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Abstract

This article examines some shared poetic texts that speak figuratively of
the way the people of Hong Kong have managed to perceive and experience
their lives. My analysis articulates the symbolic dimension of our socio-
culeural world through a process of reWriting and reconstruction. [t traces the
identifying characteristics of the Hong Kong imaginary arising from the cul-
tural experiences and socio-historical conditions of specific periods of Hong
Kong history and focuses on one of the meaning-producing forms of cuftural
signitications—poetry—as a means of discovering the shared world of the
cultural imaginary in the literary sphere. This article explores the notions of
home and diaspora, which inform the construction of place and locality and
exemplifies the crucial role Hong Kong plays in the Chinese diasporic
experience, and poetry’s capacity to translate the diasporic experience into
social and cultural critique. It focuses on the work of Ou Waiou (1911-1995)
and You Jing (b. 1966) because both poets responded personally and politi-
cally to the conditions leading to the Chinese diasporas and their poetry sheds
light on the ways in which both geographical and intellectual displacement
served as a critical device to reflect on the notions of identity and home, colo-
nization and globalization,
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Some problems in the historiography of Hong Kong raise 2 number of broad
interpretative questions regarding the effects of economic and political change
in Hong Kong and China. While scholars disagree about whether Hong Keng
society is post-colonial or not sufficiently post-colonial as a result of the 1997

- handoves, their positions de not reflect the complexity of the situation. We should
not forgee that, in spite of its local particularities, Hong Kong does have much
in common with China, including the shared experience of centuries of colonial
and neo-colonial cultures. While some historians have attempted to incorporate
Hong Kong’s written history inte the hegemonic construction of Chinese na-
tional history, others maintain that complexity, hybridity, and nomadic flux
have undone the national “imaginary.”! We must look closely at this discourse
to determine whose histories we are talking about and whose interests are being
served.

Nationalist discourse is particularly fervent during periods of “post-
coloniality,” when the common response is to write a history that will “bridge
the great ‘epistemic violence’ caused by capitalism and colonialism” {Harootunian
182). Harry Harootunian summarizes the writing of modern history as “invari-
ably bonded to the nation form” {182). Yet, despite the belief that each nation has
a history and that this historical narrative serves to unify diverse populations and
to secure civil order through the (often fictive) agency of common identity, the
nation itself remains a highly contested phenomenon. [ the nation is, in fact, a
narrative enacted by the dominant power, the narratives created in the everyday
life of the masses are very different from the nation’s established history.

- This complex narrative of the people, which Cornelius Castoriadis {1922-
1997) called the “social imaginary,” reflects a collective world of significations.
The social imaginary refers to potentialities “rooted” in life chat can be used to
resolve cultural conflicts arising from disparities in the memories, emotions, and
desires chat constitute our common destiny as 2 community. Castoriadis has
analyzed the intricate relationship between the formation of a society and its
social imaginary in great depth, suggesting that “[s]ociety brings inco being a world
of significations and itself exists in reference to such 2 world” (Castoriadis 359). -
Invoking the medern and contemporary Hong Kong cultural imaginary in an

I The idea of “imaginary” has received its fullest elaboration in the work of Cornelius Castoriadis,
Imaginaries give meaning to symbols, goods, and institutions. Castoriadis considers “the social imagi-
naty” as the actual imagjnary of a society. The idea of “sacial iaginary” refers broadly to the way a given
people imagine their collective social life. “Within the folds of a social imaginary, we see ourselves as
agents who traverse a social space and inhabit a temporal horizon, enterrain certain beliefs and norms, -
engage in and make sense of our pracices in terms of purpose, timing, and appropriateness, and exist
among other agents” (Gaonkar 10). )
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attempt to understand the collective narrative of Hong Kong, this article ex-
amines some shared poetic texts that speak figuratively of the way the people of
Hong Kong have managed to perceive and experience their lives,

My analysis examines the symbolic dimension of our socio-culeural world
through a process of rewriting and reconscruction. It eraces the identifying
characteristics of the Hong Kong imaginary arising from the cultural experiences
and socio-historical conditions of specific perieds of Hong Kong history: the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the signing of the
Sino-British joint declaration in the 1980s, and the years succeeded the establish-
ment of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) on July 1, 1997, 1
focus on one of the meaning-producing forms of cultural significations—poetry—
as a means of discovering the shared world of the cultural imaginary in the literary
sphere.

One means of interpreting both the social imaginary of Hong Kong society
before the 1997 handover and the particular colonial conditions at that time is
to pay close attention to what we call the everyday. I examined love and other
fundamental emotions in order to reveal the ways our political world permeates
our inner lives and our social position shapes our desires and our understanding
of the material world. This article exploses the notions of home and diaspora,
which inform the construction of place and locality. However, the focus of this
article is not the pattern of Chinese diasporas. Rather the discussion is centered
on the crucial role Hong Kong plays in the Chinese diasporic experience, and
poetry’s capacity to translate the diasporic experience into social and cubrural
critique.

The Chinese diasporic experience involves not ealy physical displacement
but also intellectual alienation. This article shows how poets who cross national
borders reconcepeualize their understanding of home, culture, and the self within
the terms set by modern nations. Their international awareness fuels a desire o
interpret “home” as both a geographical location and an imaginary. Chinese writers,
like all diasporic peoples, carry, their own ideas and sentiments into foreign lands,
and their work shows the effects of the confrontation between their personal
sensitivities and international attitudes. Their new awareness of global power
structures and international relations leads to a shift in their conception of their
intellectual selves, their homes, and what it means to be “modern.” This article
explores two Hong Kong poets’ reflections on modernity and urban development,
subjects that are usually neglected in nation-based discourse, and suggests that
such reflections are the inevitable consequence of their diasporic experience.

The article focuses on the work of Ou Waiou B #M'E& (1911-1995) and You
Jing ##%F (b.1966) because both poets responded personally and pelitically to the
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conditions leading to the Chinese diasporas and their poetry sheds light on the
ways in which both geographical and intellectual displacement served as a crivical
device to reflect on the notions of identity, home, and homelessness. In their
work, “home™ has the particularly transient quality of diasporas, of travel, and of
voyages: it resists the hegemonic discourse of modernity and globalization (Dawson
and Johnson 319). Poetry is the cultural landscape in which identity, collective
memories, and the social imaginary can be negotiated.

In the past decade, there has been a revival of the concept of diaspora, and
other concepts—transnationalism, flexible citizenship, and globalization—have
been enlisted to address issues of mobility and international and cross-cultural
identity. This diasporic perspective on mobility and dispersal can “complement
and expand upon nation-based perspectives by drawing attention to global
connections, networks, activities, and consciousnesses” (McKeown 307), Ina
similar fashion, this article views the writings of Chinese diasporas from a wider
perspective. Two major patterns of Chinese diasporas will be identified, and the
ways in which poetry negotiates these diasporic experiences will be analyzed,
Selected writings will show the complexity of Chinese diasporas, which must
be considered in a specific historical, social, and cultural context. Overall, the
article will demonstrate that diasporic experiences are crucial in questioning and
formulating the notion of “home” in the course of nation-building.

The first pattern of Chinese diaspora arose from the influx of Chinese people
to Hong Kong due to social turmoil, foreign invasion, and political upheavals in
Mainland China in the early twentieth century. The second was generated by the
“out-migration” of Hong Kong citizens to the rest of the world in the 1980s. As
Esther M.K. Cheung observes, “[t]his strand is tied closely with, but not restricted
10, the 1997 handover which at one time caused Hong Kong people’s anxiety
about the capitalistic city’s reintegration with a communist regime” (225). Rather
than describing the diasporic experience—leaving, arrival, and return—this
article considers specific uses of this experience in representational practices.

