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1 Introduction—queer Sinophone 
studies
Interdisciplinary synergies

Howard Chiang and Alvin K. Wong

Figure 1.1 seizes a certain sense of unease and precarity that has come to charac-
terize a form of ultra-marginalized experience that demands the sustained 
attention of interdisciplinary scholarship. The photo was taken by a friend of 
ours in September 2019, on an evening passing through a new rainbow street 
pavement in Ximending. A neighborhood and shopping district in Wanhua, 
itself the oldest district in Taipei, Ximending also houses the Red House 
Theatre, the surrounding area of which is the only enclave in East Asia where 
gay men and lesbians have developed their own urban infrastructure with res-
taurants, bars, shops, and other venues for informational and social opportunity. 
For the first time in history, Taipei City painted a street-crossing segment next to 
one of the city’s busiest metro station entrances in a rainbow color. The city 
government was preparing Taipei for its 17th annual gay pride; it was also a 
symbolic gesture to celebrate the legalization of same-sex marriage in Taiwan 
four months ago.

Yet, not long after this landmark constitutional revolution made international 
news headlines, one in every four residents in Hong Kong marched to the street 
to protest the extradition bill strong-armed by the local administration. The 
 pro-democracy protests lasted for over half a year. Meanwhile, immediately 
following Taiwan’s approval of marriage equality, the PRC government 
announced that the legal definition of marriage would remain a union between a 
woman and man in mainland China. No other country in the world’s largest and 
most populous continent has legally sanctioned same-sex unions in the way 
Taiwan had. While these are seemingly grassroots issues that impact the quoti-
dian pace of queer life in East Asia, to date scholars continue to struggle with 
developing an analytical lens that adequately accounts for these complicated—
and often contradictory—rapidly evolving developments. By merging the cat-
egories of “queer” and “Sinophone” (more on these categories below), this 
book offers a conjunctive analytical method to overcome such a struggle. The 
book acknowledges that the terrains it charts will continue to incite anxiety, 
uncertainty, contention, but also promise. Just like the shadow of heteronorma-
tive oppression looming over queer survival in the various parts of East Asia 
(and the world more generally) where sexual rights activism has made limited 
progress, Figure 1.1 captures what a symbol of diversity—the rainbow street 
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pavement—may look like when darkness descends upon a cosmopolitan corner 
of the world.

Keywords in Queer Sinophone Studies is the first systematic endeavor to 
acknowledge the existence of a field of knowledge called “queer Sinophone 
studies.” The naming of this field proceeds on two key assumptions that we hope 
the readers will find convincing by the end of the book—that there are many 
conceptual convergences and affinities between queer theory and Sinophone 
studies; furthermore, this new field marks an intellectual formation that is both 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary, something that neither queer theory nor 
Sinophone studies alone could have accomplished. This introduction will 
provide a brief conceptual genealogy of how queer Sinophone studies has 
come into being despite not having a firm disciplinary home. Next, we will 
examine the evolution of the field itself, from its incipient emphasis on queer 
Sinophone “cultures” to now a new field that deserves the naming of queer Sino-
phone studies. The final part of this introduction demonstrates that the keyword 
approach, a now well-trodden method of organizing new topics in the humani-
ties and social sciences, might well be the new thing as keyword itself has been 
experiencing a robust afterlife, especially among scholars in cultural studies, 
Hong Kong studies, and Taiwan studies. Last but not least, we will map the 

Figure 1.1  Ximending in Taipei, September 2019.
Source: Photo Credit: Alexander Chau.
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various points of convergence and relations across contributors who write on 
concepts and keywords as diverse as “Transpacific,” “liminality,” “viscerality,” 
“activism,” “residuals,” and so on.

Queer theory and Sinophone studies share certain strong conceptual affinity 
because, strictly speaking, both the notions of the queer and the Sinophone resist 
the doxa and hegemony of binary thinking, essentialism, and disciplinarity. The 
early 1990s seems to mark a moment when queer theory emerged onto the intel-
lectual and social horizon in both North America and globally. On the one hand, 
queer theory attempts to overcome the earlier disciplinary naming of “gay and 
lesbian studies,” which presumes that gayness and lesbianism are the only ways to 
be different from heterosexuality. Furthermore, gay and lesbian studies often sta-
bilizes its objects of study and reinforces certain gender hierarchy, so that studies 
on male homoeroticism in the Western literary canon overshadows studies in 
lesbian literary aesthetics, and studies on Euro-  American gay and lesbian literature 
often neglects the studies of non-  Western gay and lesbian literature and cultures. 
The analytical turn to queer theory thus confronts the gender binarism and schol-
arly hierarchy inherent to the project of gay and lesbian studies. For Teresa de 
Lauretis, queer theory charts “another discursive horizon, another way of thinking 
the sexual.”1 Around the same time, the work of Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, David Halperin, Gayle Rubin, Diana Fuss and others directed our atten-
tion to such terms and debates as “performativity,” universalizing vs. minoritizing 
theories, essentialism vs. social constructionism, good vs. bad sex, sex negativity, 
and the problem of identity vs. identification. All of these interventions culminate 
in a strong impulse of anti-  essentialism, anti-  normativity, and the insistence that 
notions of maleness, femaleness, and heterosexuality are themselves social con-
structs that obtain the fiction of “the real” through coercive and repetitive acts of 
performance. Butler introduces the concept of performativity to name this repeti-
tion of gender acts over time and its congealment into gendered normative 
 categories, wherein performativity as citationality also implies that gender and 
sexuality can be performed in ways that deviate from socially intelligible norms.2

If queer theory emerges in the 1990s as a powerful theory that marks certain 
mistrust and rebellion against pre-  established identity categories of gay and lesbian 
and the gender dimorphism of male vs. female and heterosexuality vs. homo-
sexuality, Sinophone studies is equally suspicious of binary thinking and discip-
linary dogma. The concept of the Sinophone is mostly attributed to the pioneering 
work of Shu-  mei Shih, who first coined the term in a 2004 PMLA essay called 
“Global Literature and the Technologies of Recognition.” Shih’s emphasis in that 
essay is to employ the Sinophone as a denotative and alternative mechanism of 
naming. Shih writes, “By ‘sinophone’ literature I mean literature written in 
Chinese by Chinese-  speaking writers in various parts of the world outside China, 
as distinguished from ‘Chinese literature’—  literature from China.”3 Shih would 
follow this initial method of naming with a ground-  breaking book in 2007 that 
announces the arrival of Sinophone studies as a field formation, one that disrupts 
China-  centrism and essentialist notions of Chineseness in both deconstructive and 
materialist perspectives. For Shih, Sinophone refers to “a network of places of 
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 cultural production outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, 
where a historical process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese 
culture has been taking place for several centuries.”4

Shih’s foundational definition here has done the work of disrupting the essen-
tialist ontology of Chineseness or that thing called “China” to the same degree 
that queer has dismantled the hegemonic identity politics of previous gay and 
lesbian studies. If queer theory’s object of critique is the very terms of sexual 
and gender normativity and a certain feminist theory’s doxa that presumes a sta-
bilizing referent of “man” and “woman,” Sinophone theory likewise challenges 
the deeply entrenched categorical binarism of China vs. the West. The China vs. 
the West methodological assumption reproduces China-  centrism in the way that 
diasporic, exilic, and Chinese settler subjects in Southeast Asia, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, Latin America, and anywhere outside the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) are often seen as “not Chinese enough.” This entrenched problem runs so 
deep that cultural theorist Ien Ang has theorized the danger of essentialism when 
people place ethnic burden on those subjects who, for historical and personal 
reasons, look Chinese but simply can’t speak “Chinese.” In other words, “not 
speaking Chinese” is a historical and postmodern fact of linguistic and ethnic 
heterogeneity in Peranakan and other creolized Sinophone people whose very 
social existence displaces China-  centrism.5 For Shih, the diaspora paradigm, in 
addition to marginalizing those Sinitic-  language communities and creolized 
people who do not speak Chinese, is also highly problematic in the way that it 
ties long-  distanced diaspora subjects back to the mythic homeland of China, so 
much so that long-  distanced nationalism can and often reproduce zealous 
Chinese nationalism behind the populism of the PRC and its increasing authorit-
arian threat to Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam, and certain parts of Africa.

Perhaps more than the categorical de-  essentializing of gender and sexuality in 
queer theory, Sinophone theory’s conceptual contours are both deconstructive 
(akin to queer theory), materialist (akin to materialist Marxist feminism), and 
highly place-  based in orientation (akin to ethnic studies). Sinophone theory’s 
affinity to postcolonial theory, ethnic studies, and queer theory is also echoed in 
the work of Ari Larissa Heinrich and Howard Chiang, the editors of the volume 
called Queer Sinophone Cultures, to which this current volume represents a 
sequel. For Heinrich, the Sinophone and queer are mutually constitutive:

Sinophone as a critical framework may not have set out specifically to 
address questions of gender and sexuality, but as part of larger movements 
in postcoloniality, and as something that has been essentially coeval with 
the emergence of queer studies, it certainly has a critical affinity for (or even 
debt to) these questions; Sinophone studies, lacking a ‘queer’ focus, is an 
inherently queer project.6

Furthermore, this critical affinity across the queer and the Sinophone can be 
actualized through the two terms’ tendency against analytical closure. Howard 
Chiang inaugurates the notion of queer Sinophonicity:
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Situated at the double margins of East Asian and queer scholarly inquiries, 
the notion of queer Sinophonicity suggests that both Chineseness and queer-
ness find their most meaningful articulations in and through one another. 
When brought together, the Sinophone and the queer promise to denatural-
ize each other continuously.7

The following section will trace how the study on queer Sinophone cultures has 
evolved into a disciplinary formation beyond the initial approach of studying 
“queer Sinophone cultures” in mostly literary and film studies.

Interdisciplinary evolutions: continuities and ruptures
To have a second volume that explores the critical affinity between queer theory 
and Sinophone studies does not automatically preclude existing conceptual 
interests or methodological preoccupations. By this we mean that the cultural 
studies paradigm instrumentalized in the Queer Sinophone Cultures volume still 
proves heuristically useful for ongoing analytical work in the field. Many chap-
ters in this book show that the close reading of literature and film represents one 
of the most powerful ways to unpack the subtle, reciprocal constructions of geo-
politics and gender/sexual variance. However, the book does not stop at lending 
support to a fruitful disciplinary convention. Building on this methodological 
centerpiece, the book also sheds light on many analytical fulcrums previously 
under-  explored.

