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Abstract

This article focuses on English language literature in Hong Kong, par-
ticularly the contemporary author Xu Xi. First exploring the problematic
status of literature in the former colony, outlining its perceived marginality
vis-a-vis Sinophone and Anglophone traditions since the 1950s, the essay high-
lights how Xu Xi’s discursive articulation of Hong Kong presents, in her words,
a “city-village” that is vibrant, evanescent, and filled with the minutiae of life
lived. Her choice to employ English is particularly interesting, especially in
light of the colonial and commercial baggage the language still has in the city,
and its contradictory centeredness and peripherality. But for Xu Xi, writing
in English was “natural” for she grew up without a “mother tongue.” A wahkiu
wanderer, English was the only means to express her state of “linguistic-cul-
tural schizophrenia.” Her stories are most assuredly for the city’s residents,
but simultaneously they resound with a transnational audience accustomed to
reading works of fiction in English. In a sense, Xu Xi’s works exemplify the
glocalness of the language. They articulate, in the words of the poet Luis H.
Francia, a placeless placeness, a “contradictory condition—at home everywhere
and nowhere.” If Hong Kong literature is to have its own trans/inter/national
future, perhaps the unique contributions of the city’s Anglophone writers is
the key to carving out a niche of their own.
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RARBA, AARTHUAFRAZLNTEA, KBKGTERFTRGEHS
HH.
I am a Hong Kong yahn (person), because I am not allowed to be totally Chinese; I
guess that is my Hong Kong-defining trait.

—Li Siu-leung &I & (after Susan Sontag)

I changed my language to change my life but still the past throngs, bringing all these
people and their Cantonese chatter.
—Xu Xi

Prelude

This paper focuses on literature from the metropolis of Hong Kong. And,
despite there being any number of works by Hong Kong writers in Chinese to
explore,! examining this former British colony permits us to delve into a some-
what different literary voice—an/Other possible literary world. It is a world
narrated in English, the language of the former colonial masters, by an overseas
Chinese (wahkin #15) born in this city on the edges of empire(s).” Since the mid
1990s, the writer Xu Xi has been exploring the vicissitudes of Hong Kong life 77
English. But in Hong Kong, this Anglophone literary voice is simultaneously,
and perhaps paradoxically, at the margins and at the forefront of globalised cul-
tural production. Michael Ingham touches on this paradox when he states that
“Hong Kong writing is itself pretty marginal, both in the context of classic and
contemporary Chinese writing and of world literatures in English,” but, he
continues, “if Hong Kong fiction were to achieve its moment of international
recognition in the future, it will in all probability be English-language writers who
reap the rewards” (Ingham 3). While Ingham’s position may elide the burgeoning
interest internationally in contemporary Chinese literature, art, and culture, of
which Hong Kong Chinese cultural production makes up a constituent part, there
is perhaps some truth in what he says. The truth can be attributed to the reality
that this growing interest in cultural China is still primarily by means of transla-
tion into the international language of English. As a result, such a situation does
give weight to the claim that those cultural producers utilising the English

! For instance the poetry and fiction of PK Leung £ %44 (also known by his pseudonym Ye Si 43f),
the short stories and novels by Xi Xi # &, and the works of the (understudied) Liu Yichang £] VA % (also
romanised as Lau Cheong Ning), to name just a few.

2 The label “overseas Chinese” has been commonly used by Hong Kong yahn to identify Chinese who
have immigrated to the city from Southeast Asia. The label is especially ironic in light of the make-up of
Hong Kong’s population, which, in a sense, is entirely comprised of immigrants in some fashion or other.
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language in Hong Kong stand perhaps the best chance of “reaping the rewards,” as
Ingham puts it, should the spotlight shine more intensely on literary works from
the island city.

The choice, then, to examine Xu Xi’s fiction and nonfiction is strategic in
nature. On the one hand, her works function at the periphery of the Hong Kong
literary scene insofar as that scene is dominated by Chinese language writing,
beginning well before retrocession in 1997. On the other hand, her works have
greater access to global mass-popular culture if we accept the notion that such
cultural production has been—and perhaps will continue to be for the foreseeable
future—dominated by works in the English language. It is possible to argue, I
believe, that in a Chinese city with a British colonial heritage, creative writing in
the former colonial language is both foreign and yet strangely native at the same
time. English, the former Official Discourse, the past language of the city’s History,
has now been formally superseded by Chinese. But it has not been erased.
English survives, if only at the margins of the cultural realm.> This marginality, I
contend, gifts creative uses of the language with the ability to disrupt now main-
stream Chinese articulations of culture. Anglophone works, moreover, have the
potential to actively contribute to the creation of alternative, possible literary worlds
that resist conforming to the governing Sinic modes of expression. It could be said
then, that in the context of Hong Kong, the relationship between (Chinese/
Cantonese) self and (English) other is chiasmic in nature. In short, the Hong
Kong self'is doubled, or, to borrow Achille Mbembe’s phrase when describing
postcolonial subjectivity in Africa, the Hong Kong self possesses an ““inner twoness’
or doubleness” which actively inhibits the limitations necessarily inherent in a
stable and singularised identity (Mbembe 12). (It might also be possible to say
that the Hong Kong self is quadrupled, if we were to consider the city’s South
and Southeast Asian communities, and the roles they play in constructing a Hong
Kong sensibility.)

It is precisely this chiasmic nature of self as manifested in English-language
literary production that permits an investigation into the varied and contradic-
tory colours and tastes of the city as re/presented through the written word. And,
whilst there is still a simmering debate* over whether or not Anglophone creative

3 Interestingly, and contrary to what was expected in the run up to 1997 when there was a veritable
craze for learning Mandarin, the use of English has not disappeared as was expected. The English
language has in many ways gained a new lease on life in the former colony, if only in the realm of interna-
tional business wherein transactions taking place in Mandarin make up but a small fraction—only one
tenth—of international trade.

4 The use of the word “debate” here is not entirely accurate, if we limit ourselves to only its dictionary
definition which stipulates that a debate entails at least two proponents engaging in a thoughtful, reflective,
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writing comprises a component part of Hong Kong literature as a whole, the analy-
sis that follows makes clear that Xu Xi’s choice of language does not in any way
impede her fictional and nonfictional explorations into—and of—the city of Hong
Kong, a metropolis she affectionately refers to as her “city-village.” In brief, the
main contention of this paper is that, by means of Xu Xi’s fiction as the primary
example, Hong Kong Anglophone literature employs the now former colonial
language to express and narrativise a uniquely doubled Hong Kong reality. In a
sense, it has re/attached the English language roots of the city that were thought to
be redundant in the aftermath of 1997. Furthermore, this literature’s minority
status, both in the former colony and internationally, is what allows it to function
on its own terms; to chart its own literary trajectory. The doubled, or chiasmic,
nature of Hong Kong Anglophone literature permits it to be both inside and out,
in many ways figuring a textual referent for Hong Kong’s own doubled geopoliti-
cal positioning. English-language literature, I contend, functions as a Levinasian
Other and is therefore a vital component of Hong Kong’s culturally heteroge-
neous life-worlds.

Notes on Being a Wahkiu Wanderer

Interestingly, the chiasmic nature of the Hong Kong self can be witnessed
on an individual level when one looks at the chosen spelling of Xu Xi’s name.
Both of Xu Xi’s parents were born in Indonesia, and both were biracial, tracing
their heritage back to Fujian 7% 7Z. Her mother, however, was much more com-
fortable speaking Bahasa Indonesian than any Chinese variant, whilst her father
preferred the Chinese. Interestingly, and in spite of his heritage being Fujianese,
her father considered himself a Mandarin speaker, and not a speaker of Southern
Min (minnan yu ¥ #35), the dominant language of that area of China. While in
Hong Kong, he refused to learn or converse in Cantonese, regarding it as a mon-
grel tongue, despite the impediment this was for his business endeavours.

Xu Xi’s given name at birth was Xu Suxi 3 % %@, but when she first began to
write and publish, a career she fell into after time spent working in the advertising

and critical discussion on an important and controversial issue. In truth, the “debate” to which T allude to
is primarily one-sided, carried out more by certain English-language writers, such as Xu Xi and Louise Ho
47 %48, and those few scholars, for instance Elaine Yee Lin Ho 1T #7 % and Michael Ingham, who are
interested in the former colony’s Anglophone literary tradition. Scholars on the Chinese side have shown
very little interest in examining the place of English-language literature in Hong Kong. With respect to
Chinese-language creative writers, most are simply unconcerned and/or uninterested, as PK Leung sug-
gested to me in a personal interview held in 2007.
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sector, she went by the name S Komala (her Indonesian name), and then Sussy
Chako (her married legal name which was a combination of two first syllables:
those of her now ex-husband’s last name, Cha(popoulo), and her own Ko(mala).
Interestingly, her legal name is (still) actually Sussy Komala. Xu Xi has summed
up her polyglot existence as follows: born in Hong Kong, “as a child, I spoke
English with a British-Indonesian-Cantonese accent, and did not know a ‘mother
tongue’” (Xu Xi, Overleaf'138). In an interview held in 2008, she provided fur-
ther details. With her father she spoke English and broken Mandarin (although
she has since improved her ability in this language); with her mother, English
(although her mother was not terribly proficient in the latter). Outside the home
and at school with her friends, she spoke Cantonese, but interspersed it heavily
with the Queen’s English. Her choice to write in the language of her colonial
masters seemed natural enough, if for no other reason than that it was the com-
mon denominator in her linguistic realm. As she remarks in a 2004 essay, such
was the life of an overseas Chinese in Hong Kong in the 1960s and 1970s, when
the “Hong Kong Chinese viewed wah kiu with pity and disdain” (Xu Xi, Overleaf
138). And yer, her ability in English afforded her status (deih waih #4Z) other-
wise denied overseas Chinese. Ironically, when she returned to Hong Kong after
being away for eleven years (time spent mostly in the United States studying, a
theme she explores in many of her stories), she “was surprised at how much more
like my own wah kiu family many Hong Kong Chinese had become” (138).

