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The topic I would like to address today is the fate of traditional cultures in the global culture of the present day, the forces shaping the way it is understood and its possibilities for the future. In this century we often think of a traditional culture as something that can be “preserved”; but in being “preserved,” traditional culture is profoundly changed. Traditional culture has often become the object of nostalgia; and, it is now by and large, the possession of school systems. It is, I believe, particularly important to understand how the very fact of “preservation” itself changes a body of cultural texts, objects, and practices. Before the modern era each of the great non-Western cultures, China’s included, was a diverse and changing medium through which activities were carried out and through which ideas were conceived; through preservation, however, what was an active medium becomes ossified, a fixed object of reflection. Even if we take such cultures seriously—as we can through an effort of imagination—to do so is now a free choice, one possibility among many, and a negative, quixotic enterprise. Never again can these cultures make the kind of exclusive claim on the imagination that they once did.

Perhaps the most profound change in the conception of traditional culture in the modern era is the way in which it has become the imagined heritage of the nation-state. To study traditional literature or culture is to study “one’s own” or “someone else’s,” in which the sense of “one’s own” or “someone else’s” is conceived nationally. This nationalization of traditional literature and culture was true in the formation of the non-Western nation states, where cultural education played a particularly important role in developing national school systems. In a different way, this same role for traditional culture remains true today, in a period when the nation state is being redefined and reconfigured. 

If we want to understand what traditional cultures have and will become, we must place them in the context of the newly evolving global culture of the present and of the role that contemporary national cultures play within that global culture. Before I return to the question of traditional culture, let me turn to this question of the relation between contemporary national and contemporary global culture.

This past February Shijie ribao ran a series on the selection of a “canon of Taiwan literature” 台灣文學經典, with a panel of leading scholars from Taiwan and the U.S. empowered to make the final decisions. I think no one will fail to understand the significance of this enterprise in the politics of culture—indeed the article was very explicit about the significance—the assertion of Taiwan as a culture in its own right, as distinct from the culture of China. There are, however, several very interesting aspects to this particular declaration of a national literary canon. First, although the Taiwan culture movement generally involves the advocacy of the Taiwanese language, Taiyu, almost everything in this canon was written in standard Mandarin. Second, it is a “canon” that involves no attempt at historical depth: all the writers chosen were either living or recently deceased. But perhaps the most remarkable thing about this “canon of Taiwan literature” is how many of the writers spent much or most of their lives in the U.S.—including Zhang Ailing, who was, at best, only a visitor to Taiwan.

The activities of this panel represent not only the politics of contemporary culture, but also a peculiarly post-modern nostalgia for the nation-state, at a time when the boundaries of language and place have become hopelessly blurred, when the Mainland immigrant rulers of Taiwan and their native collaborators are beset with a yearning to identify themselves with the ruled, when emigrants and commuters come to define the community they have left behind.

No less a component of this odd cultural situation is that I read these articles because the Shijie ribao was delivered by mail, along with Renmin ribao, to Hamilton, New York, in the middle of snow and fields and bare trees, with a very tiny Chinese community in an already very small town. This approaches an emblem of the post-modern, with the Shijie ribao and the Renmin ribao stuffed side by side into a rural American roadside mailbox. The politics of political allegiance and life or death struggle has somehow been replaced by consumer choice and a politically indifferent technology of distribution. 

One of the questions we should begin with is what is at stake in such a desire for a nation-state, which is supposed to have its own culture and, we may suppose its own literary canon. * I think we may legitimately wonder whether the nation-state ever really exists; perhaps the nation-state is always nostalgic, always trying to institute an imagined unity of people and place that was supposed to have existed at some time in the past. Exiles, emigrants, and students abroad have often played a central role in the formation of nation-states, since they are permitted to indulge in such nostalgia uncontaminated by reality. The nation-state has by no means disappeared in the post-modern world, but it has become only one factor in a much more complicated political, economic, and cultural game. 

