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Abstract

Pao is the debut novel by Jamaican-Chinese author Kerfy Young. Through a
unique narrative perspective, it reconstructs the history of Chinese immigration
to the Caribbean in the 20th century. Within mainstream Caribbean discourse,
Chinese people are typically "otheréd" and marginalized, often stereotyped as
"shrewd" or "selfish." In Pao, hewever, Young’ crafts a distinctive Chinese
protagonist, Pao Young. By exploring, Pao’s\\choices and reflections against the
backdrop of real historical events and _social realities, the novel creates a
counter-narrative to this''othering," expressing the Jamaican Chinese
community’s vision of an "imagined community."
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1. Introduction

In recentyears, with the continuous growth of the overseas Chinese population and
the increasinggfiumber of publications featuring Chinese characters, the study of
Chinese representation has become progressively more prominent within the field of
overseas Chinese studies. For a long time, Western literature has been plagued by the
stereotyping of Chinese characters. However, in her novel Pao, Afro-British novelist
Kerry Young crafts a radically different portrayal of her Chinese protagonist, Pao
Young. By situating the narrative within the social context and national liberation
history of Jamaica, Young offers a powerful counter-narrative to the Chinese image
constructed through the Western lens. Born in Kingston, Jamaica, to a Chinese father
and a mother of mixed Chinese-African heritage, Young’s unique racial identity and
distinctive insights into Chinese culture make her work stand out in the canon of
ethnic minority literature.

Young’s debut novel, Pao, was shortlisted for the 2011 Costa First Novel Award. It
tells the story of young Yang Pao, who, at the age of fourteen, moves to Jamaica with
his mother and brothers after his father sacrifices his life for the Chinese revolution.
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They take refuge in Kingston’s Chinatown under the roof of Zhang Xiuquan, a local
“godfather.” This elder figure not only paints a bright picture of Chinese socialism for
the young Pao but also exposes him to the realities of his protection racket business.
As Pao matures and takes over the family business, he eventually becomes a
powerful figure, earning the title “Pao.” Young has stated that the novel was inspired
by her early experiences living with her father, who was a merchant operating in
Kingston’s shadow economy. Her motivation stemmed from two soufces: her love for
her father and her love for Jamaica.

In existing foreign literature, Chinese characters are often depicted inia formulaic and
stereotypical manner. Furthermore, they frequently appgar as instigators/of conflict
and disruptors of peace, serving as foils to highlight the \selflessness and
righteousness of white protagonists. Taking American‘literature as an example,
following the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, the domestic economic
crisis in the U.S. led to public opinion turning sharplyiagainst the Chinese community.
Inflammatory rhetoric such as “Chinese’people are amassing vast wealth” and “The
continuous influx of Chinese into/America will lead to its demise” ran rampant.
Typical characters in works depicting overseas Chinese from this period include “Fu
Manchu” and “Charlie Cham? the latter being the protagonist of Charlie
Chan detective films. Charlie Changis portrayed as short, overweight, lacking
masculinity, and depictedias a yellow-faced racial slur. In contrast, Fu Manchu,
characterized by shisyinsidiousmand cunning nature, is crafted as a demonic
representative fof the ““Yellow Peril.” Although powerful, he still lacks the
“heterosexual appeal” valued in the white gaze. In some works by modern
Chinese-American ‘writérs, while authors aim to highlight Eastern ethnic
characteristics, they often fail to construct a corresponding discourse system. This
pesults in“an overall effect that exacerbates the stereotyping and “othering” of
Chinese characters. For instance, the “father” in Frank Chin’s The Year of the
Dragonand the “mother” in Gung Ho! serve as symbols of “decay” and “death” in the
autherss” works. In mainstream Caribbean literature, Chinese characters typically
appear as grocery store owners, accompanied by traits such as “reclusiveness” and
“stinginess.” In The Pagoda, a novel by Afro-Caribbean writer Patricia Powell, the
protagonist Liu is an “indentured laborer” who runs a store in Jamaica, which is
burned down during the 1918 anti-Chinese riots. Similarly, in the short stories Light
in the Shop and Mr. Chin’s Legacy by Jamaican-Chinese author Victor Chang, Chinese
characters are also portrayed as “shrewd” and “hardworking” grocery store owners.
However, unlike earlier depictions, these authors use the grocery store as a spatial
medium to explore the possibility of “integration” among non-white ethnic groups in
Jamaica, as well as whether the absence of the British facilitated such integration.

