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			To the ones who are finding their way home –

			May this quiet book keep you company

		

	
		

		
			  

			Prologue: Writing from the Realm of Silence

			If it weren’t for my parents’ decision that I must acquire a language they could barely speak, this book would never have been written.

			My bilingualism began, as such, when my parents put a distance between us.

			THE SPEAKING I

			Nothing exists ahistorically – not ourselves, not our speech, not our silences. 

			I speak with a voice deeply embedded in history. Born in the 1990s, the last decade of Hong Kong as a British colony, I was raised in the liminal space between two cultures. Like a flower growing in the crevices, my voice took shape between the Chinese and the English languages. 

			Much like Hong Kong’s story, which also began in-between.

			Hong Kong, or 香港 (hoeng1 gong2)* as its Cantonese-speaking inhabitants call it, literally means Fragrant Harbour in Chinese†. Each time the city is called by its name, it is reminiscent of the harbour that cuts across its heart. 

			My earliest attachment to my city is with the currents of this harbour. Like all the other Hongkongers who went to a local primary school during the late colonial era, I was taught to appreciate the harbour by repeating a Cantonese singsong that meant deep is the water, wide is the harbour; it’s ice-free all-year.‡

			It was through those lyrical words I first learnt of the city’s bildungsroman that took place long before I was born. 

			It sounds almost trite now that I recite it: it’s the story of how, around this fine harbour, Hong Kong had grown from a fishing village into a trading port and into a metropolis. We were told to take pride in this old story nonetheless, for we were to follow the footsteps of our home and grow up by this shelter from the stormy seas. 

			As such, I found my first sense of belonging in the waves.

			But as I learnt later, Hong Kong’s harbour is also a scar, cutting deep and wide across its heart – for its colonial history also began in this body of water. 

			According to historian John M. Carroll, when the British acquired Hong Kong in 1841, they were primarily looking for a trading base and an imperial outpost, and the deep and wide sheltered harbour served this purpose well.1 A century and a half of colonial rule then followed, and the harbour has since been given the name Victoria.§

			Across the time-space of 香港 and Victoria, its modern and historical names in Chinese and in English, Hong Kong became the bilingual city as we know it today, and its people began to live their lives between languages.

			Like many Hongkongers, my first language – first in terms of time and proximity – is Cantonese, which I learnt from my parents. 

			I heard the first melodies of the tonal tongue from my Hong Kong-born mother, when she lulled me to sleep. My late father, who was born in Shenzhen, China and migrated to Hong Kong in the 1970s, was a Cantonese-speaking man well-versed in classical Chinese literature. He named me 穎琳 (Wing6 Lam4) in Cantonese, for the words’ literal meanings in sprout and jade, and their symbolism in the promise of growth and poise. 

			Our names are our first words. ‘Naming is a difficult and time-consuming process; it concerns essences, and it means power,’ writes Jeannette Winterson in her coming-of-age tale Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit.2 I was brought into existence through a Cantonese name, and the tonal language became part of my essence. I was formed in the language, and my sense of self grew in it. My mother tongue would call me home by my name; I would respond instinctively to its calling. Each recital of my name would weave me deeper into the narrative of who I am, both to me and to my culture. 

			Over the years, I learnt to match the undulating tones in my parents’ speech with the corresponding logograms in my storybooks. I also inherited my father’s passion for the art of words, first by imitating the elegant strokes of the traditional characters, and later by fusing the words into stories and poems in Hong Kong written Chinese.¶ 

			Cantonese, for me, is the language of home; or in Cantonese, I first learnt to find my way home.

			English, on the other hand, is my language of departure. 

			My mum, who speaks basic English, started teaching me the English alphabet around the same time I began conversing in simple Cantonese. The English language began for me as a primitive form of translation: the phrase A is for apple made sense to me because I had already identified the red fruit in Cantonese as a 蘋果 (ping4 gwo2), the snack my mum usually gave me after our afternoons in the park. And I was able to comprehend how B is for boy because I already knew of a 男仔 (naam4 zai2) (the Cantonese word for boy), an abstract idea brought to life by this playmate of mine who always took over the playground slide. 

