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Abstract. Sinophone Malaysian literature is an important branch of the global
Sinophone literary system. Central to the production of many Sinophone Malaysian
authors are two interconnected issues: language and identity. To them, language is not
simply a natural means of interpersonal communication, it is often imbued with strong
connotations linked to the identity of the speaker (which is, in most cases, multiple).
Therefore, when specifically dealing with language, Sinophone Malaysian authors are
actually also investigating their own identity. Connected to their identity quest is also
the image they have of China, which can be a cultural reference, an imagined/dreamt
geo-cultural entity or the homeland. In this paper, I analyze Hun de zhuisu, by
Malaysian Sinophone author Chen Zhengxin, a short story in which such themes are
pivotal issues. I attempt at showing how people can deal with identity in different ways
and from different angles, and I also aim at deciphering to what extent the linguistic
choices of the main characters shape their vision of who they are. Moreover, I try to
demonstrate that the perception the overseas Chinese have of China can be
multifaceted, when not directly contradictory. Through the textual analysis, I show how
there is more to Chinese identity than the somewhat general idea of Chineseness, just in
the same way as there is more to the so-called "Chinese" language than just the
standard variety.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Malaysian Sinophone' writers have always found themselves caught within an iden-
tity dilemma, which caused them to write extensively about their Chineseness, their Ma-
laysianness, their multiple identities or about their lack of a specific one.

Many use images of a long-lost "cultural China" to link themselves to the greater
Chinese world, while others insist on their childhood memories and the depiction of
tropical settings to stress their belonging to their Southeast Asian birthplace.” Not many
authors, however, use present-day China as the backdrop of their fiction, as this new im-
age differs tremendously from the romantic "imagined China" they have grown up with,
and only a limited number of Sinophone Malaysian authors seem ready to come to terms
with it. On the other hand, the issue of language, of speaking or not speaking a Sinitic
language (whether it is Mandarin Chinese, Hokkien, Cantonese and so on) and how it re-
lates to their identity seems to be very common among this group of writers.’

The short story I analyze in this paper is an example of the perception of this new
China by a contemporary Sinophone Malaysian writer, Chen Zhengxin,* who uses the
country and its language(s) as the background to a voyage along the road to identity
awareness by two different types of overseas Chinese. The quest for identity takes place
not only on a spatial level, but also on a linguistic one. Thus, we see how China takes on
another meaning if compared with works where it was a mere image, a dreamlike vision
of the Chinese Malaysian community's homeland, and actually comes to life as one of the
protagonists of the story. To see how China and the overseas Chinese quest for identity
are presented by Chen Zhengxin, I will look at the text from two different angles: on one
hand, I shall analyze the linguistic and stylistic features of the short story; while on the
other hand, I shall focus on the specific themes touched by the writer.

! For the sake of clarity, I prefer to use the expression Sinophone Malaysian instead of the more widely ac-
cepted Malaysian Chinese, when referring to Malaysian authors of Chinese ethnicity who write in Chinese,
since the second expression can also mean Malaysians of Chinese descent who write in another language,
mainly English and Malay. Moreover, following the accepted use in the English language, I use the expressions
Sinophone Malaysian and Chinese Malaysian in the same way we would use the expressions Anglophone Ca-
nadian and Chinese Canadian, for example, thus having the modifier preceding the modified. 1 agree with
Strauch (1981), when she writes that "[m]ost, possibly all, of the Chinese of whom I am writing probably prefer
to identify themselves politically with Malaysia rather than with China, and thus the ethnic term 'Chinese' is
properly an adjective modifying the noun 'Malaysian,' which connotes nationality in the sense of citizenship or
political affiliation." (p. 235)

% See especially Sinophone Malaysian writers in Taiwan, such as Zhang Guixing (58 & #) and Ng Kim Chew
(EERE.

* On a theoretical level, the relation between language and identity has been analyzed extensively. Among the
various studies, one of the most interesting is probably Language and Identity: National, Ethnic, Religious by
John E. Joseph who gives, through specific case-studies, a broad-based overview of the interconnection be-
tween identitie(s) and specific linguistic usage and choices.

