


issues relating to the teaching and study of Chinese language 
and culture.  

ATCTA and the Editorial Board of the Chinese Studies Review 
endeavour to make a significant contribution to the 
advancement of the Chinese studies and in particular Chinese 
language and culture teaching and learning in Australia. We 
hope that through the Chinese Studies Review scholarly 
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wider community of Australian and overseas academic circles 
will be realised. We sincerely invite all concerned scholars of 
Chinese studies in Australian and overseas to contribute to the 
development of the Chinese Studies Review. 
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1930s. His writings had enormous appeal for Chinese, partly 
because the style is reminiscent of the Daoist text, Zhuangzi. 
In any case, young Chinese intellectuals and all college 
students knew the name of Nietzsche and had read a few 
essays from his work Zarathustra.  
 
Armed with a superficial knowledge of Nietzsche’s Superman, 
young writers at the time thought of themselves as heroes 
whose writings would help China modernise. A new literature 
came into being at this time: it was written in the modern 
language, modelled after modern Western writings, and dealt 
with contemporary social issues. Some fine works were 
created in the years between 1919 and the 1930s, but by the 
mid-1920s many writers became utterly disheartened by 
China’s political and social reality, and the escalation of 
Japan’s territorial inroads in China. As a result many turned to 
communism as a solution for China’s problems. China’s new 
literature was permeated with Nietzsche’s idea of the 
Superman. But rather than promoting individualism, 
Nietzsche’s Superman in the Chinese context at the time was a 
strong individual, a political activist who would work to 
modernise China, even if it meant allowing one’s individuality 
to be subsumed by a political party.  
 
The Chinese Communist Party, established in 1921, grew in 
power and by the 1930s alone challenged the supremacy of the 
ruling Chinese Nationalist Party. However, when Japan 
launched a full-scale invasion of China in 1937 that would last 
until 1945, it temporarily united the two parties. The defeat of 
Japan, brought civil war that resulted in the Nationalist 
Government retreating to Taiwan and Mao Zedong declaring 
the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. 
Mao Zedong believed that literature was important: it was 
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important as a tool for political propaganda. In 1942, he had 
established the guidelines for literary creation in Yan’an. 
These guidelines were implemented after the establishment of 
the People’s Republic, and rigidly enforced during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-1976), during which Chinese writers were 
singled out for persecution. 
 
Born in 1940, during the Japanese invasion, it was in Mao 
Zedong’s New China that Gao Xingjian received his formal 
education. He originally wanted to become a painter but 
realising that he would only be painting propaganda pictures 
he decided instead to study French literature at the Foreign 
Languages Institute in Beijing. By the time he graduated, he 
was already a serious writer, but by that time books were also 
being progressively banned, until a total ban was put into place 
during the Cultural Revolution. 
 
Let me now tell you a bit about my background, and how I 
came to meet Gao Xingjian. I began undergraduate Chinese at 
the University of Sydney in 1957. I was born in Australia, 
spoke Cantonese, and I could write my name and about 100 
Chinese characters but that was it. I had been interested in 
Chinese history from the time I was a high school student. At 
that time, students without a Chinese-language education had 
to study Chinese for five years in order to graduate with a 
Bachelor of Arts Honours degree. In our very first year we had 
to study classical Chinese texts and this meant looking up the 
dictionary for every single character. I found it painful, and 
used to ask my professor (Professor A. R. Davis) why we had 
to do all this classical Chinese. 
 
He told me it was good for me. I was not entirely convinced, 
but I did enjoy what I read. My main objection was that I did 
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not like looking up the dictionary, but that probably made me 
memorise characters more quickly. Most of our courses 
involved the translation of original literary texts and 
discussions of those texts from a historical and literary 
perspective. My undergraduate Chinese courses included the 
reading of selections from Mengzi, Lunyu, Zhuangzi, Shiji, 
Zizhi tongjian, Tang poetry, Song lyrics, Neo-Confucian 
philosophical texts, and some of Zhu Ziqing’s essays. All this 
time I had little interest in literature, I was interested in 
China’s intellectual history and I eventually wrote my Ph.D. 
on late-Qing economic thought.  
 
Soon after obtaining my Ph.D. I secured an appointment at the 
University of Sydney to teach modern Chinese language, 
literature and history at all levels. I had studied few modern 
authors in my undergraduate years, but while carrying out 
research for my Ph.D. I systematically read through many 
shelves of May Fourth writers, as well as anything available 
about them. In my teaching, I would select pieces for 
translation that I liked and that were written in a language that 
I liked; I also compiled vocabulary lists for students so that 
they would not need to spend too much time looking up the 
dictionary, and have more time for appreciating the texts. I 
selected fine literary texts for translation in class, and provided 
the historical contexts for these. 
 
Dr Hong Lijian taught my Chinese Year IV honours course on 
nineteenth and twentieth century intellectual history for a 
couple of years. I had taught that course for many years and 
the writers studied ranged from Zhang Taiyan, Liang Qichao, 
Lu Xun, Hu Shi to Liu Zaifu. Dr Hong read Liu Xiaobo’s 
writings with the students. Because of my interest in history I 
was always concerned with putting literary texts into a 
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historical context so that students would be encouraged to 
understand more about China while at the same time being 
constantly exposed to good literary style. This was the basic 
strategy I adopted in all of my teaching. I kept selecting new 
authors, or new pieces by the same authors, so I was always 
interested and excited by what I was teaching. Importantly, I 
was continuing to learn and to develop my thinking about 
Chinese history and literature. 
 