In this discussion, ] will use the term “diaspora” (with a lower case “d”) in its
broadest sense, to refer to something more than “the more individually based and
politically motivated types of movement such as forced and self-imposed exiles”
(Cheung 224). At the outset, it is important to define the terms “exile” and
“diaspora.” In her discussion of Iranian music videos, Hamid Naficy points
out that in the past “exile was defined in strictly political terms as involving .
banishment of persons for their political beliefs by authorities for a period of
time” (250). Today, however, displaced populations maintain very complex and
nuanced relationships with both their former and their new homelands. While
exiles’ relationships are primarily with their homelands, the relationships of
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diaspora populations are with their homeland and with their compatriot com-
munity in their new surroundings (251). Diasporic Hong Kong poetry is based
on a dynamic process of signification that links displaced communities and cul-
tures to their homelands, their diasporic communities, and their host societies.
Because of the constant culuural exchanges in the space of Hong Kong, none of
these three cultures and their collective imaginaries—the homeland, the diasporic
community, and the host society—remains unchanged. Indeed, all of their
social imaginaries are continually modified through literary conracts.

In his seminal essay “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” Seuart Hall sheds
light on the intricate relationship between identity and history by pointing out
that identity is produced by the “re-telling of the past” (224). In a similar manner,
Ou Waiou and You Jing link their personal experiences to social and political
history in writings that explore the formation of cultural identity and the
influence of colonialism, urbanity, and Chinese history. Ou Waiou could be said
o employ “diaspora-as-critique”™: the diasporic perspective is used to express his
anger and frustration with colonization and uncontrolled urban development.
You Jing’s writings, in contrast, demonstrate “diaspora-as-tactic”: she uses the
concept of diaspora to reflect on the changing notions of “home” in the context of
globalization. These two poets were selected on the basis of their cultural
consciousness. Their poetry registers painful dislocations and discontinuicies,
and tries to come to terms with the distortions and compression of historical and
geographical trajectories as a result of the movement of people, labor, and capital.
On one level, their works are an investigation into various forms of identity:
personal, cultural, and national. On another, they are examinations of what it
means to be “ac home” at various stages in life and in an increasingly globalized
world.

Mapping Chinese Diasporic Experiences

In Adam McKeown’s “Conceptualizing Chinese Diasporas, 1842 to 1949,”
diaspora is identified as the central concern in the histories of Chinese migrants.
In an attempt to highlight the way that “practices and ideologies of migration are
embedded in larger global trends and transnational activities” (308), McKeown
shows that diasporic identities are based on the specific social conditions of par-
ticular periods of time: global trade networks, economic classes, attitudes towards
nation-states, and other factors influence the creation of the diasporic identity.
He provides a neat summation of recent debates on the subject, which he main-
tains divide into two camps: those that perceive “diaspora-as-exile” and those that



46 ’ Tambkany Review 40.2 (June 2010)

view “diaspora-as-diversity” (311). Although McKeown’s focus is on the existen-
tial nature of global networks and my focus is on two poets’ attempt to wrestle
with geographical and intellectual displacement, McKeown's analysis provides a
useful starting point for a discussion of the implications of language and its
historical, cubtural, and social assumptions.

“Diaspora-as-exile” is associated with conventional reading or “classic inter-
precation” (Chivallon 359). At its core is the idea that exiled people maintain a
real or imaginary bond with their place of origin. The key features of this kind of
diaspora are desire for return, for a unified homeland, and for a collective identity
defined by this history of dispersal. “Diaspora-as-diversity,” in contrast, is associ-
ated with modern and postmodern interpretations. Theorists such as James
Clifford, Paul Gilroy, and Stuart Hall argue that diasporic discourses examine
roots and routes (Clifford), movement (Gilroy), interconnections and mixed
references (Hall). Their works focus on the transformations and displacements
created by movement: diaspora is a signifier of “multiplicity, fluidity, wildness,
hybridity, the dislocations of modernity, or the decentered textures of post-
modernity and postcolonialism” (McKeown 308). They are primarily interested
in diaspora as a cultural phenomenon, an “imagined community” suggested by
Benedice Anderson (1983). _

Unfortunately, the two typical tendencies of diasporic criticism—rto per-
ceive diasporic communities as transnational links and with emotional ties to the
homeland or to emphasize the flourishing of multiplicity and hybridity through
diaspora—both lead to distortions. This arrticle tries to avoid these distortions
by exploring the disjunctures and differences among Chinese diasporic experi-
ences in the global system that are mediated by the “literary landscape” (Arjun
Appaduari’s notion of “mediascapes” [1996] is helpful in this context). Tr ex-
amines the effects and affects of cultural displacements. “Diaspora” as an ana-
lytical category refers to both geographical and intellectual displacement; it is
a “fluid, deterritorialized mobile mechanism of national affiliation” (Sheldon
Lu quoted in Cheung 224).

My analysis draws attention to two phenomena. The first is the move-
ment required for individuals to attain a sense of fixity: it is through interculrural
exchanges of ideas and the appropriation of cultural otherness that homes and
identities are created. The second is the way in which diasporic experiences
are appropriated to register and comprehend imaginaries of modernity and the
late capitalism. The two poets—Qu Waiou and You Jing—discussed in chis
article demonstrate that the sense of “home” is often achieved in the literary
sphere, which metaphorically invokes spatial and temporal movements and
relocations. I argue that home and identity are most often constructed and ex-
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perienced as a combination of both literal and metaphorical roots and routes
(Dawson and Johnson 321), and that diasporic experiences can be appropriated
as both critiques and strategies in the negotiation of social imaginaries.

The two patterns of Chinese diaspora share the perception of Hong Kong
as a threshold for diaspora. The important role Hong Kong plays in Chinese
diasporas is apparent. Not only is Hong Kong the place of exile for a flow of
people escaping turmoil in Mainland China, “it has also been a major origin of
Chinese diaspora moving to other parts of the world” (Lin 68). Hong Kong is the
porta through which local merchants discover economic opportunities (McKeown
313) and was a pivotal hub for Chinese emigrants leaving for Southeast Asia,
Europe, and North America in the late nineteenth cencury (Lin 70}.

What makes Hong Kong unique among Chinese diasporas is, in part, the
range of discourses—political, literary, and colonial—with which writers must
contend. Even leaving political considerations aside, the diasporic experiences
of leaving home and entering a foreign tertitory under British rule (which was
very different from Shanghal’s mélange of imperial powers) represented a culture
shock. In their analysis of early modern Hong Kong literature, William Tay (Zheng
Shusen Ep#1 &), Huang Jichi, and Lu Weiluan identify three features that con-
tribute to Hong Kong’s unique position among Chinese cities: the difference
berween the Cantonese dialect and written Chinese, encounters with Westerners,
and its colonial situation (Tay, Huang, and Lu 30). Their comparison of Hong
Kong and Mainland China reveals the separate path taken by Hong Kong’s
literature, which dealt with the diasporic experience and fed to the establishment
of Hong Kong as a “literary contact zone.”

The concept of a “contact zone,” as it is described by Mary Louise Pratt, is
useful to illustrate the geographical and cultural significance of Hong Kong as a
“space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into con-
tact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions
of coercion, radical inequality and intractable conflict” (6). Although Pratt uses
the term primarily to describe the effects of colonialism, I find it extremely useful
in illuminating the complex relationship between Hong Kong and its mothertand
because it stresses the interactions, rather than the hieratchical aspects, of their
encounters. For many poets who came to Hong Kong from mainland China, the
diasporic history of the Chinese people informs the relationship between China
and the colonial city of Hong Kong, China and other countries, and China and
the modern age. Interactions in the contact zone have produced hybrids that
can point to the possibility of new social and cultural formations. To underscore
the importance of interaction is to steess the role of writers and 1o offer alternative
views of organizing the culture and society.
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The theme of diaspora recurs in the poetry of Qu Waiou (a.k.a. Li Zonda
® K). Itis most prominent in Ou’s depiction of his sojourns in Hong Kong
and Guilin during the occuparion of Japan in the late 1930s and early 1940s. His
poems deal with the nature of diaspora, and his poetic reconstruction of this
period of Chinese history tells us much abou the relationships between China
and the colonial city of Hong Kong and berween China and other countries, and
the problems of the modern age. Ou explores the consequences of urban de-
velopment in the colonial city, comparing it to che situation in Mainland China,
which was characterized by the pursuit of progress and Westernization.