In the early 21st century, with the emergence of Caribbean-Chinese writers and a
deeper self-awareness of identity among Caribbean Chinese, some works began to
focus on the construction of Chinese self-representation. For example, Mei-Ling
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Hopgood’s Song of the Boatwoman narrates the hardships of Chinese indentured
laborers in the Caribbean; Janice Shinebourne’s The Godmother explores issues of
Chinese ethnic identity; and Easton Lee’s three poetry collections—(Heritage
Call. "Ballad for Children of the Dragon, Language Class, and One World—respond
to the previous portrayal of Chinese people as exploiters in Caribbean literature by
depicting harmonious lives between Chinese men and their Afro-Caribbean wives.
The limitation of works from this period, however, lies in the relatively hamogeneous
traits of their protagonists and a lack of profound ideological depth:

Unlike the aforementioned works, Pao responds to and counters Chinese stereotypes
through its character development. Building on this/Young’s, portrayal of the
protagonist transcends the limitations of literary works aimed solely at constructing
a Chinese self-image. Pao is not merely a “gangster boess”; he also possesses an
awareness of the imagined community and the, capacity for critical reflection on

Chinese culture.

2. The Larger-than-Life quality of Pao

Pao’s father was murdered by British and,French soldiers in Guangzhou during the
War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression. His closest friend, Zhang Xiuquan
(referred to as Mr. Zhang), took onythe responsibility of caring for his family. To
escape the turmoil, Pao, along with his mother and his elder brother Yang Xiuquan,
fled to Kingston, the capital of Jamaica. At that time, Jamaica was in the midst of a
massive general strike, and, the entire city was gripped by depression and desolation.
Due to thempeculiar nature of his business, Mr. Cheung’s Chinatown remained
untouched by the strike; nevertheless, the tense atmosphere in the city inevitably
posed a threat to its safety. Compared to the war-torn chaos back home, Kingston
only experiencedssporadic labor movements and gang conflicts. For Pao, “this turmoil
was nothing, after all. I had just crossed the ocean from Guangzhou, where Japanese
invaders were rampaging, attempting to seize the entire city.”

The“eonvergence of these two historical events—the Japanese invasion of China and
the general strike in Jamaica—separated by over ten thousand kilometers, forced Pao
to rapidly adjust his identity. He began to handle Chinatown’s affairs, stepping into
the role of Mr. Cheung’s successor and the future “godfather” of Kingston's
Chinatown. In stark contrast to Pao is his elder brother, Yang Xiuquan. As a
traditional-minded Chinese man, Yang's aspirations are remarkably simple:

"l want to get up every morning and know that I'm going to go do something honest.
want to stop choking on my food because [ know where the money come from. I want
to stop worrying every time somebody knock at the gate that maybe it the police that
come to take you or Zhang or the whole lot of us to lock us up in some stinking
Jamaican jail and never again see the light of day. I want to stop thinking that maybe
one day the blacks going raise up and just come murder every one of us as we
sleeping in our bed at night. The Indians, the Chinese, the Jews, the whites. Every
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single person that come here thinking they going make themselves a home. I want to
see my mother happy because she got some meaning in her life, because there is
something she believe in like when she and my father was working the land doing
something worthwhile and producing something wholesome. Something that made a
better life, not just for them, but for every single person in that village that get to eat
the vegetables they grow. The vegetables they planted and tended with their own
hands, on their knees in the dry earth and in the mud when it rained/

Xiuquan’s character, to a certain extent, reflects the mindset‘of the majority of
Chinese immigrants during this period. This also explains why ‘Chinese people,
accustomed to the agrarian rhythm of rising at sunrise a@nd resting at sufiset, often
chose to open grocery stores and become shopkeepers even after leaving their
farmlands abroad. They regarded the grocery store as a substitute for their farmland,
tending to their shops as they would their crops;in an attempt to insulate themselves
from gang conflicts and underground transactions.“This mode of survival fostered a
complex and multifaceted impression 6f the Chinese among the local population:
they were viewed as a diligent, frugal, generous, and shrewd group, yet were often
simultaneously labeled as stingy and cunning.