* Chen Zhengxin (BRIXfR), of Cantonese descent, was born in 1948 in Bukit Mertajam, a town with a strong
Chinese presence in the state of Penang, Peninsular Malaysia. After his studies in Singapore, he worked in the
corporate sector for many years before retiring, but never neglecting his artistic side. In fact, he has been writing
since 1969 and has held important positions in many local and international Sinophone writers' associations and
publishing houses' editorial boards. He dedicated his first artistic years to poetry, but later on he moved to fic-
tion writing and translation. A multifaceted writer, he also made incursions in the realms of literary criticism,
play-writing and newspaper columns. Recently, he was the recipient of the Huazong Literary Prize (2007) and
of the Haiyou Literary Prize (2008), both in the fiction section. Sensitive to the new technologies and to their
use as a means to access literature from virtually anywhere and to connect authors and readers sharing the same
interests/languages, he is also an active blogger: http://www.yourenblog.com/blogs/zhengxin.php
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Hun de zhuisu (BRBIBH, The Traceability of the Soul in English),’ a short story of
slightly less than six thousand Chinese characters, received the Special Award for fiction
at the Haiou Literary Prize in 2008, and was first published in the arts supplement of an
important Sinophone Malaysian newspaper, Sin Chew Jit Poh in September 2009.° Hun
de zhuisu is the story of Mike Lin, a half-Chinese, half-Caucasian Australian who is relo-
cated from Shanghai to Shenyang, in Northeast China, to run the local branch of the mul-
tinational company he is working for. The short story is the third and last — to date — in
what I would name "The Soul" series, with the other two stories also set in China and
containing the word hun (Bisoul) in their title.”

2. SETTING

Various Chinese geographic locations are mentioned in the text, and the reader has
the impression that each place has been carefully chosen by the author to symbolize an
identity, a characteristic, or to trace a historical connection. The story begins with the ar-
rival at Shenyang® airport of one of the two main characters: Mike Lin, always referred
directly to by the writer/narrator. Part of the story is also set in Shanghai, the most dy-
namic, international and modern Chinese city. In Shanghai, there lives a sizable expatri-
ate community and many of the city's foreign residents are ethnic Chinese from America,
Europe and Australasia. The main characters here belong to such community: as previ-
ously stated, Mike Lin is a half-Chinese, half-Caucasian man from Australia, while the
other protagonist, CS Chen, is a Chinese Malaysian, tracing his origins back to a Teo-
chew village in Guangdong province.

The story also mentions some unidentified villages in the Shanghai area, in Zhejiang
and Anhui, as well as Chongqing, which the author connects to the popular Chinese novel
Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

Part of the story takes place in Puning (alternatively known as Liusha), a small village
in northeast Guangdong province. As the place where CS Chen's family hails from, it
carries a highly symbolic value and it is the link to CS's identity, a sometimes questioned,
sometimes assumed Chineseness. It is in Puning, where everybody speaks the Teochew
language, CS Chen's mother tongue (i.e. one of the many Sinitic languages, but not
Mandarin Chinese, the official language of the PRC, Taiwan and one of the four official
languages of Singapore) that the link between language and identity is strongest.

Three more geographic locations are mentioned: Malaysia, Sydney and Perth. These
serve as indicators of the global and multinational character of the overseas Chinese.

* No English translation of the short story is currently available. The English title is mine, as are all translations
throughout the paper.

® The short story is also available on the paper's online edition: http:/www.sinchew.com.my/node/1311622tid=18.
It is on this edition that the present analysis was carried out.

" The first story in the series is Hun de giehuan (The Shift of the Soul), which appeared on Sin Chew Jit Poh,
Wenyi Chungiu on 2008 August 3 and 10, while the second is Hun de zhengzhi (The Dispute of the Soul),
which appeared on 2009 March 3 and 10 on Nanyang Wenyi, the literary supplement to the Sinophone
Malaysian newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau.

8 Shenyang, the largest city in Northeast China, was the first capital of the Qing dynasty, the last to rule over the
Chinese territory before being overthrown in 1911.
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3. LANGUAGE AND STYLE

Hun de zhuisu is written in standard Mandarin Chinese, and it is devoid of localisms
and dialectal words and structures. As with many other Sinophone Malaysian writings,
foreign words (all English, in this case) are scattered throughout the text.

