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Introduction: 
Difference an d Convergenc e i n Globalizatio n 

Q. S. Tong  and Douglas  Kerr 

Virtues of differenc e 

It i s customar y nowaday s t o accep t tha t a  cross-nationa l an d cross-regiona l 
production o f knowledg e an d th e integratio n o f academi c communitie s ar e n o 
longer just a n ide a o r a  desire , bu t a  give n an d a n experience . I n th e proces s o f 
globalization, i t i s often claime d an d believe d tha t academic s i n th e humanitie s 
are empowere d b y a  ne w se t o f internationa l condition s o f possibilit y i n critica l 
articulation an d intellectua l engagement . Ove r th e pas t tw o decade s o r so , ther e 
has bee n a  gatherin g globa l awarenes s o f th e nee d t o develo p a  mor e ope n 
worldview, and t o engage mor e activel y and productivel y with ideas and views fro m 
elsewhere, a  globa l awarenes s tha t has rather fundamentall y redefine d ou r sens e 
of wha t w e ar e an d wha t w e do . However , t o tak e i t fo r grante d tha t academic s 
and scholar s participat e i n an d benefi t fro m a  globa l communit y o f scholarshi p 
may indicat e a  certai n idealis m o r eve n delusio n o n th e par t o f ou r profession . 
For ami d th e globalizin g forces , whethe r economic , political , o r cultural , ther e 
remain conspicuou s difference s an d divergence s everywher e an d a t al l levels , 
which separate , divide , or eve n antagoniz e scholarl y communities , eithe r becaus e 
of difference s i n intellectua l preoccupatio n an d geopolitica l commitmen t o r 
because o f discursiv e gap s amon g differen t tradition s an d system s o f knowledg e 
production. I t i s common fo r dialogue s acros s regiona l boundarie s o n putativel y 
common concern s t o ofte n tak e separat e paths . I n th e perceive d formatio n o f 
an internationa l communit y o f scholarship , we are tease d an d thwarted , i t seems , 
by discrepancies , incongruities , fissures , an d communicationa l lacunae . 
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In th e contex t o f China , sinc e it s open-door polic y i n th e lat e 1970s , ther e 
has been a n overwhelming amoun t o f interest in the developments o f the Western 
humanities, i n particula r i n contemporar y critica l theor y o r critica l knowledg e 
more generally . Almost al l of the major work s by leading Euro-America n thinker s 
and cultura l critic s in the pas t fifty year s o r so have bee n translate d int o Chines e 
and reproduce d i n variou s forms : quote d an d appropriated , circulate d an d 
perpetuated amon g scholar s an d student s alike , unti l th e freshnes s an d novelt y 
of thei r theoretica l an d critica l articulation s hav e bee n exhausted . A  collectiv e 
fatigue an d intellectua l languidnes s se t in, but only for a  shor t while , soo n t o be 
transformed int o a  discursive critica l energ y directe d a t reclaiming th e lost voice 
of Chin a i n th e globa l product io n o f knowledge , an d creatin g a  syste m o f 
knowledge tha t woul d bea r distinctl y Chines e characteristic s an d b e irreducibl y 
different fro m it s Western counterparts . 

Fredric Jameso n ha s calle d attentio n t o th e difference s betwee n wha t h e 
called "thir d world " intellectual s an d thei r counterpart s i n th e "firs t world, " 
primarily the U.S., in terms of their preoccupation s an d positionings. Among th e 
former, assert s Jameson, "ther e i s now an obsessive return o f the national situatio n 
itself, th e nam e o f th e countr y tha t return s agai n an d agai n lik e a  gong , th e 
collective attentio n t o 'us ' and what we have t o do an d how we do it , to what we 
can ' t d o an d wha t w e d o bet te r tha n thi s o r tha t nationality , ou r un iqu e 
characteristics."1 "Thir d world" literature, fo r Jameson, reveal s a remarkable self -
consciousness o f its close and innate lin k to a large socia l and historical discours e 
and i s generally perceived an d understood a s a national allegor y tha t document s 
collectively the political and social processes of the nation i n question. In contrast , 
"first world " literature , a s he see s it , i s a  heavil y psychologize d discours e tha t i s 
de tached fro m th e publi c an d roote d i n th e real m o f privat e exper ience . 
Jameson's postulations with regard t o this distinction hav e not gone unchallenged , 
and th e geopolitica l configuratio n o f today's world ca n no longe r b e adequatel y 
understood an d describe d i n term s o f the three-worl d categorization , whic h i s a 
legacy o f the Col d Wa r era (Jameson' s articl e wa s published i n 1986 , three year s 
before th e fall of the Berlin Wall) . However, his diagnosis of the dilemma o f "thir d 
world" intellectual s i n thei r projec t o f narratin g th e sel f a s "nationa l allegory " 
directs our attention t o a discursive emphasi s o n the defining rol e o f "situationa l 
consciousness," not just in literary production bu t also in other realm s of cultura l 
and intellectua l experience . I n thi s sense , Ahmad' s critiqu e o f Jameson woul d 
seem t o hav e misse d th e point , eve n thoug h hi s engagement wit h Jameson ove r 
such specifi c issue s a s globa l politica l configuratio n an d nationa l cultura l 
particularities remain s o f interest. 2 

1. Fredri c Jameson, "Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism," Social Text 
(fall 1986) : 65, 85. 
2. Se e Aijaz Ahmad's "Jameson's Rhetoric of Otherness and the 'National Allegory,'" i n his In 
Theory: Classes, Nations,  Literatures  (London and NY: Verso, 1992). 
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What we have seen i n China testifie s t o the existenc e o f the kin d o f discursiv e 
gap dividin g literary , scholarl y an d critica l communitie s i n differen t geopolitica l 
and cultura l locations . The discursiv e shif t o f attention t o nationa l characteristic s 
in Chin a i s no t onl y a  collectiv e expressio n o f th e nation' s impatienc e wit h it s 
inability t o articulat e a  se t o f distinc t theoretica l position s bu t als o indicate s th e 
advent o f a  counter-discourse , a  discours e o f resistanc e an d exclusion . However , 
it woul d b e to o eas y t o attribut e t o th e ris e o f nationalis m thi s departur e fro m 
engagement fo r a  mor e self-centre d practice . Eve n i f ther e wa s indee d a 
resurgence o f nationalism i n China , i t would b e more a  product an d consequenc e 
of thi s shif t tha n a  caus e o f th e obsessiv e retur n t o China' s "nationa l situation. " 
Those o f u s livin g an d writin g outsid e th e mainlan d o f China , with n o particula r 
professional investmen t i n Chin a studies , migh t easil y hav e overlooke d thi s 
development. 