In the course of Hong Kong history, Chinese migration has shown notable
increases in periods of significant political change in China. In the 1980s, a new
kind of Chinese diaspora arose: “out-migration.” Described by Hong Kong
sociologist Wong Siu-lun as a consequence of a “refugee mentality,” the “out-
migration” of Hong Kong citizens reflected their ambivalence towards the up-
coming handover following British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s visit
to Beijing in 1982 and the signing of the Sino-British joint declaration in 1984.
According to Wong, those with the “refugee mentality” can be characterized
as follows: they are frequently members of the “elite”; they prefer departure
to vocal expression of their dissatisfaction with the Chinese government; they
believe chat people are instrumental in creating a sense of nationality; and they
teel deeply ambivalent about Chinese rule, which threatens their sense of identity
{(Wong 11-12),

The most significant feature of out-migration is its desire to create an alter-
native realicy: a reality that encompasses perceptions of Hong Kong as both “home”
and “not-home.” Hong Kong is the home created by a shared past, but it is also
not-home because it will inevitably be transformed by the change of sovereignty.
Unlike the forced exiles and involuntary diasporas in the early twentieth ceneury,
the out-migration of the 1980s and 1990s was motivated more by intellectual
reasons than by material ones. In a sense, diaspora became a scholarly quest
through which poets could rediscover the meaning of home at both the personal
and the cultural level.

The search for answers requires consideration of the past, the present, and
the future. For Hong Kong poct You Jing, it involves examining her residence
in various cities and creatively reinterpreting history in light of the new realicy
of Hong Kong. You's poetry conveyed her sense of intellectiral diaspora even
before she began to dwell in foreign cities. She felt alienated from Hong Kong
society: its devotion to consumerism and nationalism had deprived Hong Kong
people of the ability to make their own choices and express their own feelings.
A sense of homelessness dominates her poetry. The 1997 handover relied heavily
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on the discourse and ideology of nationalism and unification. You’s poetry
challenges this ideal of unification by stressing the impossibility of feeling “at
home” in the globalized world after the official end of colonialism. However,
You does not merely succumb to the view that the twenty-first century is the
epoch of homelessness; instead, she turns to poetry to reconcile the fragmented
perspectives of intellectual diaspora. Itis through poetry thart the diasporic ex-
perience is translated into a discourse that can evaluate Hong Kong’s modern
social experience. Her poetry also can be viewed as a tactic devoted to the task
of ideological critique.

Diaspora-as-critique: Defamiliarizing the Familiar

Although considered a Hong Kong writer by some local critics (Ye 283),
Ou Waiou was actually born in Humen, Guangdong province. Ou Waiou spent
his youth in Hong Kong, studying at Yucai College and at Nanwu Secondary
School in Guangzhou. He started writing poetry in the 1930s. In Ou’s view,
poetry is the best means of conveying the individual experience of diaspora. His
works are characterized by a plurality of vision which, Edward Said maintains,
“gives tise to an awareness of simultaneous dimensions, an awareness that—to
borrow a phrase from music—is contrapuntal’ (186). By the late 1930s, Ou was
already an active participant in various editorial projects: he edited Chinese
Poetry Scene (Zhongguo shitan F Bl #34), Poetic Agora (Shichang ¥%%%), and also
the monthly journal Peetry Masses (Shi Qunzhong R, Heleft Guangzhou
for Hong Kong when the former fell to the Japanese after the landing in Daya Bay
in October, 1938 (Tsang 114). During his sojourn in Hong Kong, he edited the
monthly Chinese Knowledge (Zhonggue zhishi ¥ B %) and became general
manager of the international publishing firm that had published People’s Lives
(Dazhong shenghiuo KB A &) and Pen Talbs (Bitan £3) (Xu 62).

Ou’s diasporic journey did not end in Hong Kong: he fled to Guilin upon
the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong in December 1941 and led an extremely
difficulc life. Although he struggled to obtain a livelihood in Guilin, Ou did not
refrain from [ooking for work in his field—publishing. For a while he worked for
the monthly journal Poctry (Shi #F) and as the general manager of the editorial
board of New Land (Xind; #3%). After Japan’s unconditional surrender was an-
nounced in 1945, Ou rerurned to Guangzhou and worked as professor at several
universities, including Guangdong Guomin University, Huanan United University,
and Huanan Normal College. In 1991, Ou embarked on a journey to the United
States. He passed away in 1995 at the age of eighty-four (Xu 62; Huang).
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In many respects Ou Waiou's poetry centered on modernist concerns, which
is evident in his preoccupation with the city (Tay, Huang, and Lu 30; Zhang
207-31), his innovative style (admired by both Hong Kong and Chinese scholars
including Chung 83-85; Liang 79-82; Huang; Xu 63; Tay, Huang, and Lu 30;
Ye 283), and his concern with the general situation of the modern world and the
state of modernity (Zhang 225). So the inevitable question must be asked: did
the diasporic experience help mould these characteristics of Ow’s poetry?

Rosemary Marangoly George (1996) maintains that both “the home” and
“the self” are negotiated phenomena “whose shapes are entirely ruled by the site
from which they are defined” (2). Certainly, for poets like Ou Waiou the ques-
tion is whether one can define and determine one’s own identity or whether
one’s identity is determined by diasporic experiences and their effects. We can
begin by exploring Ou’s representation of “home” and his rejection of Hong Kong's
colonial decadence. Some scholars have offered easy explanations of Ou’s rejec-
tion: like other southbound writers who were marginalized by the social system,
Ou was compelled to attack everything foreign to compensate his impotence
and helplessness against foreign invasion (Wang, Li, and Chen 39). However,
Ous rejection is more complex. He explains that his writing reflects a cosmopoli-
tanism—a consciousness of being a member of the world and belonging to a
modern nation. He writets in “Two in One” (Er er yide dongxi = &7 — 849 $.5)
(1987), :

BREAZELEREH (GFORMHRLE, L EHAR G4
b))

BTz

WEP &b EH®

ThBMEARBLESAMAEREMRETY

RALTE LY AN —5F (Xanggang 52-53)

I love life and write for it (life is the raw matexial of poetry; politics is
the consequence of life)

In another way

I write for politics

I write not metely for my home country but for humanity, the world,
the globe, the universe

I am part of humanity?

2 All wanslations are mine unless stated otherwise.
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For Ou, “home” and “identity” ate not restricted or defined by nation-based
discourse. He responds not merely to his home country but to the general
conditions of the modern world. By discussing his views of home in the con-
text of cosmopolitanism, Ou broadens the view of the Chinese diasporic experi-
ence, mapping the Chinese situation in relation to the international sphere. Ata
deeper level, his critique of the Hong Kong colonial sicuation in the 1940s,
grounded in his awareness of the problems of the modern world, serves to rein-
force his own sense that “home” is not a fixed concept—it is always being remade.
Thus, in his poetry, Hong Kong is experienced in a way which registers cultural
distance—a distance effected by his experience of diaspora.

Ou was able to use his experience of diaspora to construct an alternative
imaginary of the modern Chinese nation, an imaginary that rejects historical
determinism and focuses on urban development. With his concern for home and
beyond, Ou charted a new territory of the Chinese diasporic experience: not con-
tent with merely searching for roots, he problematized the notion of “home,”
appropriating the diasporic discourse to engage in a critique of modern society.
The way in which Ou Waiou employs his poetry to depict his diasporic experi-
ence and to criticize the problems of the modern world will be my particular
focus in the discussion below.

Removed from his hometown, Guangzhou, Ou found himself isolated
and alienated in Hong Kong, despite the fact that he had spent part of his youth
there (Xuangfeng 4-7). While diaspora evoked a sense of desolation, it also
served as a vital source of his poetry. Many of his significant works were written
during his sojourns in Hong Kong and Guilip. In his illuminating discussion of
Chinese exiled poet Duoduo % % (b.1951), Gregoty B. Lee suggests that, al-
though the notion of estrangement might not be a prerequisite for a modernist
writer's creativity, it “foreground([s) the necessarily inherently lonely task of
writing against a backdrop of repression, while recognizing the frequent
solitude of swimming against the tide” {71). Swimming against the tide, Ou
opposed not merely colonial decadence but also the false sense of urgency thar
encourages capitalist development, materialist values, and Western ideologies. His
‘poetry is a critique of Chinese modernity, which fails to apprehend the dire
consequences of irresponsible urban development.

