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Sinophone Ecocriticism 

Ecological problems are no respecters of national boundaries, and when it comes to the effects of 

pesticide residues or particulate matter on people’s bodies, what passports they carry makes no difference 

(although what they carry in their wallets just might). Ecocriticism, which studies literature in relation to 

the ecological environment, has always recognized that its subject demands a transnational, global 

approach. In practice, however, it has often had little choice but to accommodate itself to the paradigm of 

national literature which continues to shape the institutions within which literary studies are pursued. 

Ecocriticism thus became the study of environmental themes in, for example, English, French, Indian, or 

Korean literature, the implication being that these terms denote distinctive cultural traditions which 

inform how ecological problems are understood in a particular national community. The “international 

turn” which ecocriticism has undergone in recent years (cf. Heise 2013) is not only about expanding the 

discipline’s purview so as to include texts from a broader range of literary traditions – just as importantly, 

it is about upending the national categories in which these texts often remain boxed up. 

Sinophone Studies is driven by the same impulse. It foregrounds what, from the perspective of cultural 

nationalism, would have to be considered marginal cases: on colonized and minority peoples (e.g. Miao, 

Mongols, Tibetans, Uighurs, or Yao) who, although they are not ethnically Chinese, express themselves 

in the Chinese language; on the cultural expressions of ethnically Chinese majority communities outside 

of the Chinese state, for example in Hongkong, Singapore, or Taiwan, whose relationship to their own 

Chinese heritage is often fraught and complex; and on work coming out of the Chinese-speaking diaspora 

all over the globe, which in many cases identifies as much with their adopted homelands as with their 

ancestral country (cf. Shih 2011). 

By focusing on Sinophone literature, film, and art dealing with ecological issues, this volume of essays 

aims to make a significant contribution to both fields. We argue that when examining the works of 

Sinophone writers and artists who employ the Chinese language to address ecological problems, we 

should not start from the assumption that they represent a distinctively Chinese tradition of “thinking 

about nature,” but recognize that they are responding to situations in which such traditions have already 

lost their purchase – be it because they fail to speak to the realities of modern life, or because they are 

seen to be aligned with nationalist projects that stand in conflict with rivalling local identities. Moreover, 

such work will often draw on a conceptual vocabulary which, even though it may have emerged in the 

West, has long become untethered from national traditions. The iconographies of industrial pollution and 

habitat degradation now form part of a global commons of images; the cult of wilderness, the gospel of 

eco-efficiency, and the environmentalism of the poor (to invoke Joan Martinez-Alier’s influential 

typology) have become elements of an environmentalist lingua franca that is spoken in many regional 

dialects, but understood all over the world. Bringing together ecocriticism and Sinophone Studies, we 

hope to show, will provide us with a better grasp of the cultural and ecological complexities, the 

conflicting aims and allegiances, and the ironies and ambiguities which animate the relationships between 

human communities and the ecological environments they inhabit. 

If you would like to contribute to this volume, please send an abstract of about 250 words to Yu-lin Lee 

and Hannes Bergthaller (taiwanlit@gmail.com and hannes.bergthaller@gmail.com) by August 15th, 2017. 
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