For instance, both Lily Wong’s and Jih-  Fei Cheng’s chapters bring the geo-
graphical focus of queer Sinophone studies outside of Asia, across the Pacific, 
and into North America (absent from the scope of Queer Sinophone Cultures). 
To be sure, from its very inception Sinophone studies has never been confined to 
a geographical space. The global, and especially the transpacific, scale of Sino-
phone studies was carefully probed in Shu-  mei Shih’s pioneering work.8 The 
extra-  Asia focus in Wong’s and Cheng’s analysis thus further accentuates the 
local or regional factors that shape queer expressions in specific temporal-  spatial 
settings. Similarly, given the invisible traces that queer people have left behind 
in the past, scholars are familiar with the productive effect of reading worlds 
through words, experience through meaning, and facts through fiction.9 In their 
study of Small Beauty (2015) and Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale (2011), 
Wong and Cheng utilize robust methods of cultural inquiry to introduce the vari-
ables of affect, colonial eugenics, and food industrialization— angles that have 
not always been prioritized in Sinophone critique— into cross-  hemispheric and 
comparative queer studies.

The continuities between this volume and earlier work are also evident in 
some of the thematic motifs that have assumed central import in the program-
matic ambition of Sinophone studies. For example, the chapters by Kyle 
Shernuk, Alvin K. Wong, and M. Antonio Lizada investigate critical issues of 
ethnicity, postcoloniality, and area through a queer literary/filmic lens. Although 
Sinophone studies has long called attention to the contested relationship between 
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ethnic frontiers and the PRC state, this has not been examined in terms of gender 
exclusionary norms in a systematic way.10 This blind spot is crucially addressed 
in Shernuk’s study of Chan Koon-  chung’s novel Bare Life (2012), which high-
lights the construction of sexual identitarian otherness and difference in Tibetan- 
 Han ethnic relations. Similarly, modeled after the fields of Francophone and 
Anglophone studies, Sinophone studies claims a postcolonial stance with respect 
to the imperial hegemony of statist categories such as “China.”11 Wong’s focus 
on Hong Kong, by way of evaluating such avant-  garde films as Happy Together 
(1997), Permanent Residence (2009), and Amphetamine (2010), saturates the 
postcolonial stance of queer Sinophone critique in a more multiregional 
reorientation— giving due credit to Hong Kong’s unforeseen connections to 
nations such as Argentina, Thailand, Israel, Australia, and Taiwan. And this 
book expands a flourishing interest in the queering of area studies, as already 
reflected in Shernuk’s and Wong’s use of ethnicity and postcoloniality to com-
plicate any straightforward sense of “area.”12 Given that Southeast Asia has 
become a key site of theoretical contestation in Sinophone studies, Lizada’s 
study of Chinese-  Filipino liminality in Soft Hearts (1998), So … Happy Together 
(2004), and Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife (2005) provides an alternative look at the 
“middle” status of creolized subjects in Sinophone Southeast Asia from a queer 
angle defined by the historical occupation of the Philippines by the Spanish 
empire.13 This is a picture of queer Sinophone creolization distinct from other 
post/colonial Sinophone sites in Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia.

At the same time, the appearance of this volume marks an unambiguous 
evolution of queer Sinophone studies into an interdisciplinary field beyond 
purely cultural concerns. Sharing the conjunctural theoretical impetus of Queer 
Sinophone Cultures, some chapters in this book tap into key domains of social 
experience such as science and law to enrich the geopolitical urgency and cur-
rency of anti-  normative inquiry. As mentioned above, Cheng’s chapter contex-
tualizes Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale in a history of the industrial 
science of food production and the colonial discourse of eugenics. As another 
example, even though Carlos Rojas’s venture into Dung Kai-  cheung’s science 
fiction writings executes a classic literary reading approach, its positioning of 
the way Dung mobilizes intermediality as a creative strategy confounding 
the polarities of transformation/potentiality, textuality/conceptualization, 
 genealogy/identity, and China/Hong Kong foregrounds the biographically 
inflected “imitation game” model created by the gay scientist Alan Turing. 
Also focusing on Hong Kong’s postcolonial precarity, Howard Chiang’s tex-
tured deconstruction of the jurisprudence biases nested in the W v. Registrar of 
Marriages (2013) ruling, widely considered today as a milestone achievement 
in transgender activism, casts light on the hidden forms of homophobia in dis-
courses of gender emancipation. As such, Chiang’s chapter unravels the intel-
lectual purchase of bringing Sinophone critique to bear on queer legal analysis, 
an investigative angle mostly absent in the field. Simply put, these case studies 
move the social authority of science and law to the center of queer Sinophone 
cultural politics.
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Perhaps the most distinctive genealogical rupture advanced in this book con-
cerns the expansion of queer Sinophone studies into the methodologies of the 
social sciences. In particular, the three chapters by Mian Chen, Lucetta Kam, 
and Nathan H. Madson move away from the deeply embedded cultural reading 
approach that focuses on a single text or a series of interrelated texts. Instead, 
these chapters embody the social scientific endeavor to account for the qual-
itative evidence of experience through archival or ethnographical modes of 
research. With a calculated sample size, they adopt a methodological approach 
that carefully arrives at a conclusive diagnosis of the social characteristics of 
queer cultures and communities in the PRC, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Although 
the relationship with the discipline of history, or the role of historians to be more 
precise, has been largely relegated to the periphery, it certainly is not absent in 
the field of Sinophone studies. For instance, the histories of Qing continental 
colonialism, the establishment of settler colonies, and im/migration patterns 
have crucially anchored Shih’s theorization of the Sinophone concept.14 Sim-
ilarly, historians such as Howard Chiang have recast the formation of Sinophone 
postcolonial cultures as something that exceeds the familiar paradigm of colo-
nial modernity in the study of twentieth-  century East Asian history.15 Following 
Chiang’s periodization, Chen’s chapter draws on a wealth of archival sources to 
delineate the modulation of a homosexual murder case and its media publicity 
from mainland Republican China to the Cold War Sinophone and PRC regimes. 
Through the method of archival illumination, such historical analysis shows that 
Sinophone theorization is sorely needed in East Asian history, as it accounts for 
a more accurate description of change over time and variations across spatial 
communities of Sinitic-  language speakers and mass cultures.

Whereas Chen’s chapter assumes an archive-  based historical method, Kam’s 
and Madson’s chapters implement an ethnographic approach to illuminate queer 
experiences in Sinophone Taiwan and Hong Kong. A growing body of scholar-
ship tackles the question of reception in queer popular culture by focusing on the 
fluid configurations of gender and sexuality in the fandom world.16 Kam’s 
chapter takes an important step in bridging queer Sinophone studies with this 
new interest in fandom studies. Based on fan interviews and participant observa-
tion of fan activities in the 2010s, Kam analyzes the production of queer desire 
among the lesbian fans of Takarazuka Revue in Taiwan. Kam’s study unveils 
Taiwan’s Japanese colonial history as a key ingredient for shaping its status as 
the first Sinophone society where Takarazuka Revue has amassed a notable 
lesbian fan base. Also relying on the methods of fieldwork research, Madson’s 
chapter highlights the role of Cantonese in shaping the contours of local queer 
activism in contemporary Hong Kong. In this sense, Madson’s study draws 
attention to one of the most fundamental principles of Sinophone studies: to 
rethink the power of language in consolidating alternative imagined com-
munities and cultures. Both Kam’s and Madson’s work illustrate the appeal of 
Sinophone theory to anthropological forms of inquiry, expanding the agenda of 
queer Sinophone analysis from critiquing the politics of cultural representation 
to observing the details of everyday experience.
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Keyword approach
When this project was first conceived, we thought it was a good idea to keep a 
consistency with the volume Queer Sinophone Cultures, of which one of us is 
the co-  editor. The initial thought was simply to call our current volume “Queer 
Sinophone Cultures II.” But that idea soon recedes from view when, after 
reading through the first drafts of all contributors, it became clear that not all of 
us approaches “culture” with a shared disciplinary language. And whereas the 
first volume on queer Sinophone cultures focuses heavily on the representations 
of queerness from diverse Sinophone locales and their cultural contexts, specifi-
cities, and literary and cinematic genres and styles so much so that it contains 
two chapters on the Malaysia-  born Taiwan queer Sinophone filmmaker Tsai 
Ming-  liang, this current volume revolves more around a cluster of terms, key-
words, and debates. For instance, while Hong Kong looms large as a site of 
queer Sinophone cultures in four chapters in this volume, the focus on what is 
specifically queer and Sinophone about Hong Kong varies greatly depending on 
the contributor’s disciplinary training and chosen objects of study. Specifically, 
Howard Chiang engages with the translation across different legal systems as 
the “residual” logics of heteronormativity gets re-  inscribed for transgender sub-
jects seeking legal recognition and marriage rights. Carlos Rojas is fascinated 
with the keyword “intermediality” and how the Hong Kong writer Dung  
Kai- cheung pens literary works that mediate and represent the intermediality 
between non-  human bodies, artificial intelligence (AI), and the anxiety of polit-
ical transition in Hong Kong. If Hong Kong is always in intermediality across 
multiple powers and agents, it would make sense for Alvin K. Wong to tease out 
the complexity of multiple formations in the often debated term, postcoloniality. 
To what extent is Hong Kong postcolonial? Can we imagine postcolonial queer 
desire beyond the predictable triangular nexus of Hong Kong-  the PRC-  and 
British colonialism? Complicating the take-  for-  grantedness of postcolonialism 
in the case of Hong Kong can also help us rethink what queer “activism” means 
in a global city like Hong Kong. Through ethnographical thick descriptions, 
Nathan H. Madson demonstrates that queer activism done in Cantonese is often 
looked down upon by NGOs that seek to gain international visibility through the 
hegemony of global English, itself attesting to both the American and British 
imperial influence in Hong Kong to this very day.

In taking a more free-  flowing, playful, and transdisciplinary approach to sur-
veying the field of queer Sinophone studies, this volume necessarily builds on 
and complicates existing volumes and scholarship on the keyword approach. As 
a pioneer of the discipline of cultural studies, Raymond Williams in his 1976 
volume Keywords defines keywords as popular vocabulary, as “a shared body of 
words and meanings in our most general discussions, in English, of the practices 
and institutions which we group as culture and society.”17 This “shared body” of 
knowledge, as Williams later qualifies it, is “not a tradition to be learned, not a 
consensus to be accepted” but rather “a vocabulary to use, to find our own ways 
in, to change as we find it necessary to change it.”18 We find this methodological 
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openness and even uncertainty particularly generative as we build on the con-
cepts, debates, and issues that have emerged at the intersection of queer studies 
and Sinophone studies. In recent academic volumes that draw on Williams’s 
keyword approach, the point of reference is no longer post-  WWII Britain and 
Euro-  America but a world marked by increasing transnational and global traffics 
in people, goods, ideologies, finance capitals, and new social movements. For 
instance, the editors of Keywords for Asian American Studies acknowledge that 
“Asian American studies is presently characterized by transnational, trans-
pacific, and trans-  hemispheric considerations of race, ethnicity, migration, immi-
gration, gender, sexuality, and class.”19 It is also striking that despite different 
intellectual trajectories of fields like Asian American studies and American 
studies, keyword volumes of both fields overlap in their selections of such 
keyword entries as “coolie,” “diaspora,” “disability,” “empire,” “queer,” and 
“race.”20 Indeed, terms such as coolie, diaspora, empire, and race obtain new 
intellectual meanings especially if scholars in global humanities track the history 
of global migration across nations, regions, and continents.