Her change (back to) “Xu Xi” highlighted her own sense of doubleness, as
well as the soon to be changed reality of Hong Kong as 1997 drew closer. Her
works are sprinkled with Chinese phrases, which have increased in frequency in
her more mature stories. For Cantonese transliterations, she employs the Yale-
Chinese University dictionary “which feels right.” For Mandarin, which “has
become rather like British English” for her, she employs pinyin Romanisation.
Pinyin, in her mind, “sensitized” her “to the accurate rending of speech to flavour”
her fictional worlds. She has identified this linguistic and cultural existence as one
of “linguistic schizophrenia” (Xu Xi, “Writing” 228). But this state of being should
not be construed in a negative, debilitating sense. Rather, it has the potential to
be empowering as it a priori places such a person on the margins of mainstream
cultural expression. And what better place is there to comment on—and perhaps
criticise—the centre than outside it, but still, in a way, inside?

Xu Xi’s linguistic-cultural schizophrenia is productive in that it presents op-
portunities to reflect upon a multiplicity of possible realities. It presents, moreover,
theoretical fissures to conceive of the Levinasian Other in all its consistent
inconsistencies. Xu Xi herself is aware of this when she remarks in a recent collec-
tion of essays, entitled Evanescent Isles: from my city-village (2008), that “in trying
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to shape this book, it was not an ‘T’ but a ‘we’ that emerged, because the life of my
city mattered more than my own. Was Hong Kong itself asking for attention? It
appeared so, because the city that once seemed solid and real was dissolving, trans-
forming (some would say disappearing) but nonetheless surviving (many would
say thriving), stoic and undeterred” (Xu Xi, Evanescent 5-6). It is here where Xu
Xi’s works, and Anglophone writing in general I would add, has the latent poten-
tial to challenge mainstream versions of History in postcolonial Hong Kong. In
many ways, English-language opens doors to alternative imaginings of its mul-
tiple life-worlds. Before examining how Xu Xi’s stories contribute to this
reimagining, however, the context of what I call the “curious” predicament of
Hong Kong literature and h/History is in order.

A History of Neglect

I say “curious” chiefly because two essentially distinct literary traditions have
emerged in Hong Kong: one in Chinese, the other in English. What is more,
these two traditions have essentially remained aloof from one another—estranged
siblings, in a manner of speaking—except for a few writers of a certain standing,
such as PK Leung and Laurence Wong Kwok-pun 3% Bl #, who are, in Michael
Ingham’s words, “capable of the Beckettian feat of writing their poetry bilingually
with equal facility” (Ingham 7). These separated literary twins have matured,
especially since the 1950s, virtually independent of each other. And yet both
have, for all intents and purposes, remained on the fringes of the larger Sinophone
and Anglophone literary establishments. They have, so to speak, been left outside
in the literary wilderness. This neglect is evident in Chinese and Anglophone
scholarly studies as well.> In both fields of academic enquiry, Chinese and

5 Perhaps surprisingly, even in postcolonial literary studies on Anglophone creative writing little atten-
tion has been given to Hong Kong. A cursory look at the recently (2002) updated—and still important—
work by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin serves to illustrate this neglect. First published
in 1989, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and practice in post-colonial literatures, examines the creative
fiction produced in former British colonies in the West Indies, Africa, Asia and South-Asia, and even the
settler colonies of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. And while Hong Kong’s absence from the first
edition in 1989 may be excusable—however tenuously—since the city was then not yet properly
“postcolonial,” the neglect of Hong Kong literature in the second edition is glaring.

¢ And even though there was a veritable Hong Kong craze in the 1990s, the “heyday of ‘Hong Kong
Cultural Scudies’ (Xianggang wenhua yanjiu | % # LAC# %), or ‘Hongkongology’ (Xianggang xue [ %
#%)),” as Shu-mei Shih £ & £ puts it, after the anticlimactic retrocession when life in the city essen-
tially remained unchanged, the interest in Hongkongology “lost both its fervor and its reason for being,”
save but for interest in Hong Kong cinema (Shi 141). Importantly for the argument here is the fact that
this craze for all things Hong Kong paid no heed to Anglic cultural production.
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English language literary works written by Hong Kong writers have been, for the
most part, overlooked until only the last few decades, the latter even more so than
the former (I speak more of this below).®

The discounting of Hong Kong literature and cultural production has, ac-
cording to Wong Wang-chi £ % &, Li Siu-leung, and Chan Ching-kiu Stephen
FR7A & (1997), a long tradition and includes a general disregard for the culture of
the entire area. In some of the earliest recorded work on this southernmost region
of the Pearl River Delta, the common perception was that it was on the margins of
the margins (bianyuan de bianynan 3% % #93% #). As Wong et al. put it in their
scholarly study evocatively titled Hong Kong Un-Imagined: History, Culture and
the Future (Fouxiang Xianggang: lishi, wenhua, weilai & 8&#% 1 JEL » 4L >
AR), “for quite a long time, the name Hong Kong carried very little meaning
in China” (Wong, Li, and Chan 24). Even before the island was ceded to the
“foreign devils” (gwailo ) in 1842, it was considered uncivilised, a den for
piracy, and populated primarily by non-Han ethnic groups (known collectively as

% in Chinese documents). In short, the

the southern barbarians, or nanman %
island and its surrounding areas were viewed as being bereft of culture; the cession
to Britain only reinforced this view. Wong et al. also highlight how many
mainlanders, even men relatively familiar with Europeans, such as Wang Tao
E 45 (1828-1897), felt an acute sense of estrangement and alienation in Hong
Kong. This sense of alienation is particularly ironic in light of the fact that the
population after 1842 was more ethnically Chinese than anything else (Wong, Li,
and Chan 21-94).

In the early twentieth century, sixty years after the beginning of colonial
rule, the perception of Hong Kong was little changed. In some ways, it had be-
come worse. Mainland visitors, such as Lu Danlin = F+#k (1897-1972) and Tu
Yangci & 17 % (no dates), serve as a case in point. Unlike earlier visitors, Lu and
Tu accepted that the population was ethnically Chinese. This did not, however,
prevent them from stating that they felt that the Chinese living in the colony had
become “yellow westerners” (huangse de baizhongren 3% €89 42 A) and had “lost
their Chinese spirit” (Wong, Li, and Chan 52, 54).

As Steven Tsang % L& (2004) points out, this neglect for the cultural life-
world of Hong Kong would continue virtually uninterrupted throughout most of
the twentieth century, regardless of the fact that several important figures such
as Sun Yat-sen %% b (1866-1925), Mao Dun # /& (1896-1981), Guo Moruo
FRE % (1892-1978), and others would spend considerable time in the city, us-
ing it as a base of operations for reform and/or revolutionary forays into the
mainland. Lamentably, they did not actually see the city they were living in, only
the mainland they longed to return to. Even after the communist victory in 1949,
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Chairman Mao Zedong £.7% R (1883-1976) and the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) were reluctant to speak of Hong Kong and its colonial culture.

This reluctance continued until the early 1980s, when, according to Tsang,
it was ironically the British who raised the subject of the city’s future with the
People’s Republic of China (PRC). Wrongly believing that the Communist au-
thorities would be relatively acquiescent with respect to negotiations over Hong
Kong’s future status, the British broached the issue of retrocession with confi-
dence (or perhaps arrogance) that a favourable outcome was possible and that
British interests would be protected. As Tsang makes clear, however, most of
the suggestions made by the United Kingdom’s negotiators were either rejected
outright or completely watered-down. As a result, the final departure of Britain
from Hong Kong in 1997 was more akin to a wounded lion, with its mane mangled
and its tail between its legs, sulkily moving off into the sunset. It was not the
triumph of benevolent British imperialism, but a very quiet end to empire. It was
only after these negotiations that the Chinese cultural life-world of the colony
became a concern for mainland scholars and bureaucrats. With respect to
Anglophone cultural production, attention was only given to how best to excise
(exorcise?) its lingering colonial traces from the body-politic of Chinese Hong
Kong.

The Publishing Predicament

This lassitude for English-language literature is evidenced quite explicitly
when one examines the publishing record for Anglophone works. Put succinctly,
the situation for those writing in the former colonial language was—and still is—
at a disadvantage from the beginning, if for no other reason than that the majority
of the population are not native speakers, and do not often consider the narrativi-
sation of their city in English a suitable means to communicate a supposed
Chinese reality (an argument I challenge below). To compound the difficulties,
few local publishing companies have dared venture into printing works written in
English. This predicament is due in large part to the overwhelming dominance of
transnational conglomerates such as the Penguin Group, and the popularity of
globally celebrated (read: commercialised) authors. Many in the publishing in-
dustry simply believe that there is a decided lack of space for Hong Kong English
language literature.

This perceived lack of space, furthermore, is both figurative and literal. With
respect to the former, it is assumed that there is little demand for Hong Kong
Anglophone creative writing in the minds of the English reading—and buying—
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public. As for the latter, there is plainly a lack of space in the foreign languages
sections in many bookstores. The majority of the room is taken up by multiple
copies of the most recent New York Times bestseller or numerous copies of, for
example, Random House Inc’s Everyman’s Library—the old standby classics writ-
ten by Dickens, Yeats, Proust, Goethe, Hemingway, and others. The very placing
of Anglophone works by Hong Kong writers in the foreign languages section
disadvantages them before they even have the chance to captivate local interest.
Assigning them the status of outsiders, and even in some cases, gwailo, English
language writing is usually branded as somehow 70r Hong Kong, regardless of an
author’s ethnicity.