Some o f th e essay s an d translation s include d i n thi s volum e delineat e thi s 
in te l l ec tua l t ra jec tor y a n d giv e o n e a  sens e o f som e o f th e e m e r g e n t 
preoccupations o f Chines e academics . Contac t wit h th e cultura l othe r prompts , 
in th e classi c manner, a n intens e self-reflection , an d Jiang Ningkang's essa y entitled 
"Reading th e West : Note s o n Recen t Chines e Critique s o f Wester n Discourses " 
traces som e o f the negotiation s i n which Chines e intellectual s hav e engage d wit h 
various theoretica l discourse s comin g fro m th e Wes t (o r th e Wests) , to sho w ho w 
a readin g o f th e othe r ma y entai l bot h a  re-reading an d a  re-assertion o f th e self . 
Such self-reflectio n i n some instance s puts significant pressur e o n institutions . Th e 
essay here b y Wang Shoure n an d Zha o Wenshu delineate s th e impac t o f Englis h 
on contemporar y Chines e society , i n whic h th e enormou s popularit y o f th e 
language, and it s adoption a s the mediu m o f scientific publication , i s not matche d 
in universit y humanitie s faculties , where fo r variou s reasons , includin g a  cultura l 
nationalism relate d t o th e kin d o f resistance mentione d above , English studie s i s 
resisted, underdeveloped , an d isolated . Wang an d Zho u sugges t tha t English i s a 
problem tha t Chines e universitie s hav e ye t t o resolve . Whe n h e compare s th e 
intellectual vitalit y o f th e Chines e Academ y o f Socia l Science s wit h researc h 
institutions i n othe r countries , Li u Don g allow s himsel f t o wonde r whethe r it s 
existence i s justified a t all . Although i n th e en d h e offer s i t a reprieve, i t needs t o 
change it s ways, he suggests , i f i t is to pla y the rol e i t should i n helpin g Chin a t o 
adapt t o som e o f th e condition s o f globalizatio n an d —  equall y importantl y — 
to resis t others . Th e contribution s fro m Chines e academic s her e al l spea k t o a n 
intellectual an d institutiona l self-consciousness , which , interestin g i n individua l 
cases, i s far mor e significan t whe n considere d collectively . 

Scholars and critic s based elsewher e ma y have a  different se t of concerns an d 
preoccupat ions . Catherin e Belsey' s essa y i n th e presen t volum e i s a  goo d 
illustration o f th e shiftin g an d contentiou s landscap e o f critica l practic e i n th e 
West, where quit e fundamenta l issue s (a s her titl e suggests) o f understanding an d 
practice —  o f th e production  o f knowledge —  ar e ope n t o debate . He r critiqu e o f 
cultural constructivis m i n th e nam e o f a  Lacania n "anxiet y o f th e real " frame s 
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itself a s par t o f a  dialogu e betwee n poststructuralis m an d postmodernism , an d 
yet i t ha s a  "situationa l consciousness " an d geography , althoug h fo r obviou s 
reasons Europea n intellectua l endeavour s i n th e las t couple o f generation s hav e 
tended no t t o sai l under a  national flag . With a  different idio m an d focus , Ronal d 
Judy, i n "Som e Note s o n a  Critiqu e o f Culture, " probe s difference s i n thinkin g 
about culture , in hi s investigation o f the institutiona l structure s tha t imagine an d 
mediate it . The ne w Europ a Universita t Viadrina a t Frankfur t (Oder ) wa s se t u p 
in th e aftermat h o f th e Col d War , wit h th e ide a o f buildin g a  bridg e betwee n 
Western an d Easter n Europ e an d redefinin g "Europeanness " throug h a  ne w 
o rgan iza t ion o f knowledg e tha t woul d emphas iz e in te rna t iona l i t y a n d 
interdisciplinarity. Jud y see s thi s ne w variatio n o n th e ide a o f th e universit y a s 
the purveyo r o f culture , no w i n a  global context , a s having t o answer t o a  histor y 
in whic h a  "globa l culture " i s in practic e conceive d a s fa r fro m inclusive . 

It i s important , then , t o acknowledg e th e difference s betwee n Chines e an d 
Euro-American knowledg e productio n tha t exis t within thes e intellectua l contexts . 
Within th e contex t o f China , th e collectiv e attentio n t o th e sel f an d discursiv e 
emphasis o n th e urgenc y an d legitimac y o f constructin g nationa l uniquenes s i n 
China mus t no t b e construe d merel y a s a n indicatio n o f on e interlocutor ' s 
withdrawal fro m th e conversation , bu t shoul d b e take n a s indicativ e o f th e 
ineffectuality an d unproductivenes s o f existin g mode s o f interaction s acros s 
regions an d boundaries . Th e powe r o f conventionalit y o f knowledg e productio n 
has sustaine d a  distinc t traditio n o f scholarshi p i n China . I t i s impossible t o lis t 
all th e difference s betwee n Chines e intellectual s an d thei r Euro-America n 
counterparts i n modes o f thinking an d habit s of production. And ther e i s no nee d 
here t o broach i n detai l th e deepe r laye r o f ideological an d politica l implication s 
in th e collectiv e obsessio n wit h th e nationa l situatio n i n China ; ou r purpos e i s 
not t o moun t a n argumen t vis-d-vis  the discursiv e ga p betwee n th e communitie s 
of scholarshi p bu t t o foregroun d an d prob e th e ga p itself . 

We ma y star t b y thinkin g mor e specifically , fo r example , o f th e institutiona l 
and organize d productio n o f scholarshi p i n China . Partl y du e t o th e particula r 
political an d socia l system , stat e sponsorshi p o f researc h remain s th e mos t 
important for m o f suppor t fro m outsid e academia . Thi s kin d o f governmen t 
support i s commendable i n a  way, and indee d coul d b e caus e fo r env y elsewhere , 
where fundin g fo r humanitie s researc h i s bein g cu t severely . I n China , fund s 
received fro m th e stat e ar e ofte n provide d fo r nationa l scholarl y projects , 
envisaged a s leading t o th e erectio n o f scholarly monuments. Tha t i s perhaps wh y 
a considerabl e amoun t o f resource s ar e channelle d t o suppor t large-scal e 
collaborative researc h projects , suc h a s thos e o n th e Xia , Shan g an d Zho u 
Dynasties referre d t o i n L i Ling' s articl e i n thi s volume , whic h involve d a  larg e 
number o f distinguishe d historians , archeologists , philologists , an d scientists . I n 
China, project s o f thi s kind enjo y a  startling prestig e rarel y found elsewhere ; the y 
are funded an d carrie d ou t a s part o f government plannin g fo r socia l and cultura l 
developments ove r a  certai n period . Thi s stat e participatio n i n th e proces s o f 
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scholarly production , whic h recognize s scholarl y labou r a s a  constitutiv e par t o f 
the nationa l economy , ha s bee n a  decisiv e influenc e o n th e publi c expectatio n 
of researc h outpu t an d thu s ha s shape d an d define d publi c understandin g o f 
research cultur e i n academia . 

It is , then , smal l wonde r tha t certai n area s o f studie s o r mode s o f scholarl y 
production hav e enjoyed a  privileged centralit y an d unusua l popularit y i n China , 
even when the y have been subjec t t o critica l reflection s o r eve n hav e bee n calle d 
into questio n elsewhere . Since th e politica l and cultura l liberalization i n th e earl y 
1980s, the disciplin e o f comparative literature , fo r example , ha s been on e o f th e 
most popula r an d prominen t loc i o f literary studies . There ar e historica l reason s 
for th e ris e an d developmen t o f comparativ e literatur e i n China . Importe d fro m 
the West , throug h Japan , i n th e earl y twentiet h century , comparativ e literatur e 
as a discipline an d are a of studies has been closel y bound u p with China' s nationa l 
project o f modernization. Th e ideologica l mainsta y of its extraordinary popularit y 
and prominenc e i s shown nowher e mor e clearl y than it s mode o f inquiry , whic h 
enables an d supports , unde r th e nam e o f "comparison, " direc t participatio n o f 
the self — nationa l literatur e —  i n th e globa l syste m o f literar y production . 