What would be gained by the acceptance of Taiwan as a nation-state? ​or, as I said earlier, what is at stake? The cynical answer that comes to mind immediately is that there will be new jobs for intellectuals, both in Taiwan and in Asian Studies programs in the U.S. Such positions have already been established; and when one listens to graduate students talk about their futures, one realizes how closely intellectual commitments and speculative job prospects are tied together. But beneath the cynical answer we may find some more profound truth about the structure of national culture in the contemporary world—a claim to separate “representation” within an international structure.

Let me take what may seem a very odd turn—to the American shopping mall. Every big shopping mall in the U.S. has what is often called a “food court.” These are usually a semicircle or two rows of fast food stalls, with a common eating area in the middle. I am sure that Hong Kong malls have similar places, though I do not know if they have the same structure as the American version. Among these food stalls there is always one Chinese food stall, one Japanese, one Greek, one pizza place that serves spaghetti and variations on Italian cuisine, one East European delicatessen, and often an Indian or Near Eastern food stall. Mixed with these there is a range of “American” types—one for hamburgers, one for hot dogs, one serving soup and salads, one with sandwiches on good breads.

These shops are licensed by the corporate owners of the malls, so this distinctive “map of cuisine” exists as an imagined structure before any actual food stalls are set up. That is, the distribution of restaurants is a planned rather than a natural growth. This planned structure has some features worth noting: duplication of types is avoided; and, of course, in avoiding the duplication of types, internal competition within any one type of food stall is avoided. That is, if there were two Chinese food stalls or two American hot dog stalls, one might prove to be better than the other. Forgive the comparison, but each food stall has the internal unity of the imagined nation-state. Each food stall “represents” a type of cuisine, and all competition in this public space is displaced from internal competition to a competition between recognized types. Perhaps when the food mall was being first set up there were four or five Chinese-run businesses that put in bids, but the decision of who gets to represent Chinese food in any particular food mall is a decision of the mall’s owners. For the hungry shopping public, choice becomes always initially a choice of type; the decision of what to eat is always first of all a decision of what to choose in this map of cuisines.

Once one has made a choice of national type, the consumer is presented with a range of choices on a menu. Here we see another very interesting phenomenon: most national cuisines have a number of very plain dishes, many of which are so common that they are widespread or even universal; national cuisines also often have foods that people in other countries are very reluctant to eat. On the one hand, I have yet to see one of those Chinese food stalls serve zhou (congee), or a very plain, unsalted Chinese soup, or Northern huzi bing, which are, to all extents and purposes, identical to American pancakes. On the other hand, I have never seen one of those food stalls offering dusi. shredded pig’s stomach. The dishes chosen to “represent” the national cuisine are those that are not too common and not too exotic: they are located on a comfortable margin of difference. They must be different enough to be “recognized” as representing the national type, but they must be acceptable to an international palate. To describe the situation figuratively, the national dishes sold in the food stalls in “food courts” are “translatable cuisine.”

I hope the formal homology between these “food courts” and certain aspects on international culture is becoming clear. But let us move from the food court to the American university, with its departments of national literatures and area studies. Here too there is a map of international “representation,” both on the departmental level and with individual faculty positions. The administrative structure of the university functions like the owners of the mall: it decides what cultures and fields are to be represented. In certain ways we—since I belong to one such department—are advocates of the cultures we represent, in competition with others for students and for support from administrations—and I confess we are very pleased when more students choose to study Chinese language than German language or Chinese literature over French literature. Students as consumers “choose,” and university administrations adjust (though very slowly) to trends in consumer choice.

It is on this level, however, that the system of international culture becomes more complicated than the “food court.” Those faculty members involved in this academic structure of international cultural representation often are from the very countries they present or have close ties to contemporary cultural work being done there. As I mentioned earlier, no small number of those writers selected to represent the “canon of Taiwan literature” were or are faculty members in U.S. universities teaching Chinese language or Chinese literature. I do not need to tell you how many prominent Chinese intellectuals and writers have a base in the American university system. And this is true not just of China, but of many national cultures. National cultures overlap with these transnational institutions. In addition to teaching positions there are guest lectureships, visiting professors, translations and prizes, and so forth, which create a very odd and reciprocal relationship between contemporary national cultures and the American academic and publishing world, which has become no longer entirely part of a national culture in its own right but a forum or clearing house for national cultures. In crass terms, a certain degree of international fame as a cultural figure virtually guarantees an invitation to teach or lecture in an American university, with a hierarchy of prestige according to which university invites the cultural figure. Conversely, recognition received “internationally,” which often means within the American university system, can contribute to prestige back home, within the national culture at its local base. Some cultural figures refuse such invitations, but many do not; and those who accept are participating in an international structure of culture, rather than a purely national one. I do not want to make any absolute claim for America in this: this was, on a less radical scale, true of Paris from the late 19th century until the Second World War; and it may in the future become true of other places, such as Hong Kong.