The few local publishing companies concentrating on English language works
in the city, such as Asia 2000, Chameleon Press, and now—promisingly—Hong
Kong University Press, still only represent a small proportion of the publishing
community in the former colony, to say nothing of the international market.
And if this situation has not made things difficult enough, what further adds to
the quandary for those wishing to write in English is the perceived reality that
such writing is not especially lucrative. To use Xu Xi’s words, it “isn’t profitable,
which our culture instinctively abhors, and does not seem to suit the international
buyer’s market that prefers the musings of those who write ‘real’ English” (Xu Xi
2003: 18). As a result, even the publishing companies willing to print English
language works generally do not print large runs for fear that the economic return
will not cover the publication costs.”

If the lack of support from the publishing industry in willing to invest in
locally written works of English-language literature was not hindrance enough,
since the late 1970s, cultural production in the city has been dominated by the
film industry. This domination, moreover, has extended to both the commercial
and artistic realms, although the boundary between these two types of cinema in
Hong Kong is rather flexible. Examples of the former, in general terms, would
include the movies by Jackie Chan A% #& and John Woo % F #&. For the latter,
the auteur cinema of Wong Kar-wai E % f#f and Tsui Hark & X %8 Unsur-

7 Interestingly, the situation for Chinese ethnic writers in North America and Europe is quite different.
Some have gained considerable success, if only more commercial than critical. A few notable examples
would be Amy Tan 3% & %, Ha Jin €% &, and Xiaolu Guo 38 1% All of these writers employ English
and all have had their books grace the bestseller lists. What sets these writers apart from their contempo-
raries in Hong Kong, I believe, is their visible minority status. In Euro-America, their ethnicity provides
them with that initial foot in the door, as it were. Being Chinese-American or Chinese-European has a
certain exotic flavour that seems to appeal to a general (white) reading public. Hong Kong Anglophone
writers, in contrast, cannot make the same claim to minority status. There is, to be blunt, no ethnic card
to play.

8 To give but a single illustration of the porous nature of the boundary between the domains of auteur
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prisingly then, the niche for Anglophone literary works has been—and still is—
exceedingly small. Ultimately, given the reality of twenty-first century cultural
production globally, the space for literature in Hong Kong (and internationally)
will perhaps be hard-pressed to expand beyond its already confined borders.

To sum up, the publishing predicament for English-language writers in Hong
Kong has meant that they are a priori confined to the margins of cultural discourse.
Those that do enter into the market place have, in most instances, compromised
(orientalised) their aesthetic impulses in order to write works that sell. In a certain
sense, the literary life-world of the colony has had its interests stage-managed by
commercially-oriented (multinational) publishing companies. The great major-
ity of the audience has been lulled into a state of consumer numbness, simply
buying up the newest bestseller by established Euro-American writers; not be-
cause they are interested in what these books may say about reality, about life,
about relationships, or what have you, but because they have been conditioned to
buy by the large publishing conglomerates. This is not to say, however, that all
commercially-oriented literature is necessarily detrimental to the literary scene
and the reading public. For certain, there is a place for such types of writing.
Rather, I wish to draw attention to the dilemma that many Anglophone writers
find themselves contemplating, and to point out that such a situation unavoid-
ably imposes conventionalising cultural discourses upon artistic creativity. These
discourses in postcolonial Hong Kong enforce, in a certain sense, acceptance of
the now official Chinese representations of linguistic reality without actually ques-
tioning the re/presentations. An English-language literary voice, given its explicit
nonconformity to the Sinic mainstream, is a priori excluded and overlooked. In
such an environment, the expression of alternative imaginings of Hong Kong’s
life-worlds is forcibly limited.

Scholarly Inattention
Augmenting this disinterest in English-language writing has been the fact

that academic studies focusing on the creative literary output of Hong Kong
Anglophone writers are practically nonexistent. And, while this situation has

cinema and commercial movie-making in Hong Kong, Tsui Hark’s career serves as a case in point. In the
early 1980s, Tsui played a direct and demonstrable role in establishing the city’s “blockbuster” cinema
with such films as Al the Wrong Clues . . . for the Right Solution (Guima Zhi Duoxing %% % Z., 1981),
and an entry in the spy spoof film series titled Aces Goes Places III: Our Man from Bond Street (Zuijia
Paidang Nubuang Miling %At 30484 2. % 4, 1984).
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begun to change in the new millennium as more and more attention has started to
shine on the English of the former colony, the majority of these new studies have
not focused on literature as such. Most have tended to concentrate on the linguis-
tic innovations, transformations, and oddities that the everyday users of the
language have made upon it—for example the use of mixed-code—and how they
in turn contribute to an emerging and increasingly standardised variant: Hong
Kong English.9 Interest in creative fiction has noticeably lagged behind, and it
was not until recently that this state of affairs began to change.

The year 2003, in particular, saw the publication of Brian Hoopers's Voices
in the Heart: Postcolonialism and Identity in Hong Kong Literature (2003), and the
anthology City Voices: Hong Kong Writing in English 1945 to the Present (2003)
compiled and edited by Xu Xi and Michael Ingham. The former stands as the
only scholarly example devoted exclusively to Anglophone Hong Kong writing.
Hooper’s close textual analysis of the works of Paul Acheson, Lee Ding Fai, and
Timothy Mo £ # is fascinating, but his emphasis on the theme of “transit” is
not especially new. Cizy Voices attempts to record the development of English
language creative writing in postwar Hong Kong, and is important as it stands as
the only compilation of its kind. The fact that it took until six years after retroces-
sion for such a collection to appear speaks volumes about the lack of attention
paid to the English language literary tradition. This disregard is even more glaring
as it occurred in spite of the fact that Edmund Blunden (1896-1974), an estab-
lished poet in the United Kingdom prior to his appointment as Head of the
Department of English at Hong Kong University in 1951, had done much to
nurture writing in the language in the 1950s and 1960s.!% Sadly, Xu Xi, when
gathering and vetting the poetry, fiction, and nonfiction to include in the anthology,
admits to having not really read Blunden’s poetry prior to working on the com-
pilation: “In my ignorance, I had barely heard of him except in passing” (Xu Xi
2003: 23).

9 These newer studies are part of the growing interest in the study of World Englishes. Initially focus-
ing on the Englishes in India, Southeast Asia, and Africa, which form part of Braj B Kachru’s (1985/6)
outer circle of English using countries, over the last decade or so, increased attention has been directed
towards the Englishes of East Asia (particularly China and Japan), which comprise Kachru’s expanding
circle. Ironically, the study of Hong Kong English follows far behind those of China proper and Japan,
despite Hong Kong’s colonial history.

19 This disdain for creative English language works in Hong Kong was strikingly evident in the mindset
of the Oxford linguist Roy Harris, one of Blunden’s successors as Head of the English Department at
Hong Kong University. In his inaugural speech in 1988, Harris referred to the English spoken and
used in the colony as “the worst in the world” (qtd. in Ingham 1). Two years later in 1990, as department
head, Harris assisted in organising the symposium “Asian Voices in English” that was held at the university.
The proceedings were published a year later in 1991. Conspicuously absent are accounts on Hong Kong’s
English language creative writing scene, despite Han Suyin’s # & # Plenary Lecture.
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Michael Ingham, the co-editor for Cizy Voices, summarises the lingering
attitudes toward creative works in English as one of indifference, where most see it
“at best as an irrelevance, at worst an irritating excrescence generated by the colo-
nial era” (Ingham 1). What is noticeable in many of the newer studies on Hong
Kong literature that have emerged over the last two plus decades or so is the com-
plete absence of any consideration of the literature’s Anglophone component. For
instance, in a series of scholarly anthologies published by Oxford University Press
on Hong Kong’s literature, culture, society, and history, the one text dealing spe-
cifically with works of fiction and poetry is entirely in Chinese. In contrast, the
volumes dealing with cinema, social issues, politics, and history are all bilingual
Chinese and English.!! This lends weight to Ingham’s description of the attitude
concerning English language fiction—an unfortunate stance to say the least.

Elaine Yee Lin Ho fT# i has made similar arguments, noting that “most
studies of twentieth century or modern Hong Kong literature deal only with
sinophone writing, and anglophone literary-cultural spaces and productions are
either not mentioned at all or receive very short shrift” (Ho, “Nationalism” 89).
Ho further points out that this neglect is often framed within the workings of
postcolonial discourse. Namely, that Anglophone literary works are colonial nar-
ratives and thus complicit with the now displaced colonial-ideological
establishment. But, as she makes clear, if this apprehension over the ideological
persuasions of literature stands as the main reason for excluding works of
Anglophone literature from the literary history of the island city, then such ap-
prehension must also “entail the dismissal of leftist and rightist, Communist and
US-sponsored writing” as well (Ho, “Nationalism” 90). In short, the realm of
Hong Kong literature would be divested of perhaps all of its content, English and
Chinese, save but for comic books and popular-pulp magazines. This type of
politically charged nationalist argument feigning as a postcolonial affirmation of
native culture, Ho argues (and I agree), does a disservice to Anglophone writers,
such as the aforementioned Edmund Blunden, to say nothing of the works by
Han Suyin, the expat Richard Mason (author of 7he World of Suzie Wong, 1957),
and the overlooked Wong Man # €, to name just a few. As Ho stresses, all
of these writers have participated in the literary construction of a Hong Kong
sensibility, something that should be celebrated as opposed to being derided and/
or ignored. In truth, A Many Splendored Thing (1952), Han Suyin’s novel in
which relationships across the cultural divide are explored, has been especially

"1 The studies in question were published between the years 2001 and 2004, ten volumes in total.
They deal essentially with all aspects of Hong Kong.
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inspiring for Xu Xi, as it was one of the first to candidly describe “cross-cultural
passions, an unspeakable theme in the very Confucian, polite society world of her
day” (Xu Xi 2003: 19). It is with this curious history in mind that we now turn
our attention to that other literary voice, and examine the works of Xu Xi.

