived ―Chinese face‖ into serviceable pedagogical materials 

for the Philippine society as a whole, although not without ideological problems. The career 

paths of Filipina stars Zsa Zsa Padilla (tagged as the Divine Diva) and Cherry Pie Picache 

confirm this mestizo-like capacity to learn and remake oneself as circumstances dictate. As well 

known, both actors won popularity ―for their mestizo Eurasian looks‖ and the ―high-born 

Hispanic characters‖ they played in the 1990s. The shift to a different kind of onscreen passing 

took place when they left behind the peppered Spanish phrases and started to wear Asian-looking 

                                                             
139 Hau notes that the ―demands of the market‖ is one reason that Regal chose to cast Eurasian stars; in the meantime, ―these 

mestizos have to be coded securely as ‗Chinese‘ in the eyes of the moviegoers, hence the filmmakers‘ decision to resort to 
contrivance such as making them wear silk Chinese costumes or extensive eye makeup and prostheses‖ (510-11). Also see 
Ricardo F. Lo‘s report on Philstar, June 25, 2009: 
http://www.philstar.com/funfare/Article.aspx?articleId=480732&publicationSubCategoryId=70 (Retrieved November 30, 2010) 

http://www.philstar.com/funfare/Article.aspx?articleId=480732&publicationSubCategoryId=70
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makeup and deliver Hokkien lines in Ako Legal Wife: Mano Po 4?.
140

  That their offscreen effort 

to ―put on a Tsinoy face‖ resonates closely with the self-making struggles of those characters 

they play onscreen may be explained away by Regal‘s market strategy to cast bankable Eurasian-

looking stars. Nevertheless, it is also imperative for the audience to note that the high-seriousness 

these renowned actors carry to their renditions of Tsinoys (except for the parodic overtone in Ako 

Legal Wife) makes the Mano Po episodes something more than a campy re-citation of culturally 

defined stereotypes. While occasional giggles from the audience do put these actors‘ exercised 

―authenticity‖ to test, the fact that these productions were continuously backed up by awards-

winning actors at a time when the general public‘s demand to know about their Tsinoy 

compatriots and China is on the rise definitely adds weight to the urgency of multicultural 

education pleaded for by Mother Lily and Tsinoy organizations like Kaisa. Those filmic 

impersonations, in this case, exemplify the Pinoy strife to learn and understand Tsinoy 

experiences, and from the viewpoint of ethnographic performance, it may well be the Pinoy who 

undergoes the process of transculturation and self-remaking. In other words, as a historical fact, 

the shifting cultural character of Tsinoy mestizoness also allows for contemporary Pinoy 

reinterpretations; where this ethnographic voice-giving performance fails to suture the effect of 

authenticity, it may still retain its pedagogical value in prompting discussions on the difference 

between lived reality and ―authenticity as a misguided belief‖ from both Chinese and non-

Chinese critics.
141

  

B. Ambivalent Representations of the Mestiza Educators 

                                                             
140Ibid. Also see Seno, ―China‘s Starring Role in the Philippines,‖ New York Times, 2006. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html (Retrieved November 30, 2010) 

141 The emphasis of authenticity as performance is manifest in the title of the fourth episode, Ako Legal Wife, which would 
translate to ―Me Legal Wife,‖ with an omission of the proper conjunctions in Filipino/Tagalog so that it sounds like what would 
be uttered by a Tsinoy who is not used to the indigenous language. The ungrammatical aspect of this title was preciously pointed 
out to me by my assistant Julz Riddle, who helped me with translation issues in this chapter.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/02/arts/02iht-fmlede3.html
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Despite the aforementioned divergence of opinions between historians on whether 

Chinese mestizos in the nineteenth century were more Hispanized or more Chinese in their 

cultural inculcation, agreement is undoubtedly met on the central role of mestiza mothers in the 

sphere of child education. Likewise, the mother figure in the twentieth-century Tsinoy immigrant 

society, where a predominant mercantilism continues to demand regular travels of the males, is 

known for carrying on the same legacy. The Mano Po filmmakers exploit this notable gendered 

symbolic function to its full potential by spotlighting female protagonists of Chinese, Filipino, 

and mixed origins, all of who assume the role comparable to that of a colonial Chinese mestiza in 

a patriarchal Tsinoy family. As a recurrent motif, this modernized version of Chinese mestiza is 

both the nurturing carrier and unbending critic of the Tsinoy familial system—a contradiction 

personified. The term ―mestiza‖ as I use it in this particular section, therefore, is not a legally 

recognized demographic category but an indication of these Tsinoy female characters‘ symbolic 

