
In recent years, Sinophone studies, a new field of research, has 
emerged at the intersections of Chinese studies, postcolonial studies, and 
transnational theory. The emergence of Sinophone studies has mostly 
been attributed to the pioneering work of Shu–mei Shih, particularly 
through her theorization of the concept in Visuality and Identity: Sinophone 
Articulations Across the Pacific.1 Sinophone studies aims to examine the 
various Sinitic–language communities living outside China or at its 
colonized or cultural margins. In these areas, Mandarin functions as 
either an official language (as in the cases of Mainland China, Taiwan, 
Singapore, and to a lesser extent Hong Kong), or has been forcibly 
imposed due to state and official policy (as in Tibet and Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region), or functions as one language among a range of 
other Sinitic languages, including Cantonese, Hakka, Hokkien, Teochew, 
Minnan or Shanghainese (to take some prominent examples from among 
the 400 or so languages spoken within the Sino–Tibetan language family). 

To scholars outside this new field of inquiry, which frames itself as 
an alternative to Chinese diaspora studies, however, one might raise the 
question: why focus on language as an anchoring point for the study of 
global visuality and cultures on the margin of China? In this review, I 
will address this issue of thinking language alongside visuality as one 
point of entry into the discussion of Sinophone cinema. In Visuality and 
Identity, Shih performs quite a marvelous balancing task as she argues 
for both the specificity of linguistic–ethnic communities on the margins 
of China (thus fracturing the myth of China–centrism) as well as noting 
the dominance of visuality in global capitalism. This approach tends to 
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debunk the traditional need to anchor Chineseness via raciality, body 
politics, and nation, as these boundary–markers have conventionally 
reproduced essentialism in many forms. Noting the ways Crouching 
Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) by Ang Lee engenders the different accented 
Mandarin spoken by actors and actresses from Hong Kong (Chow Yun–
fat), Malaysia (Michelle Yeoh), and Taiwan (Chang Chen), Shih argues, 
“The linguistic dissonance of the film registers the heterogeneity of 
Sinitic languages as well as their speakers living in different locales. 
What it engenders and validates, ultimately, is the heteroglossia of what 
I call the Sinophone: a network of places of cultural production outside 
China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, where a historical 
process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese culture 
has been taking place for several centuries.”2 Whereas the ontology of 
the Sinophone is actualized through the dissonance between race (all 
the actors look visibly “Chinese”) and linguistic impurity (all speak 
differently accented Mandarin), the form that powerfully registers the 
deconstruction across language, ethnicity, and China–centrism remains 
the visual form: cinema. 

This dual emphasis on linguistic specificity and global visuality 
can function as both the theoretical rigor and limits of the Sinophone. 
For scholars who want to insist on the linguistic specificity to explain 
how Sinitic cultural productions can be recognized through manifold 
Cantonese, Hakka and other linguistic inflections, language provides 
a marker of difference and non–conformity to a state–legitimated 
Mandarin. It also points to evidence of creolization: a recognition of how 
the timbre, sound, and volatility of language change due to centuries 
of settler–colonialism and community formations in Southeast Asia, 
especially Singapore, where Cantonese and other Sinitic languages from 
Southern China share linguistic space with Tamil and Malay. However, 
this particular language focus might be, for some scholars, limiting as it 
could exclude migrant cultural productions such as the British Chinese 
experience in the form of a British film in English from the very category 
of the Sinophone. 

This central question–whether the Sinophone privileges the linguistic 
and hence the literary, over and against the aural, the sonic, and the 
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audible‒receives rigorous treatment and reformulation in many of the 
essays in the recent Palgrave Macmillan collection Sinophone Cinemas, 
edited by Audrey Yue and Olivia Khoo.

The editorial introduction, “Framing Sinophone Cinemas,” pays 
humble tribute to other works in Sinophone studies that preceded the 
current volume, particularly Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader and Queer 
Sinophone Cultures.3 At the same time, it underscores the fact that despite 
the Sinophone’s theoretical grounding in visuality, “its connections to 
the cinema have not yet been explored in a sustained manner.”4 In place 
of a national cinematic or a diasporic paradigm, the editors frame the 
essays as ones that “re–engage new sites of localization, multilingualism 
and difference that have emerged in Chinese film studies but that are 
not easily contained by the notion of diaspora.”5 The collection lives 
up to its promise. In Part I, the collection explores the theoretical limits 
and possibilities of the concept of the Sinophone, while Part II provides 
contemporary examples that demonstrate the value of Sinophone theory 
for cinema studies. 