Linguistic-Cultural Schizophrenia

Is my voice ‘authentic’ in any way, or is my writing merely a fringe
literature, reflecting a minority perspective that simply cannot be con-
sidered the ‘real Hong Kong’? Or worse, do I get relegated to gwailo
‘foreign devil Hong Kong literature, a voice for those who are ‘belongers’
only because of a residency status conferred alike to non-Chinese
newcomers, long-term residents, as well as those who can claim actual
birthright, all in the name of laissez-faire capitalism? (Xu Xi, “Writing”
220)

Taken from “Writing the Literature of non-Denial,” the quotation above sums up
rather poignantly the curious predicament of English-language literature in Hong
Kong, as seen through the eyes of one of the city’s English language writers. As
has been suggested, the Anglophone tradition has participated in the construction
of a Hong Kong sensibility. The issue that remains, however, is the acknowledge-
ment and acceptance of that construction in the literary imaginations of the city’s
residents. The questions then become, how can Anglophone writers overcome
the confining labels of fringe tradition and gwailo writing? How can they engage
the imaginations of the reading public and more actively contribute to the ex-
pression of Hong Kong’s many life-worlds? How, moreover, can they challenge
dominant discourses and problematise the pre-eminence given to Chinese inter-
pretations of the city’s cultural production?

In the exploration of a select number of Xu Xi’s short stories, as well as
brief looks at her two novels Hong Kong Rose (1997) and The Unwalled City (2001),
this paper attempts to provide answers to these questions. In conjunction with
the discussion of her fictional works, references will be made to certain of her
essays since many of these intimately explore the question of creating a minor
literature'? in a language that is both foreign and yet strangely native at the same

121 borrow the term here from Deleuze and Guattari, especially their first characteristic of a minor
literature. They state: “a minor literature doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that which a
minority constructs in a major language” (16). Xu Xi’s situation is interesting insofar as her literary
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time. And, while not all of Xu Xi’s creative works engage to the same degree in the
articulation of a Hong Kong reality, taken as a whole, her fiction very much pro-
vides discursive space for the expression of a multivocal Hong Kong conscious-
ness that conceivably challenges conventionalised interpretations of Hong Kong’s
socio-cultural reality, most especially, for instance, the expected roles of women
in the former colony. Quite a few of her characters highlight a linguistically-
culturally-schizophrenic existence as they attempt to mimic rez/ English by being
real Brits and/or Americans. These characters are wedged interstitially between
two or more worlds: some are overseas graduate students studying in the United
States, others are successful career women unhappily married to stifling Hong
Kong (and American) realities. Still others are youths and persons of biracial
backgrounds, all navigating the eddies and flows of Hong Kong’s changing
life-worlds.

In one of her early works, a novella entitled “Danny’s Snake” (1996), the
story is set in the US with the main protagonist very much caught between the
world of New England and the world of Hong Kong. Rosemary Hui, who began
her American life as an overseas graduate student, is struggling with a teaching
assistantship and a doctoral dissertation that is long overdue. While indefatigably
grinding out this very real graduate-postgraduate school experience, her husband,
Man-Kit (Manky), also a former overseas student who has been able to find em-
ployment in the US after graduation, has to return home for his father’s funeral.
Refusing to conform to expected behaviour, Rosemary, instead of accompanying
her husband back to Hong Kong to attend to familial duties, remains in New
England.

The absence of Man-Kit, however, weighs heavily upon her, which is per-
haps ironic in light of the fact that initially their marriage had been more about
her resident status in the US than about love. They had married essentially be-
cause of her expiring F-2 student visa, the termination of which would necessitate
a return to Hong Kong, a place she wanted dreadfully little to do with. Fortu-
itously for her, Man-Kit, her ever-dependable boyfriend even before they had
moved to the US as students, had been able to obtain a J-1 non-immigrant visa
for a cultural exchange programme he had been hired to work on. His J-1 status
presented the opportunity for her to apply for a J-2 spousal visa. The only catch

endeavours do, and do not conform to Deleuze and Guattari’s formulation of a minor literature. On one
hand, her works are technically not written in the major language of Hong Kong by someone from a
minority position. On the other hand, however, Xu Xi is using the major language of English from a
minority perspective; she is, as it were, constructing her own type of English. This dual positioning,
I believe, affords Xu Xi’s works the possibility of being productively otherwise, insofar as her works are
both inside and out, a point elaborated upon below.
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was that she had to be his wife. Marriage, it seemed, was the only viable option
for Rosemary to remain in the US, hopefully indefinitely. As she states, “love,
somehow, had nothing to do with anything” (Xu Xi, Chinese Walls 202). Despite
this inauspicious beginning however, Rosemary does indeed love Man-Kit, and
it is during his absence that her love is put to the test.

The “Danny” of the story’s title is an earnest, overly-romantic American
undergraduate student infatuated with the mysteries of the Orient. No doubt
suffering from a degree of “yellow fever,” Danny sees in Rosemary a mature and
experienced Oriental woman who can teach him the ways of the East. Itis Danny’s
youthful American exuberance for jazz and exotic animals, a thirteen foot boa
constrictor to be precise, as well as his interest in China that brings her danger-
ously close to succumbing to his adulterous advances. Ironically, Danny has been
asked by a much younger Chinese language tutor, a girl from Beijing named An
Mei, to marry her in order for her to obtain a green card, a situation not all that
different from Rosemary’s some years before. Feeling a sense of “white man’s
burden” (204), Danny is considering going through with it, and confides in
Rosemary, hoping that she may be able to instruct him as to the right course of
action to take. Danny’s apparent gallantry only attracts Rosemary even more.
But before venturing beyond the point of no return, she realises that if she were
to give into such unfaithful desires, it would undoubtedly mean the end of her
life with Man-Kit, and all that they have together. In essence, it would mean
the complete severing of her ties to her former life in Hong Kong, regardless of
its now transplanted existence in the United States; something she seemed un-
willing to do.

As we see throughout the novella, the main protagonist is torn between life
in America, and the lingering traces of her Hong Kong existence. On the one
hand, the connecting tendrils of Rosemary’s Hong Kong heritage refuse to be
detached. This can be seen in her interaction with other Hong Kong yahn, and
particularly in a strained telephone conversation she has with her father’s much
younger fiancée back home (174-77). On the other hand, the freedoms of an
American life charm her greatly, despite the stress of her uncompleted dissertation
and her and her husband’s financial difficulties. She enjoys the relaxed social
atmosphere amongst her American friends; she is enticed by the young Danny.
All these relationships seem very different from the tense and socially heavy
exchanges she has with other Chinese. Rosemary cannot imagine relinquishing
this American (student) life, and yet the world of Hong Kong refuses to let her go.
The soon to be returned colony, where her estranged father still lives, is miles
away, at least until her husband calls to check in and, in reminiscing on their
former life in the city, shockingly suggests that he would like to remain there and
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that it would be great if they were able to pick up where they had left off before
their American interlude. He is not serious as it turns out, but even the suggestion
greatly disturbs her (183-186).13

In this short narrative, Hong Kong, as well as the country it is soon to be
returned to, is painted in a negative light. It is described as a place without a
future (185), soon to be embraced by a motherland that devours its young (155).
China, as the news has just reported from Tian’anmen Square, is a nation that
mercilessly spills the blood of its own students, an event which pained Rosemary
greatly, but for which she had nothing to say (141-42). She is trapped: she wants
to belong wholeheartedly to her American world, but cannot help but think of
Hong Kong, if only negatively. As a result, the reader is left unsure as to where
the narrative will take her.

The novella ends ambiguously: Rosemary, who has apparently overcome her
desire for her former student, sits quietly at home waiting for Man-Kit to return.
The reader is left wondering as to what will happen in the future, oddly premoni-
tory insofar as the novella was written in 1996, just before Hong Kong’s retrocession.
While waiting, she muses, “their joint destiny together slowly emerged before her
as a winding river full of strange and yet undiscovered life forms. Shadows and
sunlight zigzagged this way and that, obscuring the banks and waters, concealing
the flow from her” (208). Similar to Hong Kong, Rosemary has no idea where h/
History will transport her. And yet, she is not in a melancholic frame of mind;
she is not simply resigning herself to whatever fate may hold. In truth, there is a
tinge of optimism in her musings. The last lines of the story suggest as much:
“And then she saw it, the end of that river, glimpsed through a thin veil of uncer-
tain mist which might, as long as she kept her eyes trained on it, eventually lift
and lead, one day, to the ocean” (208). A promising future may indeed present
itself once the obscuring mist dissipates, but it will be a future that needs to be
worked for—it will need to be earned. In a sense then, it could be suggested that
on a symbolic level Rosemary represents Hong Kong itself, insofar as the city is
similarly trapped interstitially between two worlds, between its Heimar'4 (China)

13 Several years later in the short story collection Historys Fiction: Stories from the City of Hong Kong
(2001), Xu Xi relates Man-kit’s story whilst in Hong Kong. Simply titled “Manky’s Tale,” the short story
is rather brief, but it does provide interesting details into Manky’s frame of mind while back in the city.
It also comments on the protests in the streets in the aftermath of the Tian’anmen Square Massacre and
the concomitant “immigration frenzy” in the colony. Man-Kits ill and dying father very much wants his
son to arrange green cards for his remaining family, who in actual fact have no desire to leave. The story
quite explicitly highlights the conflicting confluence of emotions in the aftermath of 1989 and what it
meant for 1997.

14 Heimat is often translated into English as “home” and/or “homeland.” However, in the context in
which I am using the term, these translations are insufficient. I employ it in allusion to how the Nazi’s
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on the one hand, and the West on the other. It too speaks English “with occa-
sional Cantonese phrases mixed in” (144). It too will have to work diligently for
its future. While this may be stretching the interpretation of the novella somewhat,
such a reading does serve to highlight Xu Xi’s exploration into the in-betweenness
of characters linguistically and culturally suspended across the expanse of multiple
worlds, and how their Being-in-the-world corresponds in many ways to Hong
Kong’s own sense of self.