functions—critical but at times complicit in terms of constructing the ethnic Chinese public 

image. Much as these women epitomize the melodramatic embodiment of Tsinoy predicament in 

the films, so are they the resilient pedagogical figures fighting for the cause of justice and 

change: The transformation in the first installment of the relation between Vera (who runs family 

business and confronts Chinese-targeted threats of kidnapping) and Richelle (the family ―black 

sheep‖) from sibling animosity to reconciliation typifies the tumbling psychological journey of 

the Tsinoy community as well as the integrationist message behind the film. In the second 

installment, surviving the chauvinism of the deceased Antonio Chan‘s (Christopher de Leon) 

multiple marriages, the three wives of different Chinese and Filipino backgrounds learn to live 

like sisters while Belinda (the domineering wife) repents over her tyrannical forbiddance of 

interracial romance leading to her son‘s suicide. Unlike frequent representations of male Chinese 
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immigrants‘ ―double lives,‖ we see in the third episode an unusual voicing-out of an orphaned 

female anticrime crusader Lilia Chiong Yang about her buried love for Michael Lim, her long 

missing Filipino boyfriend, while she dutifully maintains her public and domestic roles of a 

―mother [by marriage with Michael‘s friend Paul Yang], businesswoman, and crusader‖ so 

touted by local newspapers; as Lilia‘s voiceover preludes at the beginning, ―I have long served as 

the voice of the Filipino Chinese community, but later on I realized that I was actually the one in 

need of a voice.‖ The last episode continues this woman-warrior image with Sharon Cuneta‘s 

role of a widowed Chinese mestiza, Melinda, running her own business and fighting 

discrimination by malicious in-laws who poisoned her children‘s minds with defamations.   

Presiding over almost all Mano Po storylines, the modern Chinese mestiza motif drives 

forward such narrative dramas as family severance, social alienation, intermarriage, rags-to-

riches, and troubled identification that also feature in many ethnographic writings about Tsinoy 

and other immigrant societies.
142

 More importantly, the Chinese mestiza character offers herself 

as a cinematic personification of that two-edged discursive space, where false differences 

between Chinese and Filipino societies are finally bridged, and where the structural ills of 

Filipino postcoloniality and Chinese patriarchy are moderately critiqued but implicitly nurtured 

at the same time. In other words, her perceivably intermediary image reflects the conundrum of 

the multicultural Filipino nationhood while it envisions a positivist resolution. This ideological 

contradiction looms large particularly in regards to the practices of intermarriage and 

concubinage: Dramatic flashbacks to first-generation immigrants‘ Chinese/Filipino 

intermarriages in the 1950-60s are given explicit weight at the beginning scenes of the first, 

second, and the last installments, balancing the portraits of Chinese xenophobia and fear of 

                                                             
142 See, for example, Intsik: An Anthology Of Chinese Filipino Writing (ed. Hau).  
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miscegenation by offering a Filipino counterpart of the same prejudice toward ―Intsik‖ males. 

This narrative tête-bêche puts Chinese experiences on a par with the Filipino ones, provokes 

mutual empathy, and injects a common creolized ancestry to both societies. On the other hand, 

however, this integrationist storytelling strategy is built on an imbalanced gender dynamic that 

demands sacrifice and loyalty of the wives in addition to their connivance when a token devil in 

the family is needed. Whether of Chinese, Filipina, or mixed origins, it is the women who are 

ousted from birth families and looked down upon by in-laws upon intermarriage, in contrast to 

the men who earn love and respect despite their outrageous flaws.  

A similar representational problem revolves around the frequently discussed ambivalent 

dynamic between Tsinoy capitalists and the extortive criminal-like Philippine state, a dynamic 

likened by Hau to that of a self-commodified hostage ready to pay ransom (the Tsinoy) and a 

kidnapper (the criminal state)
 143

 who feeds on, first, the victim‘s historically-defined mercantile 

relation to the state since the Spanish period (and notably reinforced under the American rule of 

Chinese exclusions)
144

, second, his mistrust of the corrupt government system of criminal justice, 

and third, his ―memory of—or anxiety about—displacement‖ (232). In particular, the opening 

scene of Mano Po 1: My Family invokes this persistent social contradiction by dramatizing the 

Chinese-targeted kidnapping-for-ransom phenomenon rising in the 1990s, voiced-over by 

Richelle in retrospection: ―The day we were kidnapped, everything became clear. I realized 

Chinese-Filipinos had long been held captive, in various ways, and by so many things.‖ Like the 

                                                             
143 Hau argues that ―kidnapping creates situations wherein the Chinese victims, in order to survive, actively/passively take on 
stereotypical codifications of ‗Chinese capital‘ as a ‗second nature,‘ thereby enacting their bodies‘ susceptibility to particular 
oppressive forms such as racism and commodity-fetishism‖ (227); ―…the postcolonial nation-state necessarily constitutes itself 

in terms of a formal repudiation of economic and political inequality, and of the colonial past. […] The uniqueness of the present 
state policies on the Chinese, however, consists of their similarity to kidnapping-for-ransom. […] It becomes very difficult to 
determine whether the state is acting like a criminal, or if the criminals act like the state‖ [emphasis added] (230).  

