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Introduction

How do English-speaking novelists and filmmakers tell stories of China from a Chinese perspective? Given their motives of earnest curiosity and empathetic identification as well as of materialistic gain and psychological projection, how do they keep up appearances of pseudo-Sino immanence while ventriloquizing solely—soullessly?—in the English language? Anglo writers and their readers join in this century-old game of impersonating and dubbing Chinese. Each printed page, like its filmic adaptation on-screen, becomes Stanislavski’s fourth wall, through which Anglo-America espies a Chinese drama unfold with the surround sound in Chinese simultaneously interpreted, as it were, into the white sound of English. Throughout this wish fulfillment, writers lean on grammatical and conceptual frameworks of their mother tongue to represent an alien land and its yellowface aliens. Off-white or yellow-ish characters and their foreign-sounding speech—Chinglish, Konglish, and Japlish—are thus performed in Anglo-American fiction and visual culture; both yellowface and Chinglish are of, for, by the (white) people. The off-white race and tongue, as Americanism has it, come off of the whites. Off-white is the shadow of whites, having very little to do with Asia, which is but a phantom tail sewn to the West’s soles, a tale of phantom pain and pleasure.

Suppose some gentle readers were taken aback by the unsettling portmanteaus of “yellowface” and “Chinglish.” The off-white fictitious universe, however, is nothing if not disturbingly uncanny. One may even be so shocked by the agent provocateur opening as to demand: “Define the white people!” Indeed, white, yellow, brown, and black are misnomers for skin color—much like binaries of East/West, North/South, Old/New, Masculine/Feminine, and Self/Other—but who can deny they remain powerful social constructs that shape people’s minds, institutions, and traditions! That said, pray that the gentle reader in consternation takes a good hard look into the mirror for self-reflection on white or white-ish privilege over the Other in English-language discourse, a privilege that never has to see itself, remaining as invisible and inviolable as God, which is why one can afford to be at ease, ever so gentle until provoked. To flip the proverbial “I know it when I see it,” one knows not even when one sees oneself in the looking-glass of these pages. Those keywords of yellowface and Chinglish are Anglo-America’s dirty little secret hiding in plain sight on the page and on the screen, a secret that elicits knee-jerk denial. Such a feeling of being offended may well be a self-defensive recoil. Rather than Off-White playing the race card, white or white-ish indignation stems from the majority culture’s trump card of self-styled objectivity and dispassionateness, unhinged whenever the bluff is called.

To borrow from Krystyn Moon’s Yellowface (2005), yellowface in theater “describe[s] the ways in which white actors portrayed Asians, manifest[ing] degrading images of Chinese immigrants on the stage” by means of “dialect, makeup, posture, and constuming” (6). Moon shrewdly links physical and vocal performances by underlining “dialect” or “a combination of pidgin English and gibberish” (42). These yellowface characters, as a result, come to speak with an unwittingly forked tongue, decidedly English yet laced with a defamiliarizing register at the fringes of Standard English, a doublespeak that can only be called Chinglish. The challenge Chinglish poses is exactly how to parse Western writers’ good intentions to touch, even to bond with the Other and the stereotypes that invariably ensue, which further distance the Other. If Chinglish is necessary, even a necessary evil, for English to reach beyond itself, how do we heirs of airy Chinglish, particularly those of us most afflicted, those who look nonwhite, off-white, transubstantiate it for the greater good, not only for ethnic communities but also collectively for millennial Sino-US, and Anglo-Asian by extension, relationships? The necessary evil of Chinglish can be turned in time: Anglo-America’s Asian turn need not be a return to Orientalism, nor must our new millennium revert to neo-Orientalism, as in Neo’s Orientalism in The Matrix (1999), techno-Orientalism, that is.

This Chinglish is formulaically flat, wooden, weirdly chiseled, with little or no correlation to the Chinese language, a classic case of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). If a Chinglish grammar, a primer, were ever to be written, contractions, the active voice, strong verbs and conjugations, mot juste, rhetorical economy, and most other features of good English would have been banished. This stylization based on exclusion culminates in a narrative so repetitive yet so mystifying as to be half-dead, half-divine, a narrative of allegorical types rather than round characters, whose voices oscillate between omniscience and silliness, cosmic and comic. This grammar must make sense of Chinglish nonsense, which swings dialectically to an über-superlative sense or at least a sixth sense no longer retained by the “rational, scientific” West since the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, Chinglish is highly volatile, inconsistent, and willfully mercurial as it enjoys a discursive impunity, a creative jouissance of kneading clay figures and putting words into their mouths. Accordingly, Chinglish shifts to colloquialism and Americanism, literary belles lettres and fine turns of phrase, proverbs and biblical archaism, among other shades of English, no different from American actors forgetting to do their characters’ Irish brogue, guttural German, or other foreign accent halfway through their film.

