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On the Untranslatability of Blackness in Chinese, or the Inherent 
Translationality of Hei 黑
Flair Donglai Shi, Shanghai Jiao Tong University

[bookmark: _GoBack]The colour black does have similar cultural connotations in English and Chinese etymologies, and some of those were channeled into racist configurations of modernity when the colour gradually acquired its racial designation from the 18th century to the 20th century. However, the racialized semantics and associated political significance attached to Hei and Black has never been in any sense universalized and remains always already transcultural and situated. There is no equivalence between Blackness and Hei, and awareness of issues of untranslatability and specific contextual knowledge are always required to understand the constant controversies Hei brings forth whenever its racialized variations in the Chinese language surface in global public culture. 
This talk offers targeted discussions on the relations between Hei’s inherent translationality and the interpretative difficulties caused by the untranslatability of Blackness by focusing on four specific sets of examples. They are the obsoleteness of the term “Black Africa (Heifeizhou 黑非洲)”, the political affect of “Blackness (Heirenxing 黑人性)”, the Sinophone ideological divisions embedded in the variant translations of “Black Lives Matter (Heimingui 黑命貴/Heiren de ming yeshi ming 黑人的命也是命)”, and the divergent cultural histories of “Blackface (Tuheilian 塗黑臉)” in the US and in China. Through these examples of translational contestations, I seek to highlight the need for racial literacy in the context of China and for Chinese cultural literacy in debates on race conducted in English.
Moreover, I will link my observations on Hei/Blackness to the wider hegemonic structure governing Area Studies, where, as Naoki Sakai has pointed out, the white supremacist knowledge production regime makes translational work between non-Western and non-white cultures particularly difficult. I will compare this Area Studies tradition of the Western academy to the recent nativist efforts in Chinese academia to build Chinese Area Studies (Quyu guobie xue 區域國別學), and more specifically, a Chinese African Literaturology (Zhongguo Feizhou Wenxuexue 中國非洲文學學), and stress the importance of our awareness of translationality in the face of these imperialistic conventions and neo-nationalist forces. 
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Bios:
Flair Donglai SHI is Associate Professor of Comparative Literature based at the School of Humanities, Shanghai Jiao Tong University. He holds a PhD in English from Oxford University and worked as Associate Tutor in Translation Studies at Warwick University. His research areas include world literature theory, race and postcolonial studies, Sinophone Studies, and China-Africa cultural relations. He has published an edited book, World Literature in Motion, and many articles in international journals like Critical Comparative Studies, Translation & Literature, and Comparative Literature Studies, and on media platforms like Sixth Tone and Journal of Literature. He is currently working on his first monograph entitled Yellow Peril Revisited while furthering his research on the interracial politics represented in contemporary China-Africa cultural products. 

