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Motherland and Foreign Country

Albert J. L. Huang

Many People from Tainan really don't like Taipei City that much. They don't really think Taipei is all
bad, but from a purely Tainan point of view, Taipei lacks that special Tainan flavor, which is composed
of climate, the warmth of its people, rhythm of life and great food. Simply put, the native atmosphere
of Tainan is so wonderful that nothing could ever replace it. For these reasons the Tainan Old House
Inn, a guest house marketing itself as Tainan style and therefore a part of Taiwan's cultural industry,

has attracted many Chinese visitors from different places including, of course, Taipei.

Naturally Taipei and Tainan have their differences, as even on a small island such as Taiwan one will
find subtle variations, and if we emphasize these differences, the possibility of a foreign country

within a country arises.

Collective memories are the result of common experiences, and cultural habits establish the
foundation and origin of all individuals. Acculturation starts from life's daily routines and extends to
every visual impression and situation in one's homeland, which results in being able to tell sameness

or difference from among a multitude of things.

In her photography series /nvisibility, Ting Ting Cheng chooses objects and backgrounds in the
same tonal range to create photographic spaces where everything seems unified, but are actually
composed of distinct visual elements. This blending invites the viewer to participate in a visual
meditation which suggests that similarities and differences between cultures are solely determined

by the individual observer's personal experience.

This is precisely how culture becomes the source of isolation between ourselves and others. If
someone has never left their own culture, they tend not to be aware of how great cultural differences
can be. Errors arise when one is removed from their motherland—problems suddenly appear at the
moment one enters the region of others, and the inability to acclimatize, feelings of disharmony and

multiple setbacks form an impenetrable logjam.

For her series Things We May Never Know, Cheng photographs Asian students in their London
apartments along with items brought from their hometowns. The student's native language is used
to explain these items and their significance. Entering the small ill-equipped room in the photograph,
Cheng takes note of how sparse the home of a foreign student can be. The face of the resident and
surrounding details are obscured, as the sole focus is the object brought from home. An explanation
in the student's native language is printed alongside the image and is directed at those viewers who
are able to read the language; the majority of viewers who cannot are left to gaze in confusion at the

text and image which have lost their connection.



Unfamiliarity with a place is not always a bad thing, as this unfamiliarity is novel and therefore part
of a foreign place or culture’s charm. Furthermore, unfamiliarity produces reversals in our usual way
of thinking that can be truly eye opening. When our curiosity is piqued by something new, our eyes,
ears and noses all become acutely sensitive. While traveling we repeatedly ask “why?” or “what's this?”,
and realize “oh, so that's why” or “| see, this is a..." Foreign cultures stimulate this unending process of
novelty, discovery and finding explanations, and for this reason, smart business people imitate exotic
settings, drawing customers with one-of-a-kind boutiques, guest houses and restaurants offering

foreign cuisines.

While this unfamiliarity may be exciting, only naive people think cross-cultural travel is easy. In
Hollywood movies, regardless of what far corner of the planet (or even off the planet) the main
character may venture to, a local with perfect command of English always pops up to help him or her
deal with difficulties.

Ting Ting Cheng made Jo Vull Aprendre Mallorqui while attending a residency in the Addaya Art
Centre in Alaor, Mallorca. In this project she uses Chinese characters to phonetically transcribe
everyday greetings, conversations and texts in the local Mallorqui language. The confusion that this

creates makes cultural difference a self evident theme in the series.

Because traveling in different cultures isn't easy, a misleading form of globalization has arisen, making
it possible to quickly allay feelings of nostalgia for home anywhere with top-selling global brands
produced by multinational corporations. You can eat a hamburger that tastes the same, wear the
same shoes, carry the same bag, or drive the same car no matter in which country or culture you
happen to find yourself. This brand familiarity creates collective experiences and memories, but they

are very different from experiences and memories of one’s motherland.

For Still Life with Fruits, Cheng carves the logos of globally-recognized brands into the skin of
fruit and vegetables. Agricultural products, because they are grown out of the soil, should have
the highest proportion of local components, but Ting Ting Cheng savagely brands them with
global logos using a knife. In doing so, she not only pokes fun at the domination by multinational

corporations, but also strongly denounces their practices.

Is the world really flat? To a certain extent, the Internet has smoothed over obstacles between
different countries and cultures. While English has taken the leading role as the common language of

the global village, language barriers still exist.