The vitalit y o f a  disciplin e ca n onl y be sustaine d o n th e basi s o f a  great dea l 
of self-understandin g an d self-consciousnes s o f it s ow n history , o f it s presen t 
situation, and o f its continuing possibilitie s in th e future ; th e habi t o f disciplinar y 
self-reflection constitute s a n essentia l par t o f the discipline' s scop e o f inquiry an d 
contributes t o it s integrity . Said' s critiqu e o f Wester n orientalis m an d mor e 
generally cultura l imperialism , fo r example , i s bot h enable d an d substantiate d 
by his critical reflections o n th e disciplin e o f literary studies. In a  broader contex t 
in whic h h e speak s o f "th e genera l relationshi p betwee n cultur e an d empire, " 
Said urge s a  historica l understandin g o f th e origi n o f comparativ e literatur e a s 
intricately linked t o the practic e o f imperialism i n th e nineteent h century , despit e 
its apparently libera l aims , one o f which i s to free literar y and cultura l experienc e 
from parochialis m an d provincialis m an d from th e dogma s o f intellectual inquiry . 
"I suggest," he proposes , "that we look first a t what comparative literatur e originall y 
was, a s vision an d a s practice ; ironicall y .. . th e stud y o f 'comparativ e literature ' 
originated i n th e perio d o f hig h Europea n imperialis m an d i s irrecusably linke d 
to it." Only by understanding th e genesi s of comparative literature , Said continues , 
can w e the n "dra w ou t o f comparativ e literature' s subsequen t trajector y a  bette r 
sense of what i t can d o i n modern cultur e an d politics." 3 I t is perhaps n o acciden t 
that i n th e Anglo-American contex t an d i n th e wake o f Said' s critique o f Wester n 
orientalism, comparativ e literatur e ha s gone throug h som e fundamental changes , 
in particula r wit h regar d t o it s comparative mod e o f operatio n an d it s inevitabl e 
practice o f binarism ; it s p rominenc e ha s bee n largel y overtake n b y othe r 
theoretical an d critica l programmes an d concerns . Said' s critique o f comparativ e 

3. Edwar d Said, Culture and Imperialism (NY: Vintage Books , 1994) , xi, 43. 



6 Q.  S.  Tong and Douglas  Kerr 

literature an d it s current statu s in th e West should no t be take n a s the las t verdic t 
on comparativ e literature . Th e poin t her e is , however , tha t th e larg e amoun t o f 
institutional an d popula r attentio n comparativ e literatur e ha s attracte d i n Chin a 
illustrates tha t difference s betwee n tradition s o f scholarl y productio n i n Chin a 
and elsewher e ar e fa r mor e deepl y rooted tha n the y migh t appear . I n addressin g 
differences o f thi s kind , i t i s necessar y t o recogniz e th e socia l an d cultura l 
circumstances unde r whic h thes e difference s hav e bee n constitute d a s discursive 
ones an d t o conside r ho w thes e difference s hav e i n tur n generate d furthe r 
divergences. 

Indeed, discursiv e divergences hav e punctuated ever y moment i n th e proces s 
of China' s engagemen t with th e West , even a t times when ther e seem s an obviou s 
resonance betwee n a  certai n tren d i n Chin a an d a  particula r stran d o f critica l 
thinking elsewhere . At a more specifi c level , for example , on e ofte n hears , withi n 
Chinese academia , suc h pronouncement s a s "Critica l theorie s com e an d go , bu t 
the tex t remains " o r eve n statement s muc h mor e radicall y hostil e towar d 
theoretical formation s an d critica l approache s tha t ar e informe d b y theories . 
Surely, th e antagonis m betwee n theor y an d criticism , o r wha t d e Ma n ha s calle d 
"resistance t o theory," has been a  continuing oppositiona l critica l movement sinc e 
the adven t o f wha t i s no w know n a s poststructuralism . I t i s possible t o subsum e 
the critica l resistance t o theory in China under a  certain academi c "conservatism, " 
but thi s discursive and institutiona l resistanc e t o literary theory i s at the sam e tim e 
a manifestation o f a  more profoun d an d significan t anxiet y over China' s inabilit y 
to develop a  counter-critical discours e an d ove r it s lack of the critica l imaginatio n 
to reinstate , resuscitate , o r creat e a  theoretica l an d critica l syste m o f it s own. Fo r 
"literary theory " a s a category i s generally perceive d an d understoo d i n Chin a a s 
a synony m o f poststructuralism , a  produc t o f Wester n critica l an d speculativ e 
imagination i n th e las t few decades o f the twentiet h century . The cal l for a  retur n 
to th e text , therefore , i s a strange spas m o f the collectiv e intellectua l fatigu e that , 
as mentione d above , i s develope d ou t o f th e continuin g an d doubl y belate d 
experience o f the overwhelmin g presenc e o f various kinds of Western "postology " 
on th e Chines e scene . Paralle l t o thi s cal l fo r a  retur n t o th e literarines s an d 
textuality o f a  literary work, no t just i n th e classroo m bu t als o in th e institutiona l 
production o f critica l knowledge , i s a  stron g critica l movemen t fo r th e creatio n 
of a  syste m o f criticis m an d theor y tha t woul d b e Chines e an d indigenou s an d 
that would operat e a s an alternativ e t o forms o f Western critica l theor y circulate d 
and practise d i n China . Th e politic s o f resistanc e t o theor y therefor e mark s a 
fundamental fissur e tha t disrupt s th e journey o f "travelin g theory " i n it s globa l 
mission, howeve r muc h Sai d consider s resistance s t o theor y t o b e "condition s o f 
acceptance" o r "a n inevitabl e par t o f acceptance " o f th e regim e o f theory. 4 