Suddenly, the Cultural Revolution in China ended in 1976, and 
many Chinese students started arriving in Australia. From the 
early 1980s the Australian government actively encouraged 
large numbers of students to come here to study English, and a 
significant number of outstanding students such as Dr Hong 
Lijian won Ph.D. scholarships. In 1988 I met a Chinese poet 
called Yang Lian: he was one of many Chinese writers who 
came to Sydney, and probably Melbourne as well, from the 
mid-1980s. Most of them had come to the notice of 
Westerners because they had encountered trouble with the 
authorities. Even though the Cultural Revolution had ended 
and China had cautiously opened up to foreign influences 
there were still cycles of repression when the authorities would 
clamp down on writers for writings that diverged from the 
socialist-realist traditions set in place since the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China. In 1983, during the Oppose 
Spiritual Pollution Campaign, Yang Lian and a number of 
other writers were banned from publishing for several months.  
 
Yang Lian’s visit, jointly sponsored by the Spoleto Festival 
and the Department of Foreign Affairs, allowed him and his 
partner YoYo to travel to Melbourne, Canberra, the Northern 
Territory and finally to Sydney. Dr David Kelly, my former 
Ph.D. student who was working in Canberra phoned to ask if I 
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wanted to meet Yang Lian when he came to Sydney. I told 
him that I had taught some of his poems in class and that I 
liked them, but that as I was very busy I did not particularly 
want to meet him. Later in Sydney the poet John Tranter asked 
if I would act as interpreter at a dinner he and his wife Lyn 
were hosting for Yang Lian and YoYo. Strangely, with Yang 
Lian’s limited English, he in fact was able to communicate 
with John Tranter about various esoteric aspects of poetry, and 
I was barely needed.  
 
Not long after, Yang Lian visited my home. Unknown to me, 
he had noticed many bottles of Chinese liquor in my dining 
room, and asked what I was doing for the Chinese New Year. I 
told him I did not celebrate Chinese New Year. Undaunted, he 
suggested that perhaps a Chinese New Year party should be 
held in my house. As most of his friends were in fact my 
former students, I agreed on the condition that he and YoYo 
invited the guests. We ended up with about eighty guests in 
my small terrace house in Glebe. That was the first of many 
such parties. At one of these parties he asked if I would 
translate some of his recent poems so that he could hand out 
copies at his poetry readings in Australia and New Zealand. I 
told him I was not a translator and pointed out that he already 
had a translator, Professor John Minford. Yang Lian said that 
John was too busy because he had just taken up the Chair of 
Chinese at Auckland University. (He has now recently been 
appointed Professor of Chinese at the Australian National 
University.) So I translated and published Yang Lian’s Masks 
and Crocodile as a volume in the University of Sydney East 
Asian Series.  
 
Yang Lian travelled to New Zealand in March or April of 
1989, and was there when the military crackdown on student 
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protesters in Tiananmen Square, Beijing, occurred on 4 June 
1989. He was traumatised, as were many others throughout the 
world. Some months later, Yang Lian told me that it was 
important for him to publish a book of poems to commemorate 
the first anniversary of the Tiananmen Massacre. I ended up 
translating a second book of his poems. English versions of 
Yang Lian’s Masks and Crocodile and The Dead in Exile were 
both published in 1991. [3]  
 
It was through Yang Lian that I met Gao Xingjian. Yang Lian 
had received a D.A.A.D. writer’s fellowship and was living in 
Berlin in 1991, and we arranged to meet in Paris. I had 
completed the translation of a third book of his poems, his 
major work entitled Yi that was based on the Book of 
Changes. One day he suggested that we pay a visit to Gao 
Xingjian. I had only read a couple of Gao Xingjian’s plays, but 
was happy to meet him. Gao Xingjian spoke about his novel 
Soul Mountain that had just been published; it was a novel he 
started writing in China in 1982 and completed in 1989. He 
described some of the incidents in the novel, and the sort of 
experimentation he had carried out in writing the novel. 
Suddenly, I asked if he had a translator, and if he wanted me. 
He was taken aback, and I too was surprised by my question. I 
had never translated a work of fiction, yet here I was offering 
to translate this 563-page novel. There was no talk of a 
contract or an agreement, until after we had been offered a 
contract from the publisher many years later. 
 
I became the founding Head of the School of Asian Studies in 
mid-1991, so it meant that I was not able to start on the 
translation of Soul Mountain until 1993 when my appointment 
as Head ended. For eighteen months, I had spent all of my 
time at meetings and writing letters to argue for funds from the 
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Faculty to support the teaching of Korean, Indonesian, Hindi 
and Sanskrit with only very little success. I in fact found it 
easier to raise funds from overseas bodies, such as the Chiang 
Ching-kuo Foundation in Taiwan for Classical Chinese 
Studies and the Korea Foundation for Korean Studies.  
 