Whether it is a coincidence or a carefully thought device, the first non-Chinese word
to appear is the term "Chinese" itself. On a graphic level, the word is very visible as it is
the only word in Latin script surrounded by Chinese characters, at least in the first part of
the text. Moreover, it is repeated four times. The word serves to focus the reader's atten-
tion on the identity issue within the overseas Chinese community. A local man from
Shenyang is described as being a "very Chinese Chinese" ("{RChinese"#JChinese). This
leads Mike Lin to brood over the meaning of "being Chinese" and who can consider him-
self a Chinese. Being his father an ethnic Chinese, is he himself one too? What about his
colleague CS Chen, an ethnic Chinese from Malaysia, born and raised in Southeast Asia?
Is that enough to be considered Chinese? What kind of Chinese does it make him? Are
those Chinese born abroad less Chinese than those born and raised in China? These are
all questions that overseas Chinese have been asking themselves for a long time. Obvi-
ously, no unanimous answer has ever been given, as identity can be as subjective an is-
sue, as it can be fascinating. As the reader realizes, Chen Zhengxin does not give any real
answers to these questions either, thus proving the difficulty of solving the identity puz-
zle. However, this does not prevent the author from explicitly dealing with it:

EER)E R Chinese" W FIRE , RBRBEIRTBEE, (RESRECTR
"fR Chinese"»

(You felt very awkward the first time you heard the expression "very Chinese”.
You always thought you were the "very Chinese” one.)

Another possible reason for the writer's use of the English word "Chinese" is a delib-
erate choice to be generic and avoid narrowing the meaning of the term. In fact, the word
has multiple translations in Chinese, not all of them interchangeable and often excluding
a portion of the population included in the English word. For example, Chinese can be
Zhongguoren (B A: people from/of China; it mainly indicates Han Chinese, but also
people of other ethnic backgrounds who are citizens of the PRC), Hanren (EA: the
stress, in this case, is on their ethnic background; the term is mainly used in mainland
China to distinguish Han people from ethnic minorities), Huaren (ZEA : putting emphasis
on their culture and ethnicity, it is normally used to indicate Chinese people, born in
China, Taiwan, Hong Kong or Macau, who relinquished their PRC or ROC nationality
and are citizens of another country) and its derivatives: Huagiao (Z248: overseas Chinese
who still hold PRC or ROC nationality), Huayi (3% : person of Chinese ancestry born
and raised outside of the greater China region), and finally Tangren (EA: indicates a
strong connection to the history of China and its dynasties; it is mainly used in compound
words/expressions, such as Tangren jie & A%, Chinatown).9

It is also worth mentioning the fact that when referring to important authors and
works of the Chinese literary culture, Chen Zhengxin uses the English translations with

® For an extensive discussion of the problématique of naming Chinese people in Chinese, English and Malay
languages, please refer to chapter seven in Hou Kok Chung (f1E1:£)(2002).
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the Chinese original within parenthesis. For example, he mentions Lu Xun (spelled Lu
Hsun) and two of his masterpieces, The Outcry and The True Story of Ah Q, as well as the
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, one of the great novels of the Ming dynasty. We learn
that Mike Lin has become acquainted with the works of Lu Xun after moving to China
and has read them in their English translation. He has never read the Romance of the
Three Kingdoms, nevertheless he is aware of the general plot. The language barrier, the
inability to access Chinese culture through a direct linguistic path is crucial to the feeling
of distance between the protagonist and Chinese identity. Chen Zhengxin treats language
as a decisive trait when it comes to shaping identities. Therefore, Mike Lin, who has most
likely received an English-medium education, is depicted as being less Chinese, in every
aspect, than his colleague CS Chen who, on the contrary, is able to speak and read Chi-
nese and to experience the culture that language conveys, mainly because he hails from
Malaysia (where the ethnic Chinese community is bigger and better organized) and be-
fore moving to Perth has attended Chinese-medium schools for twelve years:

IRCSHRER , EMEBRMNASTESA , BESRADEZB T - FHEXH
B, AAEHEXLERHEENRR , BAXKEEROSE.

(According to CS Chen, before moving to Perth to attend university, he had
received twelve years of Chinese-medium education in Malaysia and he
knows quite a bit about Chinese culture and feng-shui.)

But I shall touch upon the identity-language connection later.

The use of English is also a symbol of the international environment many ethnic
Chinese live in today. For example, CS Chen calls Mike in Shenyang just to say "Hello",
using the English word: RRIE|RIRITEBIE , JRE "Hello" (I just called to say
"Hello" to you). Or again: f13% : No, No, No (He said: No, No, No).