Perhaps the most immediate intellectual projects that Keywords in Queer 
 Sinophone Studies is indebted to are the recent keyword projects on Hong Kong 
and Taiwan. In the “Preface” to Keywords of Taiwan Theory in particular, the 
co-  editors ask the following questions that put Taiwan, theory, and praxis 
side by side: “How do we define theory? Is the theory imported from the West 
the only one that counts as ‘theory’? Does Taiwan have theory? If it has, what is 
its contents, boundary, and genealogy?”21 Similar to the keyword projects on 
Hong Kong and Taiwan, queer Sinophone studies is a still emerging field that is 
often situated uncomfortably within existing hegemonic disciplines and field- 
 formations like area studies, ethnic studies, China studies, postcolonial theory, 
diaspora theory, and Euro-  American strands of queer studies. Precisely given its 
multiple marginalizations, queer Sinophone studies, like Taiwan theory, needs to 
urgently rethink its contents, boundary, and genealogy. Our contributors engage 
with such keywords as Transpacific, viscerality, liminality, ethnicity, fandom, 
adaptation, intermediality, postcoloniality, activism, and residual while rethink-
ing these keywords’ intellectual debt to fields as diverse as critical legal studies, 
history, film studies, theory of Relation, critical ethnic studies, queer of color 
critique, postcolonial studies, anthropology, and more. Furthermore, it will 
become clear in our contributors’ own unique excavation of these keywords that 
different disciplines like history, anthropology, and literary studies would have a 
grounded inflection on how to do queer theory and Sinophone studies conjunc-
tively. Queer Sinophone studies takes pride in testing uncharted territories and 
points of overlapping that exist in between disciplinary formations.

Overview of the book: convergences and relations
This book opens with the keyword “Transpacific,” which Lily Wong excavates 
by noting that the Transpacific as an analytical model can productively highlight 
the linkages, movements, and gendered and erotic imaginations brought on by 
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histories of colonialism and empire. Situated critically, the Transpacific can also 
be immensely generative as it helps to “rethink the interlocking relations of 
racial capitalism, ethno-  nationalism, and gender/sexual recognition simultan-
eously” across the Pacific. Wong performs Transpacific interventions through a 
queer Sinophone reading of Jia Qing Wilson-  Yang’s novel Small Beauty, which 
tells the narrative of Mei, a mixed-  raced trans woman who grapples with her 
Chinese diasporic ties as she dwells in her dead cousin’s house in rural Canada. 
Contrary to the conventional emphasis placed on cosmopolitan actors and 
places, Wong’s chapter interrogates different coordinates of identity— gender, 
race, place, belonging, etc.— through the mobile lens of the rural–urban divide.

Next, Jih-  Fei Cheng engages with the keyword of “viscerality” that has 
recently emerged in queer studies and affect theory. The visceral registers the 
embodied and affective responses one has with archives of food and sex that are 
themselves enduring signs of colonial histories. Alternatively, viscerality can 
also operate as a cinematic aesthetic that recalls scenes and visuality of primitiv-
ism. These colonial visions are often violently attached to the bodies of Indi-
genous people in the Americas, Taiwan, and other settler colonial sites both 
historically and cinematically. Cheng unpacks this double-  meaning of visceral-
ity through a critical analysis of the feature-length version of the Taiwanese box 
office hit, Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale (2011), a Hollywood-  style 
historical epic film that portrays the 1930 Wushe Rebellion by Seediq Abori-
gines against Japanese colonizers. In tracing the Transpacific reach of empire 
and settler colonialism, both Wong and Cheng detail the ways in which queer 
Sinophone cultural productions like novels and films unsettle received genea-
logy of historical violence through alternative ways of seeing and reading.

Similar to Wong and Cheng, Alvin K. Wong suggests that queer Sinophone 
studies is at its best when it maps multiple power relations across regions, 
namely through queer minor transnationalism. Departing from existing idioms 
of Hong Kong postcolonial theory that tend to view Hong Kong’s return to 
China and its nostalgic feeling for British colonial rule as conditions of 
“between colonizers,” Wong shows what is indeed queer and Sinophone about 
Hong Kong queer filmmaker Scud’s films is how they map Hong Kong’s post-
colonial relation with China in non-  paranoid and non-  relational terms. Wong 
examines queer non-  relationality to Chineseness in Scud’s two films Permanent 
Residence (2009) and Amphetamine (2010), which links Hong Kong with 
Guangzhou in China, Thailand, and Israeli occupation and maps queer desire 
and cosmopolitanism between Australia and Hong Kong respectively. In this 
way, queer Sinophone transnationalism foregrounds other models of Hong Kong 
transnationalism across worldly geographies and intimacies.

If the previous set of chapters exemplify the rich potential of queer Sino-
phone studies through transnational, Transpacific, and even non-  relational 
modes of analysis, they also advance the debate in Sinophone studies away from 
the by-  now predictable accusation of Sinophone’s exclusion of China, to a post- 
 paranoid non-  relationality to Chineseness. The next two chapters by Kyle 
Shernuk and M. Antonio Lizada build on this momentum and rethink the very 
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analytical tension of ethnicity and creolization through relational analysis. 
Shernuk advances a relational model for understanding the connection between 
ideas about ethnicity and gender in the PRC at the turn of the twenty-  first 
century. Using the example of Champa, the Lhasa-  Tibetan man that serves as 
the protagonist of Chan Koon-  chung’s novel Bare Life, Shernuk demonstrates 
how normative political and social presumptions about his gender and ethnicity, 
as well as his class, linguistic, and geographic background, are relationally 
mobilized in ways that result in his dehumanization and exclusion from main-
stream society. In doing so, Shernuk argues that ethnicity should be 
 foregrounded as a central category of analysis in Sinophone studies, and that 
Sinophone theory when integrated with Édouard Glissant’s theory of Relation 
can draw out the constitutive outside-  ness of ethnic minority that dominant 
 Chineseness depends upon for its articulation.

If Chineseness operates as ethnic hegemony in the form of Han-  centric 
internal colonialism in Shernuk’s study, in Lizada’s work on the representations 
of Chineseness in Spanish colonial Philippines through its contemporary 
present, Sinophone mestizos are more or less figured as liminal subjects. Lizada 
uses “liminality” as a critical concept in the evaluation of three gay-  themed texts 
that make references to Chinese-  Filipino identity. These creolized Sinophone 
mestizo figures function as middlemen in the archipelago’s political economy. 
Taking up the keyword of liminality, Lizada shows that the Chinese-  Filipino as 
the middle man embodies these varied definitions of the concept in that much 
like his early position in the colonial city, he is neither foreign nor local, 
attempting still to integrate himself into the political structure of the archipelago. 
Such a liminality is later on utilized as a mediating device in the articulation of 
emergent sexual subjectivities in the light of shifts in such visual economies. 
Lizada analyzes three gay-  themed commercial films from the Philippines – Soft 
Hearts (1998), So … Happy Together (2004), and Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife 
(2005), all directed by Joel Lamangan – by exploring how the notion of 
Chinese-  Filipino liminality is queered and deployed as a critical rubric in 
 interrogating the intersections of race, political economy, and sexual identity in 
post-  1997 Philippines. Central to both Shernuk and Lizada’s work is the 
 attention to embodied, creolized, liminal, dehumanized, and indeed shifting sig-
nifications of both race and ethnicity, as well as how queer Sinophone studies 
can be a potent site to do comparative work across queer studies, Southeast 
Asian studies, settler colonial studies, and critical race theory.

The chapters by Lucetta Kam and Mian Chen introduce new vectors for 
thinking about the border-  crossing nature of Sinophone cultural formation. 
Kam’s chapter contextualizes lesbian reaction to Takarazuka Revue in post- 
 millennial Taiwan within the broader history and porous geographical spread of 
its popularity. Through a detailed analysis of the Takarazuka Revue fan com-
munities, Kam pushes the urgent concerns of queer Sinophone studies from cul-
tural production to consumption, which itself makes new forms of queer desire 
legible and possible. This new way of thinking about transgender performance, 
queer identity, and tongzhi politics connects Japan’s colonial past to Taiwan’s 
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postcolonial present and deterritorializes networks of subculture through their 
routes rather than fixed localities. On the other hand, Chen’s chapter uses the 
keyword “adaptation” to highlight the historical modularity of gender and sexual 
configurations in the Sinophone world. Central to this approach is not only a 
concern about the geographical diffusion of continental Chinese culture, itself a 
mainstay of Sinophone history, but also a conspicuous interest in change over 
time. Thus, the public exposure of murder, sex, and violence takes on a certain 
heteronormative or queer valence depending on the direction, timing, and 
placing of such historical modulation. The overall picture that emerges across 
the 1949 divide draws a line between political repression in the mainland and 
alternative genealogies of homophobia in the Sinophone world.

The final set of chapters underscores the prospect of Sinophone studies to 
diagnose the queer politics of the social sphere. A longstanding investment in 
Sinophone theory concerns the focus on text, script, and, to a lesser extent, 
sound. But this humanities-  oriented scholarship tends to proceed with a nested 
assumption about the particular medium to which the object of analysis belongs. 
In Carlos Rojas’s chapter, he focuses on Dung Kai-  cheung’s work to unsettle 
this medium fetishization by foregrounding developments in regions between 
recognized media. Bringing Dung’s speculative fiction in dialogue with the 
“imitation game” proposed by the computer scientist Alan Turing, Rojas maps 
the (in)coherence of human kinship units onto the political axis of gender and 
social norms between mainland China and Hong Kong. Nathan H. Madson’s 
chapter builds a careful delineation of locality into queer activism in Hong 
Kong. Rejecting the belief widely held by many expatriate LGBT activists, 
Madson’s ethnographic analysis demonstrates the multi-  faceted strategies used 
by Cantonese-  speaking activists to rally support and advance their fight against 
discrimination alongside other Cantonese-  speaking locals. This Sinophone 
refusal of Anglophone linguistic governance is further substantiated in Howard 
Chiang’s critical reading of the W v. Registrar of Marriages (2013) ruling. 
Chiang exposes the limits of the legal reasoning borrowed from the European 
Court of Human Right and the British Gender Recognition Act (2004). This 
interrogation highlights a form of homophobic “residual” nested in claims of 
transgender liberation that have been orchestrated by the state.