For instance, Pearl S. Buck, the matriarch who weds Western rhetoric’s two powerful genetic strands—China missionary pidgin and Anglo-American yellowface fiction—drifts imperceptibly midway through The Good Earth (1931) out of the orbit of her Chinglish-inflected style to a biblical tone of voice, easing back to her more natural speech. Albeit quaint by the standards of modern English, the King James half of “Mrs. Chinahand Buck,” as William Faulkner mercilessly derides, at least dispenses with the pretense of atrocious grammatical errors. The discourse of English, exemplified by the Nobel laureate Buck, thus enacts this imaginary Chineseness as if it were a foreign object, an invasive species, while, in reality, Chinglish is the subconscious “backtalk” “badtalk” from the Janus-faced Anglo-American literature. Buck, in this case, assumes a narrative voice in a backhanded manner; her stereotypical yellowface characters uncannily double back to her Orientalist given name Pearl. This mainstream regression in fallacy would in time progress to the minority, the “Chinks,” pardon my French, consciously talking back, parodying, deconstructing fake oldies—definitely not fake news—of Chinglish. This evolution is in line with Bakhtin’s carnivalesque elevating of the low, with postcolonial subversion of the “mimic man,” and with glocalization’s center-margin reappropriation. What unites these insurgent movements, the study of Chinglish included, is the “repo” of one’s history of pain, from the Devil’s Standard English in William L. Lorimer’s The New Testament in Scots (1983)1 to Gangsta Rap’s N-word to Taiwan and Hong Kong gays’ appropriation of the communist term tongzhi (comrade).

Let me briefly demonstrate by way of a contrast between two novels’ openings, nearly a century apart. Buck’s The Good Earth opens with “It was Wang Lung’s marriage day” instead of the customary “wedding day” (1). Buck’s awkward, un-English phrase opens a novel of, for lack of better words, Chinglish spoken by yellowface characters to, on the one hand, defamiliarize readers from English, although they are reading English and English only, and to, on the other, transport readers to a faraway land where dialogue and narrative descriptions are magically translated, in a manner of speaking, from Chinese to English. Buck switches to the “wedding day” (22) in The Living Reed (1963), on Korea, and appears to have generally outgrown the affectation of garbled Chinglish. In Buck’s 1930s, however, the common expression “wedding day” comes across almost like a misnomer. The right phrase sounds wrong, whereas the wrong phrase “marriage day” sounds about right because it is China. Given that wedding pinpoints the ceremony on a specific day, marriage expands from that moment of union to the entire span and even institution of two individuals forming a family.

Buck’s intelligible, if unintelligent, sentence only deteriorates henceforth into near unintelligibility, such as Wang Lung’s father looking forward to a grandson “to warm my bones in my age” (3), until a stylistic resurrection in the King’s (King James’s) English in midstream. Are Chinese patriarchs more heartened by the prospect of male heirs who reach deeper emotionally, all the way to the “bones,” than for Westerners? This allusion to “bones” is the first of many that consistently portray the Chinese as a people apart, who feel with the body’s extremities or interiorities to the extent that they appear primordial, in touch with elemental forces and atavistic memory, but out of touch with modern concepts of self. Pathological self-alienation turns mystical; depersonalization personifies a national character. Instead of the first-person “me,” Wang Lung’s father expects a grandson to “warm my bones,” a third-person polarization of one specific body part. This warming would occur “in my age,” a strange downsizing of “in my old age.” Overall, Wang Lung’s father is a character who generalizes, essentializes the Chinese as if they were, at any point in the course of their lives, hardwired with skeletal nerve endings to be quickened by, to borrow the title of Buck’s 1941 novel, Dragon Seed. The Chinese gene is made to jump species between its organic functions and its stand-alone affect, with indiscernible intermediary of self-consciousness. This is just one of Buck’s strategic jumps or Sino-splits over the first-person voice divorced from biological groundings, of the third-person transcendence over body parts.