Another interesting feature in the linguistic choices of Chen Zhengxin is the naming
of the main characters. The "you" in the narration is called Mike Lin. His name is given
only once and in Chinese characters (2252 #K), despite the fact that only the surname is a
Chinese word. On the other hand, CS Chen is always referred to with the initials of the
two characters forming his first name CS and his surname in Chinese characters (F). He
is probably an alter ego of the writer himself: they are both Chinese Malaysian, their sur-
name is Chen, they have both studied and worked abroad (Chen Zhengxin mainly in Sin-
gapore) and behind CS we might see Zhengxin, if the two characters were transliterated
using a local Malaysian system as Cheng Sin (CS).

Also to be noted as a peculiar linguistic feature is the constant use that the author
makes of the second person singular pronoun "you" when referring to Mike Lin. Thus,
Mike is the recipient and the reader feels as if he himself is Mike and the character's ex-
periences as an overseas Chinese, are his own too.

4. IMAGES OF CHINA

We could say that China is the real protagonist of Hun de zhuisu: China as a
real, tangible place where past and present continuously intertwine. The different faces of
China are presented thanks to the description of locations, people and situations. Such de-
scriptions lead the average reader through a process of knowledge and critical thinking
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about China. Moreover they are a showcase of China's diverse realities. The reader can
thus approach Northeast China's present: the busy streets of Shenyang, its noisy down-
town neighborhoods, its skyscrapers, its important role as an industrial and commercial
hub:

BHAEAEGRET |, SBES N ELE | BREREEN A ERREERH,
EEAREE REIFEQD—EZECRBERENERKNER  L7HRKE
E-1E,

(The car reached the busy streets of downtown Shenyang, passed through
its train station bustling with people and you looked at them with your eye-
brows raised in confusion. As the vehicle turned into Taiyuan Street, Tony
Wang said, while pointing at a skyscraper made of blue crystal screens: our
company's offices are on the twentieth floor,)

and

FREERREEE FREHAITHRERE  MRKET ARE LS LN DTS KE
REWATR, MBERRERED. [ EERBETEAZENIE.

(You could hear almost every car horn on Zhonghua Road, and you could
distinguish the hurried pace of the men and women walking along Taiyuan
Street. On the other side of the road there was a Parkson Department store.
This is one of the most beautiful sceneries in downtown Shenyang.)

Or still, PRI AWEERE W RIERIL, (The Northeast is also China's biggest
mining industry base.)

However, the writer seems most interested in leading the reader to the past of the region
(through the inner and the real journey the character is undertaking) and its importance: not
only the glorious role as the birthplace of China's last dynasty, but also the symbol of the
hardship China — and the Chinese — had to endure throughout modern history:

ERFERMATFENTHN AN , WRPEIAM F HERHEFZEMN
Tib, #ELBRE  FREBRETENIIAE  BAGORER  MIERE
=EN B T BARIE,

(This land was once covered with Chinese hardship, and it is also the most
tenacious and the most enduring place in China. In Shanghai, you wanted
to understand China's recent past and someone told you to start from the
black soil of the Northeast.)

And also, on the same lines:

FIGTTRPBIERE®R , (R — B8RS ERERIL,. BEES, B
BEPNEE, B —ERBBEENRT,

(Since you started reading about China's recent past, you have wanted to
see the Chinese Northeast for yourself; you have wanted to experience what
it felt like to be in Shenyang, in the birthplace of an imperial dynasty, the
place where the Puppet Regime was destroyed.)
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The importance of Shenyang in Chinese dynastic history is also made evident by
Mike Lin's urge to visit the Imperial Palace:

BAX , REIEGHHE  FERRIENTSENERER, AR,
REZEZOHE |, BRARIF R —ERLEHES . ER , fRX
FEFRCSHAEE | BMANS |, BEEERNAR.

(Tomorrow, you want to go to Shenyang's Imperial Palace, the first place
you'll visit in this city [...]Tomorrow morning, you want to go to Shen-
vang's Imperial Palace, a place you've been wanting to visit for quite a few
years now. This time, you recall CS Chen's words: that's a place filled with
imperial solemnity.)

and by its comparison with other important capitals in Chinese history such as Xi'an and
Beijing:
TRAREES  SEFRFREEEINED. tRH AEHEEBRE
B, TEREERMELSFERN, .. RN AABETHEERHREES
REAERABEN,

(Beijing, Xi'an and Shenyang were all Chinese dynastic capitals at some
point. He said that in ancient times, capital cities were built only after serious
consideration. [ ...]Before conquering the whole of China, the Manchu set
their capital in Shenyang, the birthplace of great undertakings.)