After Xiuquan’s departure, Paorealized that he would become the sole legitimate heir
to Kingston’s Chinatown. I other words, the prestige and reputation Mr. Zhang had
earned for Chinatown through his personal efforts would be passed on to him after
Mr. Cheung’s passingyPrior tonthiS, Pao’s understanding of Jamaican society was
largely derived from Mr:Zhang’s teachings and example: he knew little of Jamaica’s
history, did-not grasp the root causes of the suffering of other minority groups, and
could not fully compreliend the relationship between Chinatown and the wider
comynunity. Yet there was one thing he was certain of: he had to protect Chinatown,
as this was'the mission entrusted to him by Mr. Zhang.

Pao chose a path distinct from the protagonists in other Caribbean-Chinese literary
works. He neither swallowed his grievances and responded to external threats with
congiliatory policies, like Lowe in The Pagoda, nor adopted a passive defense, quietly
waiting for the storm to subside, like He Xing in The True History of Paradise. Instead,
relying on his keen insight and judgment, as well as Mr. Zhang’s longstanding
guidance, Pao provided reliable protection for Chinatown and secured its substantial
development in a Jamaica where the Chinese were subjected to “othering” and severe
anti-Chinese sentiment.

The most significant difference between Pao and Xiuquan—and indeed between Pao
and most other Chinese immigrants—Ilies in the fact that Pao did not confine himself
to a grocery store. Instead, he actively forged connections with various factions in
Kingston to maximize his profits and elevate both his personal standing and the
political voice of Chinatown. He knew he could not live forever in Mr. Zhang’s shadow.
Mr. Zhang had once instructed him, “I will hand this business over to you on the day I
retire. From then on, you will have full authority over its operations.” Driven by the
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expectations of Mr. Zhang and every member of Chinatown, Pao was compelled to
step out of the comfort zone of being a mere “grocery store owner.” He sought
mutually beneficial exchanges with local forces ranging from street gangs to the
British military, even though most of these transactions were shrouded in illegality.
This is a common narrative device in Chinese diaspora literature: writers frequently
employ plots involving underground economies to craft an “adventurous” and
“unruly” Chinese image that defies mainstream stereotypes, therebyyoffering a
counter-narrative to traditional Chinese storytelling.

The unique perspective of Pao constitutes a vital part of this counter-narrative in
Chinese diaspora literature. Postcolonial writers who dive and, createyin former
colonial metropoles are often viewed by postcolonial theorists as “detached from
their homeland,” carrying an aloof, First" World attitude. However, Pao unfolds
entirely through the perspective of its Chinese protagonist, Pao, and focuses
primarily on the Chinese community and other locahmarginalized ethnic groups. By
depicting the cultural hybridity between the Chinese”and local communities of
African, Lebanese, and Indian descent, and by pfecisely interpreting Jamaica’s
national motto, “Out of Many, One People}’ the novel achieves a counter-narrative to
historians’ claims that “the Chinese tend to isolate themselves from the surrounding
society.” Pao’s grocery store serves not only as a realistic setting for the bottom-tier
economy prevalent in Jamaican society but also as an imagined national space where
the Chinese and otherimarginalized’groups come together as “One People.” Guided by
the primary creative gprineiple of authenticity, Kerry Young based her novel on real
historical events, documenting the burning of Mr. Lee’s grocery store during an
anti-Chinese riot andiMpfZhang’s retaliation against McKenzie, a black thug who set
the fire)This reflects her realist writing style. Furthermore, the novel uses the
character of\Yang Xiuquan to introduce the operational realities of Chinese grocery
stores. Thereby highlighting the dilemmas encountered by Black and Chinese
commuhities amidst cultural hybridity and national imagination. In Light in the Shop,
Jamaiean-Chinese writer Victor Chang links the tensions between the Black and
Chinese communities to the conspicuous absence of the white population, arguing
that these conflicts were deliberately orchestrated by whites within the framework
of colonialism.