			I acquired most of my first English words by way of my mother tongue and the memories I made with it, but I did so not because I needed to communicate in English as a clueless toddler. The reason why my mum taught me the alphabet song was to give me access to a world closed off from my Cantonese-speaking parents. For English was the language spoken by the esteemed members of society – the judges, the bankers, the doctors. If three-year-old me could recite all twenty-six letters, then I might have a better chance at getting into a reputable kindergarten, and in turn an English-Medium-Instruction school, and then a competitive university. Then I might get to live the more comfortable life my parents could not afford to give me with the struggling 茶餐廳 (caa4 caan1 teng1)** business they owned. 

			It all started with a mother’s wish: through a language the parents could barely speak, the daughter might eventually sail into the outside world, far away from home.

			In their seminal essay ‘Critically Queer’, Judith Butler discusses at length how one’s subjectivity is formed, or how the I comes to speak. According to Butler, we find our voices in and through an ambivalent language that simultaneously enables and enchains us: ‘Where there is an “I” who utters or speaks and thereby produces an effect in discourse, there is first a discourse which precedes and enables that “I” and forms in language the constraining trajectory of its will.’3  

			We can see this ambivalent language as the histories that we’re born into, and the cultural narratives that inform our identities. As Butler describes elsewhere, we are all culturally enmired as a result.4 Delving deeper into this imagery of a mire, language – or the narrative and discourse it propels – never exists in the clear. Every word has its own history, and language inevitably has past lives. Words have existed before us, as curses or blessings, slurs or cris de coeur, manifestos or decrees. As we wake up to our sense of a self, we are already swimming amidst everything that has ever been said in the past, which altogether constitutes our cultures and histories. We are always already immersed in this sea of utterances; yet it is also from this vastness we find the swells, the momentum, and the agency to draw our speech, our thoughts, our subjectivities. 

			It is in the sea that we come to be. 

			But where the sea is formed in colonial history and the resulting two tongues, those who dwell in it must speak through its undertows and rip currents. 

			My heartbeat is synchronised to the flow of my mother tongue. Without its tonal embrace, I would never have spoken. As for my English, it is a close speech first formed in the womb of my mother tongue yet eventually outgrew it.

			Some call my English a foreign language. They say that if it is not native to me, then it can ever only come second. I’m kept behind an invisible boundary: English has become too distanced for me to claim as my own. Eventually, it turns into a drifting, dreamy silhouette that I must chase from behind, but like Achilles and the tortoise in Zeno’s paradox, it is always one pulse away from my reach.

			Even as I’m laying my languaged self bare in English now, it still feels less uninhibited than when I let my Chinese words flow out of me. As I write, I’m faulting my diction and second-guessing my grammar. I worry if the nuances in the metaphors I conceptualised in Chinese would come out as clichés in English. I worry that I would appear lost in time, disoriented by the many tenses of the English language, that I’m present at the wrong timing, regrettably late in finding out what happened in the past, and ignorant of things stretching on incessantly into the future.  

			Above all, I’m self-conscious. I worry if my English might be embarrassingly nonstandard, or, worse still, offensive to those who believe they have a more rightful claim over the language than me. 

			Thus, when I moved from Hong Kong to the UK in 2022 for my master’s degree, and from Cantonese and English to English only, I encountered an abrupt loss for words. I felt stranded, like a fish out of water, being blocked from the vault of meanings originally formed in my mother tongue,5 the headwaters that sustain my in-between eloquence. As the philosopher and psycho-analyst Julia Kristeva describes it, because of displacement, I have been cut off from the bittersweet slumber of childhood and become a stranger to myself, falling into a realm of silence.6

			This is why I must attempt to articulate this silence now, in no other language than English: if English is the language that quiets me, then it is also the very language that will give me the voice and lived experience to speak of its mires. 

			The poet Wisława Szymborska once wrote, ‘when I pronounce the word Silence, I destroy it’.7 Pronouncing silence is the impossibility I’m confronting here: why am I estranged from a language I have known since childhood? What are the entanglements that have drowned me in guilt, an inferiority complex, and speechlessness, and what has kept me from floating freely through my words? How can I anchor this language, and bring it home finally? 

			When my mother first taught me the English alphabet, it was in the hope that I could, one day, enter a world she had never seen. And this is the world I’m now venturing into: the one in which silence speaks.