4. Se e Edward Said , 'Traveling Theory/ ' i n The  World, the  Text,  and  the Critic (Cambridge , 
Mass.: Harvard UP , 1983), 227. 
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To illustrate what we mean b y the discursiv e gap , we may now turn t o a  debat e 
between J. Hilli s Mille r an d Qia n Zhongwen , stage d i n China . I n hi s speec h a t a 
conference hel d i n Beijing i n 1999 , Miller made a  plea for a  widening o f the vision 
and horizo n o f literary studies, but h e projecte d a t the same time a  gloomy pictur e 
of th e futur e o f literar y studies , whos e disciplinar y integrity , h e said , wa s 
increasingly threatene d an d undermine d b y th e ne w globa l conditions . Miller' s 
argument i s no t exactl y th e firs t o f it s kind , an d i n a  certai n sens e no t eve n a 
very controversia l one . Bu t hi s speec h provoked , somewha t surprisingl y bu t 
significantly, stron g responses . A revised and extende d versio n o f th e pape r Mille r 
presented a t the conferenc e wa s translated int o Chines e an d publishe d i n Wenxue 
pinglun (Literar y review) , th e leadin g Chines e critica l journa l edite d b y th e 
Institute o f Literature , th e Chines e Academ y o f Socia l Sciences . It s publicatio n 
was mean t t o se t th e stag e i n th e journal fo r a  debat e ove r whethe r indee d th e 
importance o f literar y studie s ha s diminishe d i n th e contex t o f globalization . A 
slightly different versio n o f Miller's speech an d Qia n Zhongwen' s response , whic h 
regrettably ha s t o b e truncate d an d synopsize d du e t o th e limitation s o f space , 
are reprinted i n thi s volume. This is a rare exampl e o f direct dialogica l interactio n 
between a  US poststructuralist criti c and Qian , amon g othe r well-respected critic s 
in China . Bu t what emerge s from thi s debate i s that thei r difference s ar e derive d 
more fro m th e differen t context s i n whic h the y spea k an d fro m th e differen t 
discourses in which the y are situated . The proble m Mille r addressed ma y not hav e 
been a n immediat e an d seriou s on e o r ha d no t ye t bee n perceive d a s on e i n 
China. I n th e real m o f literar y studie s i n China , ther e remain s a  discernabl e 
adherence t o the normalit y and legitimac y of certain critica l operations tha t migh t 
be see n t o hav e bee n supersede d b y othe r issue s elsewhere . Ou r purpos e i n 
collecting i n thi s volum e som e o f th e articulation s fro m tha t debat e i s no t t o 
mount a  certai n argument , i s not , i n othe r words , t o tak e sides , t o validat e o r 
invalidate certai n issue s or positions . Rather, t o stage th e dialogu e i s to drive hom e 
the seriousnes s o f th e discursiv e ga p existin g eve n i n a  genuin e an d direc t 
exchange lik e thi s an d t o dra w attentio n t o th e nee d fo r a  clearl y identifie d 
common se t o f concern s tha t woul d mak e critica l interchang e meaningfu l an d 
productive. 

The "thir d world" intellectuals' obsessio n with th e "nationa l situation " whic h 
Jameson detecte d nearl y two decades ag o i s still very much wit h u s today, thoug h 
it may have differen t manifestations . I t may be argue d tha t the "nationa l situation " 
can entai l differences i n forms o f institutional practic e an d intellectua l formations ; 
the productio n o f knowledge an d scholarshi p i n Chin a doe s not , therefore , hav e 
to follow th e procedure establishe d i n th e West. In thi s volume, quite a  few author s 
take a  stan d o n th e importanc e o f recognizin g th e necessit y an d valu e o f a 
different pat h tha t China ha s taken o r shoul d take , and argu e fo r th e inevitabilit y 
of difference s o n th e ground s o f th e particularitie s o f Chines e society , tradition , 
and culture . 

The discursiv e emphasi s o n loca l particularities , withou t a n at temp t t o 
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u n d e r s t a n d ho w thes e pa r t i cu la r i t i e s ma y b e c o m e discursiv e gap s i n 
understanding, entail s rea l consequence s i n critica l practice . On e argumen t L i 
Yi mounts i n hi s '"Re-evaluatio n o f Modernity ' an d Moder n Chines e Literature " 
is tha t misreading s o f canonica l moder n Chines e writer s suc h a s L u Xu n partl y 
result fro m a  lac k o f live d experienc e o f moder n Chines e literatur e a s a  uniqu e 
formation unde r specifi c socia l circumstances . W e ma y rea d thi s lin e o f critica l 
thought a s indicative no t merel y o f a  return t o th e nationa l o r loca l situatio n bu t 
of a  placid acceptanc e o f incommensurabilities existin g amon g differen t culture s 
of critica l production . Althoug h apologie s fo r loca l o r nationa l specificitie s ar e 
not alway s mad e o n th e basi s o f a n over t rejectio n o f idea s an d view s fro m 
elsewhere, ther e i s a real dange r tha t local specificitie s ma y be easil y ontologized , 
and thi s would rende r critica l exchanges acros s cultures an d tradition s impossibl e 
or unproductive . 

"Chinese Studies : A  Changin g Fiel d o f Contention, " b y L i Ling , offer s a 
concrete exampl e o f ho w ou r confidenc e derive d fro m th e habitua l practic e i n 
knowledge productio n ma y generat e radicall y differen t views . I t i s a revie w essa y 
on th e controversie s an d debate s arisin g fro m W u Hung' s Monumentality  in  Early 
Chinese Art  and  Architecture,  foregroundin g ho w difference s i n th e styl e o f 
production an d protocol s o f research ca n generat e a  range o f misunderstanding s 
and mutua l distrust . Particularl y interestin g an d noteworth y ar e Li' s positiv e 
appraisal o f Western sinologists ' achievement s i n th e are a o f Chinese studies , fo r 
which Chin a a s the origina l sit e o f knowledge i s often take n fo r granted , an d hi s 
call for a  more open-minde d an d sympatheti c attitud e toward s Chinese intellectua l 
practices amon g Wester n scholar s who hav e bee n accustome d t o a  se t paradig m 
in researc h an d it s rules , which fo r L i ar e ope n t o debate . However , t o poin t t o 
those inevitabl e divergence s an d difference s i n opinio n an d mod e o f thinking , 
whether betwee n scholarl y communities o r within th e sam e academi c community , 
is t o sho w thei r limitations , thei r biases , an d t o remin d u s tha t a  productiv e 
mutuality o f scholarl y dialogu e o r debate , betwee n individual s o r system s o f 
culture, ca n b e ensure d onl y i f we ar e read y t o liste n t o an d lear n fro m others . 
We have no intentio n o f suggesting tha t th e example s given abov e presen t a  whole 
picture" of th e complexitie s o f Chines e scholarl y practic e i n relatio n t o researc h 
paradigms accepte d an d valued elsewhere . Generalization s attemptin g t o captur e 
the etho s o f a  time o r a  space ar e ofte n self-defeatin g i n th e end . I n fact , th e tw o 
pieces include d i n th e sam e section , Wang Hui' s "Historica l Imaginarie s o f Asia" 
and Xion g Yuezhi' s "Foreig n Settlement s i n Shangha i an d Fusio n o f Differen t 
Cultures," ma y b e considere d i n thi s contex t a s articulation s tha t disrup t th e 
discursive effort s t o construc t loca l homogenei ty : th e forme r reveal s th e 
inconsistencies o f th e notio n o f a  unified Asia ; and th e latter , b y focusing o n th e 
case o f Shanghai' s earl y modernity , show s th e impossibilit y o f loca l cultura l 
autonomy. 