For / Judge a Book by Its Cover, Cheng went to a library and borrowed books in various languages.
She doesn’t present the covers or contents of any of the books, but only stacks them up in such
a way that reveals their foredges. Treated this way, books, which are conventionally regarded as
sources of knowledge, become devoid of words and therefore unintelligible. Cheng uses these books
as content without relying on the words within them. Regardless of whether they are written by
great authors, hundred-year-old classics, thought-provoking titles, silly tabloid gossip or sentimental
romances, Cheng deems what is written in the books as unimportant, using only their outer surfaces.
Where does that leave us? | remember once hearing about a wealthy person decorating his mansion
with wallpaper made to resemble shelves of books. Of course thin and flimsy paper is not the same
as the weightiness of knowledge, but Ting Ting Cheng's three dimensional book towers express the
obstruction of knowledge and strengthen rigid stereotypes between cultures that should be made
light of.

Ting Ting Cheng mixes the essential qualities of objects, photographic images and language to
create her work, which revolves around differences between her own and foreign cultures. One's
homeland, native country and parents' home all provide refuge, but also pose limitations. Traveling
affords new opportunities and broadens one's vision. Using these themes in her work, she pits

isolation against opening up to new adventures.

Barriers between cultures make conflicts and differences more prominent. Just as foreign countries
may exist within our own country, we may find signs of our homeland in a foreign country.
From the time when missionaries started spreading their message abroad, western imperialism
was able to suppress the third world due to advanced ship building, fortification and weapon
technology. It wasn't until much later that there was an awareness of Orientalism, spreading
notions of multiculturalism and post colonialism. Although exchanges between cultures are much
more frequent today, we are still awaiting more comprehensive efforts at creating and sustaining
interactive dialog. Only by continually revisiting interpretations and misinterpretations can people of
different cultures slowly begin to communicate, and only by understanding different cultures can we
possibly look back and understand our own culture. Respect, understanding and communication is
needed before cultural identity and belonging can be established, and of course the possibility of a

sturdy cultural subjectivity.

For a long time Taiwanese artists have been relatively indifferent to this topic, which seems to be
exactly the same as the Taiwanese media's neglect of international news. When dealing with so-
called cultural hegemony and protecting our own culture from foreign cultural incursions, we are
always quick to point out European and American cultures, while Asian and African incursions are
downplayed. When caught between blindly following and discrimination, we seem to forget that
Taiwanese culture is a mixture of influences from the Netherlands, Austronesian cultures, Taiwan's
aboriginal people, China and Japan, and that welcoming different cultures is the only healthy

approach for effectively facing the future.



: !; —— FPRO= =00
DD : I J:E ﬁﬁ/\ﬁﬁ * C=1=]

B2 - WWE S
— BfENMERR—EE
(BFE (hEMEEEE  BRNER))!
RETEA » FEESREFENEEEM EREBELHNDHEETH  FAEEREEN » HIEYX
AESGETRLEZHV AT EES - T—E ((ﬂ.’.%ﬂ']% $§ ERNER) —S86HE  B5E
R EsABENSE » B - RE—EEE - RNEDEEHRE  HEEARNE
BT : ERRREEL  HEBED - MEHEBERZA ° ... THHRERK - ) JS8EsEisn -
IFESHESHAE - M - ﬁfirﬁ%ﬂﬁuﬁ—‘%?ﬁﬁuﬁﬂj 55— 5558 » S EBHRE: »
BEER - FRlt 16— EEHMEE8N®E — —RER . (£—) BE=EMEtk Bem
BER 88 - BAMEKIREKES (55— B B2KREMANEY (BISERINNELRE
ABMERNERR) » QEATTHFERECH—0D - TBL - EHERIESISEFIRZN
ERESABHINEN  BETIEA—BER ﬁix%ﬁ&"@%mﬂﬁﬁii » Wi B A SBHE - T
Bl Rl - FENEAEETHERN : ... SARSEHTECERNES » $XaRaRKe
R - ) CHXTABEEERR - ESRSIRERT  BUEE  MDe—RA0E » NEEEE
ENSR - SFHEERENHE — NE - #REBSEENFESLERETN  TEAES
B BEEIRENES) - FESBRMIRZMES - # 55 TR -

°

[]Illl

BESEBFRNE - MTIERREIIHEBEE RRAVEA » B—ISEINEE - TR —& &
BSBOHEEEE. - AMITLUR - BEFER—ERRERBRNEY  EHESHARFERES
BENGELE - BSSSENFREIBNBNRBEOBERME - BMiRERMOREE
BNEXT : FMiEEEEN—E - R3IBX  AIFBEEINT : NESHHRE T MEmES
RNE  BEEMEENREBE - (FRIM T RN BT « IRBBESS « 8EE - MU
R BESHRERES CEFABXNIRE » EA—BHERSCE R HONERE - &
REYE - AR B HEIEBLSEBE—NRBERE — FU (BKRNEY) RIEH
IR69 Nike I% > R LV EHENE—HMA BRI T ZESHEYLERITEE -