The American children’s game of “Dig a hole to China” is germane to the study of Chinglish, for China has long been viewed as the opposite to the Western Self, as the Other that does things in a diametrically different way from “us,” including our language. The English expression “Chinese Whispers” for another children’s game, “Telephone” in the US, eerily sums up Buck’s doctored trans-Pacific missives. Received on this shore, Buck’s word choice sounds foreign, shifting away from the idiomatic, familiar English language and the English-speaking world where a festive celebration would be in order for the “wedding day.” In place of all the happy associations evoked by the “wedding day,” Anglo readers are displaced onto an Orient of stereotypical Orientals speaking wooden, stilted Chinglish and behaving accordingly. Far from dynamic, evolving, and organic Chinese voices, what readers hear instead is Basic or Remedial English, spoken by beginning learners of English as a Second Language (ESL). Moreover, these ESL speakers seem to have been drilled on one textbook only, the King James Version, their speech marred by archaism, by endless run-ons with “ands,” by a tone-deaf, brain-dead rhetorical flatlining, by the total absence of colloquial contractions, just to name the most egregious. Almost by default, Chinese en masse are made to parrot Christian converts’ faulty English. Rather than the “marriage day” for Wang Lung and O-lan, Buck’s protagonists, it turns out to be “the beginning of a beautiful friendship” for Buck and the Western readership eager for news from afar, which is really same old, same old within the West’s own mind. Buck’s Pulitzer and Nobel Prizes crystalize the mid-twentieth-century Western dreams over that other world.

In direct opposition to Buck, the second paragraph of Asian American Patricia Park’s Re Jane (2015) gives an establishing shot of Koreatown in Flushing, New York, where Konglish, Chinglish’s sound-alike to Western ears, is “perpetrated”:

Flushing. The irony was that none of its residents could pronounce the name of their adopted hometown; the Korean language lacked certain English consonants and clusters. The letter F was assimilated to an H or a P. The adults at church would go Hoo before they could form the word, as if cooling it off their tongue. My uncle and aunt’s rendition: Poo, Rushing. It could’ve been poetry. (3)

Irony lies at the heart of the immigrant condition, or any bicultural (mis)communication as in the case of Buck. In Park, that parenthetical “mis” registers not only the ambiguity of new arrivals with mounting nostalgia but also that of (un)naturalized “new” Americans who remain perennial aliens to “old” Americans. As such, Korean expatriates in Flushing fail to articulate where exactly they reside in the United States owing to linguistic interference. The “f” in Flushing eludes Korean speakers, morphing into either “h” or “p.” “Hoo” puns with Who, as if uprooted Korean immigrants are questioning who they are or are being so questioned by English speakers since they cannot identify their residence properly. “Hoo” also sounds like blowing on spicy food such as the quintessential Korean side dish kimchi in an attempt to “cool[ing] it off their tongue.” Pungent and spicy food stimulates, even overstimulates, the tongue’s taste buds. The momentary stinging, numbing sensations cause displeasure before they are absorbed into the system and lead to gustatory joy. The tongue’s initial shock and discomfort turn into pleasure.

Generationally, Park’s first-generation Korean immigrants labor in working-class professions—grocers, short order cooks, beauticians, hairdressers, laundromat workers, and whatnot—in order for their second- or 1.5-generation children to attend schools and become Americans. Immigrants’ pain mellows into American-born children’s pleasure. The concluding sentence of the quote epitomizes this transubstantiation. Korean immigrants’ pidgin or atrocious English is alchemized by the protagonist Jane Re’s narrative voice into poetry. Note that the contraction of “could’ve” in fact closes this paragraph in a most American, most conversational tone. Despite its casual understatedness, the subjunctive mood intimates immigrant and, to some extent, minority tentativeness, a precarious existence unsure of its own worth. Park the novelist has traversed in a short paragraph immigrant Konglish and Standard English, the alien speech and Americanism, internalized ethnic erring and grounded majority entitlement.

Other than a generational evolution, the h and p polarization can be construed in terms of the human body. The sound of “f” in Flushing bifurcates into, at the “top” end, the entry into the human body via the tongue and the mouth over “who/hoo” and, at the “bottom” end, the exit from the human body as “poo” or fecal matter. Indeed, if one eats, then one poos. As immigrants eke out a living in Flushing, they slowly age and their lives turn into body (as) waste and are flushed out of America in a place aptly called Flushing. This figure of speech of the human body can become America’s body politic. The undesirable aliens resemble waste matter expelled from America by the power of the state during the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882–1943), the wartime internment of Japanese Americans, US-born notwithstanding (1942–1945), the acquittal of Vincent Chin’s baseball bat-swinging killers (1982–1987), and other racial purging.2 Currently, the aliens in us (US) are secreted in ethnic closets of Koreatown and such until outed; until one of their own talks back in the poetry of Konglish.