			A STILL POINT

			I’m writing this chapter on a summer day in London in 2024, in a flat I have been trying to make into a home over the past year. 

			As the city undergoes a heat wave, I have left the window open for some fresh air. My building is an old gin distillery conversion that sits by the local high street, however – meaning that as much as I’d like, I’m not contemplating silence in silence. The melody of the everyday life counterpoints the making of this book: it’s the muffled chitchats of passersby mixed with the giggling of school children, and embellished by some 2000s pop music playing in a lorry that just drove by. 

			

			I’m not writing from a quiet place. Our world has always been a clamorous one anyway. French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault believes that every word that has ever been uttered in history leaves a trace and remains in our world, marking it all over with discourse.8 Dwelling in this world, not a single day in our lives would ever start in utter silence. There is always already a preexisting, continuing process of words, words, words. These words form into language, and language into narratives, as we speak of them and carry on with our lives. 

			Across beliefs, cultures, and times, life begins in language and narratives. It could be born out of the worldmaking myth of Gaia, or that of Pangu, or the Genesis. Then life develops in narratives, with nations being founded upon legends, societies ordered around moral stories, and cultures made over shared tales. Life also becomes worth living in words: we invent new expressions to confess our love, say ancient prayers to mourn our losses, and tell fascinating stories of other lives and other worlds.

			We are made in language, and we live in language. Or, as philosopher Paul Ricoeur poetically describes it, each of us is ‘a tapestry of stories heard and told’.9 

			Yet, if we are to regard ourselves as a tapestry of tales, then what we won’t be able to overlook is that some threads of our collective narratives are often recited more loudly, repeated more often, leaving more traces in this world. 

			

			This prompts the next questions: in this tale full of sound and fury that is our present reality, whose story has been left unheard? In our existing cultural narrative, whose voice has been muted?

			These are big questions. But if we’re honest with ourselves and with each other, the answer could be very simple.

			We don’t know. 

			For if our world is built upon the eloquence of all things that have ever been said, then, at the boundaries of this outspoken world, we come face-to-face with an unknown silence that consists of all things that have not yet been heard. On the brink of knowledge, we are at a loss for words. Our existing language is failing us. We find ourselves suspended at the still point of this tumultuously turning world. 

			What do we make of this silence?

			Our existing language has long deemed silence as a formidable, meaningless void, and we have often seen silence only as an undesirable nothingness. 

			Professor Cheryl Glenn of The Pennsylvania State University, whose scholarship focuses on rhetoric and writing, describes Western culture as a talkative one, where speech is synonymous with civilisation.10 Interestingly, even among those who are critical of the Western epistemic tradition, silence is still often taken with much apprehension for the powerlessness it implies. Audre Lorde, a self-described ‘Black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet’, famously cautioned us about the fear of contempt, censure, judgment and annihilation compounded in silence. ‘Your silence will not protect you,’ Lorde said.11 Speaking against the double subjugation of colonised women by both imperialism and the patriarchy, literary critic Gayatri Spivak likewise sees the resulting historical indifference as a form of silence: ‘The subaltern cannot speak’.12 

			These are all significant remarks about silence, but as I see it, their significance goes far beyond what has been said. It is, in fact, the very act of talking aloud about silence that is important to me. For if we remember Szymborska, silence is a curious thing: as soon as we speak of it, even if as savagery or powerlessness, we break it. 

			It is the self-reflexivity involved in the articulation of silence that is transformative. Recalling the metaphor of language and culture as a mire in which we are born, each time we speak of silence, we are consciously calling out our embeddedness; in so doing, we are struggling to break free from within the mire. Think Peter Weir’s The Truman Show: once we recognise that we are living in a construction, we start living in it differently. To speak of silence is thus an exercise of agency in and of itself, enabling us to resist the status quo, and to seek different possibilities. 

			From here, we can start speaking about silence differently. 

			

			When we are suspended at the still point, is it possible to see ourselves as being uplifted by it? In a world inundated with words, language, and narratives, silence could feel like a breath of fresh air, an escape from our inevitable historical embeddedness. Like any self-reflexive moment that would occasionally dawn on us in our mundane everyday lives, any suspension from our languaging lives is often transient. But each still point, however ephemeral, is still a break from the mire, still an exercise of our willpower against the given, still a punctuation put into a predetermined narrative of who we are and how we should live. If we all push for a still point often enough, a transformative collective silence could assert itself, one which could potentially change the rhythm of our existing narrative and shift the pace in which our world currently speaks. 