Taken together, the chapters show that both queer studies and Sinophone 
studies have envisioned a more globally expansive and culturally diverse 
research agenda since the appearance of Queer Sinophone Cultures. An increas-
ing number of scholars— young and established— have readily situated their 
work at the intersections of these two rapidly growing fields. This edited volume 
brings together and showcases this vibrant wave of scholarship, with the aim of 
consolidating queer Sinophone studies as an inclusive protocol to further trans-
national inquiries into the pressing status of non-  conforming genders, sexualities, 
and bodies. Extending heated debates and controversies, Keywords in Queer 
 Sinophone Studies presents a definitive collection of original chapters that are 
theoretically ambitious, empirically grounded, and cross-  disciplinary in nature. 
Our goal is to excavate new angles on ongoing lacunae in disciplinary-  specific 
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work, chart the significance of previously marginalized topics or untapped 
sources, and, more generally, explore the intersections of queer theory and Sino-
phone cultures on the basis of interdisciplinary synergies. Our volume differs 
from the agenda of other “keywords” collections that tend to trace a compre-
hensive genealogy of major social and cultural vocabularies. Instead of conform-
ing to this conventional approach, each chapter in this book offers an in-  depth 
study of new empirical data/cases that scope a nodal concept in queer Sinophone 
studies. In this way, Keywords in Queer Sinophone Studies imagines new conver-
sations across the fields of literature, film studies, communication, critical race and 
ethnic studies, history, anthropology, sociology, politics, law, and science studies.
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2 Transpacific—transfiguring 
Asian North America and the 
Sinophonic in Jia Qing Wilson- 
 Yang’s Small Beauty

Lily Wong 

The “Transpacific” has emerged as an interdisciplinary— across area studies, 
ethnic studies, and postcolonial studies— paradigm that examines the intersect-
ing flows of people, culture, and capital across the Pacific Ocean. As an analyt-
ical model, the transpacific focuses on the linkages and movements produced 
when national, ethnic, and disciplinary particulars are put into contact. For 
instance, colonial conceptions of gender categories and sexual relations have cir-
culated transpacifically as part of broader imperialist knowledge productions 
that frequently frame Euro-America, often centering “whiteness,” as models of 
personhood and value. Thus, to take the “trans” in “transpacific” seriously 
requires us to rethink the interlocking relations of racial capitalism, ethno- 
 nationalism, and gender/sexual recognition simultaneously; a methodology I 
argue to be particularly generative at the intersection of Asian North American 
and queer Sinophone studies.

In this chapter, I turn to Jia Qing Wilson-  Yang’s novel Small Beauty which tells 
the tale of Mei, a mixed-  race trans woman who grapples with her Chinese diasporic 
ties as she dwells in her dead cousin’s house in rural Canada. Wilson-  Yang writes 
against capitalist containment, formulating a queer genealogy that defies logics of 
individuated instrumentality (e.g., model minority discourse, human capital) which 
Asian North American studies is uniquely equipped to examine. Further, a coupling 
of Asian North American and queer sinophonic lenses— enabled through a transpa-
cific methodology— unsettles an alienation-  to-  assimilation, China-  to-  the Americas, 
home-  family-  nation teleology often disciplined by heteronormative logics of cultural 
reproduction and state-  sanctioned forms of capital accumulation. As such, a transpa-
cific reading of Small Beauty queers institutionalized forms of social inscription 
(e.g., ethno-  nationalism, heteropatriarchy, cisnormativity), locating alternative forms 
of actualization across epistemological binds.

The elastic conjoining of the two critical lenses— “Sinophone” and “queer”— 
allows us to visualize emergent relations that complicate gendered and 
 heteronormative analogies of a reproductive Chinese motherland and/or a lasting 
patriarchal state.1 As Ari Larissa Heinrich argues,

for Sinophone studies to ‘queer’ Chinese studies … it must re-  examine 
those chronologies, like the structural imperatives of diaspora, in which 
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China is always already the point of origin or that place where a point of 
origin must be identified.2

Thus, “queer Sinophone” is not merely a descriptive term, it is also a generative 
paradigm that, through its relational pull, formulates patterns of belonging less 
detectable through dominant arrangements of kinship and history.3

Despite Sinophone studies’ challenge of Chinese state governance some 
scholars are also wary of possible Sino-  centrism underlying Sinophone studies’ 
very detachment from China. For instance, Sau-  ling Wong submits that in much 
current Sinophone cultural discourse— in Chinese-  dominant geographical com-
munities and among overseas Sinophone writers

a center is often spoken of as if it were a powerful gravitational field, 
made up of some unspecified and irresistible (not to be resisted) combina-
tion of the Chinese nation-  state, the Chinese cultural tradition (including 
the Chinese language), the Chinese national literature, and the Chinese 
people.4

Wong articulates a fear of Sino-  centrism underlying diasporic studies’ attach-
ment to and Sinophone studies’ detachment from China; she claims that reject-
ing a Sino-  centric core still may assume the primacy of Chineseness as being an 
epicenter to dismantle. For Wong, general theorizations of migratory matrices 
might undo the discursive space carved out by Asian American discourse that 
critiques an American, not Chinese, center through a pan-  ethnic challenge of 
racial capitalism.5

Keeping in mind the tensions outlined above, I ask for an expansion of 
scope. What if we investigate the intersections of queer sinophonic and Asian 
 American critiques, together, within a wider transpacific framework? The 
“transpacific” as a methodology emerges out of the intersections of area 
studies, ethnic studies, and postcolonial studies.6 As such, scholars such as 
Lisa Yoneyama stress that it “illuminat[es] the predicaments that … discip-
linary divides have concealed through their management of knowledge.”7 Rec-
ognizing the transpacific as an interdisciplinary site of inquiry, I focus on 
meanings produced when ideological particulars are put into contact through 
such an oceanic framework. As Janet Hoskins and Viet Thanh Nguyen main-
tain, the transpacific is “one of those ‘spaces of interaction,’ which is not itself 
a ‘region’ … but which does define flows of culture and capital across the 
ocean.”8 The “transpacific” is thus less a description of space/place, more a 
paradigm to trace the ways culture and capital interact across the Pacific 
Ocean; attention is moved away from the authenticity of national or cultural 
origins, since currents are produced collectively and through the process of 
contact. Situating both a queer sinophonic and Asian American critique within 
this larger transpacific scope generates critical pathways through their discip-
linary relationality.9
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As an example, I turn to Jia Qing Wilson-  Yang’s award-  winning debut novel 
Small Beauty, published in 2016 by Metonymy Press— a Montreal-  based inde-
pendent press that specializes in works that serve queer, feminist, and social 
justice communities.10 The novel tells the tale of Mei, a mixed-  race trans woman 
who grapples with her Chinese diasporic ties as she dwells in her dead cousin’s 
house in a fictional small town of Herbertsville Ontario.11

To approach Wilson-  Yang’s novel transpacifically— through both an Asian 
North American framework and a queer sinophonic lens— allows us to per-
ceive what Françoise Lionnet and Shu-  mei Shih call “minor transnational” 
articulations: expressions of minority connections across national borders that 
complicate marketized extraction.12 In the case of Small Beauty, this minor 
 transnationalism is reflected in it being a tale about the Asian diaspora in 
North America based in Canada. It decenters the United States in conventional 
narratives of Asian (im)migration to the Americas; in turn, questioning and 
expanding the conceptual parameters of “Asian American” inquiry.13 Further-
more, most of the novel takes place in small town Ontario and moves between 
rural and urban settings, breaking custom with the often exclusively urban 
focus of transnational, often cosmopolitan, queer and trans narratives.14 As 
Lionnet and Shih argue, minor transnationalism highlights “the complex and 
multiple forms of cultural expressions of minorities and diasporic peoples and 
… [the] micropractices of transnationality in their multiple, paradoxical, or 
even irreverent relations with the economic transnationalism of contemporary 
empires.”15 These minor-  to-  minor linkages decenter singular, uni-  directional, 
and binary models (e.g., be it China or the [US-  centric] Americas) of subject 
and social formation. It complicates a dominant-  resistant or active-  reactive 
paradigm of analyzing neoliberal capital; it highlights jagged forms of trans-
national connection that recenters the uneven histories and expressions of 
those who are often glossed over within neoliberal logics of global, marketized 
connectivity.

A minor transnational focus on Wilson-  Yang’s novel also prompts us to take 
the “trans” in “transpacific” seriously. The “Pacific”-  as-  concept has long been 
constituted by erotic, romantic, and gendered colonial imaginations.16 Moreover, 
colonial conceptions of gender categories and sexual relations have circulated 
transpacifically as part of broader imperialist knowledge productions that frame 
Euro-  America, often centering “whiteness,” as models of personhood. The cat-
egorization of “transgender,” for instance, emerged in Anglophone North 
 American institutions as an overarching way to signify gender-  variant identi-
ties.17 When the concept is analyzed across cultures, regions, and ethnicity, such 
studies are, as Howard Chiang notes, “inherently fraught with questions of 
methodological assumption, categorical adequacy, and how they confound the 
fine line between research prospect and disciplinary closure.”18 Thus, to take the 
“trans” in “transpacific” seriously requires us to rethink the interlocking rela-
tions, and mutations, of racial capitalism, ethno-  nationalism, and gender/sexual 
recognition simultaneously.19 Wilson-  Yang’s Small Beauty demands precisely 
this relational work from its readers. Not only does Mei’s story prod us to 



interrogate the epistemological valuing of social inscription, it offers a discur-
sive infrastructure through which we can locate alternative forms of value 
accrued across disciplinary borders.

Valuing Small Beauty
Small Beauty follows Mei’s story as she copes with the death of her cousin 
Sandy— her last bloodkin she considered family. After Sandy’s sudden death, 
Mei inherits Sandy’s truck, his dog Hazel, and his house in rural Ontario where 
three generations of their family members lived after their grandmother (Nai Nai) 
left Hong Kong for Canada. Mourning her loss, Mei decides to leave the city to 
dwell in the house that Sandy left her. During her stay, she slowly learns more 
about the queer connections that make up her family history. Wilson-  Yang layers 
the narrative with refined descriptions of the everyday. The tale, like its main 
character, is quietly contemplative, constantly reflecting on the many remarkably 
unremarkable details of the house, the rural town, and Mei’s memories.