Kerry Young views Pao as a gift to her father. The larger-than-life qualities of the
protagonist, Pao, stem from her deep love for him. Having lost her father at an early
age, she wished to endow him with a more brilliant life—making this fictional
character more successful, creative, and humorous than her real father. In a turbulent
Jamaica, Pao relies on his extraordinary strategy and boldness to grow from a
14-year-old boy into “Uncle Pao”, the godfather of Chinatown. His business empire
encompasses not only legally operated Chinatown grocery stores but also illicit
activities such as collecting “protection fees” from underground operators and

smuggling contraband. Due to the illegal nature of Pao’s business, scholars often
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categorize Paoas an anti-hero novel. However, this interpretation deviates
significantly from Kerry Young’s original creative intent. In an interview, Young
stated, “I wanted to write something that Jamaica and Jamaicans could be proud of, a
work that would not make them feel misrepresented.”

Interpreting Pao as an anti-hero appears to be an exercise in postcolonial literary
criticism. It seemingly subverts mainstream values, challenges the laws and
regulations of the colonial system, and critiques the racial inequalities faced by
people of color under white supremacy. Yet, these scholars often'lack an authentic
understanding of mid-20th-century Jamaican society. In her pursuitief authenticity,
Kerry Young chose the “Chinese grocery store”—a setting she knoews intimately and
which is ubiquitous in Caribbean literature—as her narrative backdrop. During the
creative process, she conducted rigorous research into specific details, such as the
names and addresses of characters, ensuring‘that every detail was triple-verified
before being woven into the text. As a result, many Jamaican-Chinese readers felt a
profound resonance with the characters/after reading themovel.

In the story, every time Pao crosses legal boundari€s, it is driven by his desire to
protect a marginalized group. For instance, providing protection for Gloria and
raising her illegitimate daughter, Esther, demonstrates his care for Black women;
hiring someone to impersonate a police officer to threaten DeFreitas is done to shield
Dr. Morrison from persecution; and helping Captain Meacham’s daughter evade
conviction is intendedito protectsMeacham’s illegitimate child with Merleen Chin, as
well as the Morrisonsfwho,adopted the child. Pao does not deliberately break the law,
nor does he deliberately/ abide by it. As the novel progresses, the characters
constantly engage in a,dialogue with the author. It is through this dialogue that their
actighs'are endowed with an inherent legitimacy, which is precisely the source of the

novel’s profound.sense of realism.

3. “One Nation” as a National Notion and The Creolization of
Chinese Overseas

"Out of Many, One People” is not only Jamaica’s national motto but also a cultural
practice through which non-white ethnic groups in Jamaica used "cultural hybridity"
to avoid being "othered" within the framework of a colonial racial system centered
on white supremacy.

At the end of the novel, Sunita is born to Esther and her Indian boyfriend, Rajinder.
As a person of mixed Chinese and African descent, Esther carries the bloodlines of
both Pao and Gloria. This makes Sunita the most concentrated embodiment of mixed
heritage in the entire novel, and the ultimate living representation of "One People.”
Pao cherishes this precious granddaughter as a "divine spirit chosen from the many,"
and speaks to her at the moment of her birth:

‘Sunita. Sunita.” I repeat it to myself. And I look at this tiny little African, Chinese,
Indian baby and I think to myself, Sunita, you are Jamaica. Out of the many, you are
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the one. And you won’t have no need to go back to Africa, or China, or India because
this is where you belong, with your own identity and dignity.