China is also presented as the backdrop of a spatial journey to self-awareness, espe-
cially in the case of CS Chen. When the Chinese Malaysian decides to travel south, to
Guangdong province, in order to discover his roots, Mike Lin follows him —
EFNTABERY, CSRFRET —BURKBERRENRE (during the na-
tional holidays of last October, CS Chen took me to his paternal hometown, a village in
Guangdong province) —, and thus embarks in the discovery of another face of China. The
trip is not a holiday; it is an experience that the Chinese Malaysian feels he Aas to do:

HAZRT , CSERIEMREAEA , E—RFMT X , Y FREIEM X, ftb5R
R ERRERERMN/NRRELNARX |, BRESSREBEPI N
HALE , FERIMERKNEN , ERHESNANEES. ZHR. =
BiE. ZREREER.

(Before leaving, CS Chen explained to you that this trip to the countryside
was not a real holiday. He told you that he planned on staying four or five
days in that unassuming little town and that from there he would visit his
grandfather's village daily. He would also pay a visit to his grandmother's
birthplace and he would walk around, take pictures, explore the area, and
find his roots.)

When describing China, the main idea that Chen Zhengxin wants to convey is that of
two Chinas, a modern, hip and glittering China and a poor, backward China that caused
many people to emigrate. It is this second country CS Chen feels a sense of belonging to
and it is because of the language he shares with the community from this other face of
China, as we shall see in the following section:
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iR : BT EFEAREIREENRE , ERTEFEBEN. REETE
BETREETE  REAXEFHRAEEL L, ERERBBRREHED
HERAE B, MRRERINRENTE , RAREELE  RERE—&
BYRE, fXGER : ABENRHIEROR BT RS R LRSS TRER A |
HEE BRI,

(He said to you: "I am not ashamed of showing you my ancestral home,
there's nothing to hide. Hadn't people lived a miserable life over there, my
grandfather wouldn't have left. This experience will probably ignite your will
to investigate your origins. If the trendy China is what you are looking for,
then you are better off here in Shanghai. It is a whole different China down
there." He added: "I guess there's nothing to do in that little village, a stroll
across the stalls at the night market at most, or eating local snacks.")

and this "other China", far from pushing Mike away, arises his interest:

'SP ERCSHRN. ERE—ERE , BrRBERERMEEME
ERER T HIRE,

("A whole different China", that's what CS Chen had said, and that's what made
you so determined in following him to that small little town in southern China.)

5. LANGUAGE AND THE QUEST OF THE OVERSEAS CHINESE

Chen Zhengxin brilliantly shapes, in the brevity of this text, two characters that sym-
bolize two different approaches to (overseas) Chinese identity. On one side, we
have Mike Lin, who is struggling with his identity, who sees in his life in China, the op-
portunity to understand a culture, a people and a lifestyle that feel alien to him, and at the
same time takes it as a journey to discover a part of himself and where he stands in the
Chinese-Western dichotomy others have built:

18 . BERHMI A TV, RERRE R Chinese"#Y"Chinese"s 2R
ERBEN  RERRWEBEEER LT,

(John Morgan didn't really make any comments about him. He just said that
he was a "very Chinese Chinese". Whether it was a way to belittle him, or to
praise him, it all depended on the angle from which you looked at it.)

The tug of war that many overseas Chinese experience within themselves is evident in
Mike Lin:

{REEIRAEC S R RChinese"s #REVBRBUMNESR , (ROVSHEZMMR
B, MARE—RPEANR , —EHEANE  #, BREPEH
A R—FRZ%H.

(You always thought you were the "very Chinese" one. Your father is a Chi-
nese Australian, while your mother is of Irish descent, and despite your Chi-
nese face and your Chinese surname, Lin, your knowledge of Chinese culture
was a blank page.)
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Before settling in Shanghai, Mike Lin wasn't able to speak a word of Chinese, nor
was he able to read Chinese characters; yet he would not feel uncomfortable, since he
could hardly see any relationship between himself and China:

ERFPE EBETECE , RAER—AITERE , TMES—ELIRT , X
TREBZIREINK , ARFRREBBEKEELIBEMEE, R
BEASNET : Exo

(Before coming to work in Shanghai, you could speak not even one word of
Chinese, nor were you able to read it, but still, you wouldn't feel ashamed or
guilty, since you had no real connection to this country and its culture. After
all, you have a Western name. Mike.)