When I completed my translation of Soul Mountain, it was 
forwarded to HarperCollins (Australia) through Lyn Tranter 
who ran Australian Literary Management. I wanted a 
commercial press for the novel, because I wanted royalties for 
the poor struggling writer whose novel I had translated. The 
reader’s report from HarperCollins said that while it was not a 
perfect novel it was one that would win prizes. Interestingly, 
while I was translating Soul Mountain I felt as if my mission 
was to translate it, and I was conscious of it being a very 
special book. Despite the very favourable reader’s report, the 
manuscript sat at the publisher’s for many months. However, 
both Lyn and I did not want to chase the publisher: somehow 
we did not want to jinx ourselves. Gao Xingjian came to 
Sydney for the launch of Soul Mountain in early July 2000. In 
the interim we had been trying without success to find 
publishers for the novel in the US and UK. Four months later 
in early October when it was announced that Gao Xingjian had 
won the Nobel Prize, American readers were amazed that it 
was only in Australia that Soul Mountain was available. US 
and UK editions of Soul Mountain came out by the end of 
2000, and we were also offered contracts for Gao Xingjian’s 
second novel One Man’s Bible. It was as if Gao Xingjian had 
won gold and that I had been sprinkled with gold dust. 
 
In the foregoing I have talked about myself and translation, the 
circumstances in which I came to translate Gao Xingjian’s 
novels, as well as providing a historical context for 
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considering Gao Xingjian and his novels Soul Mountain and 
One Man’s Bible. Now to return to Gao Xingjian.  
 
Gao Xingjian majored in French Literature at the Foreign 
Languages Institute in Beijing. After graduating in 1962, he 
was assigned work as an editor and writer at the Foreign 
Languages Press. As an undergraduate student at the Foreign 
Languages Institute, he was already an obsessive writer, but as 
what he wrote did not conform to Mao’s guidelines for 
literature, he kept what he wrote secret. When the Cultural 
Revolution broke out he burned a suitcase of plays, short 
stories, poems, essays and a novella that he had written, rather 
than risk having them found by rampaging Red Guards and 
used as evidence against him. 
 
When the Cultural Revolution ended, Gao Xingjian was 
amongst a cohort of writers who came forward to challenge 
the socialist-realist guidelines that had been rigidly enforced 
for over a decade. He was forty years of age when finally he 
was able to see his first essays and short stories published in 
literary magazines. His Preliminary Explorations into the Art 
of Modern Fiction (1981) was widely read and reprinted in 
1982; it was the first detailed book in China to discuss the 
techniques of modern Western narrative fiction. Contradicting 
Mao’s literary guidelines, he audaciously suggested that 
writings that sought to educate the reader were ineffectual. 
The book contravened Mao Zedong’s guidelines for literature, 
that called for the characters of fiction and plays to be clearly 
“good” or “bad”. The “good” characters were to provide 
models for the masses to emulate, and if anyone was seen to 
be behaving like the “bad” characters, they were immediately 
to be reported to the authorities.  
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Having lost more than twenty years of his creative life, Gao 
Xingjian was intent on recapturing those lost years, and his 
short stories and academic essays on European writers began 
to appear regularly in publications. However, it was his play 
Absolute Signal that would cause a sensation when it was 
staged in 1982 in Beijing. The play is about a planned train 
robbery that is aborted when the key players have a change of 
heart. The members of the audience were therefore required to 
make up their own minds as to whether these characters were 
“good” or “bad”. Gao Xingjian’s interest is in exploring the 
psychology of the characters, and he makes no attempt to 
pronounce moral judgements on them. Absolute Signal was 
staged ten times as “experimental theatre” and, as such, 
performances were restricted to literary and art circles; public 
performances followed. His second play Bus Stop was also 
staged ten times in 1983 as “experimental theatre”, but was 
then closed down by the authorities.  
 
Power struggles in the highest echelons of national politics had 
allowed for the unleashing of the Oppose Spiritual Pollution 
Campaign, and Gao Xingjian was amongst the first casualties. 
His Bus Stop and Preliminary Explorations into the Art of 
Modern Fiction were banned, and his name was circulated on 
a blacklist that barred the publication of his works. Around the 
same time, he was diagnosed with lung cancer, although a few 
weeks later it was confirmed that a wrong diagnosis had been 
made. He had escaped death, but had to face the prospect of 
making self-criticisms for writing works that promoted the 
“literature of the decadent capitalist West”. Each of his 
colleagues had to present their views on the Oppose Spiritual 
Pollution Campaign. When it came to his turn, he was so 
agitated that he jumped up, smashed the glass he was holding 
onto the floor, and stormed out of the meeting. Before long he 
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heard that he would be sent to a prison camp in Qinghai to be 
“educated”. He did not wait to be “sent”, but instead boarded a 
train and went off to Sichuan Province, where he had spent 
some time during the Cultural Revolution. Keeping his 
whereabouts a secret, he spent the next five months wandering 
to the source of the Yangtze River and then leisurely following 
it down to the sea, until friends in Beijing advised him that it 
was safe for him to return to Beijing. The Oppose Spiritual 
Pollution Campaign had petered out, and in the following year 
he was able to publish again.  
 
During his five-month absence from Beijing he was able to 
draft the large part of his novel Soul Mountain. In it he 
explored human relationships, society and history with the 
curiosity of an anthropologist and ethnographer. He wrote it 
with the lively artistry of a storyteller, a storyteller of modern 
times, who was informed by the techniques of both Chinese 
and European techniques of storytelling. Soul Mountain is an 
autobiographical novel, and by using the pronouns “you”, “I”, 
“he” and “she” as separate characters, he presents a multi-
faceted objective portrayal of his subjective self. This was a 
novel he was driven to write, and he had written it for himself 
because he knew that he would not be able to publish it in 
China. It was eventually published in Taiwan, although pirated 
editions are now being sold in China.  
 