Pao begins with the meeting of Pao and Gloria in 1945 and concludes with the birth
of their granddaughter, Sunita, in 1989. However, Pao and his family had actually
been brought to Jamaica by Mr. Zhang from China as early as 1938. Kerry Young
avoids a straightforward, linear narrative; instead, she delays introducing Pao’s
experiences upon arriving in the land until Chapter 3. Her core intentionis to weave
the theme of ethnic integration as an underlying thread throughout the, novel,
seamlessly integrating it with Pao’s personal growth and Jamaica’s historical
development. Pao’s national identity as a Jamaican wasot formed volurtarily but
was forced upon him under the oppression of the white British. While the oppression
of marginalized ethnic groups by whites exacerbated tensions between the Black and
Chinese communities, it also compelled the Chinese—who originally had no intention
of ethnic “hybridity”—to join the ranks of resistancejagainst oppression. Against the
narrative backdrop of anti-Chinese riots led by the Affo-Jamaican population, the
novel shifts its focus from Black hostility toward the”Chinese to the issue of whites
equating the Chinese with the Black population.

Like other destinations reached,by European overseas migrants during the era of
colonial expansion, Jamaica, as a British overseas colony, was marked by cognitive
limitations that led the colonial metropole to harbor an extreme fear of rebellions by
the indigenous poOpulation “(enslaved Black people). Consequently, European
overseas migrants refused state intervention on the grounds that “enslaved Black
people possessed evil and independent tendencies,” which inadvertently provided
space for the developmént of national liberation movements in the colony. San
Margin once decreed, “In the future, the indigenous people shall no longer be called
Indians or‘natives; they are the sons and citizens of Peru.” Although European
pioneers of national liberation did not descend upon Jamaica, the novel provides a
detailed)account of three major national liberation movements in Jamaican history:
thedMorant Bay Rebellion, the Labor Rebellion, and the Constitutional Reform
Movement. Although the first two uprisings ended with the sacrifice of Paul Bogle
and the imprisonment of Bustamante, respectively, these two pioneers of national
independence successfully challenged the federal government by leveraging the
indigenous population’s imagination of a “community.” They guided both the
indigenous people and other minority ethnic groups in their shared aspiration for the
common identity of being “Jamaican.” The concept of the “imagined community”
reveals the regional theme of ethnic and cultural integration in the Caribbean, namely
“Creolization.”

Etymologically, the term “Creole” originally referred to the dialects that gradually
developed into the “mother tongue” of the colonies through the fusion of African and
European languages (primarily French). For a long time, Creole was regarded as an

inferior, degenerate “patois” or “broken French” spoken by the “natives,” always
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bearing the stigma of being “primitive” and “base.” Within Caribbean discourse,
“Creolization” is often used to describe localized practices of cultural hybridity.
Theorists such as Edouard Glissant, Sylvia Wynter, Edward Kamau Brathwaite, and
Antonio Benitez Rojo creatively appropriated the concept of hybridity from
postcolonial theory, generating unique dimensions of understanding within the
Caribbean context. Broadly speaking, “Creolization” can be viewed as a specific form
of hybridity among non-white races in the Caribbean, precipitatedsby slave owners
and colonizers. Wynter and Brathwaite attribute “Creolization’ to the“eollision
between slaves and slave owners in the Caribbean. For instance, in" Caryl
Phillips’s The Lost Child (hereinafter referred to as The” Child)the faildre of the
interracial marriage between Wilson and Monica symbolizes the exclusion of the
Caribbean “Other” by traditional “Britishness.”

In Pao, when Pao witnesses a white man provoking a Black street vendor, he
immediately steps in to subdue the aggressor, acting,as the successor of Chinatown.
Unexpectedly, in the eyes of the white an, this “Chinaman” was no different from
the Black vendor. As the white man-cursed, saying he would “teach this Chinaman
and nigger a lesson,” Pao retorted, “I amnet a Chinaman, and he is not a nigger.” This
marks the first time the novelwexplicitly depicts Pao’s awakening to his own identity.
This transformation in [personal identity signifies a shift in Pao’s national
consciousness.