As the narrative sequencing and tempo wraps around Mei’s thoughts, Small 
Beauty centers the heroine’s experiences as she manages both transphobia and 
racism in her everyday life. The novel details the ways Mei carefully maneuvers 
public spaces. She is most comfortable in the colder seasons, since she can wear 
more layers to cover-  up her body.20 She carries bricks and mace in her purse in 
case she would need to defend herself on her nights out.21 She recognizes her 
marginality as one of the few non-  white members in the drop-  in she frequents to 
find community amongst trans and gender non-  conforming participants.22 
Staring up at the Transgender Pride Flag hanging outside the community center 
where the drop-  in is held, Mei comments: “it literally is white in the middle. 
Talk about centering whiteness! Then they tell us it’s the transgender flag and it 
represents us.”23 Her friend Annette responds, “it’s a flag, darling. A flag. What 
do flags do? They mark territory. And I don’t let anyone piss on me for free.”24 
Addressing how flags are used to “mark territory,” Annette links Mei’s critique 
of whiteness to larger structures of conquest and unequal material extraction, 
alluding also to the labor Annette performs— allowing one to be “pissed on”— as 
a sex worker who has little institutional recognition or support. Mei agrees with 
Annette’s analysis and shouts at the flag, “You hear? You should pay me to look 
at you!”25 Demanding monetary compensation for their alienation, the two 
friends critique the racialized capitalism created and maintained through their 
gendered and sexual labor.

The material consequences of Mei’s alienation— along both racial and gen-
dered axes— is clear when she falls into poverty after her bio-  mother (Jun) aban-
dons her upon learning about Mei’s transition.26 It is rumored that Jun may have 
left Canada for China, where she had not lived since she was a small child. Jun’s 
physical desertion of Mei reveals the material violence of dominant (often cis-
normative and heteronormative) forms of family governance. Such institutional-
ized kinship structures, Aihwa Ong argues, enables and enhances the transpacific 
mobility of so-  called “flexible citizens”— individuals who accumulate capital 
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and social prestige through their transnational “repositioning in relation to 
markets, governments, and cultural regimes.”27 Jun’s departure must also be read 
in relation to what Helen Heran Jun calls the “flexible instrumentality”— globally 
mobile, self-  enterprising, and (re)productive characteristics— of the Asian 
 American “model minority” discourse within a particularly North American 
racial structure.28

The “model minority discourse” pits self-  enterprising minorities against 
those who organize against structural inequality and press for systemic 
material redistribution.29 This measurement of human capital through logics of 
individuated instrumentality, Helen Heran Jun argues, positions “model” 
minorities as ideal global subjects that “not only discipline ‘bad’ racial 
 minorities but also constitute a neoliberal episteme.”30 Asian American 
 socioeconomic uplift, in particular, is often normalized through discourses of 
“cultural difference.” In this model, “culture” displaces racial reference, creat-
ing essentialized categories of difference that erase histories of racial 
 formation and disguise material patterns of unequal resource distribution. 
Moreover, this ahistorical and depoliticized conception of cultural difference 
is frequently policed through reproductive and heteronormative family struc-
tures.31 Helen Heran Jun notes:

the centrality of educational achievement and the importance of family in 
contemporary discourses of Asian American racial difference are no mere 
coincidence, as neoliberal theories of human capital championed education 
and parenting as the most critical investments promising the highest rates of 
return.32

Mei, under Wilson-  Yang’s pen, does not conform to either the “flexible 
citizen” that her bio-  mother Jun embodies, or the “model minority” discourse 
governed through logics of reproductive cultural and family values. Her per-
sonal value cannot be appraised through economic or educational attainment— 
she drops out of college and falls into poverty after Jun’s departure. Throughout 
the narrative, she refers to her bio-  mother by her first name only, Jun, detaching 
kinship markers that might bind them. “Family is tricky,”33 Mei reflects, and in 
her narrative, she chooses who she recognizes as kin— by blood or otherwise.

Furthermore, she divests from narratives of “cultural difference”-  tied to- 
 family values which naturalizes Asian North American socioeconomic mobility. 
She makes it clear that the perceived cultural capital of Jun’s “motherland” and 
“mother tongue” were never accessible to her. Jun would speak in Mandarin 
Chinese whenever she didn’t want Mei around since Mei could not understand 
it.34 After Jun’s departure to China, she left Mei no way of contacting her.35 To 
both Mei and her cousin Sandy, China was a myth. Not knowing why and how 
their Nai Nai left China for Canada in the first place, the “China” they gathered 
were “stories from Nai Nai, a mix of exaggeration and truth, information that is 
decades out of date.”36 “China” comprised of narratives they inherit from a dis-
tance. To Mei, Jun and Nai Nai’s “motherland” and “mother tongue” were not 



pathways towards upward mobility, they were imagined “origins” she had no 
material means to attain.

Mei’s tenuous relationship to China and Mandarin Chinese might appear as 
signs of “lack” (lacking in transnational flexible instrumentality in a socio-
economic sense). However, it accumulates alternative forms of value, value 
perhaps best captured through a queer sinophonic lens. Similar to Sinophone 
studies, queer studies questions origins or, more specifically, national origins, 
which often underlie an analogy of a reproductive nation-  state, its membership 
frequently disciplined by heteronormative logics of the nuclear family and a 
patriarchal state.37 Howard Chiang argues:

Situated at the double margins of East Asian and queer scholarly inquiries, 
the notion of queer Sinophonicity suggests that both Chineseness and queer-
ness find their most meaningful articulations in and through one another. 
When brought together, the Sinophone and the queer promise to denatural-
ize each other continuously … the two signifiers intersect less so in a cumu-
lative sense, than as mutual epistemological referents.38

From this perspective, the sinophonic and queer together offer a unique method-
ology that allows for transpacific formulations of Chineseness and queerness to 
emerge as cultural constructions that mutually intervene and continually copro-
duce. Taking this approach to read Small Beauty, I focus on emergent meanings 
generated through this relationality. That is, I utilize queer Sinophonicity as a 
formulative paradigm that can identify accumulations of value not readily 
extractable through racialized logics of marketized attainment.39

Queer Sinophonic accumulation
Rather than the upwardly mobile models of individuated flexible accumulation, 
Mei’s personhood is accrued through the queer networks to which she is 
attached. She had the space to grow into herself because of the extended amount 
of time she lived with Sandy and his mother, Aunt Bernadette, as a teenager. At 
their house in rural Herbertsville, Mei would be called by her chosen name, she 
“could wear what she wanted; she could let herself be a girl, not the cagey 
teenage boy she loathed to be.”40 Aunt Bernadette not only sheltered Mei so that 
she could develop on her own terms, she also shielded her from much of Jun’s 
disapproval as they frequently fought over Mei in Mandarin Chinese— a lan-
guage Mei could not understand fully. The safe distance that Aunt Bernadette 
held could be understood as generative through a queer sinophonic reading. It is 
precisely Mei’s tangential relationship (lack of full access) to both her bio- 
 mother Jun and Jun’s “mother tongue” of Mandarin Chinese that prompts her 
self-  development beyond cisnormative and heteronormative regimes of cultural 
and family governance, not what hinders it.

The generative value of this queer sinophonic relationality continues to 
accumulate even after Bernadette and Sandy’s deaths, as they leave Mei with 
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the house, their dog Hazel, and the truck. Despite her poor economic con-
dition, Mei chooses not to sell the house for quick profit; she decides to 
“dwell” in it.41 By “dwelling,” I do not refer to a rooted relation between self 
and one’s place of residence. Instead, I emphasize a relation between place 
and identity that is unstable and recursive; a relationality that accrues value 
not necessarily through economic transaction or extraction, but the labor of 
recollection.42 It is in Mei’s dwelling— physically residing in Herbertsville and 
emotionally unable to let go of Sandy’s memory— that prompts her to further 
connect with remnants of her chosen family. She leaves behind her routinized 
labor in the city and spends months in the house she inherits, going through 
the many labeled boxes left in the cellar.43 Mei wears the sweaters and sleeps 
in the blankets found in the boxes; she finds comfort dwelling physically in the 
covers she shares with the loved ones she’s lost. It is also because of Mei’s 
extended stay in Herbertsville that she eventually meets Bernadette’s long- 
 term lover, Diane, who was supposed to co-  parent Sandy but could never 
bring herself to stay.

Learning more about her family’s queer connections the longer she stays, 
Mei re-  evaluates the links which constitute her chosen kinships. Like Mei, 
Sandy too, dealt with the abandonment of a parent— Diane. They are linked not 
only by blood, but also by shared injury. Realizing that there was much about 
Sandy and Aunt Bernadette that she did not know, Mei tries to reconfigure 
meaning from what they’ve left behind. Finding Sandy’s journals written in 
“shaky Chinese,”44 Mei is reminded of Connie, an older trans woman newly 
immigrated from Hong Kong who she befriends at the community drop-  in. Mei 
says aloud: “I should get Connie to translate this [Sandy’s Chinese journal 
entries]— no, I should get her to teach me to translate this.”45 Mei positions 
Connie as her mode of access— due to her ability to read written Chinese— into 
Sandy’s journal and, by extension, her extended family. Hoping that she would 
not only translate, but teach her how to translate, Mei sees in Connie the poten-
tial to form connections with a past previously deemed inaccessible.

Sandy and Connie, together, offer Mei means to amass a genealogy that con-
nects with both her queer and racialized positionalities. While she inherits from 
Sandy clues of her family’s queer history, Mei saw in Connie an attainable 
 futurity. “How amazing it is to meet someone like you who’s older, when 
you’ve been living with the idea that no one like you ever gets to be older,”46 
Mei explains. Connie, to Mei, embodies possibilities; not only in her fluency in 
 Mandarin Chinese, but also in Connie’s very physical existence as an older 
Chinese Canadian trans woman which Mei regards as “amazing.” Indeed, Mei 
calls Sandy and Connie her “pair of unlikely guardian angels,”47 as they are the 
only two people Mei allows to take care of her after her sexual assault on the 
city streets of Dundurn. “She can accept Connie’s worry. It is sincere,” Mei 
asserts. She lets Connie clean her wound, “tak[e] her hand and hu[g] her, casu-
ally and gently kissing her head.”48 For, it is Connie— the woman who’s image 
she hopes to grow into— that she entrusts her body. It is in Connie’s liveliness 
that Mei delegates her livelihood.