Literary creation is a highly sophisticated level of translating 
one’s reality into language: one’s psychological reality and 
also the surrounding reality that one is able to perceive. During 
the Cultural Revolution Gao Xingjian was conscious of his 
self being annihilated; instead of expressing his own reality, he 
was acutely aware that, like everyone else, he had to say what 
Mao Zedong wanted him to say. To fail to do so would have 
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brought terrible consequences: being denounced and forced to 
write self-criticisms, beaten, imprisoned, and even executed.  
 
During the Cultural Revolution, Gao Xingjian had a visceral 
need to write in order to affirm his own existence. He was not 
able to confront what he had encountered during that decade 
until much later, when he was about to become a French 
citizen. In his second novel, One Man’s Bible (1999), again an 
autobiographical novel, he is able to fully expunge what had 
been his urge to tell his story in fiction. In One Man’s Bible, 
the character “you” is the fictional narrator of the present, and 
the character “he” refers to the fictional narrator during the 
Cultural Revolution. Gao’s use of pronouns allows him the 
distance to coldly and clinically analyse his own psychology 
and actions both of the present and the past. He consciously 
wants to avoid adopting a victim mentality and slip into 
writing a dishonest account in order to exonerate him from 
complicity in the gross inhumanity of those times. 
 
In Gao Xingjian’s Nobel Lecture he indicts Nietzsche for the 
problems of the modern world, and in One Man’s Bible he 
refers to Mao Zedong as the embodiment of Nietzsche’s 
Superman: his ego had become so inflated that he wanted 
everyone to be like himself. When I queried him about which 
of Neitzsche’s works he had read, he told me that he had read 
virtually all of Nietzsche’s works. When the Cultural 
Revolution ended, a second Nietzsche craze erupted in China. 
It was much bigger than the Nietzsche craze of the May Fourth 
era, and there were over a hundred publications on Nietzsche 
as well as new translations of Nietzsche’s works from the 
German originals. Gao Xingjian said that he had read all of 
Nietzsche’s writings in the Hong Kong editions of the 1980s. 
My investigations reveal that these had been published in late 
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1986. This meant that he had read these works during the ten 
or so months before he left China for France at the end of 
1987. He said that although he found Nietzsche’s writings 
brilliant, overall he considered them to be bad. 
 
Gao Xingjian had lived through the Cultural Revolution, and 
in One Man’s Bible he recalls how, despite his aversion to it, 
he had been drawn into politics, and had taken part in a rebel 
Red Guard group. At the Foreign Languages Press where he 
worked, naturally most of his colleagues were educated and 
did not come from labourer or peasant family backgrounds. 
When Red Guards with the “correct” bloodlines began 
harassing certain older colleagues, he wrote posters in their 
defence and for this reason he was invited to join a rebel Red 
Guard group of which he was soon pushed into leading. He 
was a hero in the eyes of the old colleagues that he had 
defended, and because of his decisiveness also became a hero 
of this group of rebel Red Guards. However, he became aware 
that his hero status was causing him to act as was expected of 
him, that he was no longer in control of his own actions.  
 
Gao takes further his analysis of the psychological impact of 
an individual’s self-perception that he is a hero. In extreme 
cases of one’s ego becoming bloated and out of control, one 
may think one is a Superman who can replace God and save 
the world. Mao Zedong was such a person, and he had 
succeeded in creating a multitude of “little heroes” or lesser 
Supermen to help him impose his will upon the population of 
China. Gao’s analysis is informed by his reading of Nietzsche 
and on his reflections on the psychology of Chinese 
intellectuals of the May Fourth era and of the post-Mao 
democracy movement of 1989 that had been inspired by 
intellectuals commemorating the seventieth anniversary of the 
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May Fourth Movement of 1919. Coincidentally, in both 
periods, a Nietzsche craze was raging in the Chinese 
intellectual world, and intellectuals believed that they were 
playing heroic roles in bringing democracy to China.  

 
 
Notes: 
 
[1] This is a revised version of the original presentation 
delivered at Monash University’s Clayton Campus on 8 June 
2006 by Mabel Lee Ph.D. FAHA, Honorary Associate 
Professor, School of Languages & Cultures, the University of 
Sydney. The author has translated the following works by Gao 
Xingjian: Soul Mountain (2000), One Man’s Bible (2002), 
Buying a Fishing Rod for My Grandfather (2004), and The 
Case for Literature (2006). 
[2] The situation is likely to change, at least in the case of 
translations of Chinese writings, but it will take a few years to 
come to full fruition. Penguin (USA) announced last year that 
it would be working towards publishing ten contemporary 
Chinese titles in translation annually, and HarperCollins 
(USA) has just announced that it would be publishing Chinese 
titles in translation, beginning with five works of classical 
Chinese literature and a children’s book. 
[3] Yang Lian won the (Italian) Flaiano International Prize for 
Poetry in 1999.
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Language as a set of social conventions 
 
Professor Randy LaPolla (2003) has developed a theory of 
language and communication known as the theory of 
Language as Constraints on Interpretation. The theory grew 
out of his work on Chinese and related languages, and so it is 
applicable to the study of the Chinese language and 
particularly the acquisition of Chinese as a second language. 
Because of this it is increasingly becoming popular in studies 
of Chinese as a second language. This article provides a 
briefly discussion on this theory and its application to 
language teaching. 
 