Once again we are able to see the relevance of language in the process of identity
formation. Knowledge of Chinese is important for Mike, not only to have an easier life in
the country, but also as a means to understand, without distortions, the inner essence of
that place:

R27T EBATASIMERNEFRR T , BCHRFERERELERIR
HHVREN, ROTIRH EFEERERT RSP EIT AL SRNR, B,
RRBBENERREETEEL, ERLRNNFETH , FERE
I -EmER , —EE s LNRR  BRRRESFEEREE—ETRE
MAE , U—EGER LR ERRE ]

(You attended the Chinese language classes provided by the Shanghai office,
and by now you are already capable of reading the newspaper and engaging
in social interaction. Lately you even tried to read novels and other books on
China's recent history in their Chinese original. Before, you had approached
Chinese history through English texts, but you always felt a sense of alien-
ation, a language barrier, as if the writer was standing on the wrong side,
pointing his finger [...])

We learn that Mike has grown closer to the Chinese in the three years he has been
living in the country, and yet, he is still far from feeling one of them. The key to this is
the use of the verbs "to accept" (jieshout%%%) and "to understand, to forgive" (liangjie
R i), meaning that he is acknowledging — and respecting — a different behavior, conse-
quence of a different identity and a different historical background:

ELBTHEHR=F7  RESFREREIFENEZTLIN[..]
RIERAEEZ MMM — L% |, hetREMMEEREEN S RERE

F AU TS RE) I ENESMRE W/ OE CRE SR, SRS
HEMELENL , BREABEEEEE A TS LS ABRER,

(After three years working in Shanghai, you reckon you can accept the Chi-
nese lifestyle [...] you can accept their way of seeing things, and you can un-
derstand their attitude towards life. Even more so, you can feel you can un-
derstand the bitterness that the heavy yoke of history has branded on their
soul. Learning about Chinese culture and history made you more tolerant
and kind in your analysis of interpersonal relationships in Chinese society.)
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On a linguistic level, the juxtaposition of the pronouns "you" and 'them", the first re-
ferring to Mike Lin, the latter to the Chinese, is an effective device used to clearly state
that by no means Mike Lin belongs to the same community/society as the Chinese. He
perceives himself as being closer to the expatriate community than to the Chinese:

ER , BEEL  REREEEMFNESURNERLETE , AFES
HNARAREERERAARBNERA,

(Nevertheless, you still lived your daily life amidst your coworkers and your
expat friends, and the Chinese you had to deal with were all professionals
somehow connected to your company.)

On the other hand, we find CS Chen, which has the role of a social and cultural mediator
between Mike Lin and China, a mentor and a modern Virgil. He is the one who introduces
many aspects of China to Mike: fli A FIRARIIEVE, ERIRERE IR EUKS:  (He
had a different opinion, and he was the one who introduced you to the art of fengshui),
and the one who explains incomprehensible Chinese behaviors to him. The role played by
CS Chen is clarified by the fact that Mike's travels around China, in which he tries to dis-
cover his "imagined China", are largely made in the company of CS Chen:

£ LB , fRIRCSBRMR T FR, HCSHAVHERE T , {REELBEE
BUIRKE | EEMIAMRRLYES—FHN L EHE, FRRRE
L ENBEMBHENLKPEEMRBIN, RERNTE.

(While in Shanghai, you became good friends with CS Chen and with him you
discovered all those little villages around Shanghai and those ancient towns
in western Zhejiang and southern Anhui. Old towns and beautiful lush land-
scapes were the entrance to your imagined China.)

Why is CS Chen's identity as a Chinese stronger than Mike's, despite the fact that he
is also a foreigner in China? The key has to be found in his formal Chinese education, as
we learn from his own words reported previously. Chen Zhengxin, as most Chinese Ma-
laysians, attaches great importance to the knowledge of the Chinese language to under-
stand and assume Chineseness. Thus once again, we can find a clear indicator of the un-
questionable link between language knowledge/usage and perceived identity.