144 See note 147. 
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voiceover introduction in episodes like Mano Po 3: My Love and Mano Po 6: A Mother‟s Love, 

this one anticipates the Chinese mestiza‘s awakening to political consciousness, and in the case 

of Richelle, a political bildungsroman (novel of formation or education). To begin with, it is 

significant that this episode—the most self-reflexive and political of all six productions—

conveys its most critical social commentaries all through the voices of Chinese mestiza members 

in the Go family, forming a genealogy of politically-aware mestiza fighters across three 

generations: Eliza Go the grandmother, whose intermarriage led her to comment that ―love is 

best left alone,‖ Aunt Linda, who introduced the young Richelle to the EDSA revolution in 1986 

and told her that love is ―where it [the problem] ends,‖ Vera the eldest sister, who fires diatribes 

of mistrust against the extortive PNP (Philippine National Police) in a shot-reverse-shot 

confrontation with Raf, and finally Richelle, who learns of the Chinese/Filipino tensions via her 

role as Raf‘s undercover agent and her own experience as a kidnapped hostage.
145

 Secondly, 

packaging the main diegesis within an outer-layer structure of a fictionalized docudrama, with 

Raf and Richelle ―acting out‖ the role of interviewees addressing the audience with a direct gaze 

and an imaginary interviewer behind the camera, the episode makes explicit its ethnographic, 

educational tone. The same overtone is offered to the spectators as Richelle finally reclaims her 

Chineseness, alongside her sister Vera‘s embrace of the Philippines as her only country and 

Filipino as the mother tongue: ―I [Vera] realized I never did that much thinking in English or in 

Chinese; I mostly think in Filipino.‖ Vera and Richelle, coming through different routes of self 

transformation, together represent the prospect of an integrationist Filipino identity.  

                                                             
145 An important confrontation between Raf and Vera, through a sequence of shot-reverse shots, works to convey the explicitly 
pedagogical message to the audience about the age-old Chinese/Filipino contradictions. The confrontation records as follows—
Raf: ―The problem with you rich people is, you think everything‘s for sale.‖ Vera: ―But that‘s how you treat us Chinese. As 
milking cows, right?‖ Raf: ―If you think so low of us Filipinos, why are you still here?‖ Vera: ―Admit it. You look at us Chinese 

as moneybags.‖ Raf: ―Why such low self-esteem? You were born here, grew up here. You have business all over. You are 
Filipinos.‖ Vera: ―Since when have you treated us like one of you? Of ten kidnapped today, how many are Chinese? Or is it 
merely coincident that it‘s always us you get?‖ Raf: ―Fight back. Unite. Let‘s help each other. The problem is you don‘t trust us.‖ 
[Vera pauses to write a check of P5 million to Raf.] Raf: ―You‘re insulting no one but yourself.‖ 
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The thrust of Mano Pos‘ educational tone, nevertheless, may be compromised for their 

narrative emphasis on family as the source of problems and as the ethically correct destination of 

Tsinoy psychological rootedness. Ironically, inasmuch as the Mano Pos build the bulwark of its 

integrationist message on the call for a ―boundary‖-crossing Filipinoness, incorporating Tsinoys 

and Pinoys, it achieves this utopian vision largely through coding the Tsinoy family as a walled-

in space from which its ―bounded‖ descendants should be liberated, with mestiza characters 

being either the potential leaders or adversaries of this structural change. In Mano Po 1, for 

example, even though corruptions on both (Chinese and Filipino) sides are brought to the 

audience‘s attention and that persuasive speeches are made, particularly when Raf pleaded for 

Vera‘s Chinese community to ―fight back‖ and ―unite‖ with the Filipinos, the entire film offers 

little in-depth analysis of the Chinese/Filipino contradictions, leaving the otherwise 

transformative confrontations a somewhat superficial recapitulation of un-contextualized mutual 

grievances. Indeed, when Vera, the family spokesperson, turned down Raf‘s offer of help by 

saying ―this [the kidnapping of her sisters Richelle and Juliet] is a family problem,‖ the audience 

are simply invited to view the Tsinoy capitalist, with her shortsighted readiness to pay ransom, as 

the fundamental problem haunting the entire middle- and upper-class Tsinoy community.
146