Human communication, according to LaPolla (2003; 
developing ideas outlined in Sperber and Wilson 1986/1996), 
involves only ostension and inference. When one person (the 
communicator) wants to communicate some information to 
another person (the addressee), the communicator performs an 
act that gets the attention of the addressee so that the addressee 
will become aware that the communicator is trying to relay 
some kind of information. This act is called an ostensive act. 
The addressee will use inference to recognize the 
communicator’s communicative intention, and then use further 
inference to create a context of interpretation (a set of 
assumptions) in which the ostensive act achieves relevance, 
that is, “makes sense”, and in doing so the addressee will 
understand what the communicator is intending to relay. 
Communication, as LaPolla emphasizes, is not a matter of 
coding and decoding. To avoid the addressee exerting 
unnecessary effort to create a context of interpretation that will 
allow him/her to infer the relevance of the ostensive act, the 
communicator will also, before performing the ostensive act, 
make some inferences (guesses) as to what information is 
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available to the addressee, and tailor the ostensive act 
accordingly. In other words, the communicator will tailor the 
ostensive act so that it constrains the process of interpretation 
(the creation of the context of interpretation) to the necessary 
degree for the addressee to be able to infer the intended 
information without expending unnecessary effort.  
 
Communication is successful only when the addressee has 
appropriately comprehended the communicator’s intended 
information. An ostensive act, according to LaPolla, “can be 
linguistic, but it need not be, as communication can and often 
does occur without language.” LaPolla, 2003: 115), Language, 
in LaPolla’s view, is not the basis of communication, but 
simply an instrument used to help the addressee comprehend 
the communicator’s intended information more easily and 
quickly. In other words, the role of language in human 
communication is to constrain the inferential process by 
restricting the assumptions that could be part of the context of 
interpretation (LaPolla, 2003: 115). 
 
In the process of using vocalization as a tool for constraining 
the inferential process of communication, different types of 
linguistic structure develop. In other words, “language is the 
unintended by-product of human’s attempt to communicate 
effectively (constrain the addressee’s inferential process 
effectively) on an individual level” LaPolla, 2003: 123). When 
a certain pattern is repeatedly used for constraining the 
interpretation of utterances in a particular way, that particular 
pattern then can become conventionalized. Language, like 
other aspects of culture, is a set of social conventions and 
personal habits.  The use of particular patterns to constrain the 
interpretation, in LaPolla’s view, reflects the particular ways 
of construing and representing the world of the speakers of 
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that language, and can sometimes reflect environmental 
factors. Citing the example of the Qiang language in Sichuan, 
China, LaPolla points out that the Qiang people live on the 
sides of mountains along river valleys, and that they have 
conventionalised in their language a complex system of 
direction prefixes, including prefixes marking ‘up-river’ vs. 
‘down-river’ and ‘up the mountain’ vs ‘down the mountain’. 
He argues that this is not a coincidence, but the development 
of particular types of linguistic structure is not teleological; 
they evolved in the particular way they have in that society in 
response to the need to constrain the inferential process 
involved in communication in particular ways thought to be 
important in that society (LaPolla, 2003: 123-124).  
 
LaPolla believes that “each language is a unique set of 
language-specific conventions, and so each language should 
be described on its own terms” (LaPolla & Poa, 2006: 270). 
The theory is a step forward from the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, 
a traditional theory named after Edward Sapir (1929-1939) 
and Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941) which argues that 
language is culture and habit, and reflects and influences our 
understanding of the world: 
 

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, 
nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily 
understood, but are very much at the mercy of the 
particular language which has become the medium of 
expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to 
imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without 
the use of language and that language is merely an 
incidental means of solving specific problems of 
communication or reflection. The fact of the matter is 
that the 'real world' is to a large extent unconsciously 
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built upon the language habits of the group. (Sapir, 1958 
[1929]: 69)  

 
Different from the behaviourists, Whorf (1956) thinks that the 
relationship between language, thought and culture is close. 
Different languages reflect different views of the world and 
different thinking patterns:  
 

We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe 
significances as we do, largely because we are parties to 
an agreement to organize it in this way - an agreement 
that holds throughout our speech community and is 
codified in the patterns of our language. The agreement 
is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms 
are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except 
by subscribing to the organization and classification of 
data which the agreement decrees. (Whorf 1940: 213-
14)  

 
What this means is that speakers of different languages will 
understand and talk about the world in quite different ways. 
When speaking in a certain language, one can only use the 
words of that language, and as those words embody some 
convention (what Whorf means by “an agreement”) that 
reflects some understanding of the world (e.g. what type of 
animal the word dog represents), speakers must follow 
(“subscribe to”) that convention in order to be understood. 
This becomes a habit of use and thought which influences how 
we think of things.  
 
Other scholars, such as Corder and Keller also discussed the 
relationship between language and social activities and 
culture. Corder (1973) argues that in learning language you in 
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fact learn its culture. Keller (1994) explains that language is 
not a conscious product but a sort of by-product of attempts to 
communicate. 
 
However, LaPolla did not just limit himself to the description 
of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis and the description of the 
relationship between culture, thought and society; he has 
developed it into the theory of Language as Constraints on 
Interpretation, and applied it to actual language analysis.   
 