As briefly mentioned earlier, language is an important element in the identity-building
process, and it is especially so in diasporic communities. In Hun de zhuisu, the role of
language and its connection to identity issues is stressed time and again by the author.
The clearest example is perhaps when CS Chen arrives to his grandfather's village in
Guangdong province, and he immediately feels that he fits in, he belongs, and he is at
home. The main reason is that the village is a place where he can speak his own lan-
guage/dialect.10 Therefore, by sharing the most natural means of communications with
the locals, he does not feel like an outsider:

TEBRENERAL , CSBRIGRIREN T vk | BRIEHES Sty BB ALPRERAY
N BFETHRE  EEBRHIRERAREIRTERNGS. WS
RREER THEFESSHE, tRIBLAENSELSRUBBRGE

' On the various definitions of dialects and the link between dialect and personal identity, see among others,
Edwards (2009).
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#. tREENFETHRAREMNSEHR, BEMMA, HREER
BE—E2ENABMBREAMENI FEER,

(In that little town, CS Chen was at ease, like a fish in the sea. He was elated,
immersed in the sounds of his mother tongue and he would go around and
talk to everybody in the local dialect. He said he had finally reached the
ocean of his mother tongue. The purity of the dialect touched him, shook him,
that's what he said. Only in his dreams had he heard the sounds he could
hear there. He was a Teochew and that was the first time he found himself in
a city where everybody spoke the Teochew language.)

It appears clear to the reader that CS Chen is not searching for his Chineseness, which
he has already acknowledged; his search aims at finding his /ocal identity, for a Teochew
and a Hakka, a Cantonese and a Hainanese are not the same, and they do not necessarily
feel the same, mainly because they speak different Sinitic languages.11

The journey around China and especially to CS Chen's ancestral home is highly sym-
bolic. What Mike and CS see in that village also reveals their different points of view on
Chinese emigration. Mike has a negative perception of the village: it is poor, dirty and
backward: /R VR T B 1A IAESCHLBERIAT %, 76 BIRHE A RIOB S 25, 53 TN By i
(You said you could only see run-down shabbiness and backward poverty in his
grandparent's village), while CS firmly disagrees as he sees hope, improvement and a
brighter life for villagers, a life that nobody thought possible when his grandfather left in
search of a better future:

fRMEINREEZHAEENFE, tRUWEELBIKEHE.
ERER , EF/NEEIHTE, thREENEAEZXRBREZH
RIER. WREMEAINER , FREEFTFRERN,

(He said he could feel hope floating in the air, and he could see electricity,
running water, even a school and a small factory. He said that all those
smiling old ladies looked so satisfied, so peaceful. The situation had definitely
changed a lot since his grandfather left, he admitted.)

CS Chen makes his point clearer when he wonders what his life might have been, had
his grandfather not left for Malaysia:

CSERERMRER : ERRBMMBAIGEL X , BE , MUANTERZRE
BE, tIEE —UBITE - KAMEARERDLKETHERZA |, #
RiLR : MBERBU=MERENTARKAT T, BE , EFAVRET
N =WmEERRET ARMIBR,

(CS Chen confessed: "Hadn't my grandfather left, my father would be like
that man over there." He pointed at a bony old man carrying a bulky bale of
firewood down a hill and added with a hint of self-derision: "And I'd be that
guy on the tuk tuk." As he was speaking, the tricycle driver stopped in front of
us, obviously looking for customers.)

' On local identity issues among ethnic Chinese from Malaysia, please see, among others, Carstens (1983, 2003).
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He is leading a better life, and yet, he speaks with a hint of sadness, especially when
he voices his feeling of losing the essence of his local identity due to the peculiarities of
the Malaysian environment:

i BNERES , RNSEHE  MEARNIMNA BHRL
RBEENDBEL L, AREFRBTZHS LT , MRRTEEH
MRETRERE,

(He said: "Both my parents and my in-laws are pure Teochew. My children
are not very different from these kids. The only difference is that they are ex-
posed to many diverse influences in Malaysia and they do not possess the
simplicity of these children when they speak.")

How CS Chen sees Malaysia leads us to a capital issue for the overseas Chinese:
where is the homeland? CS Chen explains his point of view, based on Chinese tradition,
and draws the conclusion that his homeland is Malaysia, the burial place of his parents.
However, it was different for his father, whose homeland was definitely China (the burial
place of CS Chen's grandfather), even though he was born and raised in Malaysia as well:

RN EEREFTRETHEN, UREENABREFSRALRE
REFENBENE , EFEAESENTE. HNESHRBRE
BRAREREEBNENEELR LN, KRG HREZIRRL
IR ME , BEEEHNFRANCEREFTRAEE,

BEFrE, CSREEOVRLR : REFRATRHE  REINEHESRE
BRADN LW E  FIARNBBEERERRASD,

(He told me that his father was born in Malaysia and that he was not sure
whether his father's hometown was in Malaysia or in that little village in
China. He couldn't say, really. His paternal grandfather was buried on a hill
somewhere around that village. The burial place of your parents: that's
home. And yet, his dad's mother rested in Malaysia.