The difficult question that arises here is the degree to which the motive of “representation” within a global structure of competing national cultures influences national culture. To what degree is there a vested interest within national cultures to the kind of margin of “comfortable difference” that we see in menus in food stalls of national cuisines in a “food court?” I am not saying that this is the only force at work within contemporary national cultures, but it is a new force and one with peculiar consequences.

The notion of who or what “represents” a national culture involves brokerage—some center through which the real variety of national cultures is filtered and decisions made on what to export as most “representative.” Let me turn to one of my favorite topics, the Nobel Prize. Here is a powerful instantiation of the structure of international culture, in which one representative is chosen for each national literature, and presented in an international competition, with immense prestige at stake. Who chooses who gets to represent China each year? To what degree is that choice and even the writing that gets chosen influenced by the imagined criteria of selection of the panel of judges? And here let me offer one answer to the question of what is at stake in the constitution of Taiwan literature as a national literature—presumably then it could be presented to the Nobel Prize committee separately from Chinese literature (and there is some pride in the degree to which Taiwan literature is a fusion of the “Western” and the Chinese).

I am coming into dangerous territory because, when I describe the mechanisms of global culture, I have sometimes been accused of being a proponent of premodern literature and a foe of contemporary literature. All I can say is that this is not true. I am simply trying to understand the mechanism of contemporary global culture and the way it shapes national cultures. Chinese is only one case among many. And while there are structures of authority in contemporary global culture that we should find troubling, I do not nostalgically offer traditional literature as an alternative. It is no longer possible nor even desirable. We must live with the world we have and understand how it works, rather than simply being the tools of large forces of cultural value.

Having said this, let me use an example of the problem. “Old style” poems, jiuti shi, are still written in China—written in large numbers. I think we can say that they are irrelevant or largely excluded from the literary scene. In many ways jiuti shi and xinshi mark a boundary between private and public culture. But the hypothetical question I would pose is what would happen if a writer of jiuti shi were recommended to the Nobel Prize committee—or a modern waka poet or a modern writer of ghazals in Urdu? The Nobel Prize committee would simply not know what to make of such poems; and if, by chance, they chose a Nobel laureate poet in such a traditional form, they would be choosing the exoticism of the form, rather than what made the work distinct within the form. This is literary dusi, shredded pig’s belly. The Nobel Prize is, by and large, a prize for literature in translation; and to play this international game, one has to play by international rules. Everyone may seem to agree on the rules, but in fact those rules are imposed from a center, from elsewhere. The analogy of the Olympics is an exact one. Likewise, analogies to the UN and to many international organizations are equally exact.

Insofar as a writer desires to represent a national culture, he or she has to play by those rules. One of the most interesting consequences of Nobel Prizes is the immediate translation of such works into many languages. This is not a sudden fortuitous discovery of the beauties of Czech poetry, but an interest in what the international standards are.

In the global cultural system cultural products are more or less fungible; and while there are local markets for cultural products, those local markets are often no longer radically distinct from international ones.

If I may use the term “translation” both literally and metaphorically, to function in the international system of culture one must claim that one’s products are “translatable”: that is, to claim that a text can go from one culture or one language to another with no essential loss. One can always point out additional finepoints in the “original,” but if one says that what makes the original valuable is lost, then export is impossible. Or to put it in crass terms, if one sends the work of a Chinese novelist to the Nobel Prize committee and says: what is essential to the quality of this work was lost in translation, one is, in a sense, disqualifying it.