The queer intimacy between Mei and her two “unlikely guardian angels” 
extends beyond bloodline as well as life worlds. Like Sandy, Connie passes 
away unexpectedly. Connie’s death, not too long after Sandy’s, might seem like 
an end to Mei’s queer network, as she physically loses her two chosen kin. With 
Connie’s passing, in particular, Mei loses access to Mandarin Chinese which she 
hoped would help her probe deeper into Sandy’s journal and her family history. 
Yet, their deaths do not conclude their intimate relations with Mei. Sandy and 
Connie continually return to Mei in different forms— as animals and as ghosts. 
This bending of logic extends the tale into the realm of the other-  worldly, adding 
dimensions to Mei’s story that bridges materiality and immateriality.

This conceptual move can be read as an accumulation of narrative value that 
reformulates what Carlos Rojas calls the “semiotics of corporeality.”49 Probing 
representational regimes of the body, Rojas builds on Judith Butler’s theoriza-
tion of the iterative performativity of gender.50 He highlights the ways in which 
those marginalized by such semiotics of corporeality navigate and potentially 
rewrite the very language of recognition. I argue that Wilson-  Yang attempts 
such a rewriting. Narrating against the cultural and gendered scripts of the world 
Mei is embedded in— which I interpret as a particularly queer sinophonic 
methodology— Wilson-  Yang alters her representational form so that Mei’s per-
sonhood grows beyond material regimes of social inscription or extraction.

Transfiguring relationality
In the tale, Mei’s personhood is whole, and her humanness is centered while her 
chosen family returns to her as animals and ghosts after their passing. Such 
depictions challenge the human/non-  human binary which often frame the gender 
variant subject as demonic or flattened representations of “alterity.”51 Highlight-
ing Mei’s continued connection with her chosen kin (now only in different 
forms), Wilson-  Yang troubles also the binary of life/death, stressing instead the 
continued and multilayered dynamism of affective attachment.52 That is, by rep-
resenting Mei’s queer intimacy with her kin’s (re)incarnations, Wilson-  Yang 
doesn’t just deconstruct tropes that narrate transgender subjectivity as empty 
signifiers of “crossings and difference”; she transfigures relationality by first 
centering Mei as fully human, then, creating a broader, multilayered depiction of 
“humanness” and kinships around her, through her other-  worldly connections.

After his death, Sandy stays with Mei in the form of a goose who lingers 
around the family house he left her. During the first winter months of Mei’s stay, 
the goose and Sandy’s dog Hazel were her only friends.53 The longer Mei stays, 
the more clues she finds that show a special connection between this goose that 
lingers and the house she dwells in. Wanting to learn more about Diane’s rela-
tionship with her aunt Bernadette, Mei invites Diane to the house for dinner. 
Yet, once Diane’s truck pulls into the driveway, the goose attacks her.54 Per-
plexed by this interaction, Mei asks: “What was that about? You make fun of his 
mother?”55 This episode, depicted early on in the novel, seems odd at first. Yet, 
Sandy’s ghost enters the narrative near the end of the tale to explain the series of 
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events to Mei and the reader. “I wanted to bite her [Diane’s] head off,” says the 
ghost, clarifying to Mei that the goose was in fact Sandy in animal form. Diane 
did indeed “make fun of his [the goose’s] mother,” as she repeatedly abandoned 
Bernadette and Sandy while they were living.

Mei’s gathering of family history— through Sandy’s return as goose and then 
ghost— is arguably both sinophonic and queer. It is sinophonic in the sense that 
Mei connects with her family, not through a nostalgic “return” to Chinese cul-
tural or linguistic orthodoxy. She accrues knowledge about Bernadette not by 
accessing her aunt’s “mother tongue” (e.g., to read Sandy’s journal entries 
written in “shaky Chinese”). Her understanding of her family does not lie in the 
recovery of “origin”; it is instead formulated through unexpected, arguably 
“queer,” intimacies with Sandy— in animal and ghost form. Here, I follow Mel 
Y. Chen’s cue in expanding the concept of “queer” to connections that do not 
conform to dominant orderings of intimacy, including that between the human 
and the non-  human.56

Clues of Sandy’s attachment to the goose figure can be found throughout the 
tale, depicting alternative forms of relational exchange. In one of Bernadette’s 
boxes, Mei finds a small quilt her aunt hand sewed for Sandy when he was a child 
with the image of a goose flying in a thunderstorm embroidered on the front.57 
This goose-  in-  thunderstorm-  imagery is again alluded to right before  Bernadette’s 
passing. On her death bed, she tells Sandy that during his infancy a goose fell from 
the sky in a thunderstorm, crashed through the window into his bedroom, and 
brought down his fever with its wet and dying body. Bernadette recalls finding 
baby Sandy in the room, arms wrapped around the injured goose.58 A life for a life, 
Nai Nai thinks, as she reprimands Bernadette for not telling her about Sandy’s 
fever sooner: “If you told me he is this sick, I could fix it and he would not have 
this debt to carry.”59 Nai Nai refers to a debt not of monetary value but of life, a 
debt that Sandy repays with his own death shortly after Bernadette’s passing: he 
dies physically shielding a goose stuck in the transformer station he managed, also 
during a thunderstorm. Though Sandy’s “debt” is repaid through his loss of life, 
the affective currency involved in this exchange is not spent: Sandy-  in-  goose-  form 
continually returns to Mei after his passing. What is depicted is a form of circula-
tion which produces value that defies simple extraction.

In fact, the affective economy created generates temporal and corporeal path-
ways out of the material conditions that bind Sandy and, by extension, Mei.60 
Sandy took the job at the transformer station, where he found the goose, because 
“it was a union job, with a special clause in the collective agreement about racism, 
and there was dental coverage.”61 Fed up with having to endure racialized insult 
and exploitation at his original job where he was the only non-  white worker, 
Sandy’s way out of his labor-  conditions led him to the goose— a move which is 
depicted as if predestined. Moments before Sandy’s death, “[the goose] turns to 
face him. A shudder strikes Sandy as he is overcome with the feeling that the 
goose has been expecting him.”62 As a moment of encounter where the goose “has 
been expecting him,” Sandy’s fated relation with, and later transmogrification 
into, the goose figure creates a futurity that defies both easy extraction of racial 



capital and conventional “semiotics of corporeality.”63 It configures an intimacy 
that embraces across time and moves through life forms.

Such transfiguration of temporal and corporeal relationality is reflected also in 
the novel’s non-  linear format. The tale’s narrative segments are strung together not 
according to a developmentalist teleology of what Jack Halberstam terms “temporal 
frames of bourgeois reproduction”— often middle-  class, cisnormative, and heter-
opatriarchal markers of life progression through birth,  marriage, reproduction, and 
concluding with death.64 Wilson-  Yang connects her narrative segments, instead, 
through logics of affective attachment— moments that are sequenced not by chron-
ology but through affective impact. Sandy’s death scene, for instance, appears right 
after Mei shares her feelings of isolation with Connie’s ghost— anachronistically 
sequenced (Sandy’s death occurs before Connie’s passing) but logically configured 
according to Mei’s gradual recognition of the depth of her loss.65

It is at this narrative juncture— near the end of the novel, more than 100 
pages after we first learn of Sandy’s death— that we as readers are allowed to see 
how Sandy died. For, it isn’t until this late moment that Mei, herself, is able to 
make sense of his passing. At the beginning of the novel, in the scene where Mei 
first learns about Sandy’s death from his lawyer, Wilson-  Yang writes:

The author’s unusual formatting is intentional. Please change to below:

She [Mei] feels their conversation has no context. Their statements are 
unpunctuated words on white paper:

i can come by with the papers tomorrow if youd like
sure sounds fine          oh and uh sorry for your loss
thanks            see you tomorrow mr davis
miss               excuse me
miss davis                  i don’t follow
whatever i’ll see you tomorrow66

Reflecting Mei’s shock at this early moment, the words written, like Mei’s 
thoughts, “has no context.” Unpunctuated, fragmented, and peppered with mis-
spellings these “words on white paper” do not conform to grammatical conven-
tions. Having no subject markers to ground the exchange, the reader needs to 
actively construct textual relationality between line breaks. The reader is tasked 
to recreate context, to realign the “I,” “i,” and the “you”; as well as the “miss,” 
“mr” and the “i don’t follow.”

We understand that the lawyer called to arrange Sandy’s inheritance; 
however, the textual exchange is unconcerned with such material transactions. It 
does not abide by what Halberstam explains as the “temporality of inheritance”: 
“generational time within which values, wealth, goods, and morals are passed 
through family ties from one generation to the next … also connect[ing] the 
family to the historical past of the nation, and glances ahead to connect the 
family to the future of both familial and national stability.”67 To Halberstam, 
“temporality of inheritance,” normalizes ties between the accumulation of 
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material value, the reproductive family, and national longevity. Mei’s phone call 
with Sandy’s lawyer does not signify such a smooth genealogical transfer. As it 
is depicted, the conversation blurs mentionings of material inheritance. The 
exchange is disjunctured in a way that requires “translation,” not through any 
“national language” per se, but of affective conditions— a recognition that Mei 
cannot make sense of, or extract value from, this moment of utterance.

This form of affective “translation,” which Small Beauty calls for, detaches 
the production of meaning from what is often considered its “natural” align-
ments with “national languages” and/or “mother tongues.” This deterritorializa-
tion of meaning can be seen in the way that Wilson-  Yang uses transliterations of 
Mandarin Chinese in the text: pinyin is peppered throughout the narrative often 
without the context of Chinese script or English translations. Since many of her 
readers might not understand pinyin, the transliterations signify value not neces-
sarily through the complete transfer of linguistic meaning, but through the way 
they take up space on the page, affecting readers differently according to their 
own proximity to the language— be it English and/or Mandarin Chinese. If 
understood through a sinophonic framework, Wilson-  Yang’s use of pinyin not 
only denaturalizes the link between Mandarin Chinese and “Chineseness” but 
also that between linguistic script (be it in English and/or Mandarin Chinese) 
and articulations of identity. That is, she stresses the constructed relations 
between language and identity formation rather than taken-  for-  granted normal-
ized notions of linguistic nativity or national fidelity.