"I am different”, CS Chen admitted. "I was born in Malaysia, and my parents
were both buried in Malaysia, so my home is there, that's for sure!")

6. CONCLUSION

Through the difference CS Chen draws between his father and himself, Chen
Zhengxin leads us to think that the bond linking the overseas Chinese to China will be-
come less strong generation after generation. Nevertheless, the contrary might also hap-
pen, as indicated by Mike Lin's showing greater concern for his Chinese heritage, at the
end of the story:

ZICSHMES., TANBHNTE  RIUZFILEEWES —BRM
WEEL , BERMFAEBNER,
(CS Chen influenced you in some way, with his language, his behaviour, his

way of thinking. Thanks to him, you gradually learnt to examine everything
around you standing on a broader stage.)
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and attempts at "opening that ancient Chinese door":
RRBE , REEHEZRHABEEE L BN RBEMM. (You said you wanted to try and
open that sturdy ancient Chinese door.)

However, Chen Zhengxin is fully aware that the overseas Chinese still live within

their own realm: they stand on an island of their own, within the greater Chinese space,
close yet never really touching it, as the author shows with an image rich in symbolism:

REBERRRRMEERITHAEIRRESE L, HEMERR
BRENBRLRZHAMEBNEA,

(You remember standing on the traffic island in the middle of the road in
Liusha. All around you, the streets bustled with people speaking the Teochew
dialect.)

Through the presentation and the analysis of Hun de zhuisu, I aimed at introducing the
reader to China as seen from the perspective of an overseas Chinese. Moreover, I at-
tempted to showcase the identity possibilities faced by ethnic Chinese from overseas,
mainly in connection with their linguistic choices. Mike Lin and CS Chen's quest for
identity is pursued on an individual level. However, the role played by language and by
transnational and global messages can hardly be denied. In response to these messages,
we can see how Chinese/local identities are ignored, questioned, resisted, rediscovered,
extolled and/or altered, to use Carsten's (2005) terminology.
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KINA I PREKOMORSKO TRAGANJE ZA IDENTITETOM U HUN
DE ZHUISU, JEDNA SINOFONA MALAJSKA PRICA

Antonio Paoliello

Sinofona malajska literatura vazan je deo globalnog sinofonog knjizevnog sistema. Kod
malajskih autora vazna su dva medusobno povezana problema: jezik i identitet. U odnosu na ova
pitanja, jezik ne predstavlja samo prirodno sredstvo interpresonalne komunikacije veé je cCesto
prepun jakih konotacija u vezi sa identitetom govornika (Sto, u mnogim slucajevima, znaci
visestrukost istog). Stoga, kada se radi bas o jeziku, sinofoni malajski autori izmedu ostalog
istrazuju svoj sopstveni identitet. Slika koju oni poseduju o Kini vezana je za traganje za
identitetom a to moze biti kulturoloska referenca, zamisljeni ili odsanjani san o geo-kuluturnom
identitetu ili zavicaju. U ovom radu pokuSao sam da analiziram Hun de zhuisu koji je napisao
malajski sinofoni autor Chen Zhengxin, jednu kratku pricu u kojoj se obraduju sustinska pitanja. U
radu pokazujem kako se ljudi bave identitetom na razlicite nacine i iz razlicitih uglova, i
pokusavam da desifrujem u kojoj meri jezicki izbor glavnih likova odreduje njihove poglede i to ko
su oni zapravo. Stavise, pokusavam da pokazem da videnje Kine od strane udaljenih sinofonih
predstavnika moze biti visestruko, pa cak i vrlo kontradiktorno. Preko analize teksta pokazujem da
Jje kineski identitet mnogo vise od samog pripadnistva kineskoj kulturu, bas kao Sto je kineski jezik
mnogo Siri pojam od standardnog kineskog jezika.

Kljuéne re€i: sinofona malajska knjizevnost, jezik i identitet, geografski udaljeni Kinezi,
predstave o Kini
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