LaPolla explains that language develops to constrain the 
inferential process between the interlocutors. The development 
of a language is not teleological (does not develop for a 
particular purpose), but as with Keller, mentioned above, 
LaPolla argues it develops as a by-product of attempting to 
constrain the interpretation in particular ways over and over 
again. He believes that different languages conventionalize 
different constraints, so every language has its own 
characteristics and different degrees of constraint on particular 
semantic domains and using different morphosyntactic 
methods. He argues that there are no necessarily universal 
grammatical categories, as any grammaticalized categories in 
a language must be the result of the conventionalization of 
particular repeated patterns of usage, and these differ between 
societies. 
 
In the article “On Describing Word Order”, LaPolla and Poa 
(2006) have analysed the grammatical organization of the 
clause in English, in Chinese and in Tagalog. They state that  
 

. . . the organization of Chinese discourse is not so 
‘elusive’ or ‘mysterious’, it is simply different from the 
Indo-European languages in that Chinese has not 
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the regulation accepted through common practice, and is a tool 
for better communication. In other words, each individual, 
community and society has particular habits and conventions 
of using language which in turn reflect the values and 
conventions of the individual, community and society. LaPolla 
does not believe that language is hard-wired in the brain 
(Chomsky, 1968, 1979) or that the social and cultural factors 
of the speaker’s background have no effect on language 
learning (Pinker, 1995). On the contrary, language is based on 
general cognitive abilities and its development is closely 
related to social and cultural factors (LaPolla & Poa, 2002). In 
summary, LaPolla believes that (1) language is based on social 
culture, it is the collective habitual behaviour of a community, 
and grammar is a set of conventions; and (2) 
grammaticalization is in fact conventionalization.  
 
The theory of Language as Constraints on Interpretation has 
provided us with an approach to understanding the uniqueness 
of languages rooted deep in particular societies, cultures, and 
philosophies. Therefore, language study cannot be separated 
from the understanding of the survival processes of a 
community or a nation.  
 
Through linguistic research of the Chinese language, as many 
scholars may have noticed, we can see that  
 

The structure of the Chinese clause is then quite 
different from that of the English clause. In English the 
grammaticalization of the constraints on referent 
identification we lump together under the names 
“subject” and “direct object” have led to there being 
tight logical relations between those particular referents 
and the predicate. Other referents which are mentioned 
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can only be added through the modulation of minor 
processes (prepositions), and so are clearly marked as 
peripheral . . . The conception of the clause for speakers 
of English and similarly structured languages is based 
on these relations, and has implications outside of 
language (e.g. the development of Aristotelian logic). In 
Chinese the conception of the clause is based simply on 
a function-argument type of loose relationship, with the 
topic-comment relation being the main determinant of 
word order, without regards to obligatory explicit 
marking of the semantic or grammatical relations of the 
referents involved. (LaPolla & Poa, 2006: 277) 

 
LaPolla specified the different characteristics of Chinese and 
English through the discussion of word order, especially the 
analysis of the differences between the two languages in terms 
of “finite”, “subject”, and clause structure. In talking about 
Chinese clause structure, he argues that  
 

. . . to characterize the pattern found as “SVO” (or 
Chinese as an “SVO” language) would be incorrect, as 
it is not the case that what is determining the word order 
pattern is one referent being “S” and one referent being 
“O” (with their grammatical statuses determined by 
their position or their position determined by their 
grammatical statuses). In fact given the pragmatic 
principle for determining word order in Chinese, we 
would expect to find actors more frequently before the 
verb and patients more frequently after the verb, as 
cross-linguistically actors are more often topical, while 
patients are more often focal. It is the pragmatic nature 
of the actor as topic that results in the NP referring to 
the NP referring to the actor often appearing in clause-
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initial position, and the pragmatic nature of the patient 
as focal that results in the NP referring to the patient 
often appearing in post-verbal position . . . When we 
describe Chinese then, we should say that Chinese 
clauses are often (though not obligatorily) verb medial, 
as NPs representing topical and non-focal referents 
appear before the verb and NPs representing focal and 
non-topical referents appear after the verb, with the 
position of any NPs appearing in the clause (none are 
obligatory) before or after the verb being based on their 
nature as topical or as part of the focus respectively. 
(LaPolla & Poa, 2006: 280-281). 

 
The above argument is in line with LaPolla’s earlier studies, 
that (1) there is no grammaticalized subject and therefore no 
subject-predicate structure in Chinese (LaPolla 1993), (2) 
there are few elements that are obligatorily thematic; (3) the 
word order is determined by a principle of information 
structure: “Topical or non-topical-focal occur pre-verbally and 
focal or non-topical NPs occur post-verbally” (LaPolla, 
1995:310). As he says, it would be problematic to assume the 
principles determining clause structure are the same across all 
languages. Therefore, we have to be aware of the principles 
involved in the structures of each of the languages and of the 
differences between them when doing cross-linguistic 
comparisons.  
 
LaPolla has identified the key elements reflecting the 
differences between Chinese and English (see LaPolla, 1993, 
1995, 2003; LaPolla & Poa, 2002; LaPolla & Poa 2006). The 
analysis of Chinese features illustrates the particular 
characteristics of Chinese, providing us with knowledge to 
further our Chinese language and linguistic studies. 
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The implications of the theory 
 
In second language acquisition research, there are a lot of 
arguments amongst scholars in relation to learning processes 
and acquisition. The theory of Language as Constraints on 
Interpretation may help us understand these issues better, such 
as in the area of “Error Analysis”, “Negative Transfer”, 
“Contrastive Analysis” and the related “strategies” and 
“processes”.  
 