 The 

family, in this case, outstrips the state in its role as the scapegoated hindrance to the social 

integration of immigrant ―foreigners‖ or ―aliens,‖ obscuring the state-involved historical 

circumstances that produced the Tsinoy status as alien merchants in the first place. As Clark 

Alejandrino and Caroline Hau both explicitly emphasized, the 1902 Chinese Exclusion Act in the 

archipelago cemented the Chinese mercantile relation to the colony and the subsequent 

                                                             
146 Ibid.  
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postcolonial government, breeding class-based interethnic tensions.
147

 The numerical growth of 

the Philippine Chinese merchant class followed not only because laborers were barred during the 

exclusion era but also because even after decolonization, factors like stringent employment 

restrictions on non-citizens and an expensive, laborious naturalization process mostly privileged 

wealthy and resourceful people in the community, at least prior to President Marcos‘ Letters of 

Instruction 207, in 1975, which smoothed the way for massive Chinese naturalizations.  

In light of this context, while the Chinese/Filipino problem demands an understanding of 

class differences, this class-induced status quo also requires a historical consideration of the 

coterminous rises of modern nation-states and border control that change the terms for Chinese 

inclusion and exclusion. Wang Gungwu‘s observation, in this case, insightfully points out the 

kind of structural circumstances facing the Tsinoy community through the first three quarters of 

the twentieth century:  

[B]efore the modern nation-state was conceived, no clear definitions [for 

migration, sojourning, and immigration] were needed. […] What made the 

difference significant was when the nation-state distinguished between aliens who 

had permission to sojourn within its borders and potential nationals who had been 

allowed to immigrate. In a new nation-state, it was particularly important to limit 

the number of aliens. Therefore, most foreigners had to accept the approved 

migrant status as a step towards future nationality. The others could remain as 

sojourners provided they obeyed the laws and especially if they also performed 

useful functions. (11) 

 

As a blatantly commercial project, nevertheless, the Mano Po franchise treats state-level 

corruption mostly as an anomaly to the usual order. Moreover, as this initially critical project 

                                                             
147 See Clark L. Alejandrino, A History of the 1902 Chinese Exclusion Act: American Colonial Transmission and Deterioration of 
Filipino-Chinese Relations, 2003, and Mark H. Ellison, ―The Chinese Exclusion Act,‖ New York Times, 1901. 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00911FE3E5B11738DDDA90B94D9415B818CF1D3 (Retrieved November 30, 
2010). In addition, Hau writes in On the Subject of the Nation that ―this [extension of American] immigration rule works to 
strengthen the association of the Chinese with mercantile capital [particular in popular representations], but it is complemented 
by a system of naturalization that makes the acquisition of Filipino citizenship by the Chinese merchant so difficult and expensive 

that few but the monied and the most well-connected can be naturalized.‖ (31) In fact, the aforementioned anti-Chinese sentiment 
prevalent in the 1920s was part of this history. Some of non-citizens‘ disabilities prior to 1975, according to Charles J. McCarthy, 
include restrictions in aspects like land ownership, political participation, subjection to taxation without representation, 
employment and enterprise, quotas for public higher education, and the shadow of deportation. McCarthy 22-25, Ang See 164. 

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00911FE3E5B11738DDDA90B94D9415B818CF1D3
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quickly gives way to something like a prolonged series of profitable soap opera, the predicable 

narrative recurrence of a problematic state and police force also begins to figure like little more 

than a useful narrative condiment that keeps the drama winding. One finds irony in the Mano Po 

representations, therefore, when the explicit anticrime stance promoted in the first and third 

episodes (embodied respectively by Vera and Richelle, and Lilia Chiong Yang) does not seem to 

correspond with the questionable ideological ground of Mano Po 6, in which a loving and 

resourceful mother, Melinda, should find it justifiable to protect her daughter by collaborating 

with the also corrupt police to plant a false charge on her abusive ex-boyfriend.  