Sheldon H. Lu’s article, “Genealogies of Four Critical Paradigms in 
Chinese–Language Film Studies,” exudes a self–reflexive tone as Lu’s own 
work is often associated with two of the four paradigms: transnational 
Chinese cinema and Chinese–language cinema. Lu argues that while one 
of the four paradigms, Chinese national cinema, calls attention to the 
very polylocality of Chineseness that appreciates the “messiness of the 
modern nation–state,” it becomes much more ambiguous when it tries to 
include films made outside of China within its definition of “Zhongguo 
dianying/cinema of the Chinese nation.”6 While the term “Chinese–
language film” can better qualify marginal cases where Mandarin is or is 
not spoken in filmic form, it still may not open up the many dimensions 
of heterogeneity, linguistic rivalry and diversity, and colonial histories 
evoked by the concept of the Sinophone. However, Lu ultimately parts 
ways from Shih in his insistence that Shih’s theory of the Sinophone is 
necessarily anti–hegemonic and exclusionary toward Mainland China. 
Lu qualifies that while Francophone points to cultures that are affected 
by the imperial and colonial histories of France, China has not been as 
active in the history of colonization. 
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This point about language and colonialism in fact remains the 
greatest point of contention in Sinophone studies. This is because Shih’s 
concept of the Sinophone is a socio–historically situated model that 
builds on postcolonial theory. Thus, in a later article called “The Concept 
of the Sinophone,” Shih draws on some recent historical scholarship 
in “new Qing history” and beckons us to come to terms with the fact 
that modern–day Han China is the inheritor of the vast territories of the 
Manchu–ruled Qing Dynasty, under the expansionist policies of Emperor 
Qianlong. Shih’s emphasis on the continental colonialism of China is 
linked to her analysis of Chinese migrations to parts of Southeast Asia 
and Taiwan as forms of “settler colonialism” instead of merely diasporic 
community formations. This is where Sinophone studies fruitfully 
engages with, and to some extent, challenges the perpetual obsession of 
diaspora studies with migrant exilic melancholia. For Shih, the Chinese 
diaspora in Taiwan, the movement of people with the KMT regime after 
1947, functions as the continuation of a serial colonialism, replacing the 
former Japanese and Dutch colonial settlements before it.7 Despite these 
points of divergence between an inclusive model of the Sinophone and 
one based on a Sinophone articulation informed by colonial histories, 
Lu’s essay remains a useful one for distinguishing various cinematic 
paradigms.

Yiman Wang ’s essay creatively proposes a methodology for 
advancing Sinophone film studies through what she calls an 
“alter–centring” approach. “Alter–centring” works through highly 
deconstructive maneuvers, in which the center and the margin of China 
and the Sinophone “is best characterized by immanence, co–implication, 
even mutual constitution, rather than simple hegemony vs. resistance.”8 
Wang evinces this point beautifully in her exploration of contemporary 
lingua–crossing performance–Tony Leung acquires a Southern accented 
Mandarin in Lust, Caution (2007) and Tang Wei “performs” Cantonese in 
Crossing Hennessy (2010). 