What I am suggesting here is that the contemporary cultures of nation states situate themselves in an international system in which there is both a local market and an international market. The best works in the local market may be sent to compete in an international market; and this integration of local and international market profoundly affects local cultural production. Works are presented to the international market (prizes, translations, places on syllabi) as “representing” the national culture, and like the foods in the “food court,” they must occupy a margin of difference—neither too unmarked by nationality or too marked by it.

Let me now turn to the central concern of this talk, which is the place of traditional culture in this new, complex global system of culture. Earlier I spoke of how “preserving” tradition radically changes it, much as an insect is changed by being stuck through with a pin and mounted in a museum collection. The texts and objects of traditional culture may seem the same on the surface, but the way they mean and function in a social world is utterly different from the way they signified and functioned in an earlier era. As any student of China knows, the culture of premodern China was diverse, even “complex” in the mathematical sense—filled with large contradictions and continuously evolving. From the vantage point of the modern and post-modern, that diversity can conceptualized as one thing, “traditional culture,” as I think could never have happened in the premodern world. Of course, within Chinese traditional culture there was the desire for and sometimes the claim of unity; however, however, such “unity” was based on the exclusion of many things that we know think of as important in traditional culture.

The most prestigeous Chinese journal of premodern literature says everything in its title: Wenxue yichan 文學遺產, “Literary Heritage.” It is conceived as a “heritage,” yichan, something left by the past to be treasured by present inheritors. Perhaps no less implicit in that title is the question of ownership: it is seen as a “Chinese heritage.” And this brings up the issue of nationalism, which is another significant way in which tradition has been changed by modernity. 

I think it is fair to say that  before the upheavals of the nineteenth century, Chinese intellectuals thought of their culture as universal rather than national; that is, Du Fu was “a great poet” rather than “a great Chinese poet.” As a consequence, they could also feel that a Korean or Japanese or Vietnamese intellectual, or even a studious Jesuit, might be able to share traditional literature with them more perfectly than an uneducated Chinese farmer or merchant. It was the literature and culture not of a “nation” in the modern sense, and not even of a class—at least it was not conceived as such—but rather of a certain educational background, an education that could be had outside the boundaries of China.

When we read the rich body of literary histories and essays on culture produced in the May Fourth era, and when we read them against premodern literary criticism, one of the most striking differences is the way in which literary genres previously considered as universal have become “Chinese literature.” Of course, in traditional anthologies and collections writing in Chinese by Koreans, Japanese, and Vietnamese was placed toward the end, along with women, Daoists, and Buddhist monks; but the proximity to Chinese women, Daoists, and Buddhist monks reminds us that this placement came from an ideology of Chinese Confucian male centrality, rather than anything like modern nationalism. Around May Fourth (and earlier) the first person plural pronoun became very common: “we Chinese,” “our culture.” And this first person plural pronoun was meant to include Chinese women, Chinese Daoists, and Chinese Buddhist monks. It does not include those cultured foreigners. In effect, the “heritage” had become nationalized.

In the same way terms that approximated modern wenhua, “culture,” tended to be that same central vision of Confucian culture that was most imperfectly instilled in the populace, whose fengsu, “customs,” might be more or less “cultured.” I believe it would have been impossible or highly unlikely in the mid-Qing or earlier to conceive of “Chinese culture,” Zhongguo wenhua, as a single category—though that term still secretly carries with it the old central male Confucian vision. Again, the creation of “Chinese culture,” Zhongguo wenhua, made a national possession of what had before been the ideology of an elite.

In the mid-Qing there was, of course, no “Chinese literature” as a category. There were, instead, a range of genres that any educated person might read or practice for his or her edification, amusement, or advancement. There was the category wen, but as everyone knows, despite the arguments of a few progressive intellectuals, that category for most people still excluded many things that now fall into the category of literature, while including many things that scholars of literature are now most reluctant to study. “Chinese literature” as we now conceive it came into being as a category in the first part of the twentieth century, in histories of literature and in textbooks being written for the nascent national school system. And with that birth of “literature” as a category, the qualification “Chinese” was always added—for this you need only look at the titles of the literary histories and essays written then. Thus along with “culture,” traditional literature too was effectively nationalized.