One of the arguments is about the issue of language transfer, 
that is, the attempt of the language learners to apply rules and 
forms of the first language when using the second language.  
In the 1970’s and 1980’s many scholars believed that language 
transfer is the main cause of errors among language learners. 
This point of view was challenged in the mid 80’s by a group 
of scholars who advocated the use of Error Analysis in 
explaining the cause of learners’ errors.  They found that 
though the first language played an important role in learners’ 
errors, most errors made by language learners are actually due 
to faulty inferencing.  
 
Though Error Analysis provided a new approach to the study 
of the role of language transfer among second language 
learners, there are still a lot of questions yet to be answered, 
for example, the concept of making an error due to over-
simplification. Indeed, the terms ‘simplification’ and ‘over-
generalization’ are quite problematic. Some may argue that if 
a learner hasn’t learned the language yet, how can he/she 
simplify it?  How do we identify “overgeneralization” as a 
linguistic issue since it is also a mental process which would 
always work well together with many other “processes”?  
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As Ringbom (1987:71) puts it: “Error analysis is not sufficient 
on its own, but it may yield a better understanding of what is 
going on in the learner’s mind, especially if it is combined 
with other types of investigation, such as frequency counts, 
contrastive analysis, studies of inferencing procedures and 
reaction time tests.” 
 
LaPolla’s theory of Language as Constraints on Interpretation 
may shed some light on these unanswered questions.  As 
LaPolla (2003:127) points out:  “Learning another language 
means learning to think in a different way, or to construe the 
world in a different way.”  Because our native language 
“obligatorily constrains the interpretation of some functional 
domain,” so when we learn a new language, we also tend to 
constrain the interpretation of that same domain in the new 
language. And this is how language errors occur. For example, 
LaPolla noticed that Southern Min Chinese has a 
complementizer kɔŋ⁵¹ (= ‘to say’) which helps to constrain 
the interpretation of complements. When the Southern Min 
speakers in Taiwan started to speak Mandarin, which does not 
have such a complementizer, they felt the need for such a 
complementizer and so they created one using the Mandarin 
word ʃuɔ⁵⁵ (= ‘to say’). This, according to LaPolla, is due to 
their habit of constraining the interpretation in this way in their 
own language (LaPolla, 2003:127). 
 
Another phenomenon that LaPolla noticed is that English 
obligatorily constrains the inference of the time of an action 
relative to the time of speaker by using tense marking, while 
Chinese does not.  “In a similar way,” LaPolla (2003: 127) 
observes, “due to their habit of marking tense in every finite 
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clause, English speakers learning Chinese will overuse the 
perfective aspect marker in Chinese, essentially using it in any 
situation they would normally use a past tense in English.” 
This, according to LaPolla, “is because they feel the need to 
constrain the interpretation of the utterance by marking it as 
past tense.” 
 
“Our language use,” LaPolla concludes, “is a set of habits we 
form, and these habits are very hard to change.” These habits 
include “habits of language and even thought.” When we learn 
our first language, “we learn to categorize certain sounds 
together as allophones of a single phoneme, and to distinguish 
among other sounds our language treats as distinct phonemes.” 
And so, when learning a new language, it is very difficult to 
break this habit and make distinctions we are not used to 
(LaPolla, 2003: 128).   
 
In view of the above arguments, we may sum up the 
contributions of LaPolla’s theory to language teaching as 
follows: 
 

1) It has provided us with new approach to understanding 
the nature of language and communication; 
 
2) It  serves as a valuable tool in the analysis of data for 
teaching Chinese as a second language, which may 
include areas such as “Error Analysis”, “Negative 
Transfer” and “Contrastive Analysis” and so on;  

 
3) It points out the fact that language use is a set of habits 
formed by following the language conventions of a society 
and the cognitive structures that they represent, and so 
learning a second language involves learning the 
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conventions of the society and the cognitive structures that 
those conventions represent. A successful second language 
learner not only needs to learn the words, pronunciation, 
lexical structures and grammar of the target language, but 
also the culture in which the target language developed, 
that is, the habits and conventions of  the target language 
speakers.  

 
4) Last but not least, in using this theory, we may review 
some of the linguistic studies conducted under the banner 
of psycho-linguistics and sociolinguistics related to 
Chinese, or related to research on Chinese word order, 
phrase structure, and the placement of particular elements. 
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paying for institution debt, employees being insubordinate in 
order to make a superior of theirs come across as 
unprofessional or underqualified. All of these occurrences are 
displayed by Huang, showing his disapproval of the modern 
socialist system which supposedly is more equitable for all, 
though it still sees workers act immorally to reach the top. 
 
This film shows that corruption in the workplace is the 
immorality which the socialist system encourages in citizens. 
Rather than there being the ideal Maoist China where all 
comrades work diligently toward the equitable good for all, 
Shi Ba in Samsara contributes an absolute minimum to 
Chinese society.  Surviving on inheritance from his parents 
and immoral black market work, Shi Ba can be viewed with 
contempt by the audience. The idea of building a duplicate 
robot of oneself to minimize one’s workload exhibited in 
Dislocation is full of immorality, but remains an attack on the 
socialist system where Huang suggests that too much is asked 
of the individual. Further examples of an immoral and unjust 
system are seen in Back to Back, Face to Face where Luo’s 
pay is docked by 8 yuan for the loss of four tea cups! 
Evidently Huang shows that the system is too stingy. When 
the old cobbler costs his son Wang 140 yuan for mistreating 
the Culture Centre Director’s shoes, Huang Jianxin show us 
that the breaking of shoes and a son’s wages should not affect 
one’s pay packet, but the system and the higher-ups 
manipulating how the system works see to it that injustice 
prevails. 
 