A Multilingual Re-routing of Cultural Affinities 

The Mano Pos are films of the polyglots, and as the center of the film narratives, the 

Tagalog-, Hokkien-, Mandarin-, and English-speaking Tsinoys are more than a perfect example 

of that societal multilingualism and code-switching practices fundamental to the nationwide 

Filipino culture. This performed Tsinoy multilingualism I would describe as cinematic 

articulations of the mundane aspect of a conjoined cultural-linguistic mestizoness, but not 

because the hybridization of separate linguistic elements is metonymic of the sum of their 

―composite‖ community character as Chinese Filipinos. I call it cultural-linguistic mestizoness 

because, first, each of these performed languages by itself represents a bottom-up reinterpretation 

and re-routing of the bipolar cultural hegemonies—Chineseness and Filipinoness—to which 

Tsinoys are deeply attached, and second, their frequent trans-linguistic acts across these different 

codes showcase the intimate but hierarchical relations among regional cultures represented by 

these languages. Through the following examples I would posit that Tsinoy multilingualism—

channeled through Mano Pos‘ rich auditory and visual spectacles, combining multilingual 

dialogues and subtitles for Hokkien lines—provides a unique analytic trajectory through which 
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the discourses of an ethno-nationalist Filipinoness and a homogenizing East-Asian Mandarin 

Chineseness are critiqued. Indeed, the Tsinoy polyglots‘ ambivalent affinities with both kinds of 

hegemony makes it necessary for us to examine the full spectrum of their linguistic identities that 

course through their unconventional claims of Filipinoness and Chineseness. 

Of all the languages spoken in the Mano Pos, it is the occasional dialogues in Hokkien 

[Fookien, Minnan]—a regional tongue in Fujian, southern China and the lingua franca of the 

majority of Southeast Asian Chinese diaspora—which stand out to mark the Tsinoy characters‘ 

ethnic Chinese heritage and difference from the non-Chinese Filipino community, even though 

Tagalog is most frequently used throughout the series. As an immigrant ―mother tongue,‖ 

Hokkien is to the standardized Mandarin (or putonghua) culture of continental PRC China what 

the Chinese diaspora is to an increasingly globalizing ethnicity-based notion of Chineseness, 

especially in popular discourses about their corresponding geopolitical implications, expressions 

of ethnic authenticity, and cultural hegemony, all of which have traditionally positioned the 

former in the conceptual periphery vis-à-vis the centrality of the latter. The dialectal relation of 

Hokkien, the Tsinoy lingua franca, to Mandarin, with an initial reference the northern China 

dialect group, not only footnotes the historically shaped hierarchy underlying the cluster of 

Sinitic languages, it also testifies to what Shu-mei Shih describes as the manifestation of a 

dissonant Sinophone culture.
148

 Sinophone articulations, Shih maintains, register ―a network of 

places of cultural production outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, where 

a historical process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese culture has been 

taking place for several centuries‖ (4); accordingly, highlighting the diversity of Sinitic-language 

practices, the Sinophone challenges the fiction of a unified Chineseness. The Tsinoys being a 

                                                             
148 See Shih, Visuality and Identity.  
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multilingual Sinophone community, their cultural-linguistic mestizoness compels us to ask 

questions about the convoluted conceptual and discursive pathways through which an exotic, 

homogenizing ethnic Chineseness is imagined, ―localized,‖ and challenged in the Mano Pos, and 

to what extent the onscreen Tsinoy ―utterances‖ of their marginalized Hokkien culture frustrate 

or reinforce this Filipino imagination of Mandarin China and Chineseness.  

A. Contesting Mandarin Chineseness 

Let us take for example Mano Pos‘ recurrent allusions to the late Chinese star-singer 

Teresa Deng Lijun (1953-1995), a Taiwan-born Mandarin pop singer whose lasting influence 

spans a vast range of generations and regions across Chinese-speaking East and Southeast Asia, 

with notable popularity as well among non-Chinese populations. From the first through the 

fourth episodes, Deng‘s Mandarin classic love song ―The Moon Represents My Heart‖ (Yue 

Liang Dai Biao Wo Di Xin) is variously sung and played by Tsinoy characters: In Mano Po 1, 

Richelle‘s aunt Linda sings it as she drives in a car mourning for the loss of her Filipino husband 

Tonyo; in Mano Po 2, the song plays in the background on the wedding night of Antonio Chan 

and his Hokkien wife Liu Shui (Zsa Zsa Padilla), in Fujian, as Antonio confessed about his other 

wife in the Philippines; in Mano Po 3, Lilia Chiong Yan‘s daughter Judith danced to this tune as 

she practiced for the school operatic performance, whereas Mano Po 4 makes a comic, queer 

rendition of this heterosexual Mandarin love classic by having Chona‘s gay son Hamilton sing 

and dance to it in drag, with a Chinese hand-fan.  