The proble m —  o f squaring intellectua l commonalit y with a  full recognitio n 
of th e differenc e o f experienc e an d idio m i n differen t place s an d circumstance s 
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— i s a  leadin g preoccupatio n i n thi s volume . Man y o f th e essay s here , whethe r 
they spea k directl y t o th e si tuat io n o f Ch in a o r t o o t h e r locat ion s an d 
predicaments, tr y to insis t on th e values of both th e loca l and th e global , cultura l 
particularity an d internationa l universalism . Eri c Clarke' s collocatio n o f Englis h 
studies an d "globa l ethics " brings togethe r tw o very differen t discourse s wit h a n 
analogous mimeti c proble m —  o n on e hand , th e difficult y o f imaginin g an d 
representing th e cultura l diversit y tha t a  universalis t globa l ethic s ough t t o b e 
advancing, an d o n th e othe r hand , th e wa y nineteenth-centur y writer s suc h a s 
George Elio t and Walter Pate r sough t to elaborate idiom s of particular experienc e 
that would purpor t t o have a  universal extension . Eliot' s and Pater' s understandin g 
of th e tas k o f fiction i s a reminder tha t th e fiel d o f English studie s shoul d no t b e 
limited t o a  nationa l predicatio n o f cultura l experience . Tha t passage , opene d 
up i n th e synta x o f Eliot and Pater , betwee n specifi c loca l experience an d a  for m 
of analogical commentar y tha t may generalize it , can b e pondere d a s we face ou r 
own tas k o f bein g tru e bot h t o wha t make s u s differen t an d t o wha t w e hav e i n 
common. 

What w e hav e calle d th e discursiv e ga p tha t exist s i n cross-cultura l 
communication bu t ha s ofte n bee n overlooke d i n th e contex t o f globalizatio n 
should no t b e simpl y attribute d t o th e politic s o f identit y a t eithe r a  nationa l o r 
an individua l level , shoul d no t b e see n a s contingent , transient , o r isolated . I t i s 
imperative tha t w e recogniz e thos e blin d spots , discontinuities , an d void s i n th e 
global exchange s o f ideas : they have alread y commende d attentio n a s symptom s 
of a  certai n failur e i n ou r effort s t o p romot e an d advanc e cross-regiona l 
understanding. T o posi t difference s an d discontinuitie s a s a  given , a s a  regula r 
occurrence, an d a s a  typicality,  can b e t o mak e a  virtue an d a  critica l value o f th e 
discursive ga p coterminou s wit h th e globalizatio n o f scholarl y communities . 
Studies o f globalization mus t also at the sam e tim e investigat e wha t th e discursiv e 
gap ca n offe r i n developin g a n understandin g o f th e curren t globa l condition s 
that i s closer t o ou r actua l experienc e o f thos e conditions , a n experienc e tha t i s 
in fac t neve r frictionless o r unproblematic . Differences , whe n take n seriousl y an d 
responsibly, ca n enabl e a  new form o f participation an d practic e i n th e experienc e 
of intellectua l globalism . 

The symposium on "Higher Education and the Humanities" 

To recognize , no t just i n theor y bu t als o i n practice , th e virtue s o f th e kin d o f 
discursive difference s mentione d above , the English Department o f the Universit y 
of Hon g Kong , th e Englis h Departmen t o f Nanjing University , an d th e Editoria l 
Collective o f boundary  2 jointly organized a  symposium i n May 2002 on th e presen t 
status o f th e humanitie s an d th e universit y i n th e contex t o f globalization . Th e 
organization o f th e symposiu m wa s also a  response t o som e o f th e problem s tha t 
have surface d i n recen t year s i n academi a an d demande d seriou s attention . Th e 
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desire t o promot e bette r understandin g o f thos e issue s considere d significan t 
beyond one' s ow n local e o f intellectua l activit y i s als o a  desir e t o mak e a  spac e 
for th e formatio n o f a  common intellectua l community . Thos e o f us who wish t o 
work beyon d an d acros s disciplinar y o r regiona l boundarie s wer e particularl y 
interested i n th e way s direc t dialogu e o n issue s o f commo n interes t coul d b e 
sustained an d deepened . Thu s th e symposiu m brough t togethe r scholar s fro m 
Hong Kong , mainlan d China , an d th e US . 

Responding t o a  variety o f frustrations i n th e globa l exchang e o f ideas , Pau l 
A. Bov e appealed , a t th e symposium , fo r "th e valu e o f understanding " amon g 
regions an d communitie s unde r th e curren t globa l conditions . "No t onl y are w e 
aware," said Bove , "o f how globalization ha s changed man y o f the basi c categorie s 
of especially Western critica l thinking , bu t we are especiall y aware o f how centra l 
to futur e cultura l developmen t i s th e relatio n betwee n Chin a an d th e US . 
Intellectuals mus t accept a s one o f their task s the nee d t o work through th e mode s 
of thinkin g tha t th e ne w globalize d worl d require s an d tha t emergin g relation s 
between America an d Chin a demand. " Bove was speaking a s an intellectua l base d 
in th e U S and wit h specia l referenc e t o thi s symposium hel d i n Hon g Kong , no w 
a Specia l Administrativ e Regio n o f China . Wha t h e see s a s th e "valu e o f 
unders tand ing , " a  globa l unders tand in g an d sens e o f share d intellectua l 
responsibility, ca n obviousl y b e extende d t o othe r contexts . Ther e i s n o doub t 
that Chin a fo r it s part need s t o understand it s relationships no t onl y with th e U S 
but als o wit h othe r part s o f th e world . Bove' s appea l fo r bette r intellectua l 
understanding a s th e conditio n o f possibilit y fo r building , strengthening , an d 
developing a  meaningful relationshi p amon g individuals , communities , traditions , 
and sphere s o f critica l inquir y speak s directl y t o th e agend a o f th e symposium . 
Understanding i s constitutive o f an y meaningfu l relationship ; i t requires seriou s 
and continuou s effort s t o rene w an d deepe n itself . I f so , the n wha t i s mor e 
important, Bov e continue d i n th e sam e speech , i s t o "establis h o r restor e th e 
r igorous effort s an d s tandard s neede d t o mak e unders tandin g possible. " 
Therefore, "[at ] th e hear t o f thi s entir e conferenc e an d th e institutiona l form s 
we hope t o develop from it, " he summarized , "lie s the need t o give the humanitie s 
a seriousnes s o f purpos e th e absenc e o f whic h .. . ha s le d t o thei r degradatio n 
and mockery." 5 

The symposiu m starte d thi s projec t o f understandin g wit h a n effor t t o 
unders tand ourselves , t o unders tan d wha t w e d o a s bot h intellectual s an d 
institutional members , t o understan d th e relationshi p betwee n ou r professiona l 
activities and th e universit y a s a locale an d spac e tha t bot h enable s an d frustrate s 
those activities . Th e them e o f th e symposium , "Highe r educatio n an d th e 
humanities," is a topic recognized a s demanding urgen t attentio n fro m critic s an d 

5. Pau l A. Bove, "Welcoming Remarks' ' (presented at the International Symposium on Higher 
Education and the Humanities , Universit y o f Hong Kong, 3-4 Ma y 2002) . 
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scholars.6 Th e issue s discusse d an d debate d a t th e symposiu m ma y b e broadl y 
subsumed unde r fou r rubrics : "Academic s an d th e University, " "Politic s an d 
Academia," "Loca l and Global, " and "Literar y Studies and Cultura l Studies. " These 
topics o p e n e d u p fo r discussion s an d debate s man y mor e aspect s o f ou r 
professional an d institutiona l life , fro m researc h t o teaching , fro m th e globa l 
situation o f th e universit y t o it s loca l specificity , fro m som e o f it s historica l 
moments t o it s presen t status . 