Wilson-  Yang’s use of language signifies not a singular affective core (e.g., 
mother tongue) or an isolated national framework (e.g., Canada or China), it 
holds space for differently entangled formations of identity to amass, and even 
morph, in meaning.68 Near the end of the novel, Wilson-  Yang depicts Mei 
finally making peace with the death of her loved ones. She writes:

Water. Water surrounds her [Mei].… The sound of the lake on the shore, 
gentle footsteps. Her Nai Nai practicing taiji in the backyard, as the sun 
rose. The constantly shifting meeting point of water and sand, the careful 
placement of each movement. Nai Nai had tried to teach her when she was 
small, too small to remember. After her death, neither she nor Sandy could 
remember the slow dance she would perform alone each morning. Move-
ments with mythic names.… Each step shifts into the next. Tigers become 
geese, retreat from monkeys, and bury needles on the sea floor.69

Mei finds peace amidst movement— on the water that surrounds her and through 
“the sound of the lake on the shore.” Mei’s sensorial connection to the movements 
in her surroundings is here intimately tied to the movement of memory as she, 
immediately in the next sentence, links to images of her Nai Nai practicing taiji: 
“the constantly shifting meeting point of water and sand.” Here, literal descriptions 
of water and land transforms into figurative narrations of Nai Nai’s body on the 
move. Mei’s memories do not simply fixate on a singular point of nostalgia; she 
stresses that she was “too small to remember.” Her thoughts  accumulate through 



the very flow of recollection in which Nai Nai moving like tigers “becomes geese, 
retreat from monkeys, and bury needles on the sea floor.” Mei’s narration takes 
shape, not through a faithful “reveal” of the past but, in the context of Mei’s family 
(both chosen and by blood), attachments that project and transfigure beyond 
ethno-  national and human/non-  human boundaries across the Pacific.

Conclusion; or, transpacific futurity
Small Beauty ends with Mei’s recognition— through recollection— of her iden-
tity within a transpacific genealogy. Wilson-  Yang writes:

Mei looks to the shoreline blurred by the growing lake in her eyes and sees 
each movement that bought her here, to the bay. She sees herself being 
attacked, Herbertsville, Diane. She sees her family moving like endless 
branching limbs spreading, moving away from each other, colliding with 
other moments, other branches. She sees Nai Nai, leaving China with Ye 
Ye, Mei’s grandfather. She sees his death soon after arriving in Canada. 
Bernadette and Jun, small children alone with their mother in a strange land. 
She sees all this moving toward her at tremendous speed. At the moment of 
impact they engulf her and branch out in all directions, scattering across the 
surface of the lake. She is a moment on a spontaneous trajectory, her 
ancestors and descendants surrounding her, like water.70

The articulation of Mei’s identity, in relation to her family, is here narrated as 
decentered, dispersed, and emergent processes. “Moving like endless branching 
limbs spreading, moving away from each other, colliding with other moments, 
other branches,” Mei’s family history does not abide by any singular, or straight, 
trajectory. Amassed through the “branching,” “spreading,” and “colliding” of 
moments Mei’s genealogy unsettles, and arguably “queers,” the alienation-  to- 
 assimilation, China-  to-  the Americas, home-  family-  nation teleology.

Neither a nostalgic “return” to a China lost, nor a simple aspiration “towards” 
Canadian integration, Mei envisions a futurity that is, I argue, transpacific. 
Imagining her “ancestors and descendants surrounding her, like water,” she 
expands the conceptual parameters of her past and future (ancestors and 
descendants) beyond national or cultural ties: water moves multi-  directionally, 
its ebbs and flows shape-  shifting through contact with multiple banks and shared 
shores. This reimagining of Mei’s positionality situates her personhood within a 
larger more “spontaneous trajectory” through which she finds continuity through 
movement and reconstitutes context through relationality.

This “transpacific futurity” which I read in the tale’s closing, reveals the 
translational work— across bodies, disciplines, and histories— that the novel 
offers. Such depictions of alternative actualization can, for instance, be read in 
relation to discussions of “queer temporalities”: a queering of normalized chron-
ologies which often underlie a heteronormative analogy of reproductive histor-
ical progression, governed often by state-  sanctioned life schedules and capital 
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accumulation.71 Mei’s “moment on a spontaneous trajectory” resembles, 
perhaps, what Aimee Bahng describe as a moment “at which one is pushed out 
of what could be called straight time, settler time, or the profitable time of com-
pound interest— that one can glimpse the horizon of the not yet, where not yet 
manifest itself not as a decree of foreclosure but as an embrace of the 
unknown.”72 Referencing the “not yet” in José Muñoz’s theorization of queer 
futurity, Bahng connects queer critiques of “straight time” with that of racial 
capitalism’s “settler time,” in order to envision the potential of a new horizon.73

In Small Beauty, glimpses of this potential emerge through the intersecting 
currents of Asian North American and queer sinophonic inquiry; disciplinary 
contact enabled through a wider transpacific scope. Wilson-  Yang writes against 
capitalist containment, formulating a queer genealogy that defies consumptive 
pluralism (dehistoricized forms of “cultural difference”) and, by extension, 
logics of individuated instrumentality (model minority, human capital) which 
Asian North American studies is uniquely equipped to examine. Through Asian 
North American and queer sinophonic lenses, we see Mei accumulate her per-
sonhood away from a singular “motherland” or full access to a “mother tongue,” 
denaturalizing the relationship between identity formation and reproductive 
logics of cultural, familial, and state governance. Such a critique, highlighted 
through a queer sinophonic perspective, intervenes in discourses of “cultural 
purity”— which often marketizes containable “racial difference”— normalizing, 
for instance, Asian North American socioeconomic mobility. Mei’s tale asks us 
to identify linkages among racial capitalism, ethno-  nationalism, and gender/
sexual recognition simultaneously, prompting us to trace minor transnational 
formations of belonging across them.

The affective attachments Mei accrue— beyond bloodkin and life worlds— 
transfigures regimes of social inscription and material extraction. Tying indi-
vidual social liberties to individualist freedoms of consumption and ownership, 
neoliberal ideologies often relegate signifiers of identity (e.g., race, gender, sex-
uality) into the realm of personal rather than public responsibility.74 Wilson- 
 Yang’s affective focus on Mei’s transpacific, transspecies, and translational 
attachments challenges such privatization of identity politics: something as indi-
viduated as Mei’s articulation of her own body and emotions are deprivatized as 
historical formations attached to, as it morphs beyond, larger social and material 
relations in the novel.

A transpacific reading of Small Beauty destabilizes and deprivatizes ideo-
logical boundaries across disciplines (e.g., Asian American, Canadian American, 
Asian North American, queer sinophone studies); it also generates possibilities 
through such interdisciplinarity. While racial capitalism has been interpreted by 
some as a technology of “anti-  relationality”— a reduction of collective life to 
social segments that are easily extractible for capital; political potential can come 
from a reassembly of such alienated intersections.75 A transpacific approach to 
Small Beauty activates such relational politics. Hoskins and Nguyen stress that 
the “transpacific”-  as-  methodology might offer “the possibility of collaborations, 
alliances, and friendships between subjugated, minoritized, and marginalized 



peoples who might fashion a counter-  hegemony to the hegemony of the United 
States, China, Japan, and other regional powers.”76 In Small Beauty, emergent 
counter-  hegemonic potentialities are mobilized through textual form. As Wilson- 
 Yang states in an interview: “one of the things that I love about literature and 
writing is that it gives us an opportunity to create alternate discourses, other dis-
courses; but it also gives us the opportunity to do it with beauty and imagination 
and metaphor.”77 Her tale, then, beckons us to transfigure the social inscriptions 
that bind, with each page it conjures imaginations of onto-  epistemological cur-
rents yet to, already, become.
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lective life itself. To this end, one way to strengthen racial capitalism as an activ-
ist hermeneutic is to use it to name and analyze the production of social 
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3 Viscerality—choreographies  
of flesh
The geopolitics of visceral violence in 
Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale 
(2011)

Jih-  Fei Cheng

In queer Sinophone studies, “viscerality” has at least two meanings. On the one 
hand, the concept of “viscerality” refers to theorizations by queer studies 
scholars, like Kyla Wazana Tompkins and Zeb Tortorici, who argue that we must 
consider the embodied and affective responses one has with archives of food and 
sex as signals of enduring and dynamic colonial histories. On the other hand, as 
this chapter traces, viscerality points to the feelings of unease or disgust one 
experiences when encountering cinematic representations of primitivism, namely 
filmic depictions of Indigenous peoples’ violent resistance to colonization.

Drawing upon both meanings, this chapter observes how films such Michael 
Mann’s The Last of the Mohicans (USA, 1992) and Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto 
(USA, 2006), among others, form a globalized style of Hollywood Indigenous 
epic filmmaking that involve shared cinematic techniques— namely animal 
hunting and human headhunting that presumably introduce audiences to the pre- 
 modern landscape and primeval battles over territory— which I refer to here as 
“choreographies of flesh.” The feature-length version of the critically acclaimed 
Taiwanese box office hit, Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale (2011) is a 
 Hollywood-  style historical epic film that portrays the 1930 Wushe Rebellion by 
Seediq Aborigines against Japanese colonizers. The film opens with Seediq 
peoples engaged in a wild boar hunt followed by human beheadings. By ana-
lyzing how these choreographies of flesh prompt audience members’ visceral 
reactions, this chapter demonstrates how Hollywood-  style Indigenous historical 
epics point to toxic industrialization as well as the anxieties and failures to 
incorporate Indigenous peoples into transatlantic and transpacific geopolitical 
formations. They prompt our “gut reactions” to reckon with Native survivance 
(Vizenor 1999) against Han-  Chinese and white settler nation-  states.

Taiwan’s historical epic film, Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale (2011), 
portrays the 1930 Wushe Rebellion (霧社事件) against Japanese colonization 
wherein the Seediq Aboriginal1 peoples attacked settlers of the Wushe Village 
and killed over 130 Japanese. The film opens with the image of a large black 
boar being pursued by a group of Bunun Aboriginal men armed with bows, 
arrows, and guns. A Bunun man shoots the wild boar, but immediately receives 
a bullet to the head. From across the river, Mouna Rudao of the Seediq 
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peoples— the film’s protagonist and the historical leader credited for the Wushe 
Rebellion— plunges into the rushing water, emerging successfully on the other 
side to decapitate two Bunun men with a blade. He swiftly collects their heads in 
a net, retrieves the boar, and then slings these fleshly objects altogether over his 
shoulders before struggling to swim back over the river.

Directed by ethnically Han and non-  Aborigine filmmaker, Wei Te-sheng  
(魏德聖), Seediq Bale was originally four-  and-  a-  half hours long and contained 
two parts: The Sun Flag (太陽旗) and The Rainbow Bridge (彩虹橋). It was the 
most expensive film ever made in Taiwan and was a domestic box office hit that 
galvanized Taiwanese nationalism. The film garnered widespread distribution 
and fanfare among industry critics. It was screened at the 68th Venice Inter-
national Film Festival where it was a contender for the highest prize, the Golden 
Lion. For the 85th Academy Awards, Seediq Bale made the shortlist to advance 
toward the category for Best Foreign Language film, although it was ultimately 
not nominated.2 A two-  and-  a-  half hour, feature-  length version had a fairly 
lengthy stint on Netflix.com’s video-  on-  demand, increasing its exposure beyond 
Asian markets and industry critics. To understand its appeal as an action-  packed 
period film geared toward contemporary local and international audiences, we 
must assess the globally popular presumptions the film rehearses regarding indi-
geneity and modernization. Namely, the feature-length version of Seediq Bale 
deploys a style of Hollywood epic filmmaking to reiterate a false narrative about 
how Indigenous peoples and ecologies fail to resist settler colonization. In turn, 
the original inhabitants and ecologies are presumably inevitably incorporated 
into nation-  states through the processes of modernization and industrialization.