. Suffering from 2 “discontinuous state of being,” diasporic subjects are com-
pelled to reconstitute their broken lives. In Reflection on Exile (2000}, Said
observes that “(a]ll nationalisms in their early stages develop from a condition
of estrangement” (176). Nationalists cultivate a sense of belonging through a
community of language, customs, and cultures, so that loyalty can be nurtured.
When members of this group become outcasts, voluntarily or involuntarily, they
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have no choice but to view their past home from a different perspective. In a
similar manner, Ou revisits his past home, Hong Kong, with a different perspec-
tive and from a significant distance.

Although Ou must have questioned beliefs he once held abour the situation
of Hong Kong, he retained the view of Hong Kong as the archetype of develop-
ment in China. In his poetry, Hong Kong is the target of his critique of the in-
stability and transitoriness of modern development. Qu’s diasporic experience
provided him with the insight and opportunity to express his discomfort with the
current state of affairs. The intellectual impetus for this critique was the diaspotic
experience, which gave Ou a glimpse of the outlines of the emerging Chinese
nation.

The often-quoted poem “A Study of Confinement” (Xiazaide yanjiu ¥ %
BB ) (1937) is widely recognized as an exemplar of urban criticism and evi-
dence of Ou’s pioneering efforts to establish a new model for modern poetry.
While the imagery of floating and suffocation has frequently been used to convey
diasporic experiences in Chinese poetics, for Ou, conditions of instability and
transtence are fundamental elements of modernity. Chung Ling considers the
poem a criticism of the transient nacure of Hong Kong and persuasively argues
that its floating images reflect the feclings of insecurity shared by Hong Kong’s
citizens (83-84). The rootlessness and transience of Hong Kong are also closely
connected to the notion of “home.” This notion of “home,” however, carries ho
associations of security and stability; instead, it is the consequence of the diasporic
history of the intellecruals who can no longer revisit their home or view it in the
same light.

The poem openly states that

FHEELETMHE -
REAFHNEFLE,
REAEWFHEL
KRPIGEE - (Ou Waion 95)

It’s not buikt on the ground.
It’s built on the floating sea,
I¢’s built on the moving caravan:

Our home. (Bafang 308)

Ou’s poetry can be interpreted as an allegorical rendering of the diasporic
situation of Chinese writers in Hong Kong. The floating and moving home that
epitomized Chinese immigrants’ alienation and estrangement in the 1930s
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became the fate of the Chinese intellectuals. Ou observes how the transient re-
gion of Hong Kong is a suitable image for poets like himself, whose return to
home has become impossible. Although he writes primarily about the physical
space of Hong Kong, Ou also decries the liminal space afforded to writers in the
cultural scene. Written during a period defined by great political turmoil, che
politics of Ou’s poetry can be regarded as a critique of the modern society and also
a critique of modernity, which has deprived Chinese writers of the capacity to
imagine alternatives.

By drawing attention to the transient nature of Hong Kong, the poem stresses
both the impossibility of finding a stable home and the fate of the Chinese people
in a society that encourages development and destroys nature. Alongside Ou’s
condemnation of the hegemonic discourse of development and progress in colo-
nial Hong Kong is an ironic reflection on the lack of space:
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Hong Kong

What confinement

What height

What crowdedness

Between the steep walls of one house and house
Only an inch of space exists!

Only an inch of sunlight slips in!

Only an inch of air gets through! (Bafang 309)

Ou Waiou’s representation of Hong Kong as a city trapped in a confined
space reflects his understanding of the diasporic experience. As a result of
his sojourns in Guangzhou, Hong Kong and Guilin, Ou invests the notions of
“home,” “not-home” and even a transient home with a sense of inevicable
entrapment. What we see in Ou is the beginning of a long tradition of negative
representation of the diasporic experience. Ou saw the suffocating conditions of

urban development, which confined inhabitants in a small physical sphere and
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limited the cultural imaginings of intellectuals,

“A Study of Confinement” begins by asserting the floating nature of
“home.” The hint of spontaneity at the beginning of the poem is later accentuated
by the directness of its statements and the repetition of “No.” At the poem’s
outset, the poet does not appear to be presenting a critique of liminality, buc a
feeling of suffocation emerges through the reduction of space, the negation of
permanence, and the allusions to the crowded living environment and the limited
space between houses. It is the unfolding of the limited space that makes the
poeta. One can see the poem as a response to the specific colonial setting of Hong
Kong and an expression of the poet’s dislike of the irresponsible development
of the modern world.

Whereas “A Study of Confinement” deals wich the relation between space
and diasporic reflection, “The Foundation Stone of Peace—A Photo Album
of Hong Kong” (Hepingde zhuoshi—Xianggangde zhaoxiangji #= -8y RE 6 —&
69 BARR) (1939) and other poems grouped in the same series explore the
banality and estrangement fostered by colonial rule. In the poems in “A Photo
Album of Hong Kong,” Ou uses defamiliarization to depict colonial society. He
exposes the prevailing influence of modernization and capitalisc development,
but, most importantly, he draws attention to the role of poetry as social critique.
Some critics maintain that Ou was one of the very few poets who wrote self-
consciously in the 1930s, who felc that the artist should not be a silent observer
but an active participant in the formation of a critique {Liang 81). Ou is ex-
emplary for his attention to the details of everyday existence and his attempt
w0 foreground the process of reading through defamiliarization (also known as
“estrangement”),

In her analysis of Victor Shklovsky (1917), Svetlana Boym argues that
defamiliarization means “more than distancing and making strange; it is also
dislocation, depaysement” (513). She asserts that Shklovsky questioned the
unity and autonomy of the “national language.” Conceived at the eve of World
War I, structural linguistics or the poetics of estrangement presented “an alcerna-
tive to official patriotism and suggested different ways to create imagined com-
munities” (516). Defamiliarization, then, is not merely an aesthetic device; it has
political implications as well. Ou uses defamiliarization to present his diasporic
observations, but it also serves to convey his condemnation of the docile con-
formity to consumerism and to the oppressive routines of modern life. _

In “The Foundation Stone of Peace,” Ou uses the techniques of defamil-
iarization to criticize the colonization of Hong Kong and modern development
in general. In the first two lines, he draws attention to Hong Kong’s colonial
condition and che East/West bifurcarion:
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At the foremost frontier of the East, this monument!
Planted on Victoria Peak now, Europe’s very first flag. (Bafang 310)

The flag of Europe is the emblem of the earliest European invasions of Chinese
territory. This exhibition of power symbolizes Hong Kong’s colonial history, a
history of dominance and discrimination. Hong Kong inhabitants witnessed the
establishment of colonial rule, and its symbols entered their collective memory.
The subtle yet destructive power of colonization is symbolized by the hoisting
of the European flag and by the erection of a colonial monument to the former
governor Sir France Henry May (Governor, 1912-18).

Ou’s use of defamiliarization exposes the persistence of colonial influences
in the everyday life of Hong Kong and in the collective memory of its citizens.
. The usually invisible and subtle influence of the imperial rule is brought into
relief by the depiction of time in the poem. Instead of showing the long-term
effects of colonial rule directly, he does so metaphorically, with the image of a
ruined monument:

6 YA HE A FIR
Fe42 3% 2 B
4 LT E&ENER T — (Ou Waiou 38-9)

A Governor day and nighe sealed to his granite seat, forever hand-
against-cheek

(Note how between the cheek and the fingers

The copper-green moss has grown). (Bafang 310)

By drawing attention to often neglected details {the growth of the “copper-
green moss”), Ou Waiou refuses to allow his readers to dismiss the passing of time
inactentively and the effects of colonial rule unreflectively. Time’s silence some-
times encourages a trance-like forgetfulness. Writing is the tool with which
Qu combats this silence. This silence of time not only reflects the inditference
of local inhabitants to colonial rule but also the loneliness of diasporic subjects.
However, “loneliness” has a range of associations in Ou’s work. Loneliness is a
consequence of the bewildering colonial sitwation of Hong Kong and the poten-
tial threat of the world war; it also arises from a lack of interpersonal commu-
nication. The structure of the poem resembles a monologue based on three
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questions. The poem ends with an unresolved question which reveals the poet’s
recognition of his alienation from the people around him. Ou Waiou did not feel
“at home” in Hong Kong. However, he did not perceive his alienation as an
impediment to his creative activity and culeural critique; instead, ir was a crucial
precondition for them. For Ou, “home” is not merely a geographical or ethnic
common ground but an imagined community where self-reflection is encouraged.