Benedict Anderson has written of the way in which the novel was instrumental in the formation of the nation state. I would not so much disagree with this claim as supplement it with the way in which, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, literary and cultural heritage, institutionalized in the curricula of the new national school systems, came to form one stable basis of the nation-state. 

Once the past has been effectively defined—which is to say given a boundary that makes it over and done with—it can come to stand for the stable “heritage” of a national culture, a position from which that culture can negotiate change. Some can cling to it, some can reject it, some can modify it; but in every case it is seen as a reified “something” that permits the person in the present to situate himself or herself in relation to it. It is neither an organism in which to participate nor a true medium. 

The cultural past as nationalized “possession” has, in the late nineteenth and twentieth century, played a profound role in nation-building in China and elsewhere. It is not at all clear before the modern era how much of the populace of China or many other countries felt loyalty to nation. Perhaps many peasants joined the anti-Qing resistance in the fall of the Ming, but we suspect they needed the loyalist Confucian elite to persuade and mobilize them. No such elite intervention was required when other peasants hurried out to cut down the trees on the tombs of the Ming emperors in Nanjing once they knew that the Nanjing court had collapsed. At the old poem says 帝力於我何有哉 “What does the Emperor’s power have to do with us?” Although nation-builders often claim that the sentiment of nationalism is somehow inherent, it was and is, in fact, something that needs to be taught from childhood. “National culture,” codified in textbooks and distributed through an ever-extending national school system was a way to claim the permanence of nation, as opposed to the transience of emperors and dynasties.

As the nation-state is being redefined in this new age of globalism and as national cultures shape themselves to this new global context, as we outlined above, traditional culture becomes one mode of resistance by which the nation state asserts itself and resists complete absorption into the global cultural system. If, as I suggested earlier, contemporary culture must be essentially translatable, traditional culture is that which is supposed to resist “translation”—although, ironically, it often requires translation into modern vernacular, as we now see in China with the growing number of works in wenyan with baihua translations. Often in American universities teachers find it easy to teach modern Chinese literature, but have great difficulty teaching traditional literature, especially classical Chinese literature—poetry and essays. This is almost the exact equivalent of the “food stall” and those dishes that “translate” into an international palate, as opposed to those that seem too exotic. (And let me stress here that I am not talking about that very small segment of foreign readership who like Chinese poetry in translation, but rather the way in which traditional culture is institutionalized and explained in the academy.) There is something of a conspiracy in this failure of understanding: American students and readers resist the self-reflection that follows from what is truly unfamiliar; at the same time, the national “owners” of the traditional culture often feel that what is essential cannot be transmitted.

I think it is inevitable that the transmission of traditional cultures, both those of European civilization and of the great non-European civilizations such as China, will in the future remain primarily in the school systems. There will be general revivals of interest in certain topics, often instigated by contemporary reinterpretations: recently when a number of film versions of Jane Austen’s novels came out, there was a minor boom in sales of Jane Austen'’ novels, the new editions usually having scenes from the films on the cover and advertised as “the novel from which the film was made.” In addition to such fads, there will probably always be a segment of the elite who will be interested in traditional culture. A performance of the kunqu version of “Peony Pavilion,” Mudan ting, can still fill a small auditorium—though it should be pointed out that these are often not commercially self-supporting ventures, requiring either state support or the efforts of amateurs who give their time and talents to such. And while we now take such things for granted, it is worth reflecting on how odd it is that a government would support the training and performances of a kunqu troop and how different that is from premodern times. In the same way, in many countries, state supported television becomes a medium for the mass dissemination of traditional culture.

In all these cases, from the curricula of schools to support for museums and troupes of performers to television, I hope you can see the degree to which the dissemination of traditional culture has become dependent on government support. The motives for such support have always been national ones—though in some cases the national agenda has involved teaching more than just one national culture in order to define heritage more broadly. Multi-cultural education is strongly supported in American schools—though only for those national and ethnic groups significantly represented in the U.S. population. In every case, the nation state supports traditional culture to foster a sense of belonging and solidarity through an imputed heritage.