The Mano Po invocations of Teresa Deng as an icon of trans-regional popular culture are 

clearly part of the filmic strategies to showcase the Tsinoy inheritance of this enduring pan-Asian 

Mandarin tradition, re-aligning Chinese diaspora in the Philippines in tune with the cultural 

hegemony of their ethnic origins and their identification with Chineseness. Reinforced by a 
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combination of visual spectacles like Chinese dresses, lavish feasts, video flashbacks to 

hometowns in Fujian, and a few touristy onsite shots in Beijing (in Mano Po 1 and 6), Deng‘s 

Mandarin tune successfully co-opts its Hokkien-speaking Tsinoy performers in staging a shared 

Chinese culture untouched by the torrents of history. On the other hand, behind this auditory-

visual suturing of a linguistically, ethnically, and culturally united Chineseness, lies the 

geopolitical fissure between PRC and ROC (Taiwan) that necessarily shatters the fiction of 

commonality. Born to a military family in Taiwan, Deng‘s soaring international fame in the 

1970s and 1980s is marked alongside her numerous performances for the ROC troops as a 

gesture of salutation. Due to Deng‘s association with the military and the general bourgeois 

ambience of Taiwanese entertainment industry, her music had to be circulated in PRC through 

the black market before authorities lifted the control, despite her unsuppressed popularity. 

Indeed, as a ―litmus test of the political winds‖
149

 in the 1980s‘ China, Deng‘s popularity there 

and among Chinese population in the Philippines mark double contradictions underlying Tsinoy 

Chineseness: First, their geo-ethnic attachment with Fujian, China is necessarily articulated 

through a rerouting of cultural-linguistic affinity via the capitalist Taiwan. Second, the Tsinoy 

identification with Deng‘s Pan-Asian Mandarin-ness not only reproduces the Mandarin-Hokkien 

hierarchy, to which they are subjected, it also obscures the competition in claims of cultural 

authenticity between Mandarin-PRC and Mandarin-Taiwan.
150

  The timeless (read: a-historical) 

Mandarin Chineseness embodied by Deng‘s music is the result of a mass-mediated diasporic 

imagination; in contrast, the film crew‘s visits to Beijing, the capital of China, when shooting 

Mano Po 1 (with the actors being themselves) and Mano Po 6 (with the actors still in their roles) 

                                                             
149 See Sheryl Wu Dunn‘s article on Teresa Deng (Teng) on New York Times, 1995.  
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=990CEFDA1339F933A25756C0A963958260 (Retrieved March 1, 2011) 

150 Shih 3-4 

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=990CEFDA1339F933A25756C0A963958260
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makes this homecoming pilgrimage a problematic collapse of two different Chinas: a communist 

China from which first-generation Hokkien immigrants escape, and an increasingly capitalist one 

to which they now return as admiring tourists; the former insulated, the latter scooping the rest of 

the Asia Pacific under its powerful arms.   

B. A Filipinized Tsinoy Tune or a Sinicized Filipino Tune? 

There are plenty of examples as well that suggest a different cultural-linguistic 

orientation of the Hokkien- and Mandarin-speaking Tsinoys. To a great extent, the Tsinoy 

multilingualism and cultural Filipinization should be considered an indispensible part of the 

Sinophone articulations, even though from a strictly linguistic level, this cultural-linguistic 

indigenization may eventually lead to the recession and even disappearance of the Sinophone, 

whose nature is residual and always in-becoming, as Shih has described.
151

 But I think at least in 

the case of Tsinoys, this temporal precariousness of Hokkien or Mandarin should not always 

eclipse the synchronic co-presence not just between different Sinitic languages but also between 

Sinitic and non-Sinitic languages. That is, for example, how might a synergized Sino-Tagalog 

language culture facilitate and even enhance the possibility for Tsinoys to feel and remain 

attached to a version of Chineseness unbounded by language proficiency. Regal‘s enlistment of 

Tagalog- and English-speaking Filipino stars and their somewhat awkward linguistic mimicry, as 

I see it, is part of this extra-linguistic Sinophone articulation. The primarily English- and 

Tagalog-language Tsinoy periodical, Tulay Fortnightly, is another example of this community-

wide effort to preserve and maximize their draw on Tsinoy readership, a first step toward raising 

community awareness. From this point of view, the predominant Tagalog dialogues throughout 

the Mano Po productions may offer as much attestation—not repudiation—to Tsinoy 

                                                             
151 Shih 30. 
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Chineseness as they do to Filipinoness. Even with the filmic references of Teresa Deng‘s song, 

one notices a highly localized Filipino reinterpretation at work, a process indicative of the 

absorption of Mandarin Chinese element into the Pinoy popular culture and vice versa: In Mano 

Po 2, Zsa Zsa Padilla not only plays the role of an immigrant Hokkien wife but also sings the 

theme song, Deng‘s ―The Moon Represents My Heart,‖ rendering an unforgettable Mandarin-

Tagalog bilingual music video and a recap of the film‘s nostalgic mood. In terms of the lyrics 

and its temporal flow, the song is roughly divided in two parts: the first part in the Mandarin 

original, the second in Tagalog, with the closing line switching back to Mandarin. Visually, one 

sees Chinese-style architectures at the background, interchanging with video playbacks of film 

stills, scenes, and actors‘ photo shoots, and a Zsa Zsa Padilla singing in her usual 

Eurasian/American evening-dress fashion, in contrast to the ―Chinese face‖ of her film role. 