Ou’s loneliness is a consequence of geographical displacement and, more
importantly, of a failure to become integrated in the modern world. His charac-
teristic techniques—the incorporation of foreign words and defamiliarizing
devices—can be perceived as a kind of literary resistance. Unlike other south-
bound writers, Ou’s imagined community s not thart of the home country, China,
bur of the poetic sensibility. While the early Chinese writers perceived diaspora
or exile as experiences of denigration, Ou Waiou recuperated the experience,
seeing it as an opportunity to transform people’s consciousness and build a betrer
society. The diasporic experience offers a chance to observe the modern world
from a distance and understand it anew.

In his series “A Photo Album of Hong Kong,” Ou ponders the lessons of
colonial governance in Hong Kong and tries to comprehend why Hong Kongers
continued with their everyday lives in an atmosphere of increasing decadence.
Ou’s themes are wide-ranging: the condemnation of war in “The Wall of Milicary
in Hong Kong and Singapore” (Jun Gang Xingjiapode qiang F 7% B im Yk 69 #%)
{19306), the yearning for human rights in “The Responsibility of the Civilized”
(Wenming rende tianzhi LA XB)(1939), the decadence of gambling
in “Derby Day” (Da saima X F%)(1939), and the role of religious faith in
“Sunday” (Libai vi 8 H)(1939). The narrator is like a wandering flinenr
on the margins of Hong Kong; he observes and comments on everyday life, but
he seldom compares the decadent city with his place of origin. In a sense, it is not
the notion of “home” that is crucial in Ou’s works; instead, he focuses on how the
notions of “home” and “unity” are preserved and how they can be imagined and
portrayed at a time of increasing Westernization and modernization,

At first reading, Ou Waiou’s poems appear deceptively simple. They could
be just another critique of colonial decadence. Gradually, after several close
readings, however, they reveal layers of literary complexity. Ou asks whether

“oneness” or “unified ideology” is the “ideal home.” He shows the perils of a
homogenized discourse that is supposed to ensure the emergence of a unified
China. Take for example, “Derby Day”: the poem focuses on one theme-—the
desire to win the race. The notion of oneness is expressed in both content
and form. Ou creates a society that is entirely unified: the people share only one
hope.
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The entire city is on strike today.

Every private and public organization is closed.

Today is a day of “hope™—

The shared destiny of three million people

will arrive on a gallant horse

All public transport (including private cars) and ferries

Are taking the same route, going to the same parking lot, the same pier,
Bringing the people of the entire city (civilians and officials included)
To the same place.

They all hold tight in their hands this cherished lottery ticket, which is
valued as much as a2 three million dollar check,

Only that the numbers of checks are different.

They are all superstitious, insatiable and selfish.
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They all hope their own checks can be cashed.
Every newspaper is issuing extras—

for the sole purpose of publishing the number
Which is valued ac a million dollars.

The extras contain no news or words—
Today only one thing has meaning.

The city is crazy.

It takes a dollar from every citizen,

In an artificial way

Rewards one person among the three million,
And seduces the other two mitlion with another chance.
They are disappointed again and again,
Sighing while passing their lives.

In the poem, the common goal in life is the consummation of desire. This
universal conformity is expressed by the dramatic contrast between the diver-
sification of the ciry and the common hope of winning, between the huge popu-
lation and the one winner, between the numerous open roads and one route
everybody followed. This homogenization of thinking is reinforced by the struc-
ture of the poem. The narrative is arranged in one cohesive stanza, and the words
“one” and “same” are repeated. While this homogeneity apparently refers to a
unified goal pursued by the inhabitants, the effect is to signify their imprisonment.

Tired of the general atmosphere of superstition, insatiability, and seifishness,
Ou Waiou criticizes the irrational straining towards one goal and the discourse
of development. Through his poetry, Ou criticizes the paucity of imagination
that is unable o envisage alternative ways of living in modern China. A sense
of alienation, an exile of the mind, an “intellectual diaspora” are apparent in his
works. Chinese critics assume that his poems convey a conventional anti-war
message (Huang 9-15). His continued efforts to invent new modes of expression
are overlooked by his Leftist admirers. This has led Qu to suffer from an even
greater degree of alienation—alienation from his compatriots.

What distinguished Ou Waiou from other southbound writers was his
critique of uniformity and the notion of a stable home. Unlike many who longed
to recurn to Mainland China in order to better serve their country, Ou's decision
to go home was the result of the failure of his business in Hong Kong (Xuang-
feng 4-7). His decision draws attention to the more prosaic concerns of diasporic
subjects. In Ou’s case, there are two ways of viewing the effects of diaspora:
it led to his intellectual alienation but it was also the catalyst of his writing. If Ou
Waiou had not been forced to leave home and to be acutely aware of his painful
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position in Hong Kong, the critique could not have been written. Diaspora
prompted his writing and gave his work greater depth than that of his compatriots.
His poetry owes its richness and intensity to its reliance on defamiliarization.

In her analysis of the significance of the exilic condition in literature, Héléne
Cixous quotes Russian poet Marina Tsvetayevas (1892-1941) Poem of the End:
“All poets / are Jews,” which Cixous interprets as “Jews and poets are citizens of
exile and inhabitants of the word” (116). In a different context, Harry Levin
contends that “all writers are foreigners or exiles among us because while they live
in this same land that we do, they are forever pursuing that other reality of literary
imagination” {Levin quoted in Shih 76). Ou, similarly, lives in a perpetual diaspora
among us. He draws on his diasportic experiences and imagination to criticize the
assumptions of progress and development, providing his readers with an alterna-
tive view of the modern conditions and a different social imaginary.

A Dialogue with “diasporas”

Despite ies denunciation of the colonial situation of Hong Kong, Ou Waiou’s
poetry does not maintain that there is no relationship between Hong Kong and
China. Instead, Ou strategically appropriates his diasporic experiences to con-
struct an ideal home. The battle here is between forces of geographical deterri-
torialization and cultural retesrivorialization from a diasporic perspective. Unlike
other southbound writers, for example Zhang Ailing & 5 % (192095}, who
see Hong Kong as a way station in their pursuit of an understanding of “home,”
Ou actually recreates the meaning of home in his poetry. This recreation relies
on a culturally specific notion of politics that resists knee-jerk Westernization.
This is net to suggest that diasporic experiences are sufficient to make sense of
the world and provide guidelines for society as a whole. Racher, the diasporic
writings of OQu Waiou and later You Jing suggest that no single experience can
convey all the ideologies operating simultaneously in modern existence: it is
essential to formulate ideological statements as a kind of dialogue.

Although there were similarities between Ou’s two diasporic sojourns in Hong
Kong and Guilin, he employs a different strategy to write about Guilin, For Ou,
diagporic experiences are of eminent importance, since the awareness he gained
of the colonial rule in Hong Kong became a constitutive element of his imagining
of an ideal home. As I have argued, this is the positive aspect of diaspora—the
insights afforded by its imposed externality. In the fourteen-poem series “The
Naked Portrait of Guilin” (Guilinde luotihua ¥4 89R M &), Ou severely

criticizes the decadence of Guilin, which was a resalt of the influx of exiles from
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Hong Kong—capitalists and laborers alike. He laments the decline of morality
and the adoption of the colonial style, which ruined the simple and pure country-
side of Guilin {Ou Waion 54).