Glissant argues that“Creolization”is a process in which Caribbean peoples were
forced to invent language and a shared culture under the pressure of historical
erasure by.European colonizers. The British avoidance of colonial history has
persisted from the Vietorian era to the present day. In The Child, Wilson discovers
during ‘ardebate with his British colleagues that they do not acknowledge Britain’s
historical colonial exploitation at all. During her time as a youth worker, Kerry Yang
led a group of young people from Leicester to Jamaica, an experience that left her
deeply disappointed. Compared to the deliberate concealment and denial by the
older,generation of white Britons, the younger generation knew absolutely nothing
about Jamaica and the Jamaican-Chinese community. Some British-born youths even
believed they possessed more “Jamaicanness” than Kerry Yang due to their African
ancestry.

Rojo views “Creolization” as the dynamic relationship between colonial ideology and
the cultural forms of slaves’ resistance for survival; thus, it is inherently destabilizing
and dehierarchizing. Notably, a new generation of Caribbean scholars has further
deepened the theoretical framework of “Creolization.” Shalini Puri has mapped the
theoretical genealogy of hybridity within Caribbean discourse. However, another
crucial feature of Caribbean writing—the “subalternity” of “Creolization”—has been
overlooked.

In the novel, Mrs. Cicely, Pao’s Jamaican mother-in-law, began to regard herself as a
superior white mistress after marrying Henry Wong, a wealthy Chinatown merchant.
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She seemed to believe that by managing her household and raising her children in
the British manner, she could shed her “Africanness” and “subalternity.” Besides
frequently mentioning afternoon tea with Pao, the novel describes how Mrs. Cicely
required her daughter, Fay Wong, to attend church services and church schools
according to British customs. When sternly reprimanding Edmond, a servant on her
estate, she almost entirely forgot her own skin color and the J&E[ of being
“colonized.” Similarly, in The Child, when Wilson is forced to fulfill his)caregiving
duties and encounters the daughter he had abandoned to come/to ‘Britain, he, shows
no affection. Instead, he views her tooth decay, caused by ‘excessive’ sugar
consumption, as a symbol of “subalternity.” This rejection/of one’siown raece following
cultural baptism by the colonial metropole deserves critical attention.

In the process of “Creolization,” the Afro-Jamaican population in Jamaican society has
primarily adopted two attitudes: “aligning with-whites” and “resisting the Chinese.”
Meanwhile, the “Creolization” of the Chinese community remains an underexplored
area in Caribbean-Chinese literary‘studiés. During the era of the slave trade, in order
to meet the labor demands of the American continents, Europeans exploited existing
hostilities among primitive African tribes, inciting inter-tribal wars to capture
prisoners of war. The Bpitish capitalized on the perceived ignorance and
backwardness of Black sogieties, as well as their desires for revenge and greed, to
instigate African tribes inte enslaving one another. This incomplete process of
nation-building lef€“Afro-Caribbeann immigrants helpless in the face of Britain’s
“historical erasure.” Theyurgently needed cultural hybridity with the British or other
ethnic groups, seeking a national imagination of the “Creole” within this fusion. In
contrast, (grounded ‘inythéir profound ethnic identity and distinct cultural heritage,
the /Chinese did not exhibit such anxiety when confronted with the British
construction, of Garibbean immigrants as the “Other.” This psychological disparity
indirectly fueled resentment among the local Afro-Jamaican population and other
immigrants brought to the island through the slave trade.

Basedson Mr. Zhang’s and Pao’s understanding of Jamaican society in Pao, as well as
Pao’s later observations of national politics and participation in local governance, it is
evident that in the context of Jamaica’s gradual march toward freedom and liberation
in the 1960s, the second wave of Chinese immigrants—who had shed the label of
“indentured laborers”—closely monitored Jamaica’s political landscape in their new
role as “voluntary immigrants.”