Globalization —  th e marketizatio n o f educat io n a s on e o f it s specifi c 
manifestations an d it s impact on academic s — presents challenge s we cannot avoi d 
and opportunitie s w e mus t no t miss . Zhan g Bosh u an d Guila n Wang' s essa y o n 
the histor y o f th e rathe r anxiou s developmen t o f privat e highe r educatio n i n 
China i s a n instanc e t o ponder . Highe r educatio n i n Hon g Kon g an d i n th e 
mainland o f Chin a provide s specifi c dimension s an d perspective s i n th e debate s 
over "th e universit y i n ruins " tha t th e Unite d State s an d Britain , amon g others , 
have bee n experiencing . Som e o f th e paper s a t th e symposiu m too k historica l 
situations a s thei r focu s i n thinkin g abou t th e them e o f institutiona l knowledg e 
production. Christophe r Hutton' s pape r (reproduce d here ) o n th e scientifi c an d 
cultural basi s claimed fo r rac e theor y narrate d a n academi c an d lega l struggle i n 
Nazi Germany tha t offers a  reminder o f the responsibilities o f research an d theory , 
within an d outsid e th e academy , an d uncover s comple x issue s o f knowledg e an d 
politics, science an d ideology , race and language , too easily buried unde r ou r idea l 
negative construc t o f Nazism. The pape r suggest s that contemporary scholar s fin d 
it easier t o be disguste d b y such episode s in intellectua l histor y than t o learn fro m 
them. 

Critical Zone 

The symposiu m wa s conceive d no t just a s a  meeting , a n isolate d event , bu t a s a 
conscious effor t t o initiat e a  procedur e an d creat e a  mechanis m fo r a  mor e 
sustainable dialogu e acros s region s an d boundaries . Supporte d b y bot h th e 
University o f Hon g Kon g an d Nanjin g University , tha t conceptio n ca n no w b e 
embodied i n thi s series of publications. Critical  Zone: A Forum of  Chinese and Western 
Knowledge is conceived a s an enablin g foru m i n which t o continu e tha t collectiv e 
effort t o participate i n th e practic e an d experienc e o f intellectua l globalism . I t i s 
intended t o addres s wha t w e hav e spoke n o f abov e a s a  genera l an d pervasiv e 
insensitivity t o a  whol e rang e o f divergence s an d difference s i n th e contex t o f 
globalization. I n a  sense , thi s boo k serie s ha s a n extremel y simpl e genealogy : i t 
begins with a  recognition o f th e lac k o f an d th e nee d fo r understandin g beyon d 
boundaries, b y means o f critica l engagement . 

6. Th e present status of the university i n the context of globalization ha s already brough t out 
a spate of publications, among which is , for example, Bil l Readings' s The  University in  Ruins. 
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For thi s purpose , w e hav e decide d t o devot e a  substantia l portio n o f eac h 
volume t o presentin g wha t w e regar d a s significan t trend s o r articulation s fro m 
this region , primaril y fro m China , eithe r i n translatio n o r i n th e for m o f revie w 
essays, each o f which give s an overvie w of th e field o r topi c reviewed . The sectio n 
of review s an d translation s a s one o f th e tw o regula r section s i n eac h volum e o f 
this serie s aim s t o b e informative , narratin g an d delineating , collectivel y an d i n 
the mos t concrete term s possible, some of the intellectua l concern s tha t preoccup y 
scholars from thi s region. We believe acces s to th e productio n o f regional critica l 
scholarship i s a  necessar y condi t io n fo r cross-cultura l an d cross-regiona l 
engagement. Fo r a  lon g tim e now , Chin a an d th e Asi a Pacifi c regio n a s a  whol e 
have remaine d th e loc i o f interes t mostl y for scholar s with specia l intellectua l o r 
professional investmen t i n studie s o f th e region . I t i s high tim e t o mov e beyon d 
disciplinary demarcations , becaus e globa l interaction s mus t remain partia l unles s 
there ca n b e a  scholarl y convergenc e no t onl y o f region s bu t als o o f disciplines . 
Reviews and translation s included i n thi s series are meant t o make availabl e critica l 
scholarship fro m Chin a an d fro m thi s regio n t o internationa l reader s wh o ma y 
not hav e linguisti c acces s t o it . 

In thi s volume , tw o revie w essay s ar e included . Che n J ianhua ' s "Th e 
'Linguistic Turn ' i n 1990 s Chin a an d Globalization " i s a  critica l respons e t o th e 
"linguistic turn " i n th e 1990 s i n China , detailin g th e debate s ove r hanyu  (Ha n 
language) an d it s problematics unde r ne w social and cultura l conditions . As Che n 
Jianhua shows , the language refor m movemen t i n Chin a i s an incomplet e nationa l 
project, an d th e debate s ove r th e statu s an d legitimac y o f moder n vernacula r 
Chinese ar e t o som e exten t define d b y th e ver y paradoxica l natur e o f hanyu, 
which, a s " a double-edged sword : internall y .. . subverte d th e orthodo x tenet s o f 
language refor m sinc e th e earl y twentiet h century , ye t a t th e sam e tim e .. . 
reaffirmed nationa l unificatio n unde r th e nam e o f Han " (148) . Zh u Shoutong' s 
"Research Method s an d Chines e Humanitie s a t the Turn o f the Century " narrate s 
some o f th e note d academi c trend s i n th e las t few years o f th e twentiet h centur y 
in China , linkin g the m t o th e extraordinar y amoun t o f interes t i n Wester n 
research me thod s an d critica l approache s sinc e th e en d o f th e Cultura l 
Revolution. Thos e wh o witnesse d th e excitemen t an d jubilation i n th e Chines e 
academy followin g th e cultura l an d intellectua l liberalizatio n o f th e earl y 1980 s 
will remember thi s "methodology fever," erupting perhap s a s a result of a decade' s 
intellectual isolatio n durin g th e Cultura l Revolution . Zh u Shouton g show s ho w 
this feve r recede d wit h th e adven t o f a n increasin g consciousnes s o f th e 
impor tance o f formin g China ' s ow n intellectua l o r critica l identit y i n th e 
humanities an d socia l sciences . 

In additio n t o thi s section o f translation s an d revie w essays , which ma y be o f 
particular interes t t o readers outsid e Chin a o r thi s region wit h n o linguisti c acces s 
to publication s i n a  languag e othe r tha n English , i s anothe r sectio n o f Critical 
Zone, committed t o th e publicatio n o f origina l article s on theme s o r topics , som e 
but no t al l o f which wil l be closel y related t o thos e covere d i n th e secon d sectio n 
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and shoul d b e o f specia l interes t t o reader s fro m thi s regio n an d elsewhere , fo r 
they presen t som e o f th e critica l o r intellectua l preoccupation s an d debate s tha t 
are shared b y scholars from differen t cultura l settings and academi c communities . 
In it s form, therefore , thi s serie s ha s alread y mad e a  commitmen t t o direc t an d 
dialogical interaction s amon g scholar s from China , Euro-America , an d elsewhere : 
to se e wher e w e diffe r an d disagree , no t just wit h regar d t o wha t w e i n eac h o f 
our ow n ways believe t o b e importan t bu t als o in term s o f the differen t position s 
from whic h w e ente r upo n issue s we conside r important . 