Compared to all other Mandarin renditions in the films that prompt a more or less 

straightforward reference to Deng‘s popularity, Padilla‘s Mandarin-Tagalog-Mandarin bilingual 

performance here complicates the audience‘s mental association by adding to the music video 

her own established public image as a Filipina singer of numerous Tagalog and English albums. 

At least two kinds of cultural-linguistic translation are at work here: On one hand, the music 

video reiterates the intra-filmic level of Tsinoy interpretations of Chinese cultural hegemony 

through Padilla‘s passing as Chinese; on the other, it registers the extra-filmic Filipinization of 

the translated Sinophone culture through an invocation of Padilla‘s Eurasian image. Indeed, the 

doubly performative and doubly encoded music video makes it difficult to emphasize whether 

we are watching (and listening to) the Filipinization of an imported Tsinoy product or the 

Sinicization of a local Filipino cultural artifact.  
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This cultural-linguistic mestizoness is further painted with an ambivalent class character 

when looked through a paralleled example of Filipino singer-actor Christian Bautista‘s role in 

Mano Po 5 as an internationally famed Tsinoy (and pure Chinese) pop singer, Timothy (Felix) 

Yan, the wealthier and more charismatic love rival to the all-but-resourceful Filipino boy Nathan 

(played by Eurasian actor Richard Gutierrez) in their pursuit for Charity (also Tsinoy and pure 

Chinese). As Bautista‘s role exemplifies, there is attached to the multilingual, westernized, and 

affluent Tsinoy a double encoding of attraction and threat in the vocabulary of class and skin 

color, a ―mestizo‖ body that materializes the persistent colonial and postcolonial trope of an 

intimidating Chinese ―class.‖  

In a living-room scene in which Charity‘s overbearing mother asks their ―family friend‖ 

Timothy to sing for her daughter and orders their Filipina housemaid Baday to keep out visitors, 

including Nathan, a deliberate distinction between the Chinese and Filipino ―classes‖ is visually 

mediated as the camera intercuts between inside and outside, separating the ―holed up‖ Charity 

from her Filipino boyfriend. While the indoor shots find Charity sitting and looking somewhat 

perplexed alongside the amorously singing Timothy, the contrasting outdoor shots present an 

interesting conversation among three working-class Filipino characters—the upset Nathan, the 

sympathetic Baday, and the indecisive security guard. In particular, Baday‘s supporting role 

makes explicit the simmering Chinese/Filipino class animosity and the film‘s bifurcated ethnic-

cultural ideology when she disagreeably comments, ―You know the Chinese, don‘t you?‖ and 

then disobeys the matriarch‘s order by forcing the guard to let Nathan in.
152

 While it is the 

                                                             
152 Besides Baday, Nathan‘s colleague Kate is another Filipina character in the film that speaks the voice of resentment against 
Chinese and points out the Chinese/Filipino class difference. Not only did she admonish Nathan that ―Filipinos don‘t stand a 
chance with the pure Chinese [she used the word Intsik],‖ in a scene in which she confronted Charity‘s entire family at the dinner 
table, she fired her anger at Nathan that ―why are you forcing yourself into that family? A family that thinks it‘s better than yours 
and mine? But they‘re just like everybody else.‖ Interestingly, just like Baday, Kate eventually came to help the couple by 
clarifying their mutual misunderstanding. It is clear that unlike the ambivalent image of the Chinese, Filipino characters are 
generally portrayed in a positive light.  
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Filipina who utters the otherwise downplayed inter-ethnic tension, it is the versatile Timothy and 

the Eurasian-looking Nathan—both epitomizing the desired mestizoness for contemporary 

Philippine society—that personify opposite sides of that dynamic, intensified by the recurrent 

tropes of Greater China and the geopolitically flexible Chinese capitalisms Aihwa Ong 

describes.
153

 To begin with, it is important to note that Timothy‘s daunting Chineseness is 

presented alongside his embodiment of a popularly desired multicultural and multilingual 

versatility, a mestizoness characteristic of the elite Filipino class. In addition, the fame of the 

real-life actor Bautista as a singer of many English-language hits in the Philippines and many 