			The realm of silence, as such, is also the realm of unspoken words, unlived lives, unexperienced freedom. It is the vast land of the yet-to-know and the yet-to-be.

			Silence, just like its outspoken counterpart, is a paradox. It enchains, yet it also enables. It fails, yet it also fulfils. 

			It’s complex. It’s ambivalent. It’s human.

			Now, if we return to the mundane summer day when I started this rambling about silence amidst the noises of the quotidian, feeling the subtle afternoon breeze finally coming in through the window, we can perhaps turn to the more temperate side of silence through our most ordinary human experiences.

			In this clamorous world, don’t we sometimes prefer quietness?

			The quiet of early autumn mornings, of long walks by the river, of soft ambient background music. 

			The quiet of nods and smiles exchanged with strangers, of comfortable silences shared with loved ones, of hugs that readily forgive everything, no questions asked. 

			The quiet of not having to talk our way out of alienation, or defend ourselves against misunderstanding, or justify our existences against non-belonging.  

			In its multifaceted quietness, silence has inspired many mesmerising things: poetry, art, ways of life. In his poem ‘The Quiet World’, Jeffrey McDaniel imagines a world where words become a scarcity, and people must learn to love in silence by being content with listening to each other breathe.13 In Chantel Akerman’s 1975 slow cinema classic, Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles, silence suspends the need for a narrative and enables the film to morph into a meticulous study of domestic banality, humanising the muted existence of a widowed housewife, mother, and sex worker. In The Artist Is Present, performance artist Marina Abramović sat down in the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2010 for three months. Whilst there, she looked deeply into the eyes of passing strangers. In their silent eye contact, they expose themselves to the vulnerability within human connection and the present moment. 

			Silence is malleable. If language is what forms cultural discourses and constitutes us as individuals and collectives, then silence is what permeates such language, flows across it, and creates new space in it by quietly weathering away its rigidity.  

			Silence is also diverse, in that it opens up what otherwise is set in stone to endless possibilities. To be rounded up like a smooth pebble, or to be broken down into unique grains of sand; to be washed up the shore, or to be carried away by the waves. Silence is the process that blurs the boundary between the sea and the land.

			To enter the realm of silence, in this sense, is to willingly submit oneself to potential changes that incessantly contest static homogeneity. In bilingualism, this realm of silence could be found between the dynamic peripheries of the languages. If we immerse ourselves in this linguistic in-betweenness, its ebb and flow will reveal to us the subdued paradoxes and possibilities inherent in the way we communicate with each other. If we pay enough attention, we will see how the in-between speakers are slowly eroding cultural monism in their everyday oscillation between silence and speech.

			Such is the position I’m taking for this book. I’m not a linguist, nor a critic of any sort; I’m just a speaker of my two tongues. The still point from which I speak is thus a personal place; as with most things personal, my experiences are often ordinary, and my feelings mundane. 

			But there is something significant about the trivial that is worth chronicling. In her book An Archive of Feelings, Ann Cvetkovich observes how our everyday lives are rich repositories of feelings and emotions, archiving ‘the force field around trauma, the low-level ‘‘insidious’’ way that it continues to make itself felt even at a remove from the experience itself’.14 My bilingualism is undeniably the product of colonial history, and so to live an everyday life between languages also means living through the minute and tedious aftershock of this trauma, and witnessing how the past continues to haunt the present in various small ways. I will speak of it nonetheless, for the act of recognising and articulating a limitation is in and of itself a form of resistance. 

			To stand unwaveringly with the trivial is also to stand against forgetfulness. I’ve often been told that I’m wasting too much time pondering over insignificance. It’s regrettably true most of the time, especially when it comes to my indecisiveness over dinner choices, or my inability to recover from random embarrassing moments from years ago. Yet, with many other things in life, I still believe in paying attention to the granular. Be it that slight feeling of being a misfit, or that nagging sense of non-belonging, the granular is what keeps us angular – such that we can resist being forced into predetermined narratives of who we are.
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