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Huawen / Zhongwen: The “Aphasic South” and the
Reconstruction of Language (Part 2)

Ng Kim Chew Translated by JIA Haitao

Abstract

This paper, “Huawen / Zhongwen: The ‘Aphasic South’ and the Re-
construction of Language” by Ng Kim Chew (translated by Jia Haitao),
examines the unique linguistic challenges and identity issues confronting
Malaysian Chinese (Mahua) literature. The author establishes a distinc-
tion between “#EX" (Huawen), the localized and hybrid written lan-
guage of the Malaysian Chinese diaspora, and "t (Zhongwen), the
standard, culturally coded language of Chinese Mainland and Taiwan.

The essay first identifies several factors that have historically con-
strained the development of a rich literary Huawen: a legacy of dogmatic
realism that treats language as a mere tool; the inherent difficulty of rep-
resenting a multilingual oral reality composed of Southern Chinese dia-
lects, Malay, and English; and a decline in cultural literacy that severs
the language from its classical roots. In response to this linguistic envi-
ronment, some diasporic writers, exemplified by Li Yongping, have pur-
sued a return to a “pure” Zhongwen as a conscious process of cultural
identification with traditional China. However, the author argues that this
is not the only path forward.

Drawing on an analysis by mainland novelist Wang Anyi, the paper
posits that writers from the “South” (including Mahua and Southern Chi-
na) are in a state of “aphasia” (J¢#%). Unlike their Northern counter-
parts, whose vernaculars form the basis of the standard written lan-
guage, they lack a “natural” writable language and must “translate” their
experience, resulting in a more consciously “technicized” form of writing.
The paper concludes that the challenge for Mahua literature is not an
excess of this technical construction but a lack thereof. The future lies in
embracing this condition and actively reconstructing a unique, modern
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Huawen that reflects its complex reality, rather than retreating into clas-
sical Zhongwen.

Owing to space limitations, this paper is published in two parts. The
first two sections appeared in the previous issue; the third section is in-
cluded in this issue.
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