As noted, there are ways in which the diasporic experience can be perceived
as beneficial. According to the Russian literary critic Mikhail M. Bakhtin, it
is immensely important for the one

who underseands to be located outside the object of his or her creative understanding—
in time, in space, in culture. For one cannot even really see one’s own exterior and
comprehend it as a whole, and no mirrors or photographs can help; our real exterior
can be seen and understood only by other people, because they are located outside us
in space and because they are others. (Speech 7)

Diasporic writers like Ou Waiou cannot help but be “the Other.” This explains,
in par, their frustrated or angry vistons of their host city: they can never feel “ar
home.” However, this otherness also plays an important role in the social system
of activity and discourse that Bakhtin referred to as “dialogism.” '

Dialogue, according to Bakhtin, “entails a form of answerability that is
morally responsive to unique others and particular relationships” (Hicks 227).
This implies that utterances are always dialogic in the sense that they are an-
swerable to others” words. Moreover, dialogue is only ene instantiation of a
larger truth—discourses of all kinds are responsive to social contexts that consti-
tute them, Bakhtin notes how social discourses are recreated in new ways through
dialogues:

The word in fanguage is half someone else’s, It becomes “one’s own” only when the
speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accenc. . . . Language is not a neutral
medium that passes freely and casily into the private properry of the speaker’s inten-
tions; it is populated—overpopulared—with the intentions of others. (Dialogic 293-4)

For Bakhtin, the only way to understand the self is in relation to the addressee
{the Other). Likewise, the only way for Ou Waiou to understand his home coun-
try is in relation to someone else, which is Hong Kong.

Ou’s poem “Infectious Disease is on an Express” (Chuanranbing changle
jilieche 1§ 3¢ 9% 7 % 5] &) (1942) draws attention to the intertwined relation-
ship of the imagined home and the host city. It offers a fresh perspective on the
nature of identity—its formation and transformation. The subtext of the poem
evokes the threats that Ou leaves unstated: the dangers of uncontrolled techno-
logical advances and the submersion of individuals to material consumption:
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A man in a decent and neat Western suit has arrived

A smartly dressed Smart Girl

who lives as a parasite in the man’s pocket—has arrived
Here comes the carpentry dealer, who makes high-end furniture,
Here comes the architect with his compass and triangle

And the waiter bows “Yes Sir, Yes Sir”

The master of Western love singing, “Love me tonight”
Has arrived!

The lady writing the love letters, “My dear George”

Has arrived!

All have arrived

They have come in groups

Incessantly.

Like a scene from a Hollywood Western
They arrived like sand and dust

Have arrived, have arrived

A group of contagious patients

Has arrived

And therefore in the entire city
In all che streets

In every household

In the air

The infectious disease spread

But no antidote to this mysterious disease is
Available at the pharmacy

Nor do we have any doctor who can cure it

PS. This is a poem about the prevalence of the “Hong Kong lifestyle”

in Guilin.
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It is clear from the very beginning of this poem that the poet intends to
criticize the invasion of foreign culture and the growth of consumerism. In con-
trast to the familiar anti-war slogans adopted by many of the Chinese writers
at the time, Ou tells a different tale, one that captures the “affective” moments of
enchantment hurking in the everyday life: commodities, entertainment, and
eroticism. These moments can enchant because they are able to permeate our
lives invisibly and proliferate instantly. Ou employs the image of “infectious
disease” to convey the pervasiveness of the Western influence in Guilin as a result
of its exposure to the “Hong Kong lifestyle.”

Rather than delving into the past to search for the meaning of home, Ou
Waiou argues that one should develop a different sense of place: it is the dialogue
between here and there, home and elsewhere, that constitutes a place’s identity.
This does not mean that Ou considers Guilin his home; he is more interested
in the ways in which “home” combines material and imaginary configurations.
By incorporating foreign words such as “Smart Girl” and “Yes sir Yes sir” and
varying the font size, Ou suggests that the poem should be read as a dialogue
between two conflicting discourses. The elusive and evocative effect of the poem
depends in part on these visual disturbances. The unconventional presentation
defies the attempt to form traditional interpretations. Understanding is possible
only when the poem is perceived as an internal dialogue.

Ou is clearly aware of the inevitability of modernization, which leads to
decadence bur also promotes self-reflection. In his analysis of ¢he role played
by the metropolis in the growth of modernism, Raymond Williams states that
the most important element of the new movement was the increase of im-
migration to the metropolis (45). By the same roken, Ou’s diasporic poems,
which rely on the outsider’s vision, reflect the essence of modernist writings.
The literature written in Hong Kong in the 1990s can be described in similar
terms, The intellectual loneliness in the wake of the “out-migration” and the
1997 handover was particularly poignant in Hong Kong. Whatever exhila-
ration was once associated with the cosmopolitanism of the city has dissi-
pated. Poets such as Ye Si .37 (b. 1949) (a.k.a. Liang Bingjun £ R #) focus
on the anxicties of relocation, feclings of homelessness, and the absence of
a fondly remembered refuge. Ye Si's collection A Peerry of Moving Signs
(Youlide shi % B 81 FF) (1995) is particularly evocative of this uncertainty and
loneliness. Younger poets such as You Jing have also turned to poetry to ex-
plore the notions of diaspora, home, and identity. For You, the key issues are
how to imagine home in an increasingly hybridized and globalized world and
how much control one can exercise over the ways in which historical events affect
one’s life.
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At Home in Diaspora

You Jing, a Hong Kong poet, scholar, and videographer, has spent many
years abroad in New York, London, and Taiwan pursuing both studies and work,
Her works range over many forms, genres, and social concerns. Apart from
writing poetry, You also writes extensively on cultural issues and produces videos
(including Flow [Liu #.][1993] on the fate of female migrants, Finding Oneself
[Wen zji 48 & 2][1999] on a female in search of her personal identity, and Lezs
Love Hong Kong [Hao yu¥§ A1) [2002] on Hong Kong’s identity).3 You’s particu-
far focus, developed in her provocative work The Impossible Home (Bu kenengde
jia T HEAG F)(2000), is the question of boundaries and identities. She searches
for 2 voice that belongs neither to the colonial power nor to the mother country,
refusing to indulge in 2 quest for the origins of a pre-modern/purified Hong Kong
before colonialism or for roots that can be traced back to the motherland (Zinggi
120). You shares the anxieties of the Hong Kong populace in the mid-1990s.
However, she does not share the obsession with Hong Kong’s unique cultural
identity in the years leading up to 1997. Instead, her poetry explores the cultural
and political negotiations of Hong Kong's relationship with China.

You's insights into the diasporic experience in her portrayal of everyday life
before the 1997 handover constitute a reappraisal of the forms and forces of
fate capitalism. Ou Wajou uses “diaspora-as-critique” to draw attention to the
problems of irresponsible technological advancements and capitalist develop-
ment in modern China. In a different context, You's poctry also constitutes a
challenge to the ideclogies of origins and nation-based discourses, but with a
difference. Her poetry must be read not only in the social and historical context
of Hong Kong bur also with an awareness of the global circumstances in which
Hong Kong is situated. The following discussion explores the refationship be-
tween the intellectual diaspora of You and the complex modern configurations
of “home.”

Unlike Ou Waiou's involuntary geographical displacement, You Jing’s alien-
ation is the product of an acute awareness of the limitations of nation-based
discousse and identity formation, and of the effects of cultural homogenization at
the turn of the twenty-first cencury. You did not leave Hong Kong involuntarily,
but she views the post-colonial condition of Hong Kong as a kind of diaspora.
She was estranged by reductive readings of home and identity, by the violence
of the colonial discourse, and by stern beliefs in the roots and origins. For You,

? For a full list of You Jing’s creative works, consult the webpage: <heep://www.In.edu.hk/culrural/
stafffyau-ching/creative.php>
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the diasporic experience is both a voluntary choice and an act of protest. In
contrast to the city’s official neoliberal discourse on progress and capitalism,
the poetry of both Ou Waicu and You Jing critiques mindless progress and the
pursuit of profic.