Chinglish—or Konglish, for that matter—is English in a minor key, affecting a pentatonic, Oriental feel. Whereas English flows with the greatest of ease, Chinglish frustrates as it seizes the act of reading or viewing like spasms of neural, synaptic misfiring. The body’s smooth movement and speech convulse into involuntary tics, irrepressible hiccoughs, be it Buck’s Orientalizing or Park’s poeticizing. To draw from Ezra Pound’s ideographic splitting in The Cantos (1970), chin ([image: ] or qin in the People’s Republic of China’s pinyin rendering) means to kiss, to endear, among a plethora of homophones. Chin-glish or “kiss English” is precisely what Anglo-American artists put Chinese characters up to, namely, submitting them to speaking in tongues, in a stylization of the global lingua franca in which few of them are adept. If “every dialect, every language, is a way of thinking. To speak means to assume a culture” is valid, as Frantz Fanon argues in “The Negro and Language” (1967), then Chinglish-speakers are grafted with an alien tongue from the underbelly of English whenever they are made to role-play the Other. Chinglish is English playacting, feigning the Other. While Fanon seeks to give credence and voice to non-standard speaking communities, Chinglish is English writing communities’—more so of Buck’s buddies than Park’s—voice-over for mandarins-cum-marionettes.

Nonetheless, puppeteers and puppets, masters and slaves, tend to coexist symbiotically. The American slang “kiss my ass” for “go to hell,” say, on rear bumper stickers, suggests the counterforce of repulsion implicit in any attraction, and vice versa, between two parties. Embedded in “kiss my ass,” the upper orifice that pooches out to smooch is the partner to the out-of-sight lower orifice that blooms downward to poop. English is what Anglo-America speaks; Chinglish is what it shits. The hole on top is the “front man” to the corporeal and cultural circulation of entry into and exit out of the self and non-self, into and out of Anglos and “Chinks,” a circulation vital to any organism’s and culture’s sustainability. Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) enacts this yin-yang circle in the archvillain Jade Fox’s dying words while reaching out to Jen, her disciple who betrays her and whom she tries to poison: “My only family [qin], my only foe [chou].” “Foe” (chou) or vengeance [image: ], two short-tailed birds (zhui) cuddling the middle radical for talk, dialogue (yan). In the politically incorrect ancient China, twittering birds, some even pecking for blood, embody doppelgangers’ duet/duel.3 The parallelism of the ideogram chou and of Jade Fox’s last words conjures up the hidden love–hate, qin–chou (affection–vengeance) symmetry between facial cheeks and butt cheeks, and, in this case, English and Chinglish. This Chinese swordplay genre’s conundrum evinces a common repetition compulsion, well-nigh universal in mythology, fantasy, and children’s stories.

Apologies for the string of chin/qin associations and mixed metaphors from mouth to anus to Ang Lee to short-tailed birds, which, nonetheless, befit Chinglish that is both mixed and metaphorical, both random and predetermined. A Chinaman’s “spitch,” to quote Frank Chin’s pidgin for “speech” in “The Year of the Dragon” (1974: 131), is genetically programmed in the West’s will to power. And the very mixing of Chinglish is metaphorical: Chinglish cannot possibly be literal, unless bilingual writers code-switch steadily between Chinese ideograms and English letters—an ideal even Spanglish writers from the same Indo-European family of languages as English fail to achieve, an ideal that is but living reality for millions of bilingual immigrants. This dream in Chinglish does come true partially in polyphonic filmmaking with bilingual actors undergirded by English subtitles on the bottom of the screen. At best in literature of printed words, however, a few Romanized, italicized, and barely pronounceable Chinese words slouch in a sea of English alphabet. To English-only artists enamored with creatures they have cooked up and cut up, Chinglish is but Chinks’ English, a juicy rare, bloody fare on the platter. Dialectically in any codependency, however, Chinglish can also be recalibrated to chip away the master tongue and white sound, as in the case of Patricia Park.

Like snow, white sound, originally an acoustic term for white noise or ambient surround sound, shrouds the Anglo-centric English-language discourse, the whole world thus muffled and muzzled, except strewn here and there with some light tracks of Chinglish and the like—Park’s Konglish, Milton Murayama’s Hawaiian creole Japlish, Louis Chu’s Cantonese-inflected English—from fictional characters of Asian extraction. Their accents are but off-white, Standard English with a touch of yellow covered apace by snowfall, barely making a dent. Before the tracks vanish altogether, let us trace Chinglish and the like for, as racists say, they all look
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