Both Song Hwee Lim and Olivia Khoo’s chapters nicely address 
certain similar issues of the sonic and the cacophony of Sinitic languages 
raised in Wang’s chapter. Lim finds Shih’s emphasis of giving voice 
to the colonized subjects on the margin of China fascinating but also 
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critiques her for committing lingua–centrism by taking the “voice of the 
Sinophone” too figuratively. Lim’s chapter is a wonderful illustration 
of what the Sinophone can “sound” like once it leaves the analytical 
fold of both Sinophone’s phonetic emphasis and cinema studies’ 
privileging of the visual image. Lim finds ample evidence for reading 
timbre, pitch, and vocal gesture in Hou Hsiao–Hsien’s French–Taiwanese 
film Flight of the Red Balloon (2007). Likewise, Khoo invites us into the 
cacophony of languages in Singapore by raising the point that state–
sanctioned nationalism can be quite distinct from a populist people–
desired nationalism in the films of Tan Pin Pin. The critique of China–
centric nationalism in Sinophone studies can be unpacked in unintended 
ways in the case of Singapore because, as Khoo discusses skillfully in her 
reading of Tan’s Singapore GaGa (2005), the multiple mixing of dialects in 
the urban space gives rise to “discordant voices by speaking on behalf of 
a Singapore that otherwise does not exist in official recording.”9 Yifen T. 
Beus’s chapter on film censorship demonstrates that international film 
festivals can serve as an “extraterritorial locality” in which a film that is 
likely to be censored due to its explicit sexual content may function as a 
source of pride for the Taiwan state if it wins awards overseas. Given its 
more contextual excavation of Sinophone cinematic receptions, this essay 
may fit better under Part II. 

Most of the articles in Part II on “Contemporary Sinophone Cinemas” 
demonstrate the kind of cultural history that is highly suitable for 
charting Sinophone modernity on a global or worldly scale. Jennifer 
Feeley meticulously illustrates the arc of an idealized Sinophone 
modernity among Japan, Hong Kong, and Southeast Asia during the 
1960s. She performs this task by paying homage to a long neglected 
cinematic figure‒the male performer who both sings and dances in 
a film like King Drummer (1967). Both Mirana M. Szeto and Alison M. 
Groppe’s chapters concern the political uses of the Sinophone in the 
spheres of masculinity and linguistic polyphony in Hong Kong and 
Singapore respectively. Szeto categorizes a group of films that emerged 
after the 2008 global financial crisis as the “Hong Kong SAR (Special 
Administrative Region) New Wave.” While Szeto observes the neoliberal 
tide of Mainlandization through Mainland–Hong Kong co–productions, 
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she also gives several examples of how the Hong Kong SAR New Wave 
filmmakers courageously map a new terrain of masculinity that eschews 
“cocky boastfulness” for “collective soul searching,” as evident in films 
like Gallants (2010) and La Comédie Humaine (2010). Groppe’s chapter 
makes a wonderful parallel case study with Khoo’s chapter, as she shows 
how the (multi)monolingualism of the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 
1979 and the Speak Good English Movement (2000) in Singapore actually 
enforces a fake multiculturalism that masks the everyday, creolized, and 
playful uses of Singlish. Singlish is a creolized form of English spoken 
that mixes Hokkien, Malay, Cantonese, Tamil, and English. Groppe 
analyzes the phenomenon of “talking cock,” namely talking non–sense 
in local usage, in order to show how “sanctioned and unsanctioned 
languages can effectively coexist.”10 

The last two essays explore the relatively untapped territories 
of British Chinese short films and Australia–China co–productions 
respectively. Felicia Chan and Andy Willis logically assert that a notion 
of the Sinophone delineated according to linguistic measurements might 
“further marginalize non–Chinese–language Chinese film–making, such 
as films addressing the British–born Chinese experience.”11 They look to 
Chinese Whispers (2000), Blue Funnel (1997), and other films to make the 
case. Shih’s likely response in this debate on inclusivity may be to insist 
that the British Chinese experience deserves to be recognized as uniquely 
British, that the Sinophone British “should be given a chance to become 
a local.”12 Audrey Yue’s chapter draws on her expertise in policy studies 
to show what is at stake in Australia’s role as a “junior partner” in co–
produced films like The Children of the Silk Road, The Dragon Pearl, and 
33 Postcards. She highlights “the excentric North–South network of this 
Asia Pacific regional circuit, one that bypasses and potentially challenges 
the existing orthodoxy of East–West cultural flows.”13 Yue’s conclusion, 
which is to demonstrate how polyphony and heterolingualism in these 
films mark an “Asian–Australian transnationality,” serves as a remarkable 
way to conclude a highly important collection that contributes to the 
growing field of Sinophone studies. The icing on the cake is Shih’s own 
“Foreword,” which reads many of the essays as collectively redistributing 
the audible in Sinophone studies. 
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