Another question raised in this film, as well as in Huang’s 
other films, such as The Black Cannon Incident, Dislocation 
and Samsara, is that of how an individual should play the 
socialist system. Should one find a happy compromise 
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between being correctly moral and being somewhat corrupt? 
The characterisation of Wang Shuangli in Back to back, Face 
to Face is illustrated by the director as a suitable attitude to 
adopt in this socialist world. Though Wang does not meet with 
success at the film’s end, he nonetheless is a character of 
principle and dignity. Wang, like Luo, has his pay docked, but 
never stoops down to pick it up, and acts as mediator when Li 
and Luo argue petulantly over Luo’s pay cut. When his 
colleagues want to sabotage others, he opts not to participate. 
When it is necessary to fix exam results, however, Wang is at 
the centre of the planning. Huang depicts in Wang a character 
practical in the socialist world, one not totally with best 
intentions or highly corrupt, but compromise of the two. 
 
In 1996, Huang produced Surveillance, which observes the 
daily life of an ordinary man, Ye Minzhu, who is made to 
serve the incompetent regime. The regime is portrayed as one 
full of absurdity and injustice but it does strike a balance 
between glorifying and criticizing the police. As the police 
investigate a homicide case, the accidental hero Ye is 
employed to keep a twenty-four hour watch in a tower to 
prevent the criminals from completing their mission. However, 
Huang successfully portrays the inhumanity of the regime as 
the police forget to tell Ye he is no longer needed and 
consequently Ye is left to endure continuous twenty-four hour 
surveillance. In the end the police successfully capture their 
criminal, however the system has failed to respect the people 
involved. 
 
The focus on traditional human values is further explored with 
the working relationship between Ye and his partner Lao Tian. 
The difference in priorities and work ethic show a stark 
change between generations and indeed a greater generation 
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gap that has been spawned in modern China. Socialism is 
forced to take a back seat in both generations’ desires for the 
future. The younger now rate love and friendship higher than 
revolutionary sentiments, whilst the older see the hope for the 
future not in socialism per se but by placing all their hope in 
the next generation of children who are the result of the ‘one 
child’ policy. The film does not however simply applaud the 
younger generation’s new values and ways of doing things 
whilst simultaneously denouncing the older. What the film 
suggests is that in the transition towards the future (whether it 
be a socialist utopia or not)  the new cannot entirely do away 
with the old, and the old has to rely on the stimulation inspired 
by the new. Again this film echoes the themes of earlier films: 
noticeably the profound disillusionment with what ordinary 
people in China perceive as the socialist system. It is here that 
Huang’s films fill the void between mass public sentiment and 
artistic expression by providing a fresh way of approaching 
this type of cultural identity and consciousness crisis that 
prevails in urban China today. Thus we can say that Huang’s 
films made during this exciting and turbulent time in China are 
symbolic as they provide a ‘snap-shot in time’ of the social 
and political change that is occurring in this transitional phase.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Whilst some other filmmakers of the Fifth Generation have 
been attacked for enthusiastically and uncritically embracing 
Western forms, in reality Huang Jianxin has not turned his 
back on Chinese themes and issues. On the contrary, it is 
precisely Huang’s faith in a purely Chinese film aesthetic and 
his determination to deal with the immediate problem in 
Chinese society that he knows at first hand. For example, there 
is a clear chronological progression of thematic developments 
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in Huang’s work. The Black Cannon Incident highlights the 
traditional socialist system and the need to awaken the Chinese 
people; Dislocation deals with the abortive attempt of one 
individual to rebel against conformity and slavish obedience; 
Samsara is about individual resignation and the identity of 
‘self’ in China’s pot-socialist society, and so on. All of these 
films do not shy away from the political or social issue that are 
plaguing modern day china. What all of these films highlight 
are the burgeoning feeling of liberalism, capitalism and 
expressionism that are gripping post-socialist China. Their 
purpose is not to salvage socialism by advocating reform, but 
rather to demonstrate that traditional socialist societies are 
afflicted with various and deeply rooted terminal infirmities 
and how modern day society is trying to overcome them.  
 
It is because of these that I would like to conclude that Huang 
Jianxin has undoubtedly made an incredibly significant 
contribution to Chinese cinema over the course of his career. 
Moreover, not only has he been important as a member of the 
Fifth Generation filmmakers, he has carved out a niche for 
himself within that generation as well. Huang Jianxin’s 
greatest contribution perhaps lies in the fact that he is one of - 
few of his contemporaries who have sought to make films for 
a Chinese audience, which can provide much needed social 
commentary on the condition of, and problems within modern 
Chinese society. 
 
Notes: 
 
[1] Considerable developments in film and film theory in 
China after the Cultural Revolution are evident in some 
scholars’ research.  Semsel, G.S. Chen, X. and Xia, H.  (1993), 
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[3] The makers of Scar Films, such as Troubled Laughter, The 
legend of Tianyun Mountain and On a Narrow Street, were 
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long forgotten’ as there was no retro distribution circuit within 
China. See Berry, C. (1995), ‘Seeking Truth From fiction: 
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History, volume 7, pp. 87-99. 
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aesthetics in film and the development of cinematography. 
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