EHESSMER » BEWFTREER - B - HERSERENES » MEPRBERMAR
TERELIRERY 55— 558 > HERMT Mk 1) - BEWNBR AR ITEBS 25K - AR
RE—BEBNES - SBEIER CNER BENEREBMENRET L ETEE - 1
EERERS - AS=NRTISARENEN BETE - SUREBMITIVRELT —
Bial - TEE/E — —BERE - LRIHF - RBEARSREEECRMTRNERS - BISH
BB L BNREEFRPOMEERERUANLYN » BEBHSHIRE - BELBURET
BROEE - REZIEBBEUSINER - U5F  HAITUSE—SHER - BBER - B==5F)
E—ERE [RERES) - BEITRRETESNERMISFRSNNESEEE — F
ERMSENNEREK - SLRET -

AXEEBL BT+  EHNHRRARESETHER - SRFBRREESREE LT RUBTRES -BEE(ES (3
FREFR R RIESY) + 2010568 MIT Press AR - 8 A#8iit : wwwjoannazylinska.net

1. BXHE (fhEMEEER : BRNER) - REFE 20006 #8510 2. @EE 51 3. L 52



Language games

Joanna Zylinska

The French philosopher Jacquoffering
-- We only ever speak one language...
(yes, but)

-- We never speak only one language...

(Jacques Derrida, The Monolingualism of the Other)

The French philosopher Jacques Derrida, known not only for his prolific contribution to philosophical
debates on metaphysics and language but also for his legendary seminars and lectures, delivered
with equal aplomb in French and English, opens his book, The Monolingualism of the Other, with
what may sound like a surprising confession: ‘I am monolingual. My monolingualism dwells, and |
call it my dwelling; it feels like one to me, and | remain in it and inhabit it. It inhabits me. ... It is me",
What Derrida means by this is something else than a lack of language skills on his part. It is rather the
recognition of the difficulties involved in going beyond what the linguists call our ‘first’ language, but

also the difficulties involved in even using this ‘first’ language, which is supposed to feel more ‘natural’.

Our first language comes to us when we are children‘; it is a gift we receive from others (even if we
cannot exactly remember the moment of its reception) and then gradually make our own. Indeed,
what Derrida is signalling in the quote above is the foreignness of language as such, if by language
we understand an attempt to break through the solipsism of the self and reach out to the other
-- to commune and communicate with him or her. Derrida admits as much himself when he says:
‘it will never be mine, this language, the only one | am thus destined to speak’. There is something
profoundly brave but also perhaps profoundly tragic in this recognition by the great wordsmith
Derrida that language always escapes him -- that, paradoxically, linguistic communication which
is by its nature communal is nevertheless a lonely activity. It is something that is bound to leave us
speechless, literally lost for words.

Ting Ting Cheng's photographic art practice seems to emerge precisely from the recognition of
this linguistic paradox, offering as it does an apt illustration of what we could describe as ‘polyglot
monolingualism’. Arguably, due to its representational ambitions, photography is a medium ideally
placed to explore the constructed nature of linguistic communication. Cheng skilfully navigates

between the visual and oral representations of foreign languages: she offers us beautifully printed
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captions in foreign alphabets, teases us with book pages we are unable to read, and offers re-
mediated recordings of her own linguistic efforts while on a residency in Spain. In her work English,
Spanish, Mallorqui, Korean and Mandarin intermingle, offering viewers a dizzying journey into the
Tower of Babel the contemporary globalised world has become. Ironically, it is in the supposedly
transcendent symbolism of the global brands -- the Nike swoosh, the Louis Vuitton LV monogram (as
evidenced in her ‘Still Life with Fruits’ series) -- that some kind of cross-cultural communication can

occur today.

Faced with Cheng’s work, viewers may find themselves puzzled, lost, struggling for comprehension,
with all languages -- including that original ‘first’ language that was supposed to serve them as a
stable anchor point -- also suddenly becoming ‘foreign’. Yet, in introducing linguistic confusion,
Cheng's images simultaneously develop a language of their own, conveyed through the elegance of
their form and design, the pastel colours, the subtle use of soft focus. In this way, her photographs
become low-tech ‘communication devices’ in their own right, which successfully compete with
ubiquitous media gadgets such as mobile phones. They also function as receptacles for playing out
and managing the anxieties of individual and global miscommunication. Indeed, in Cheng’s work
aspects of failure inherent in the communication process are brought to the fore and then carefully
worked through, beyond frustration and beyond any desire to comprehend and thus master the
whole world. We could perhaps go so far as to say that, through her art work, Cheng outlines a
modest ethics of misunderstanding, celebrating our monolingualism that always, inevitably, makes

us foreigners in the world, no matter how well-travelled and linguistically skilled we are.

Joanna Zylinska is a Reader in New Media and Communications at Goldsmiths, University of London, a
cultural critic and a fine art photographer. Her most recent book is Bioethics in the Age of New Media ( MIT
Press, 2010). www.joannazylinska.net
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