Prophecy is a dangerous profession, and if one is so rash to undertake it, it is probably wise to offer prophecies far enough in the future that the prophet need not live long enough to find himself proved wrong. So let me speak of a hundred years in the future. It seems likely that the movement of people, and particularly of elites, across national boundaries will not only continue but increase. Already there exists something like a commuting culture between Taiwan and California, and I am told something like that exists between Hong Kong and more northerly points in North America. In the contemporary world the issues are often economic, combined with a bit of Wanderlust.  

This is a relatively new phenomenon. When we think a hundred years into the future, we are thinking of great-grandchildren. And it is perhaps worth wondering who they will be—perhaps born in Vancouver, coming to Hong Kong as a child, educated in the US, going to Hong Kong to work, perhaps being sent to Beijing or Rome and having their own children there. And while I know this is a touchy subject, it is probable that in those intervening generations between us and them, their ethnic heritage will be mixed. I imagine that small villages in Guangdong or upper New York State will remain not perfectly ethnically homogeneous, but relatively so—but the great urban centers, including those of China I suspect, will have a significant population who have lived in various places and who are culturally and even ethically mixed—mixed to the degree that they will truly have no single nationality. 

If the United States can serve as possible model for the outcome, there will probably be a tension between the cosmopolitan elite and the more purely “national” populace of the small towns and villages, but the cosmopolitan elite will control the school systems. In many ways we can foresee a situation very much like the tension between the national and local in the premodern era, with an elite that will understand itself as global, just as elites once defined themselves as national. 

The contemporary culture of that imagined future will, I think without question, be global and eclectic. But my question here is how they will understand traditional cultures. I can easily foresee a time when traditional cultures are reconfigured as a shared possession, rather than purely local, national possessions. This is relatively easy for music and the visual arts, but the case of literature of course raise the issue of translation, the symbolic point I mentioned earlier as dividing our own contemporary division between national and global.

I will not hazard a guess about the international language a century in the future. Judging from the present moment, one would predict English, but it could well be Cantonese or Mandarin. But I can say something about translation. There is an old joke in America about someone in the state of Texas who was shocked to discover that the Bible was translated. Translation means change, but not necessarily a condition of foreignness. American college students read Cervantes, Homer, Kafka, Tolstoy, and Flaubert in translation without terrible anxiety. The anxiety regarding translation and the cult of untranslateability of literature (and particularly of poetry) grew up in European cultural history together with the ideology of national literatures. There is a truth to it, but it is a truth that became tied to the ideology of the purity of national culture. It is perhaps a truth whose magnitude will diminish as we see large cultural changes towards global culture. 

Those great-grandchildren of ours, whose roots will be in many places and who will be at home in many places, will certainly have their own contemporary culture—perhaps in media that will make our current mass media seem as old-fashioned as reading a play in a book now is. But when they think of their cultural past, they will, without any artificial effort, think in global terms. Many will probably learn local languages and at least one of the old cultural languages for reading; a few may go on to become scholars and ensure that that the issues that arise in the process of translation are not forgotten. But, wearing the mantle of prophecy, I believe that over the next hundred years the age of national literatures and national cultures will come to an end.

This means that old texts and cultural works will be interpreted differently, in ways that to some may seem unacceptable and irreconcilable with what are now called “traditional” interpretations. This has happened to literary and cultural works in the European tradition, and it is necessary if the cultural past is to stay vital in the ever-changing present. If interpretation goes too far to answer the interests of the present, then the conservative impulse can correct it; and in this way the conservative impulse remains alive, in being continuously challenged.

I believe what is valuable in traditional cultures is their capacity to pose questions and come up with representations that are no longer possible. They remind us of the limitations of the present. They are alternatives that are at once very close to us yet forever out of reach. That is a heritage, but a human one rather than a merely national one.

If my prophecy is true, then our task is to create that global culture with a sense of cultural tradition that is truly global. This should be done through translations, but also through a humanistic discourse than can read the works of all traditions together, to see what is valuable in them. [Places like Hong Kong are ideally situated for such work, one the margins between cultures and with the resources to support such work]. 

Before he became “a great Chinese poet,” Du Fu was simply a great poet. Perhaps in a hundred years he will become simply a great poet again. And every schoolchild will groan having to read some of his poems at the age of fifteen, and then think back fondly on those same poems at the age of forty-five. 