The Impossible Home, a cross-media collection of painting and bilingual poetry,
was nominated for the The Sixth Hong Kong Biennial Awards for
Chinese Literature in 2001. Its themes are wide-ranging: You's insights into
the experience of dwelling in foreign countries, her search for identity both
culturally and socially, and her reflections on home. Of the thirty-five poems,
fourteen deal with journeys, uavelling, home, or homelessness. Together, they
represent the effects of the 1997 handover on the intellectual self of the poet. The
process of searching for and determining the nature of “home” becomes a quest
for identity: personal, cultural, and national. In her search fot a new identity, You
Jing uses her poetry to initiate a dialogue that will “decenter” the simplistic and
reductive discourse of Hong Kong.

The joutney is a recurrent motif of You's poetry. In both geographical
and symbolic terms, it is an experience of chaos and fragmentation in which
the narrator finds herself escaping from a homogenized understanding of
macerial reality. In “Fly/Not Fly” (Fei/bu fei &,/ 7~ &), the poem is arranged
as a dialogue between the narrator “I” (distant from home) and the interlocutor
“you” (at home). The distance between the two is both geographical and
metapherical:
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sicting in this big bird supposed to go somewhere
the LCD panel asks if I want to send flowers and chocolates with a
bouquet news you definitely don't want to miss righe
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the LCD panel asks if I want to play video games cards race cars watch
news weather buy some souvenir

technology seems advanced buc I can't retutn to my city

heurs click by years fly sitcing in this big bird full of TVs

technology is supposed to be omniportent yet you and I are separated in

two cities caughr in two flying machines never ending

carrying a lot of rowdy passengers flashy screens

to never land or never depart—which is more romantic

how can one not indulge in being romantic these days

when planes are slower and bumpier than double-decker buses

(Impaossible 11)

The poem’s irony is pointed: advanced technology and freedom of choice
contribute nothing to self-understanding or communication. Neither the satis-
faction promised by the commodities available in cyberspace nor the convenience
associated with the technology of aviation materialized. In addition to disap-
pointment, the poem expresses a profound sense of distocation and helplessness.
The narrator is trapped in the “big bird” that is meant to “go somewhere,” appar-
ently unable to locate her position or her sense of identity. She believes going
home to “my city” is impossible, which conveys an acute sense of helplessness,
coupled with anger and loss. The “houss” and “years” are lost to the promise of
instant gratification of momentary sensations, a perpetual cycle of appeals to ma-
terial appetites that remain unsatisfied, which distract atcention from the deeper
spiritual vacuity that threatens to overwhelm the narrator’s internal landscape.
The narrator seems unable to forgive herself for deciding to lcave home in the first
place. Paradoxically, this departure leads to a kind of liberation—it opens up the
gulf between politics and culture. You's poetry describes the liminal space be-
tween home and elsewhere, which reinforces and demarcates new boundaries of
home and identity. These new boundaries have to be imagined and reimagined
in the course of history.

The airporc is a seriking image. It captures the “rootless” feeling of the pas-
sengers whao have left home but have not yet arrived at the next destination. It
also draws attention to the poet’s experience of finding sources of inspiration
and reflection from that sense of rootlessness. Sara Ahmed, a cultural critic, con-
siders the space in an airport “comforting™ “not because one has arrived, but
because one has the security of a destination, a destination which quite literally
becomes the somewhere of home” (330). Feeling of rootlessness and the impossi-
bility of going home are evoked by the liminal space of the airport. Many of You's
poems center on the space in an airport, including “Seasonal Bird” (Howu niao
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1% %), “Poem of Hong Kong Taiwan Mainland Airplanes” (Gang Tai Zhong feiji
shi B & ¥ RMBF), “Notary” (Gongzheng 2 #), “British Airways™ (Vingguo
hangkong ¥ B AL E), “Political Poem” (Zhengzhi shi H &%), and “Lost Baggage
Therefore” (Shigude xingzang %5617 5).

In “Seasonal Bird,” the depiction of the entrapment of Hong Kong people
in the wake of the 1997 handover is vivid and apparent:
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FARAB R F 8 (Inpossible 12)

a city where you and wild geese live temporarily

to return to the city where Vincent Chin? was killed
between a snowing city and another snowing city
waiting for the snow to stop otherwise can't depart
waiting and longing for a city without snow

waiting to return to a ciey which does not waic

lecs move from the waiting room to the plane
you said beware of black ice

4 Vincent Chin was a Chinese-American who was killed by disgruntled auto-workers who thought he
was Japanese in 1982. At the time, the japanese auto industry was outcompeting American industries,
and there was widespread anti-Japanese feeing due to Japan’s success in internarional rrade. The murder
of Chin was considered a hate crime. It also led to the beginning of a pan-ethnic Asian American movement.
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outside it’s white snow

can you tell me when we are leaving

are you mere certain about when we shall be home
is it really snowing or is it [ who'd rather not leave
is it really homecoming or is it just

moving towards another

land of ice and strangers

I thoughe wild geese belonged to the South (Zmpossible 13)

The first stanza deepens profoundly as the narrator takes us through the many
moments of simultaneously belonging and not belonging that make her life, The
narrator has 2 home, bur this home is no longer secured: it is suspended in the
medium of writing. This poem also raises the question of “the Others” voice—a
voice thac implies an intellectual self thac is skeptical of the possibility
of hemecoming. You Jing employs the pronoun “you” (the incellectual self) ro catry
on an internal dialogue with “I” (the private self). This dialogue allows for the
emergence of an imaginary between the real world in which the narrator lives and
the unfamiliar other world she imagines she will return to. In the lines “is it really
homecoming or is it just / moving towards another / land of ice and strangers.” You
asks whar it means to be “at home” when one finds one’s own homeland foreign
and the return journey becomes one of increasing defamiliarization.

The aim of You's diasporic writing is not to romanticize origins, roots, or
home, but to start a rebellion. Her poetry challenges the view that cultural iden-
tity is confined by territorial boundaries and argues for the adoption of a global
perspective. In her view, culture’s field of meaning is much more complex than
simple oppositions between China and Britain, home and homelessness. This
is not to imply that the formation of an identity has nothing to do with geo-
graphical or symbolic boundaries, just that those boundaries do not neatly divide
the field into two opposing camps. Culture is the product of a wide range of
social relations, global and local. The interesting dynamics of class, gendet, race,
and sexuality do not align everyone neatly into two groups. Many culeural theo-
rists perceive identities as hybrid forms—cultural identity is constantly negotiated
and revisited. They imagine cultural differences not in terms of “us” and “them,”
but in terms of “multiple identities and interdependence” (Ross 49). In keeping
with this view, You Jing is not satisfied with a simple colonial/ post-colonial oppo-
sition (Linggi 121). For her, the formation of identity migh be best represented
by the liminal and transient space of the airport. As she writes in the opening
lines of “Poem of Hong Kong Taiwan Mainland Airplanes,”
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It’s heavy
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W E B & (Inpossible 16)

It’s heavy

says a boy whom I think

comes from Hong Kong to whom I think
His Filipina maid ~ heavy

is the luggage in his hand

another hand grabbing a thick

world map {Impossible 17)

The theme of intertwined experience and interdependent identity that is
a consequence of the transnational labor market is highlighted by the experience
of border crossing and evoked by the incorporation of English and the use of a
simple word—"heavy.” You Jing subtly suggests that the heavy and often sor-
rowful history of Filipina laborers is another form of contemporary diaspora—a
horizontal movement of labor that goes hand in hand with the global flow of
capital. The juxtaposition of heavy “luggage” and “world map” refers to a kind of
“cultural logics of capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacement that induce
subjects to respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-economic
condidons” (Ong 6}. The freedom allowed by what Paul Virilie describes as “an
overexposure in which the difference between ‘near’ and ‘“far” simply ceases to
exist” (383), which is enjoyed by the Hong Kong boy, is in stark contrast to the
servitude of the Filipina’s historical and economic baggage.