Critical Zone is a sit e o f dialogue , an d th e article s an d translation s o f article s 
it contains d o no t necessaril y represen t editoria l views or positions . Still , it wishes 
to creat e a  particula r mod e o f critica l engagement , i n additio n t o it s desir e t o 
promote sympatheti c understandin g i n th e real m o f intellectua l engagement . 
Critical Zone is in favour o f a  critically constructive approac h t o issues of commo n 
interest. Ove r th e pas t fe w decades , critica l approache s t o an d theoretica l 
reflections o n literar y an d cultura l phenomen a hav e bee n substantiall y guide d 
and controlle d b y a  proclivit y tha t seem s largel y intereste d i n subversio n an d 
reversal. Th e ne w globa l condition s hav e altere d man y o f th e basi c categorie s o f 
Western critica l thinking , an d ther e i s now a  need t o move beyon d critica l theor y 
as we understand it , no t leas t because i t is by and larg e a  self-centered discourse . 
Poststructuralism an d postmodernis m i n thei r variou s manifestation s an d 
applications remai n ostensibl y preoccupie d wit h th e Wester n exper ience , 
historical, social , an d cultural , eithe r a s a n objec t o f inquir y o r a s a  poin t o f 
reference t o whic h al l mus t retur n i n th e end . 

Although base d i n China , Critical  Zone  attempts t o adop t a  globa l outlook , 
to p romot e unders tandin g acros s boundarie s an d propagat e ne w form s o f 
understanding i n theor y an d practice , and t o engage i n dialogu e i n th e wide are a 
of huma n cultura l experience . I t hope s t o ad d it s voice t o th e globa l debate s o n 
issues o f mor e genera l interest . A s suggeste d i n th e title , th e emphasi s o n th e 
importance o f critical  knowledge is indicative o f it s genera l commitmen t t o globa l 
unders tand ing . "Knowledge " he r e i s unders too d i n it s simples t an d mos t 
immediate sens e —  "knowing " an d therefor e "understanding. " Wha t w e mea n 
by "critica l knowledge " i s no t knowledg e abou t on e objec t o r on e se t o f object s 
of inquiry externa l t o us . Neither i s critical knowledge simpl y critical theor y tha t 
may be produce d b y individual talents . If it is knowledge a t all, it is about ourselves , 
about ou r understandin g o f what we conside r important , abou t what we do , an d 
how w e thin k abou t wha t w e do . Suc h knowledge , n o longe r understoo d a s 
exclusively one' s own , i s collectivel y produced ; i t ca n onl y exis t i n practice , i n 
experience, an d b e obtaine d an d mad e availabl e in a  lively network o f interaction s 
among academi c communit ies . Th e product io n an d propagat io n o f suc h 
knowledge, however , mus t be checke d an d balance d b y critical self-reflection an d 
self-awareness. Fo r us , then , critica l knowledg e i s buil t o n th e choic e o f a 
positioning, a  consciou s exercis e o f skepticis m towar d th e establishe d protocol s 
of scholarly inquiry , an d a  willingness t o accep t th e necessit y t o understan d wha t 
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we say , what w e do , an d ou r relationshi p t o others , an d t o develo p a  mor e ope n 
intellectual sympath y o n a  globa l scale . I t i s this critica l skepticism , a s a  practic e 
and modus  operandi  of th e mind , tha t firs t inspire d thi s project . A s Bov e asserts , 
"skepticism's critica l an d intellectua l forc e .. . unlik e cynicis m o r hipnes s .. . doe s 
not destro y value s an d meanin g i n th e demis e o f effortfu l thinking . Rathe r i t i s 
an essentia l basi s fo r thinking , fo r humanisti c mind s unwillin g t o remai n caugh t 
ei ther withi n th e despairin g attitude s o f dominan t politica l cultur e o r th e 
hackneyed phrase s an d ol d thought s o f academi c professionalism." 7 Skepticis m 
enables unders tand in g an d knowledge ; i t exemplifie s th e kin d o f critica l 
knowledge w e hav e i n mind . 

We invite d Pau l Bove , whose openin g remark s a t th e symposiu m hav e bee n 
quoted above , to read al l the contribution s t o thi s volume an d writ e an Afterword . 
We ar e ver y gratefu l fo r hi s essa y printe d here . W e wer e awar e that , a s Bakhti n 
showed, ever y wor d i s a n afterword , elicite d b y an d respondin g t o a  dialogi c 
history, an d ever y afterwor d i s a  foreword , provocativ e o f furthe r response . W e 
trust tha t th e essay s i n Critical  Zone will be n o exception . 

Critical Zone  and Hong Kon g 

To ru n a  series o f publications i n English , base d i n Hon g Kon g an d Nanjin g an d 
published b y tw o presse s —  on e i n Hon g Kon g an d th e othe r i n Nanjin g —  i s 
also responsiv e t o th e inevitabl e challeng e Hon g Kon g faces : ho w t o establis h it s 
postcolonial relationshi p wit h mainlan d China . Thos e o f u s who hav e a  sens e o f 
rootedness i n Hon g Kon g ar e als o confronte d wit h th e challeng e t o construc t a 
new an d substantiv e relationshi p wit h colleague s o n th e Mainland . Sinc e it s 
handover t o Chin a i n 1997 , Hon g Kon g ha s bee n place d i n a n irreversibl e 
historical proces s o f ever-increasin g integratio n wit h mainlan d China . I s Hon g 
Kong abl e t o continu e t o pla y th e rol e tha t i t ha s bee n suppose d o r expecte d t o 
play, as " a meeting place, " " a contact point " between Chin a an d th e "West, " bot h 
in popula r perceptio n an d i n th e familia r parlanc e o f Hon g Kon g studies ? An d 
if so, in what sense? Hong Kon g need s t o understand itself , its history, it s presen t 
status, an d it s possibilities . 

Anyone attempting t o think about Hong Kon g more seriousl y would be struc k 
by its conspicuous marginality . Hon g Kon g ha s been i n a n unfortunat e position , 
not leas t because i t is inescapably tie d t o it s colonial past . The colonia l histor y o f 
Hong Kon g ha s define d Hon g Kon g a s we kno w it , an d ha s mad e Hon g Kon g 
what i t is . Bu t Hon g Kong' s pas t ha s als o bee n a  burde n an d sometime s a n 
embarrassment no t easil y or quickl y shaken off . Tha t Hon g Kon g i s unfortunat e 
is nowhere mor e manifes t tha n th e conspicuou s cultura l marginalit y t o whic h i t 

