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Thought-provoking Conversations  启迪思想的对话

Authored by Tony Award-winning writer David Henry Hwang, Chinglish is a drama 
heralded by Time Magazine as one of 2011’s best plays. At the height of the show’s 
popularity on the Broadway stage, CIUM invited Hwang, and his cultural consultants, 
Dr. Joanna Lee and Mr. Ken Smith to U-M to discuss the creative process behind this 
captivating and globally relevant tale. In relating the long process of confronting, 
understanding, and dramatizing the cultural, linguistic and sociopolitical complexities 
generated by the interactions of Chinese and Americans, the trio gave a personal 
and witty account. They also posed a critical question for U-M students groomed to 
become international leaders and cosmopolitans: How should Chinese and Americans 
communicate with each other—with Chinese, English, Chinglish, or what?
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Above: Henry Hwang, playwright

Right: Joanna Lee, Henry Hwang, 
and Ken Smith at the roundtable 
discussion of “Chinglish”

Chinglish, A Roundtable Discussion
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Right: A Scene from the U-M student production “Chinglish”
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However, undertaking a project like Chinglish, was more of an experiment then an 
excercise in political commentary. What would the theatre bear out of this collaboration? 
What kind of life would inhabit the stage when bringing together people from very 
different sensibilities, disciplines (theatre, film, public policy, chemistry, math PhDs, etc.) 
and cultures and ethnicities (Americans, Chinese-Americans, Chinese-Indonesians, ethnic 
Chinese, Japanese-Mexicans, and.…)

The reception went far above what any of us could’ve expected. Audiences of the most 
diverse kinds were eating it up, with every performance filled overcapacity. In fact, the 
audience rate for performances was so high that we felt compelled to hold a screening 

of the recording later in the year. It is impossible to attribute the performance's 
success to marketing or artistic execution, regardless of their quality. The 
success comes from the content of the play which had an audience it could 
speak to. It was not theatre for the thespian's sake (as often happens in student 
productions). It was theatre for a diverse and underrepresented audience who 
sought to see a bit of their world on stage. Often we attempt to shape people 
around art, but in fact, it is art that should be shaped around people. 

There is a richness born from a work like Chinglish, which courageously informs 
our humanity. It does not resemble any previous form, trope, or archetype; it is 
a bit unorthodox, but it will definitively cause some sparks. Regarding the U-M 
production of Chinglish I have nothing but gratitude for our collaborators and 
supporters, and especially the Confucius Institute, which had the courage to 
say yes to a highly ambitious and unconventional proposal, and stood behind 
it every step of the way, opening doors, and most importantly believing in the 
power of transcending culture through art. Chinglish gives us answers that bring 
us closer to a mutual understanding, but also prompts us to go on asking and 

exploring. As the play’s closing statement says, “we don’t quite understand one another 
entirely, not yet” and thus, we’ll surely continue to keep struggling with the various 
“chinglish-es” of the world. How? When we accept that we are irrevocably different, 
we will embrace the richness of perspective and experiences that will one day, through 
empathy and understanding, bring us to a more complete humanity.

Héctor Flores Komatsu, a native of Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico, is a junior in the School 
of Music, Theatre & Dance, majoring in Theatre Directing and minoring in Translation 
Studies and the new Global Theatre and Ethnic Studies minor. 
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CIUM Sponsors Student Initiatives  密大孔院资助的学生倡议活动

Chinglish: A Production Report 

Theatre is, at its most fundamental essence, a medium for understanding life and 
exploring what isn’t found in our own worlds. This exploration works at its richest, I 
believe, when we work with people from different paths of life, from different cultures, 
and certainly from different nationalities. The exploration becomes especially powerful 
when the performance emsemble's dynamic reflects that of characters in the story  
being staged. 

That was very much the case with Chinglish by Chinese American playwright David Henry 
Hwang, a dramatic performance presented at the University of Michigan’s Duderstadt 
Video Studio by the Confucius Institute and the Transcultural Theatre Troupe (formerly 

the Chinese Drama Club) in collaboration with a team of international and 
interdisciplinary students.

Chinglish is a story about the struggles of communication and human interaction, 
and the universal human desire to understand and be understood. The play 
follows an American businessman desperately seeking to land a lucrative 
business contract to fix the terribly mistranslated English signage in the city 
of Guiyang, China. After continuous linguistic misunderstandings, shady 
arrangements, and an affair with a secretive Chinese woman from the Ministry of 
Culture, he learns that there is much to be lost and found in translation.

Having heard of the play during its Broadway run, I found the premise interesting 
and highly relevant at a macro-level, given the increasingly interdependent and 
complex relationship between the US and China, and at a micro-level where 
globalization initiates contact between people around the world, making them 
more and more alike. Failing to remain close to what’s fundamentally human, 

globalized and homogenized individuals are more often than ever losing touch with their 
roots and finding themselves as foreigners even in their own homes. With the prospect 
of producing the drama becoming a reality, I questioned myself, as many others did: how 
could a play like this speak to the student body of a public university in the US Midwest?  
I then approached the question by asking: how could it not? 

Forty-one percent of international students at the University of Michigan come from 
China, one of the highest percentages in the nation. There is a gap in the relationship 
between Chinese and American students that needs to be bridged. Since my arrival at this 
university, I have seen uncanny interpersonal interactions represented in the student body. 
There is an under-spoken divide between these two “bands” of Chinese and American 
students. In my early weeks at Michigan, and in the most quotidian of Michigan activities 
- commuting on the MBus – I witnessed a vivid, almost theatrical, tableau of the divide. 
Students on the bus had instinctively partitioned themselves into the Chinese faction 
and the American faction, all in vivid conversation within themselves yet with indifference 
to the other side of the vehicle. Recalling this experience, my wish to stage Chinglish 
became more than a curiosity, but a necessity to initiate a conversation on an unfortunate 
disconnect.

"Featured Student Production: Chinglish"
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A scene from Chinglish

A scene from Chinglish
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