The characters in this story correspond very much to Xu Xi’s own inter-
stitiality with respect to language and her search for a literary voice to honestly
represent the world she wishes to articulate. Commenting on this search, Xu Xi
states: “I discovered [in the process of writing] that I needed a different kind of
English to speak across the actual language of my characters and for the Hong
Kong world I rendered” (Xu Xi, “Writing” 226). What Xu Xi has been searching
for is an English literary voice that welcomes the “Cantonese chatter” of her “city-
village.” In her later works, we see this “chatter” becoming ever more active as the
number of multilingual expressions increase. Transliterated Cantonese and Man-
darin phrases become interspersed with greater frequency as Xu Xi vocalises her
“different kind of English.” In a certain sense, the increase of Chinese translitera-
tions mark a return of sorts to Xu Xi’s childhood use of English as described
above. It is the return to an earlier quotidian and forgotten world of Hong Kong
wahkiu. It could also be suggested that this return is an empowering affirmation
of Hong Kong’s own English, which is neither the Queen’s, nor the Americans’;
and nor should it be.

This increased use of a distinctive, localised English is further witnessed in
Xu Xi’s 2001 collection of short fiction, which has a bilingual title: Historys Fiction:
Stories from the City of Hong Kong in English, and Heunggong yahn dik duen liksi
A B A B 42 JE ¥ in Cantonese (this anthology is discussed more below). In many
ways, her path of discovery is similar to that of other Asian writers employing
English. For instance, the early master of English-language literature in India,
Raja Rao (1908-2000), likewise explored the dilemma of using a foreign language
to convey an Asian reality, especially in his early masterpiece Kanthapura (1938).
According to Braj B Kachru, Raja Rao’s literary predicament was “between
madhyama, the medium, and mantra, the message—the channel and what it

appropriated and modified it in the 1930s and 1940s. Particularly, to the original precepts of Heimar,
namely, “love and attachment to the homeland,” the Nazi’s added a racial element which became the
ideological justification for the (violent) exclusion/expulsion of that which was believed to be foreign.
While of course the violent expulsion of non-Chinese has not taken place in Hong Kong, there is at times,
I believe, a racial undercurrent lurking in the shadows of many of the government directives. For more on
the German formulation of Heimat, see Applegate’s A Nation of Provincials.
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conveys” (137); a problem very akin to Xu Xi’s own search for an English to call
her own.

It must be stressed, however, that the increase in Cantonese and Mandarin
phrases is not a form of translation. Rather, it is a sign of the maturation of Xu
Xi’s literary voice as it begins to more fully embrace the reality of linguistic-
cultural schizophrenia. I would argue that what we see in her later works espe-
cially is more of the city of Hong Kong, ##s people and #heir stories, expressed in
their English. The Anglophone Hong Kong narrativised in her oeuvre poignantly
illustrates the polyglot realities of the city, a fact that is far too often dismissed by
mainstream accounts—both Chinese and Euro-American—which emphasise the
ethnic constitution of the city as being ninety-five per cent Chinese. This begs the
question: does ethnicity determine one’s language? If so, how does one explain
cases like Xu Xi who, as we saw, grew up with no “mother tongue”> What of all
the young Hong Kong children growing up speaking just as much Filipino-tinged
English as Cantonese? What of multiracial countries such as the United States
and Canada? The tired argument that ethnicity determines one’s native tongue,
whatever that means, is spurious at best, a cover for ethnocentrism at worst.!>

Consequently, Xu Xi believes that the narrativisation of Hong Kong in an
indigenous version of English is a form of obligation; a duty, so to speak, to re-
remember those who have been marginalised. It is a means, to use Xu Xi’s words,
“to insist, in language wild and even wicked, that we existed, we exist, we will
exist, the way the Quixotes of our city continue to tilt at their paper windmills,
regardless of the odds. Only then have we not been, will we not be, ignored,
either by our colonial or Chinese overlords. Only then will the substance of our
existence matter” (Xu Xi, Evanescent 109). This is a voice demanding to be heard
by both the past (the English of the colonial period) and the future (the Chinese
of the PRC). It is a voice insisting upon its inclusion in the polyphonic expression
of Hong Kong consciousness, not as some fringe or gwailo literature, but as an
equal member of the chorus of voices in this city between the margins.

15 The terms “mother tongue” and “native language,” often used interchangeably, imply superior pro-
ficiency in one particular language. The language of proficiency, or L1, is usually that which is learnt at
home by interaction with one’s parents; it can also refer to the dominant language used in one’s “base
country.” What is important in this definition for the argument here is that children growing up in
multilingual households and/or countries, must, accordingly, have more than “one” mother tongue. This
suggests, then, that the term no longer necessarily implies superior proficiency in only one language. In
fact, there must be individuals with multiple mother tongues. Consequently, I believe, the term itself is
inherently unstable and its continued use is often only a cover for ethnocentric arguments asserting ill-
defined—and at times racist—national purities. For a linguistic and sociolinguistic analysis on the func-
tion of the “native speaker,” see Davies’ The Native Speaker.
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To extend this argument, I would suggest that Xu Xi’s language performs as
a form of address that brings readers into proximity to the Levinasian Other. By
doing so, her works underscore the a priori indebtedness we all have to the voices
of those on the periphery of official History. The linguistic-cultural schizophre-
nia that Xu Xi navigates through in her creative writing gives textual form, I believe,
to what Emmanuel Levinas identified as the “teaching conversation” (Zozality and
Infinity 51). This conversation engaged in with the text, as a language act, is the
means by which the “I” contemplates its own individual being-in-the-world and
its relation to Others. At heart, the “I” becomes attentive to the fact that its
existence is not solitary; it becomes cognisant of its undeniable responsibility to
all its (many) other(s). Xu Xi’s in-betweenness, or doubleness, is not simply an
experience of diaspora (a term perhaps overused in discussions on dispersed and
fragmented communities). Rather, I would argue that her works represent a theo-
retical engagement with heretofore peripheralised voices. In contrast to the by
now common argument that any sense of Hong Kongness is characterised by its
supposed rootlessness, I would suggest that Xu Xis stories are very much rooted.
The spatio-temporal terrain of the city of Hong Kong is forever present in her
fiction. At times it is figured by references to actual physical places, noticeably the
short story “Chung King Mansion” (1994), which takes the iconic Hong Kong
landmark as its central focus for a young girl living in Kowloon 7L#. Most often,
of course, the roots are figured by the use of Xu Xi’s “wicked” and “wild” Hong
Kong English. In short, her works operate to ground this Anglophone voice i the
city, not as a foreign language, but as a vital and contributing part of what makes
Hong Kong the metropolis it is.

In addition, Xu Xi’s increasingly indigenised English has the power to inter-
rupt the expected encounter a reader has with her works. That is to say, the reader
is productively alienated from Xu Xi’s stories insofar as the language employed
does not conform to supposed international standards (she does not employ the
Queen’s English, nor American). Her “wicked” and “wild” literary language brings
the other face(s) of Hong Kong to the forefront, giving form to Levinas’ face-
relation. In the act of reading, the interlocutionary relationship between the words
on the page and the reader (and in some senses, the writer as well), creates an
awareness of the demand of the Other. Xu Xi’s oeuvre, attuned to this demand by
means of its unique Hong Kong English, allows space for the marginalised voices
of Hong Kong’s Anglophone history to breathe.!® To continue to argue, then,

16 Tn Xu Xi’s novel 7he Unwalled City, for but a brief example, the first few pages (1-13) contain the
Romanised Cantonese phrases: gaau mat gwai alwhat ghostly realm has been disturbed this time, or, what
is going on; fezjail “teddy boy,” or hooligan, used to refer to triad members; siuyeh/midnight snack (literally
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that Hong Kong’s English identity lacks a geo-temporal anchor, fails to grasp the
linguistic reality created by Xu Xi’s fiction. That is, there are (indigenised) En-
glish-language roots in Hong Kong, if only at the periphery. Keeping this theo-
retical argument in mind, let us return to Xu Xi’s fiction.

Comparing “Danny’s Snake” to another story in the same collection pro-
vides a further example of this multifaceted sense of Hong Kongness, and further
highlights the sense of linguistic-cultural schizophrenia present in Xu Xi’s works.
Indeed, the central character in the story “Loving Graham” shares the same family
name as Rosemary herself (Hui), something which is true for all the main charac-
ters in the collection aptly titled Daughters of Hui (1996). (It could be suggested
that the collection is, in a certain sense, a textual manifestation of multiple
personalities, a feature mistakenly thought to be common amongst schizophrenics.)
In this short story however, Ms Hui (no given name is provided) is not an overseas
graduate student. Rather, she is a soon-to-be twice divorced woman who longs to
return home to Hong Kong, to escape from the stifling atmosphere of New England.
Her predicament is a near complete reversal of the one presented in “Danny’s
Snake.” What we see in this story is a central character who feels more at home in
the colonial city, not in America. She wants nothing more than for her divorce
lawyer to expedite his arrival to her freezing New England apartment so that she
can sign the papers ending her second marriage to an American journalist, and
“China Hand,” named Alan. Her mind already pictures herself boarding a plane
at Logan International Airport in Boston, hastily on her way back to the humid
warmth and closeness of Hong Kong. Unlike Rosemary, who can only visualise
her freedom in the United States, the Ms Hui in “Loving Graham” feels that the
US, or at least New England, is suffocating. It is “far away, from everything [she’s]
used to” (Xu Xi, Chinese Walls 226), as her on-again, off-again romantic partner
Graham remarks.