4. The Symbolization of Military Science of Sun Tzu and Cultural
Introspection

As a devoted admirer of The Art of War (hereinafter referred to as The Art of War),
Kerry Yang finds that the cultural connotations and strategic thought of this classic
not only guide the protagonist, Pao, but also shape her own creative process.
Composed of thirteen chapters, the structure of The Art of War coincides remarkably
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with Pao’s journey of growth. The novel’s dramatic appropriation of this Chinese
cultural treasure sets it apart from traditional gangster fiction. Pao’s absorption and
internalization of the text, combined with his strategic vision, facilitate his
metamorphosis from a mere gang leader into the spiritual leader of Kingston’s
Chinatown. Kerry Yang chose to distill the strategic principles of The Art of War into
key points to serve as chapter titles, such as “Chapter 6: Advantage of the Ground”
and “Chapter 12: The Employment of Secret Agents.” Thanks to Kenfy Yang's unique
experience as a youth worker, she was able to discern the ideological value of The Art
of War more keenly than other Caribbean-Chinese writers. “The Art of War is an
important book to me... As is well known, this book is widely applied in‘management
and business, and I myself have learned a great deal about how to'navigate life from
it”

The first layer of symbolism of The Art of War,is that of justice and ideals. As a
Chinese revolutionary pioneer, Mr. Zhang’s reverenge for Sun Tzu largely stemmed
from the way revolutionary leadets applied Sun Tzu's  strategic thought. Under Mr.
Zhang’s constant guidance and personal example, Pao gradually developed his own
understanding of The Art of War and“put it into extensive practice. Living in a
turbulent Jamaica, Pao knewqwell that so-called “justice” sometimes had to be
achieved through “unjust” means. Thus, when he applied the principle of “leveraging
momentum” from The Art'of War to successfully procure military supplies from the
U.S. Navy for the firSttime, Mr. Zhang reprimanded him: “Do you really think Sun Tzu
was as rash and fooljshas,you? This will not bring you honor; it will only turn you
into a thiefl”. Yet Pao remained unshaken, instead inwardly scorning his brother for
informing on him toMgsZhang. This conflict epitomizes Pao’s entire character arc. He
harbors clear ideals and goals: he aspires to be a man like Mr. Zhang and to witness a
prosperous Jamaica. He possesses his own moral compass and code of conduct, yet
he never rigidly adheres to any single dogma. As he absorbed the strategic thinking
and negotiation techniques from The Art of War, his reverence for both Mr. Zhang
andiSun Tzu was repeatedly reinforced. This reverence cloaked his decisions and
actions in a guise of “legitimacy,” preventing his fragile inner sense of justice from
tying his hands when confronting hostile forces. As Kerry Yang stated in an interview,
“We cannot escape the backdrop of our times in our lives. Personally, I have grown
tired of reading works that deliberately evade political contexts.. The dual
perspectives in these novels are not intentional, but since there is Yin and Yang,
opposing forces naturally exist.” To rescue Dr. Morrison from DeFreitas, Pao invoked
the principle that “to subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill,” having
two of his men impersonate police officers to investigate DeFreitas’s illegal dealings,
which forced the latter to release the doctor.

Furthermore, another layer of symbolism of The Art of War lies in its representation
of Pao’s personal growth. Pao’s understanding of the text deepens alongside his
character development, gradually becoming internalized as part of his personality. At
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the age of twenty, Pao first resolved to become a reliable helmsman of Chinatown, a
promise he fulfilled by the age of forty. Against a backdrop of frequent shootouts and
escalating tensions, Pao discovered that his subordinate, Samuels, had secretly
colluded with DeFreitas to sell firearms to the neighborhood. Upon learning this, Pao
decided to confiscate all guns in Chinatown and handed both the weapons and
Samuels over to DeFreitas, thereby alleviating the atmosphere of pervasive fear in
the community. This was the first negotiation Pao completed without'Mr. Zhang’s
backing. Throughout the negotiation, he extensively cited The Aptof War: heinvoked
“The difficulty of tactical maneuvering consists in turning the deviousjinto the'direct,
and misfortune into gain. Therefore, make the route circuitous and enticesthem with
the prospect of gain” to resolve to confiscate the guns and negotiate with DeFreitas;
when collecting guns from neighbors, he followed the“principle/that “the skillful
leader cultivates the moral law and strictly adheres to the regulations” to establish
his authority and win back public trust; and at the‘negotiating table, the strategy of
“feigning humility to foster the efiemy’s arrogance” caused DeFreitas to
underestimate him, thereby exposing his vulnerabilities... It is evident that over these
twenty years, Mr. Zhang’s role gradually faded from the foreground to the
background, and it was The Artjof War that truly guided Pao’s growth.