7. Bove , "Welcoming Remarks. " 
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has bee n assigned , historicall y an d discursively . Familia r term s use d t o describ e 
Hong Kon g rang e fro m earl y colonia l impression s o f Hon g Kon g a s "barren " t o 
orientalist celebratio n o f i t as "dream-like, " and t o a  postcolonialis t readin g o f i t 
as "fluid " an d foreve r "disappearing. " Fo r th e cultura l purist s o n th e mainlan d 
of China , precisel y becaus e Hon g Kon g ha s bee n a  colony , i t i s a  containe r o f 
cultural emptiness . Hon g Kong' s remarkabl e economi c succes s ha s no t don e 
much t o shap e a  more sympatheti c perceptio n o f it . On th e contrary , th e wealt h 
of Hon g Kon g accumulate d ove r th e pas t decade s is , fo r thos e cultura l purists , 
yet another exampl e o f its irredeemable materiality , whereas for som e postcolonia l 
commentators, i t i s th e resul t o f a  libidina l diversio n o f it s suppresse d politica l 
and cultura l energy. 8 Hon g Kon g ha s recentl y bee n strugglin g wit h a  sever e 
economic downturn , an d ho w and where would tha t fervent economi c drive , on e 
wonders, be redirected ? O n th e internationa l scen e o f postcolonial studies , Hon g 
Kong i s ofte n "to o smal l t o meri t attention " an d i s "usuall y entirel y omitte d i n 
most debate s o n postcoloniality." 9 

Indeed, Hon g Kong' s marginalit y i s extraordinary . Commentator s hav e 
remarked o n th e uniqueness o f Hong Kong as a colony in the pas t and a s a Specia l 
Administrative Regio n o f Chin a now , an d abou t it s presen t ambiguitie s an d 
ambivalences wit h regar d t o it s identit y an d it s relationshi p t o th e Mainland . 
Though Hon g Kong' s colonia l experienc e ha s no t turne d i t into a  "thir d world " 
place bu t worked t o its economic advantage , Hong Kong' s decolonization di d no t 
entail it s political independence an d was not followed b y the birth o f a new nation -
state. Ther e hav e bee n numerou s critica l reflection s o n thi s apparen t anomaly . 
What i s ofte n overlooke d an d neglec ted , however , i s tha t H o n g Kong' s 
decolonization wa s predicated o n a  historical contrac t o f its status as part o f China . 
Hong Kon g starte d an d ende d it s colonialit y a s a  territor y withou t sovereignty , 
and i t coul d no t hav e ha d itsel f successfull y decolonize d ha d it s independenc e 
been a  possibility . It s colonizatio n an d decolonizatio n ar e tw o historica l phase s 
that hav e bee n complete d outsid e an d beyon d Hon g Kon g itself . Hong Kong , a s 
it was an d is , is not it s own invention . 

Hong Kong' s marginality , however , i s no t jus t a  produc t o f force s fro m 
without. It s self-marginalization i s even mor e striking , an d disturbing . Fo r some , 
precisely because th e histor y of Hong Kon g i s essentially a  colonial history , i t ha s 
no pre-colonia l histor y t o return t o an d i s forever "disappearing. " I t i s a place o f 
transience, amorphous , shapeless , fluid , mad e o f air , dust , noise s o f footsteps , 
traffic jams , an d evaporatin g an d evaporate d breath ; Hon g Kon g i s a  plac e an d 
non-place, a  city and a  phantom, a  mass of concrete an d a  collection o f memories , 
suitable onl y fo r th e pleasur e o f aestheticization . Onl y whe n H o n g Kon g 

8. Fo r a  critical readin g o f thi s view , se e Re y Chow, Ethics  after Idealism: Theory,  Culture, 
Ethnicity, Reading  (Bloomington: Indiana UP , 1998), 169. 
9. Chow , Ethics  after Idealism, 150. 
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"disappears" can i t be aestheticize d a s such, an d th e aestheti c presenc e o f Hon g 
Kong ca n onl y b e articulate d i n a n imaginativ e interpretatio n o f th e cit y a s 
"disappearing."10 Writin g Hon g Kon g as such fro m withou t migh t b e considere d 
a contemporar y for m o f orientalism ; writin g Hon g Kon g a s suc h fro m withi n 
would b e a n exampl e o f self-orientalization , a  for m o f interna l alienation . Fo r 
the "disappearing " Hon g Kon g woul d be , to borrow a  phrase fro m Santne r i n a 
different context , a  "homegrow n alterity " tha t i s create d th roug h a  self -
defamiliarization.11 Wha t i s left o f Hong Kon g in "the politics of disappearance" ? 
The historica l bu rde n o f Hon g Kon g woul d b e increase d considerabl y b y 
articulations o f this kind . Hon g Kong' s "ethereality " coul d becom e a  constitute d 
understanding an d cultura l identit y o f the city , i f it is profusely an d discursivel y 
reproduced i n various forms . Hon g Kon g "disappears, " no t because i t does , bu t 
because th e rhetori c o f "disappearance " perform s it s disappearance . 

Why has Hong Kon g bee n repeatedl y marginalized ? An d how can we figur e 
Hong Kong' s rol e i n it s postcolonial er a and in th e contex t o f globalization i f it 
can onl y exist in imagination o r aestheticization? We cannot affor d t o congratulat e 
ourselves on th e possibility of presenting Hon g Kon g as a place whose beauty lie s 
in th e ver y impossibilit y o f capturin g it . Hon g Kon g present s a  challeng e t o 
postcolonial studie s i n it s refusa l t o b e define d a s such . Ha s Hon g Kon g faile d 
the tes t o f postcolonialism, o r i s it the othe r wa y round? Perhap s ther e i s a nee d 
to rethink th e critical practice tha t attempt s t o fit Hong Kon g into a  postcolonia l 
paradigm to o ofte n short-circuite d b y identity politics . 

Answering th e rhetori c o f disappearanc e abou t Hon g Kong , thi s serie s i s 
conceived a s a metonymic presence o f Hong Kong itself. Indeed, i t is Hong Kong' s 
unique historica l an d geocultural positionin g an d its special relationship with th e 
mainland o f China tha t hav e mad e i t possible t o conceive th e idea o f an Englis h 
publication an d carry out that ide a in practice. We have lon g fel t th e importanc e 
of bringin g Chin a an d othe r part s o f the world int o close r contac t academicall y 
and intellectually , beyon d ceremonia l an d symboli c gestures . Scholar s fro m 
mainland China , i n particula r fro m Nanjin g University , an d Hon g Kon g hav e 
discussed th e possibilit y o f sustainabl e an d productiv e relationship s an d hav e 
agreed tha t a n Englis h boo k series , based i n thi s region bu t publishing scholarl y 
and critica l wor k i n Englis h fro m aroun d th e world , woul d no t onl y plac e ou r 
collaborative wor k o n a  solid basi s but also become a  form o f expression o f suc h 
collaboration i n th e publi c spher e fo r year s t o come . Critical  Zone is therefore a 
project o f inter-communal collaboratio n amon g scholar s from aroun d th e world , 

10. See Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong:  Culture and Politics of Disappearance (Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong UP, 1998). 
11. Eri c L. Santner, On the Psychotheology of Everyday Life: Reflections on Freud and Rosenzwig 
(Chicago and London: Chicago UP , 2001), 6. 
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and mor e specificall y amon g scholar s fro m th e mainlan d o f Chin a an d Hon g 
Kong. Critical  Zone is envisage d a s an intellectua l bridg e betwee n Chin a an d th e 
rest of the world and a s a site of scholarly and critica l convergence beyon d regiona l 
and disciplinar y boundaries . 
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