The life she wishes to recapture back in Hong Kong was literally part of a
different world, miles away from the distinguished and serious one she had been
living in the US with Alan. It was a life of much greater freedom and liberty,
at least with respect to her sexual liaisons. Boston, on the other hand, “had not

“digest the night”; wei! meih fanseng, sai sengdi lalhey! I'm not awake yet, lower your voice!; as well as the
well-known yan/person, and gwailo/foreigner (foreign devil) expressions. These phrases are then glossed
at the back of the book (315-20) wherein Xu Xi provides a glossary of all the non-English phrases used. In
the short story “Until the Next Century” (2000), found in the anthology Historys Fiction, we encounter a
tension between Mandarin and Cantonese, expressed via English. Mandarin words/phrases such as gingfi/
mistress, or the wife who gives the feelings of love; shi malch? are juxtaposed with mouh yahn sik teng/no
one knows how to hear, and gwongdung wahlCantonese (Xu Xi, Historys 3-21). These expressions are
seamlessly blended into the narrative, and yet create a noticed effect: this is not the Queen’s English.
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been the liberating experience Alan assured [her] it would be” (221). Incongruously,
Hong Kong was her place of freedom, not the supposed “sweet land of liberty.”
Her sexual insatiability, which led to her two divorces, the first from a British-
educated, Hong Kong Chinese man named Philip, the second from Alan, was
only possible in conservative Hong Kong. Interestingly, her infidelity with each
man’s best friend—William and Norman respectively—destroyed her marital
relationships, but not the men’s friendships; a double standard if nothing else. In
the case of her marriage to Philip, there was a further complication that precipi-
tated their divorce: she had refused to have children, a conviction she was deter-
mined to keep by voluntarily having herself sterilised in order to be sure there
would be no unwanted pregnancies (213). In the Hong Kong context of her first
marriage, wherein many still consider pregnancy to be a sacrosanct duty for all
married women, Ms Hui’s actions were unequivocally nonconformist. In contrast,
Rosemary wants to have children. And while she does not think of it as some sort
of duty, she also does not have the same aversion to it as Ms Hui evidently does.
The end of “Danny’s Snake” actually has her ruminating on making love to her
husband Man-Kit when he returns from Hong Kong, “perhaps without her dia-
phragm” (207).

For Ms Hui, however, it was her previous Hong Kong life before the move
to Boston that she yearned for. In Hong Kong, she was professionally successful,
as well as reasonably free to be sexually promiscuous. In Hong Kong, her MBA
from the Wharton School of Business at Pennsylvania State University had al-
lowed her to land a high profile position at Chase Manhattan Bank in their invest-
ments division. This position, in Hong Kong, had allowed her to mingle with the
city’s elite, a situation that, ironically, makes Graham comment, “How American
of you” (211). It seems that in the soon to be ex-colony, she could be what she
wanted to be: an Americanised socialite, something that was paradoxically im-
possible in the United States. What becomes clear then in this story is that her
experience of “home” is much removed from that of Rosemary’s experience. Ms
Hui’s city is pictured as being populated with affluent members of the upper classes,
without the pressure of social expectations requiring conformity. And while she
is not entirely immune to the stresses of family, she is nevertheless free to mix with
the upper echelons of Hong Kong’s society, as well as engage in a series of de-
bauched sexual escapades with men from those very same stratums of power. It is
in New England with Alan’s family and personal connections that have imposed
limits on her career, and her sexual adventurousness.

While the two Hong Kongs are very different, both stories do contain simi-
lar allusions to the oppressiveness of the PRC. In “Loving Graham,” reference is
made most notably to the Cultural Revolution and to Ms Hui’s father who had to
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endure “reform” on the mainland before finally escaping to British Hong Kong.
There are also references to traditional Chinese values of filial piety (Ms Hui sup-
ports her parents financially by giving them forty per cent of her salary), and to
spousal devotion (her mother faithfully waited for her husband while he was un-
dergoing “re-education” in the PRC). Despite these references however, the tradi-
tions and current realities of the mother country seem almost irrelevant to Ms
Hui, save but for the idea of filial piety (216, 217, 218). With respect to marital
expectations, she bluntly states that she is “not cut out for marriage.” As for the
handover and its attendant politics, she remarks, rather apathetically, that
“communists, colonialists, capitalists—what’s the difference? It’s not the system
that counts but surviving the system” (220-21).

In brief, Ms Hui isn’t troubled by much at all, not family (save but for finan-
cial contributions which could be considered more habit than anything else), not
marriage, not politics, and not even sex: “all this politics and sex stuff has nothing
to do with anything” (221). The only person she seems to have really cared for
was Graham (a man nearly as dysfunctional as she is vis-a-vis marriage and family
relationships), the lone individual in her life who did not attempt to weigh her
down with social and personal concerns of morality and duty. What is especially
ironic is that such a carefree lifestyle was possible in Hong Kong, especially in
light of the image of the city created in “Danny’s Snake,” which described the
metropolis as overly serious, class-based, and conservative, if only with respect to
family values. It is this latter Hong Kong that keeps Rosemary from wanting to
go back, and yet Ms Hui is “homesick for [it]” (Xu Xi, Chinese Walls 220).

Intertextually, it could be suggested that these two stories narrate diametri-
cally opposed realities. When examined together, the stories present contrasting
images of the city of Hong Kong and the United States. The two locales each
occupy the position of the other; they are both seen to be simultaneously confin-
ing and free. Despite this contrast, and the differences in the individual back-
grounds and station of both Huis, they desire the same thing. They each long for
a certain type of freedom, a room of their own as it were, to paraphrase Virginia
Woolf. And in a sense, they have both achieved it. Rosemary and Ms Hui are
relatively free of the confines of predetermined gender roles insofar as neither
plays the reserved and submissive Oriental woman. In addition, they are both
professionally secure, if only to different degrees. A further similarity between the
two characters is that they have both sacrificed their relationships with their
families in order to obtain these freedoms. Rosemary’s father disapproved of her
having gone to the United States to pursue an education, believing that such
instruction “was just the modern way for girls to pass time before marriage. His
idea was that she should marry the son of his business partner, and become a
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Hong Kong society lady who sat around sipping afternoon tea at the Mandarin”
(167). Ms Hui’s family considers her a disappointment for her failed marriages
and lack of children, believing that she has ruined her life, that she has been
“stupid,” and “worthless,” throwing away all of her many “advantages” (223).

And yet, while the two characters have both struggled for the same goal, they
have only been able to achieve a modicum of success in different places. Rose-
mary believes that her freedom is only possible in the United States, whereas
Ms Hui believes hers is in Hong Kong. For Rosemary, remaining in the US is
paramount, despite the stress of an unfinished degree, the lack of financial sta-
bility, and an uncertain future. To return home to Hong Kong, a place with “no
future,” would mean sacrificing all that she has worked for in the US. Ms Hui, on
the other hand, needs to return to Hong Kong in order to reclaim her past freedom.
She needs to return to hobnobbing with the rich and affluent—and shamelessly
bedding many of them—regardless of what the future entails: “surviving the sys-
tem” is all that anyone can hope for after all.

In these two stories, Xu Xi has created two protagonists, two cities, and two
worlds that equally represent a particular aspect of a multivocal Hong Kong reality.
It could be argued that they both represent the multiplicity of possible worlds for
the city and its residents. The first figures Hong Kong as a confining environment,
a state of affairs that was surely palatable in 1996 when the burden of the city’s
Chinese tradition was knocking at the door, waiting to come in and assume con-
trol of this business-savvy metropolis. The second figures Hong Kong as a world
of innumerable freedoms so long as one has the financial resources and personal
connections to make things happen. It is an interesting juxtaposition that
highlights, I would argue, the teaching conversation that the multiple faces of
Hong Kong have with each other.

As Michael Ingham remarks, these two stories, as well as others in the
collection Chinese Walls: Daughters of Hui (2002),'” portray the “universally
human tensions of gender difference, emotional insecurity, moral guilt and the
psychological scars inflicted by a dysfunctional background, the crisis of cultural
identity and belonging in a diasporic community, the fragility of the psyche,
whether male or female, the craving for affection and the visceral need for a place
to call home” (Ingham vii). These themes all point to the varied nature of ex-
perience that the residents of Hong Kong have in and with their city. They are
themes that manifest in the psyches of those physically living in the city, and those
who are part of the wider wahkiu diaspora. That is to say, they emphasise the

17 This collection is actually a reprint of two earlier volumes of short fiction—hence the name—

published in 1994 and 1996 respectively.
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cacophonic mellifluousness of the many voices of Hong Kong yahn clamouring to
be heard in a language that is sometimes “wild” and “wicked.” To continue this
exploration into the multivocal nature of Xu Xi’s stories, and how they create an
awareness of the face relation, we will now turn our attention to the aforemen-
tioned anthology History’s Fiction.