In her “Author’s Note,” Kefry Yang states: “..In the true spirit of Daoism, Pao writes
about Jamaican history while simultaneously transcending it; it depicts the Jamaican
people while going beyond thems*What it ultimately presents is the Dao of the
universe and all living beings.” This statement clearly defines the author’s creative
stance and.worldview. Over the fifty years from his arrival in Jamaica to witnessing
the birth of his ‘granddaughter, Pao’s evolving understanding of The Art of
Warmirrors his growing comprehension of the laws governing the world and the
journey of‘his own life. Sinologist Thomas Michael points out that the intertextuality
between The Art of War and the Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching) lies in the fact that while
the Dao) De Jingelevates human affairs to an abstract cosmology, The Art of
Wargrounds this cosmology in the concrete practice of human affairs.

At the end of the novel, when faced with challenges, the septuagenarian “Uncle Pao”
still turns to The Art of War, yet his reflections have fundamentally changed:

“I have repeatedly pondered The Art of War, speculating on how the ancient sages
would resolve such a predicament... Yet, upon further reflection, I realize that while
Sun Tzu’s words are indeed profound, life perhaps extends beyond mere strategy.”
The Art of War shaped Pao into “Uncle Pao,” but when Uncle Pao looks back on both
the text and his own life, he discovers that “life perhaps extends beyond mere
strategy.” The novel’s final line—Mr. Zhang’s dying instruction to Pao, “The world is
within your heart”—brings the novel’'s Daoist undertones to their ultimate
expression. It can be said that while The Art of War made Pao who he was, it was
through his own life experiences and reflections that he transcended the

methodological limitations of the text, perceiving the Daoist philosophy
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underlying The Art of War. This leap in cognition is precisely what distinguishes Pao
from typical “gangster boss” characters and constitutes the true manifestation of his
“growth.”

Pao internalized these principles as his own behavioral standards, subsequently
using this framework to govern his actions. For instance, the seemingly contradictory
concepts of “deception” (gui) and “benevolence” (ren) in The Art of War guided his
vastly different approaches toward enemies and friends. Within Chinatown and his
family, Pao consistently played the role of a traditional Chinese merchant, and
patriarch, running gambling businesses, helping neighbors, giving his children
Chinese names, and teaching them the Chinese languages However, when
participating in Jamaican politics and supporting national independence to expand
his business empire, he seemed to transform into a)Jamaican defending the
“imagined community.”

5. Conclusion

In Chinese-Caribbean literature, Pao'serves as a paradigm for postcolonial literary
creation in the Caribbean archipelago, theiWest/Indies, and other formerly colonized
nations. It achieves this throdghhits reconstruction of Jamaica’s colonial and Chinese
immigrant histories, as well as itsycounter-narrative of the image and lives of
Jamaican-Chinese people. Drawing on her unique triple heritage of Chinese, African,
and Jamaican roots, Kerry Yang eémploys multiple narratives of “Chinese immigrants,”
“indigenous Africans,;” and)‘shared Jamaicans” to interpret Jamaica’s national motto,
“Out of Mamy, One Reople.”

The characterizationof Pao in the novel also transcends the limitations of the
“othéring” imposed by mainstream Caribbean discourse on the Chinese community,
effectively ‘resisting the regression and marginalization of the Jamaican-Chinese
image withinsthis constructed “otherness.” Compared to other works that attempt to
deconstruct the Chinese image, Pao creatively integrates the author’s reflections on
Jamaican history, Chinese culture, and national community. As a result, beyond the
common “deconstructive qualities” such as “selflessness,” “inclusiveness,” and
“strength,” Pao’s character also embodies the contemplations of a Chinese person
raised in Jamaica regarding the future of Jamaica and a critical reflection on Chinese
culture.
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