Southeast Asian countries provides his semi-autobiographical screen character with a culturally 

mestizo prestige that would have made the latter a favorable candidate to be Charity‘s boyfriend, 

that is, ―the right side of the story.‖ On the other hand, the portrayal of his pure Chinese 

background and his transnational enterprise as a superstar unfavorably serves to remind the 

Filipino spectators of the uneasy Philippine economic position in the past three decades as a less 

prosperous partner within the rising East Asian and ASEAN
154

 capitalist systems, the 

―ungrounded empires‖ (to borrow the words of Anihwa Ong and Donald Nonini) where Chinese 

transnationalism is frequently labeled as s significant factor.
155

 Although the new Chinese at the 

turn of the new millennium are not the same as the Chinese merchant ―aliens‖ under the 

American rule, it is easy to see how the ethnically and economically intimating figure of 

Timothy sustains the colonial imagination of alien Chinese merchants. To reiterate the 

ascendance of Eurasian mestizos in place of Chinese mestizos mentioned earlier, the economic 

coding of Tsinoy characters in Mano Po 5 also works to smoothen this postcolonial re-

                                                             
153 See Ong, Flexible Citizenship.  

154 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

155 Blanc 279, Hau 523-524.  
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imagination of mestizoness via the Eurasian skin color. In other words, the unfavorable class 

implication of Timothy‘s resourcefulness retrospectively delinks him from the much desired 

cultural mestizoness—a characteristic that the present Philippine society embraces as its own—

now signified by the economically unintimidating and visually affirming Nathan.  

From Mano Pos to Their Pinoy Sisters 

The ongoing referential reverberation between Chineseness and Filipinoness delineated 

through the cultural, linguistic, political, and theatrical functions of mestizoness suggests that the 

mestizo experience does not so much concern the eventual hyphenation or melting of community 

categories as it does with finding sustainable corridors of traffic among them. The Tagalog 

reinterpretation of Teresa Deng‘s Mandarin classic, the Eurasian actors‘ passing as Chinese, and 

the colonial Chinese mestizo‘s claim of an anticolonial Filipino identity are all part of this self-

reflexive and translational experience. The implication of this re-routing and re-rooting means 

that from Sangley, Intsik, Chinese, mestizo, through Tsinoy and Filipino, the sliding nature of 

Tsinoy experiences does not validate the melancholic symptom of a split culture. Rather, it 

provides the analytic fulcrum to disarm the fictions of hybridity and purity that are really both 

sides of the same exclusionary discourse. While risking the fetishization of identity mixture by 

way of intermarriage, the ethnographic performance in the Mano Pos does redirect the viewers to 

consider mestizoness in light of its continuous creation of unconventional linkages among 

compartmentalized peoples. Mestizoness in this case would mean the ability to forge and sustain 

new meanings out of existing contradictions.  

Still, it is unsure yet to what direction the Tsinoy network will unfold in the next decade 

of the new millennium, and one might say that the Mano Pos point out more dilemmas than 

guidelines for the Philippine society as a whole even as it becomes more attached than ever has 
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been to its Asian neighbors in aspects of economic, cultural, and political interactions. However, 

it is for sure that the Tsinoys are in every way Pinoys as well, and that the Filipino rootedness of 

the Chinese familialism shown in the Mano Po series is as certain as the films‘ impact on quite a 

number of other Regal films in the same decade. Joel Lamangan and the Monteverdes family, the 

powerful director-producer duet, produced comic spin-offs of this Chinese kinship drama in the 

three years between the fifth and the sixth Mano Po installments. Bahay Kubo: A Pinoy Mano 

Po! (2007), for example, dramatizes family building through serial orphan adoptions, while 

Manay Po (2006) and Manay Po 2: Overload (2008) exploit the motif of gay heirs made popular 

by John Prats‘ queer acting in Mano Po 4. Indeed, the irony of the ―transnational Chinese 

affluence‖ as a common trope in contemporary Philippines cannot be more apparent as we 

observe the rampant and highly commercialized profusion of the Mano Po craze: While the 

―problem‖ of the Chinese affluence forms part of the Mano Pos‘ ethnographic strategies and 

box-office magnet, it seems as well that Regal Films has quickly found a way to transform the 

lucrativeness of the ―Chinese question‖—the family structure, inter-generational conflicts, the 

resilient mother figure, etc.—into profitable ―Pinoy family dramas.‖ 
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