In this affecting anthology of short fiction, Xu Xi weaves together the nu-
merous and varied memories and moments of Hong Kong’s residents over a
period of forty years, from the 1960s to the 1990s. And while the stories are
grouped in sections with each corresponding to a space in time, the collection is
structured in reverse chronological order. Instead of starting with the past and
moving forward, the stories transport the reader from the anxieties of today to
those of yesterday. Such a construction assists in organically connecting together
the wide-ranging and transformational experiences the colony’s residents have
endured over the second half of the twentieth century. Regardless of in which
decade one made their perhaps temporary home in the city, all the experiences
combined constitute the multivocal essence of being a Hong Konger. '

Such a construction, moreover, draws attention to the fact that historical
moments inherently accumulate in the consciousnesses of peoples and places, they
interact repeatedly over the vastness of time, lingering like the mnemonic im-
prints in Plato’s block of wax. In a sense, the anthology serves as a Gramscian
(1932) starting-point for the “critical elaboration [of] the consciousness of what
one really is”; it is an attempt to inventory the “infinity of traces” that have been
“deposited” in the city’s residents over the course of history. Reading the stories in
History’s Fiction is similar to reading Dung Kai-cheung’s % %% fictionalised ver-
sion of a future archaeologist’s examination of Hong Kong’s history via “ancient”
maps in 7he Atlas: the Archaeology of an Imaginary City (Dituji: yige xiangxiang de
chengshi de kaoguxue KB & —EAAR R T 6 F H 5 1997). Like Dung’s

work, Historys Fiction imagines the changing faces of the city over time. The

18 A few notes on history. Hong Kong has experienced several waves of immigration. The first was in
the early days of the colony, after 1842. This wave of immigration continued throughout the rest of the
nineteenth century and into the twentieth century. By 1941, the population was over 1.5 million. Imme-
diately preceding the Japanese Occupation, however, there was an exodus of people, which contributed
greatly to the population’s precipitous decline to just 500,000 persons in 1945. After World War II, Hong
Kong experienced a second wave of mainland immigration. At first people fleeing the Chinese Civil War,
and then, people fleeing the communists. The third wave of immigration took place during the chaos of
the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when it was said that you could see the bloated and decaying
bodies of those persecuted floating down the Pearl River. Ironically, newly arriving immigrants were
discriminated against by those who may have only arrived a decade or so earlier. Such an attitude can be
seen today as well, as there is latent discrimination against mainlanders in the city, especially against
the nouveau riche group of wealthy mainland businessmen and women. See Steven Tsang’s A Modern
History of Hong Kong for additional details.
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experience of reading is analogous to time travel: the reader is conveyed back
over the breadth of Hong Kong’s Geschichte (in Reinhart Koselleck’s sense of the
term!), experiencing numerous facets of quotidian existence.

The stories set in each respective decade disclose historically enduring, and
yet heterogeneous moments for the people of Hong Kong. The 1990s highlight
the handover and Hong Kong’s future relationship with Beijing, particularly
“Insignificant Moments in the History of Hong Kong.” This story narratively
recreates the eve of the handover and the day after. It illustrates a conceivably
distinctive Hong Kong way of dealing with historic events: on the first day of
“Hong Kong, Special Administrative Region (HKSAR),” several families are
eating out at one of the innumerable restaurants in the city, catching glimpses of
h/History on the television screen, paying only marginal attention to the ostenta-
tious exhibition of pyrotechnics. For the characters in the story, food, and the
convivial atmosphere of the restaurant, is more important, or at least more real.
The History on the TV seems to be a concern for others, not for those actually
living in the city. The fireworks of Historie, as it were, are simply that: just fire-
works, a grand display but nothing more. To use the words of one of the story’s
characters, the elderly Uncle Cheuk: “Fireworks, hah. If you see one, you've seen
them all. Doesn’t matter who foots the bill” (Xu Xi, Historys 26). To put it
briefly, life is simply life; the grand sweep of History is the concern of those in
power, and perhaps the retinue of television reporters that follow them about.

The stories set in the 1980s draw attention to the tense atmosphere pervad-
ing the streets of Hong Kong in the aftermath of the Tian'anmen Square protests
(e.g.: “Manky’s Tale,” mentioned above), as well as the precariousness of living
in-between worlds, particularly the cities of Hong Kong and New York (e.g.: “The
Fourth Copy or Dancing with Skeletons and Other Romances,” and “Rage”). In
many ways these tales are autobiographical as Xu Xi herself lives somewhere
between Hong Kong, New York, and New Zealand. As Luis H. Francia has noted
about Xu Xi’s stories and essays, they alert “us to the nuances of a seemingly con-
tradictory condition—at home everywhere and nowhere.”

19 Wherever invoked, the terms Geschichte and Historie are employed following Reinhart Kosellecks
elaboration of them in his Begriffsgeschichte, usually translated as “conceptual history.” In brief, the first
term identifies the histories, or common “stories,” told by those on the outside and at the margins of
Official versions of events, i.e.: the quotidian experiences of the working class. The second term is used to
refer to Official State History, i.e.: that which is recorded, archived, and taught in schools. For further
details, see: Reinhart KosellecK’s. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (New York: Columbia
UP, 2004), and The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (New York: Columbia
UP, 2002).
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In the section of stories taking place in the 1970s, the experiences of Hong
Kong’s industrialisation is focused upon, particularly in “The Yellow Line.” In
this short story, a young boy from a poor housing estate in Lok Fu 4 SR mar-
vels at the much more affluent existence of the boys at St George’s International
school in Kowloon Tong, now connected to /is world via the newly expanded
yellow line of the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) system. The young boy’s im-
poverished and dysfunctional household stands in stark contrast to the ap-
pearance of wealth in Kowloon. The story ends tragically with the young
boy jumping in front of an oncoming train, apparently unable to endure the
psychological separation he feels between the two worlds that are now physically
connected (136). The other two stories in this section focus on the theme of
forbidden romance and interracial relationships. The “Tryst” describes a latent
lesbian attraction between a Hong Kong woman and a French Sinophile named
Monique. The story “Dannemora” describes a stuck-in-a-rut interracial marriage
between a Hong Kong woman named Joyce and a British expatriate named Edward.
Living a relaxed but almost pointless life in the New Territories, she bemoans his
lack of ambition, while he criticises hers (124). The story contains an underlying
criticism of the entrenched and systemic inequality in the colony: an expatriate
could live a relatively good life without doing much of anything; a Chinese, in
contrast, had to struggle just to eke out even a meagre existence (114, 119). The
story concludes with Joyce and Edward ostensibly resigning themselves to what
fate has gifted them (124-26), calling to mind the abovementioned pragmatic
attitude of Hong Kongers as witnessed in “Insignificant Moments in the History
of Hong Kong.”

Finally, in the 1960s, we encounter what could be considered Xu Xi’s most
overtly political piece of fiction, appropriately titled “Democracy.” The main
narrative of the story focuses on the election of a new Girl Guides troupe leader,
supposedly as a means to help the girls learn how to make their own choices.
Paralleling these school girl elections are the Star Ferry riots of 1966, which even-
tually culminate in the communist-inspired protests of 1967. The story switches
back and forth between the 1960s and the 1990s, referencing the importance of
1966 for contemporary Hong Kong history, but lamenting the fact that today’s
“students didn’t find their own history relevant” (191). The Girl Guides election
results in a surprise win for Patricia, the main protagonist, who seemed to be only
marginally interested in the entire process. Her main competitor, Maria, voices a
complaint that perhaps echoes complaints made against some of the participants
in Hong Kong’s current electoral politics: “Here I've presented the best program
in the world, and they don’t appreciate it. See what happens when you let the
ignorant choose” (200). Ironically, Patricia’s victory is attributed to the fact that
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she listens, and Maria does not, a common refrain in most democracies. The
story ends with the handover only a few months away, with Patricia thinking
of her childhood friends, particularly Yin-Fei who was running for a seat in the
local elections. Her friend’s words echo in her head:

Once the British leave, isn't it up to us to at least try? Someone has to, and we are the
lucky ones. . . . [T]he lifestyle and freedoms Hong Kong had would erode unless
people acted to keep them. This was their home. If they didn’t care about their society,
who else would? After all, in the eyes of the Chinese government, democracy was
merely a relic of an unjust treaty, leftover by colonial rulers who disregarded the true
desires of the majority. (203)

Ruminating on these words, Patricia steps into a warm bath, her husband pops his
head into the bathroom to ask a quick question, and the last line of the story has
her thinking about how “she really must watch her diet from now on” (204).
What then, of democracy? Where is its place in the grand scheme of things? Or
is it the quotidian that is of primary concern? Are politics and democracy just
fireworks, the concern of Historie? The reader is left to wonder.

To sum up, the short stories in Historys Fiction highlight the multivalent
nature of Hong Kong’s history, of concerns that transcend their historical tem-
porality and linger in the psyches of the city’s residents. To quote Xu Xi’s preface,
the stories “speak to our city’s history, through fiction, against the backdrop of
events that marked the recent decades.” They “are stories ‘from the city of Hong
Kong,’ a city that remains my perpetual concern. Time and place do not define it
although moments of history do” (i-ii). They are, I would add, snippets of lived
Geschichre. Experienced in different epochs, these memories are still able to com-
municate by means of the written word. That is to say, this collection of short
fiction stands as testament and archive to the everyday realities of Hong Kong’s
lived lives—memories that heretofore have not been expressed. They serve,
moreover, to give emphasis to the diversity of Hong Kong’s history in its “differ-
ent kind of English.” Before concluding this essay, a few words need to be given to
Xu Xi’s two novels.

The novels Hong Kong Rose and The Unwalled City are in many ways ex-
tended versions of her short stories. In both works several of her short story
characters reappear, an intertextual technique used quite frequently by Xu Xi.
Her newest work, for instance, the 2007 Man Asian Literary Prize shortlisted
novel Habit of a Foreign Sky (to be published this year), centres on the life of Gail
Szeto, a biracial (or jaahpjung F#EAE, to use the word in Xu Xi’s novel) single mother
first seen in The Unwalled Cizy. In the aforementioned interview held in 2008,
Xu Xi spoke of a “hard to explain interest” in certain of her characters, and how
that interest transcends their appearance in one short story or novel. It is a desire
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to see where their lives lead, to see where her pen takes them, as it were, that causes
Xu Xi to return to them and further grow their stories. Gail Szeto is but one
example, others would be the married, and then later divorced, couple Ai-Lin and
Vince, both first seen in Chinese Walls and then again in The Unwalled City. Some-
times only minor background characters reappear, but the overall effect of this
intertextuality creates a semblance of closeness for the characters of Xu Xi’s nar-
rated city-village, a sense of everyone knowing everyone else, despite Hong Kong
having a population just over seven million people.