In reflecting critically upon the cultural identities and discourses of Hong
Kong, You Jing was struck by the city’s pervasive awareness of transnational net-
works and the worldwide flow of capital and labor. This consciousness fills
a certain psychological gap by suggesting an alternative form of individual re-
sistance to a social imaginary that is homogenizing and reductive. . It is this
self-awareness of being at home in an “intellectual diaspora” that has led You o
re-examine the notions of home and identity from an intercultural perspective
signified by the flow of capital and labor.

In a fundamental way, the model thac insists on the necessity of a unified
and reductive identity within fixed boundaries, be they Hong Kong’s or Chinas,
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remains suspicious. You Jing vividly describes the anonymous but powerful effect
of globalization on everyday life. How can we register the influence of these
intercultural connections in the formation of identity without committing the
same mistake of reification or essentialization? The poetry of You offers one
solution: reinventing the mode of communication. A hybrid language and un-
conventional semantics ensure that simplistic representations of the material world
are no longer possible. :

To put it difterently, the phenomenon of a stable identity has become in-
creasingly complex, since boundaries can no longer be closed. Rather, boundaries
crisscross each other to form interlocking networks. In this cransnational and
cosmopolitan framework, You Jing argues that the old rhetoric of identity is no
longer functional. Meanings can no longer be fixed. You's portrayal of the Filipina
and the history of transnational labor market she symbolizes expands the range
of representations and points to the complexity of the Hong Kong identity. You's
approach acknowledges transnational relationships, the flow of capital and labor,
and intercultural influences, which are all constitutive elemenes of the Hong Kong
identity.,

You Jing refuses to accept the identity imposed on her and demands freedom
of choice. This attitude is reminiscent of the Hong Kong people’s yearning for
“self-governance” under the rule of “One country, two systems.” You demands
freedom of choice because she was quick to recognize the violence of the political
discourse, which deprives Hong Kong people of both voice and choice.

You's poetry attempes to destabilize the Hong Kong identity and to offer
a more nuanced account of the relationship between the Hong Kong identity
and the dominant narrative of globalization. Her rejection of the reification of
identity in the wake of the 1997 handover is a pivotal element of many of her
works. If in the 1940s, Ou Waiou's critique of a reductive nation-based discourse
was presented within the context of modern developments; in the 1990s, You
Jing’s critique of the reductive territorial-based discourse and binary oppositions
is placed against the backdrop of shifting relations berween the nation-state and
the global economy in the late twentieth ceneury. Her poems draw attention to
cross-border practices and imaginings, as well as the visions and insights that
diasporic experiences allow into the concept of home. You's negotiation between

home and other cities is also reflected in her depiction of space. In “City” (Cheng
%), she writes,
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Bri & (Trmpossible 84)

Every city is a beginning and an end.
New York marked my work.

Paris defined my love.

Nothing can be more cliche

only Hong Kong

is always a beginning

because it is impossible to end
perhaps this is what is

called home (fmpossible 85)

This home—Hong Kong—forms what Foucault calls a “heterotopic” in his
work “Of Other Spaces” (1986). “Heterotopia” is the mythic and symbolic
space of “elsewhere,” a place “in which the laws of time and place that rule the
everyday world, lose their function or take on new meanings” (Fachinger
67). You's description of Hong Kong as “always a beginning” also suggests an
clsewhere that resists conventional way of comprehending the notion of “home.”
This elsewhere does lend itself to interpretation because it refuses to be con-
fined: “it is impossible to end” and, therefore, impossible to evaluate. The mean-
ings of “home” are dispersed: they cannot be fixed by any kind of discourse. “Home”
can only be approached in the imagination of You and in the imaginary space
of poetry.

On various occasions, You Jing describes “home” as elsewhere and as lost.
Like many diasporic writers, she is haunted by the sense of loss and the urge to
look back. The exiled writer Salman Rushdie maintains that all exiles share the
sense that “we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost;
that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible
ones, imaginary homelands” (10). You articulates this sense of loss in “Lost Bag-

gage Therefore” (Shiqude xingzang %k 4 #9478 ):

TRAXRETITSE
18 T b 5 K
R F 8 IBARZ (Impossible 86)
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perhaps out of losing

the baggage a form of

calling home

impossible and something to bear (Zmpossible 87)

The image of the fost luggage resembles Salman Rushdie’s image of “broken
mirrors.” Rushdie argues that our vision of the past can only be fragmentary,
the vision afforded by broken mirrors (12). Some aspects of the past have been
irretrievably lost. The keen awareness of a “broken home” that we have seen
in Ou’s and You’s poetry is very unlike the sensibility that informs mainstream
Hong Kong writings, which focus on the construction of a “pre-modern” Hong
Kong and the search for roots in the motherland. For You, the past as irretrievable:

GEREE S

A&7 A

BARAIR
Tk vl R A

BRAE D (Impossible 88)

lost baggage irreplaceable
people like you come handy
places vo call home

mele in thin air (Impossible 89)

In You's writing, the private self is constrained by diasporic alienation from
adopting the modern and national discourse. As a result of her keen awareness
and diasporic distance, she can see the limitations of the dominant discourse,
which reduces and simplifies the complex notions of home and identity. She
feels it is necessary to consider identity within the global context. Home must
be reimagined given the inevitability of its loss. Her poetry is based on a rewriting
of the connections between home and the rest of the world in order to make
a world of alternatives out of the experience of displacement.

For You, the diasporic experience and the reflections it inspires are intrin-
sic to the underscanding and formation of a personal and cultural identity. The
strategies of power—to impose political coherence and to construct a unified
and reductive identity—must be challenged. According to French theorist
Michel de Certeau, this resistance can be effected by the “often creative and
unpredictable ways that individuals negotiate their environment” (de Certeau
quoted in Felski 611). De Certeau refuses to see modern everyday behavior
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as passivity, arguing instead that everyday practices are “clever ricks of the ‘weak’
within the order established by the ‘strong’™ (40). In his writings on resistance, he
distinguishes between “strategies” and “tactics.” He argues that a tactic “does not
have a place,” a tactic “depends on time—it is always on the watch for opportuni-
ties that must be seized ‘on the wing™ (xix). In this sense, the writing of You
Jing is highly tactical.

Her poetry recuperates diasporic experiences: the transient spaces of the
airport and the plane are used to map out a richly differentiated world of home
and idencity, plurality and homogeneity, nation-based discourse and transnational
networks, which show that multi-faceted diaspora enables alternative imaginaries.
You Jing views diaspora as a creative form that relies on fixing boundaries and
transcending them. Her poems are what de Certeau calls “practices of walking”™—
everyday awarenesses or feelings of connection between the diasporic self and the
complex notion of home,

Ou Waiou and You Jing share the view that diasporic experiences have to
be recuperated to challenge the limited range of social imaginaries available
in modern discourse. While Ou Waiou challenged the nation-based discourse
propagated in the 1940s, a period in which instability and tarmoil reigned, You
Jing critiques the kind of nationalist discourse that presents the history of Hong
Kong as an economic miracle or that pursues the origins of 2 Hong Kong identity.
A central link between the concerns of Ou Waiou and You Jing is the pivotal role
of Hong Kong as a “literary contact zone” where a constantly changing flow
of people profoundly determined the diasporic experiences shared by two poets
who lived at different moments of history.

Both poets challenged traditienal notions of poetry in order to realize their
conceptions of alternative imaginaries. Their poetry, with its defamiliarized,
unconventional scructure and semantics, defies the assumptions of linear and
reductive discourse and serves as a soutce of alternative imaginaries of home
and identity. Their poems, albeit in different contexts, do not share the pre-
occupation of most diasporic, writing—the search for roots and the yearning
to belong at both a personal and cultural level. On the contrary, these poets’
creative force and agency arise out of a sense that their homes are diasporas,

- and their diasporas are their homes. By employing the diasporic experience
as critique and tactic, Qu Waiou and You Jing articulate different worldviews.
Their writings distupt the one-way flow of information produced and con-
trolled by nation-based modern discourse and should be read as a political and
poetic act of resistance—against colonization and simplistic interpretation—at
the two crucial moments in Chinese diasporic history: the late 1930s/early 1940s
and the 1990s.
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