Turning our attention to Hong Kong Rose, the novel is set in the 1980s and
narrates the life of Rose Kho, a wahkiu from Indonesia. Having grown up in
Hong Kong, Rose, after the almost requisite time spent studying overseas, has
returned to the city to become a successful career woman. She has married her
high school sweetheart Paul Lie, and for all intents and purposes, she seems to
have it all. Her job is satisfying, her in-laws are not demanding. Her own parents
are not particularly troublesome either, despite their complicated relationships
with Hong Kong’s Cantonese (Xu Xi, Rose 47). (The autobiographical references
are pronounced here, another common feature of much of Xu Xi’s fiction.)
Marriage to Paul has also accorded her status, or deih waih, something that did
not at first matter to her, but later on did, as it provided equal standing “with the
supposedly ‘real’ Chinese of Hong Kong” (227). Life seemed to be almost too
good to be true, and unfortunately for Rose, it was.

After marrying Paul, she discovers his secret: he is gay. This fact is brought
home shortly after their wedding when Paul’s male lover, Cheung Man Yee, tor-
ments her about the duties of the first wife to bear children, intimating that he can
take care of Paul’s sexual needs while she keeps up appearances. Rose remarks
ironically: “and that was the real beginning of my marriage, a good old fashioned
Chinese marriage, complete with concubine” (134). To make matters worse for
Rose, Paul’s parents already knew of his “tendencies.” In order to “save face,”
however, they plead with Rose not to leave him, despite his indiscretions that
increase in number over the course of the novel. Rose, unwilling, or perhaps
emotionally unable, to sacrifice her own standing in Hong Kong society, does not
immediately divorce Paul, but rather begins to engage in her own adulterous af-
fairs. As the novel spirals towards its conclusion, Rose’s life is a near shambles,
and she can only lament her “greatest ‘wrong’,” which “was wanting to be a part
of this Hong Kong Chinese social order I called home” (299).

As suggested above, Xu Xi’s novels very much enlarge upon the themes and
concerns found in her short stories. In the case of Hong Kong Rose, the focus is
given to troubled relationships and societal pressures, especially those faced by
women. In 1980s Hong Kong, when earning money was paramount, and rock-
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ing the social boat was frowned upon, Rose Kho was stuck in a precarious situa-
tion not easy to escape from. Divorce was still frowned upon, and even though
Paul was gay, which would seemingly be sufficient reason to separate, he and his
family would never admit to such in public—there would be no coming out of
the closet—and so Rose would bear the brunt of social criticism for having not
made things work. Men in Hong Kong were, after all, expected to be unfaithful
now and then. As she remarks at one point in the novel, the price for her silence
was her soul (174), a refrain that perhaps echoes across many relationships, espe-
cially those in closed conservative societies where homosexuality is said not to
exist. It is therefore with a great amount of courage that Rose finally leaves Paul,
recognising that there is perhaps more to life than deih waih. The story suggests
that things may turn out alright for her in the end, despite the scars earned be-
cause of her “greatest wrong.” The novel ends somewhat optimistically, at least
for Rose. The only touch of pessimism is that it seems that her Heimat is un-
willing to accept such a reality: the last few pages detail Rose’s preparation for
relocation to New York. Akin to Rosemary, only the United States can free her
of the confines of Hong Kong,.

As for The Unwalled City, the novel focuses on the lives of several different
people over the last few years of the British colony. It depicts an intimate por-
trayal of the commonplace lives of those on the cusp of History, without ever
letting that History invade upon and consume them. The characters come from
all walks of life. There is Andanna Lee You Fun, a twenty-something girl and
unenthusiastic jazz singer longing for love, only to find out that it is fleeting.
Towards the end of the novel, she walks away from the superficially jazz-inspired
independence of her male friends and finds a degree of fulfilment singing Canto-
pop love songs, all on the eve of empire. There is Vince da Luca, a New Yorker,
and erstwhile happily married man, now in the hometown of his former wife
(Ai-Lin) taking photographs, making money, and feeling much like a fish out of
water. There is also Colleen Leyland-Tang, a “successfully” married American
Sinophile who spends much of her time shuttling back and forth between Hong
Kong and Singapore, bedding various men along the way. And lastly, there is
Gail Szeto (mentioned above), a woman struggling with a high stress job, single
motherhood (her child has what would seem to be a more maternal relationship
with the family’s amah), and an increasingly senile live-in mother. And while her
situation would seem to be the most difficult, Gail has some inner strength in her
and a realisation as to what makes Hong Kong the city it is. In an exchange with
Vince at a party towards the end of the novel, the city, as she understands it, is
summed up quite nicely. The two of them are talking about the impending
handover, the significance of this Historie to the city’s inhabitants, and its way
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of life. To quote at length:

“So, should I shoot the handover?” [Vince asks]
“I didn’t think you were a news photographer.”

“I'm not. But the whole world’s descending on this town. Thought maybe I
could sell a shot or two. Really, though, it’s to hang onto a piece of history.”

“Don’t bother.”

That surprised him. “Why not?”

“It isn't worth it, except for a moment.”

“Guess I thought you cared about Hong Kong.”
ghty: g g

“I do. Certainly more than you.”

“Isn’t its history important to you then?”
Yy 1mps ¥

She was silent a long moment. “No.” And then, after another swallow of her
drink, “well, that’s not strictly true. Like most people, I don’t care that much about
history, not really, except in how it affects me personally. . . .

“You're really that uninterested?”

“Making money here is what counts, so that I can fulfill my responsibilities to
my family and society. That’s fair enough isn't it? I've been fortunate, and done better
than many others, so I like Hong Kong pretty much the way it is. The politicians can
say and do what they please as long as my life’s not disturbed.”

“That’s the way life is here, huh? No one gives a shit about anyone except

herself?”
“It’s honest.” She hesitated. “Maybe, more moral than pretending otherwise.”
“Morals? In this town?”
Mocking smile. “We have a few.”
“But youre going to become a part of China.”

“So what? We always were. It’s only the rest of the world that thinks we're not.
What do you think? That Hong Kong will disappear on July 1st2” (Xu Xi 2001: 268-
270)

The exchange is quite expressive and, I would argue, especially reflective of the

complicated and yet straightforward manner of how many in Hong Kong relate

their lives to Historie. So long as it does not overrun one’s personal life, then it is

best left to politicians and others who are perhaps overly troubled by it. That is to

say, it is the lives of those who occupy the congested streets and the cramped

apartments of this metropolis that matter most, not those who are “footing the

bill.”
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After retrocession, of course, Hong Kong did not disappear. And, I believe,
neither did its colonial heritage; its “infinity of traces” lingers still, if nowhere else
than in the living inventory of English-language literature in the colony. 7%e
Unwalled City, 1 believe, makes this clear. As for the novel’s provocative title, the
reference to this Jack of a wall signifies nothing other than what Wong et al. spoke
of earlier, that Hong Kong was on the outside of the Chinese wall. It was, for
most of its history, considered to be at the margins of the margins. Or, I would
phrase it, always-already in-between; a linguistic-cultural schizophrenic. The wall
now in question is that constructed by the mainland authorities, and those culture
workers who ignore and overlook the contribution Anglophone literature has made
to the articulation of a sense of Hong Kongness.

What of Hong Kong Anglophone Futures?

To suggest answers to the questions put forth at the beginning of this discus-
sion of Xu Xi’s fiction, the primary means by which Anglophone literature can
overcome its status as fringe, gwailo writing is by remaining true to its marginaliry.
Being on the edge, as it were, provides this literature with a unique perspective
from which to problematise conventional, mainstream interpretations of linguis-
tic reality. By narrating stories in indigenised English, the alienating experience
created during the act of reading has the potential to disrupt reader expectations,
and thus cause them to reflect upon their relationship to the text. This, in turn,
initiates the teaching conversation theorised above. By drawing attention to our
responsibility to narrated (fictional) others, such types of Anglophone fiction in-
terpellate its readers, making them aware of their duty to an/Other(s); and their
responsibility to critically question the discursive nature of reality.

To recall the two Hui characters discussed above, intertextually, they mani-
fest the Levinasian face relation most undeniably. As fictional others, the two
Huis underscore quite affectingly the state of linguistic-cultural schizophrenia iden-
tified by Xu Xi. Similarly, the short stories in History’s Fiction emphasise the
chronotopic confluence of various epochs of Hong Kong’s Geschichte. These mo-
ments in time are all linked by the spatio-temporal geography of the city itself.
That is to say, the many others of Hong Kong’s quotidian history interact with
each other, and the reader, by means of Xu Xi’s fictional reinterpretations. The
figurative city of Hong Kong serves as an anchor for these stories, providing space
for its communities to put down roots. Taken together, the stories draw attention
the fact that these types of histories deserve as much attention as those that are
displayed on TV. Finally, Hong Kong Rose and The Unwalled City give us the
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minutiae of Geschichte on a seemingly grand scale, ironically illustrating that the
monumental sweep of Historie means little to those on the streets.

To conclude, Xu Xi’s fiction maintains its productive marginality—a seem-
ingly paradoxical position, but a theoretically powerful site nonetheless—as the
only means to ask (demand) that the island city’s English history, and its atten-
dant English voices, be remembered. This entreaty to be gifts English-language
literature in the former colony with a unique potential to destabilise conven-
tionalised representations of Hong Kong’s literary Historie, and thus open doors
for countermemories to emerge. Xu Xi’s “different kind of English,” her linguis-
tic-cultural schizophrenia, expresses an “authentic” voice that conveys the Levinasian
Other’s appeal to be heard, acknowledged, and remembered. Hong Kong’s En-
glish-language literary future seems secure so long as it refrains from joining the
cultural mainstream. By remaining interstitially placed inbetween the larger
Anglophone and Sinophone worlds, it can put down roots of its own, on its own
terms.
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