To set the scene of primitivity and authenticate the film’s account as a matter 
of historical fact, these Hollywood epics employ a lengthy choreography of vis-
cerally violent action scenes that entwine Indigenous people’s practices of wild 
animal hunting with human head-  taking. This genre of filmmaking includes 
Michael Mann’s The Last of the Mohicans (USA, 1992) and director Mel 
 Gibson’s Apocalypto (USA, 2006), among others. In the case of Seediq Bale, the 
enmeshment of wild boar and human fleshy remains is literal.

By examining what I term “choreographies of flesh” in globalized Hollywood- 
 style Indigenous historical epic filmmaking, I argue that, when viewers are con-
fronted with the representations of wild animal and human headhunting side by 
side, they must question civilizational development. That is, the filmmaker’s 
desire to titillate audiences with representations of Indigenous violence ulti-
mately leads to gut-  churning reactions that result from the viewer’s disordered 
alimentary senses, or what Kyla Wazana Tompkins calls “racial indigestion.”3 
As their stomachs turn, I submit, viewers are forced to confront the settler colo-
nial and industrial histories that inculcate their consumer practices. The visceral 
pathways of viewers open onto the archives of racial, gender, and sexual ideolo-
gies that entangle the contemporary global economies of cinema and food. This 
includes histories of Native dispossession, the industrial and technoscientific 
advancements of film and agriculture, and settler nationalism. Furthermore, 
these choreographies of flesh demonstrate the relationship between the globally 
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Figures 3.1–3.4  Opening sequence: Bunun men hunt a boar. Mona Rudao (actor: Yuki 
Daki) of the Seediq peoples beheads two Bunun men before retrieving 
the boar. Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq Bale (dir. Wei Te-  sheng, 
Taiwan 2011).
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popularized cinematic depictions of Indigenous visceral violence and geopoli-
tics. In particular, Seediq Bale presents audiences with the limits of Indigenous 
liberal inclusion in Taiwanese nationalism as the island engages its ongoing 
struggle to decolonize and render itself visible and viable as a politically and 
economically sovereign republic.

Here, I focus specifically on Seediq Bale in its most widely accessible format 
as a feature-  length, Hollywood-  style Indigenous historical epic that employs 
 viscerally violent choreographies of flesh to stage Taiwan’s independence move-
ment. In doing so, this chapter makes three major arguments. First, Hollywood- 
 style Indigenous historical epics have influenced a global cinematography that 
exhibits the tense relationship of Indigenous peoples within, across, and beyond 
national, regional, and global contexts. In this section, “Sinophone Cinema: 
 Hollywood, Indigeneity, and Taiwanese Nationalism,” I draw upon the fields of 
Sinophone and settler colonial studies to focus on how the nationalist fervor for 
Seediq Bale frames Taiwan’s processes for Aboriginal recognition in particular, 
and racial/ethnic formation in general. Next, I argue that audiences’ embodied 
and affective responses to visceral violence onscreen trace patterns of consump-
tion that involve the entwined racialized, gendered, and sexual histories of 
cinema, agriculture, and science. In this section, “Cinematic Archives of Vis-
ceral Violence,” I employ queer theorizations of visceral archives to identify a 
transpacific visual economy of food and cinematic consumption, namely pork 
and its representations. Last, I assert that colonial archaeological and anthropo-
logical sciences persist through the racial logics of the genetics research that is 
applied to contemporary agricultural sciences and the local farming and global 
marketing of pork. In this final section, framed as “Queer Transpacific Histories 
of Race,” I bring together queer, Sinophone, Indigenous, and transpacific studies 
to compare Seediq Bale to Apocalypto— precisely because of their shared wild 
animal hunting preludes to the beheadings that follow in these films.

Sinophone cinema: Hollywood, indigeneity, and Taiwanese 
nationalism
By “choreographies of flesh,” I refer to the theatrical staging of hunting and 
combat sequences— especially the combination of wild animal and human 
headhunting— that characterize the Hollywood-  style, globalized genre of Indi-
genous historical epic films. According to Melani McAlister, the Hollywood 
 tradition for the “bigness” and authority of epics was established by early film 
directors, like D. W. Griffith, as well as Westerners, adventure tales, and biblical 
films that involved technical feats, such as the widescreen format by the 1950s, 
and the “reverent reporting of film costs and gross.”4 The early-   to mid- 
 twentieth-  century rise of martial arts films adapted traditional stage opera ele-
ments for the silver screen under the auspices of the Kuomintang (國民黨) 
(KMT), or Nationalist Party, that governed the pre-  communist republic of 
China. Later banned by the Chinese Communist Party, early martial arts in 
Hong Kong and Taiwan cinema gained global attention with action actors like 
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Bruce Lee, followed by the likes of Jackie Chan, Jet Li, and Michelle Yeoh. As 
argued by Chris Berry and Mary Ann Farquhar, more recent martial arts dir-
ectors like Ang Lee and producers like John Woo have transformed the genre so 
that it “blends West and East. … The stylized choreography of violence displays 
operatic origins and gives martial arts … their distinctive rhythm.”5 Each dir-
ector, actor, and film foregrounded a different nationalist history and sensibility 
despite being overgeneralized and labeled “Chinese cinema.” In the case of 
Seediq Bale, the participation of Hong Kong and Hollywood renowned John 
Woo as producer imprints the choreographies of flesh with Woo’s globally 
recognized signature “ballets of blood.”6

From this vantage point, we can study the rhythms of Seediq Bale’s choreog-
raphies of flesh to understand how the decolonizing and independence move-
ments of Taiwan (and Hong Kong, which requires a separate study) from the 
hegemonic and imperialist intentions of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
to render Taiwan’s Aborigines simultaneously visible in history and yet invisible 
as a result of assimilation into the nationalist present. Seediq Bale’s cast of char-
acters involves Aboriginal outlaws versus the Japanese military order. The 
lengthy choreography of arrows, guns, martial arts, game hunting, and behead-
ings of Aborigines and Japanese soldiers, while Han-  Chinese settlers remain 
notably absent, dramatizes the valor of Seediq warriorhood and augments their 
character veracity. Yet, even though the beheadings of the Japanese seem to 
convey Taiwan’s nationalist veneration of Indigenous resistance and survival in 
the face of settler colonization, these scenes— as critics have pointed out— 
remain difficult to stomach.

As it circulated abroad, Seediq Bale and its interpretation of the Wushe 
Rebellion, elicited contention over the film’s national categorization and graphic 
content. During the Venice Film Festival, controversy arose when Taiwan 
objected to the “fest organizers designating [Seediq Bale] as a Chinese co- 
 production and demanded a correction to reflect the film’s provenance as the 
self-  ruled island.”7 As one Taiwanese outlet reported, had Seediq Bale won, it 
would have “become the fifth film by a Taiwan-  based director” to earn such dis-
tinction after Hou Hsiao-  hsien’s City of Sadness (1989), Tsai Ming-  liang’s Vive 
L’Amour (1994), and Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain (2005) and Lust, Caution 
(2007).8 Again, it is crucial to observe that each of these filmmakers are Han 
 settlers and not Taiwanese aborigines. Furthermore, although director Wei’s 
romantic musical film debut, Cape No. 7 (2008), was wildly successful in 
Taiwan and Asian regional markets, it failed to attract Western audiences. For 
Wei’s second film endeavor, Seediq Bale, the spectacular depictions of head-
hunting by Seediq men became a focal point for lauders and decriers alike, 
including remarks by US critics that the film is “a visceral and powerful action 
drama” that recalled the past “with bombast and brutality.”9 Some critics main-
tained that the seemingly sharp anthropological details, including the behead-
ings, reinforced the historical accuracy of the film while others derided Wei’s 
primitivist representations as sensationalizing, chaotic, and crudely staged with 
poor special effects.10
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Regardless of verisimilitude and quality, the film’s stark focus on taking 
human heads as a trophy or spiritual offering, in conjunction with its scale of 
production, are not without precedent and notoriety. Seediq Bale relies on audi-
ences habituated to such action sequences by renowned and critically-  acclaimed 
historical action dramas about Natives in the Americas. As previously men-
tioned, this includes director Michael Mann’s version of The Last of the 
 Mohicans (USA, 1992), a story about the mid-  eighteenth-  century Mohicans of 
what settlers refer to as the northeastern regional US, and director Mel Gibson’s 
Apocalypto (USA, 2006), a narrative about the pre-  Columbian Mayans set in the 
Yucatán Peninsula of what became México. More recently, Fijian director Toa 
Fraser’s The Dead Lands (2014) portrays the pre-  colonial Māori peoples of con-
temporary New Zealand and features beheading as central to Māori warrior 
culture. Notably, each of these films open with the hunt of wild animals and 
human heads that presumably introduce audiences to the ancient landscape, the 
primeval battles over territory, and the choreographies of flesh to follow.

To market its choreographies of flesh to global audiences, a DVD box cover for 
Seediq Bale quotes the San Francisco Chronicle: “ ‘Braveheart,’ with a nod to ‘The 
Last of the Mohicans.’ ” The full San Francisco Chronicle article leaves the refer-
ence to Mel Gibson’s Braveheart (1995), a film about the thirteenth-  century First 
War of Scottish Independence from England, unsubstantiated while making 
explicit comparison to “American Indian tribes.” As such, Chronicle and DVD box 
cover readers must infer Seediq Bale’s connection to Braveheart, which includes 
the films’ large-  scale productions, critical acclaim, and beheadings.11 However, 
Braveheart stands far apart when we juxtapose each film’s mise-  en-  scène.

Braveheart opens with a gently lilting voiceover narration, musical score, and 
camera pan over the Scottish Highlands, which set the scene for an ostensibly 
well-  organized, peaceful, agrarian, shepherding, and equestrian civilization that 
has entered the Metal Age. Whereas, the depictions of the non-  white original 
inhabitants of the Americas and the Pacific in the other aforementioned films 
open immediately and abruptly with the fast-  paced audiovisual editing of action 
footage to demonstrate the hunting-  gathering fervor of pre-  civilizational pedes-
trian foraging cultures contending for subsistence in the dense, wily, and even 
hostile forest. At stake is not simply the veracity of these contrasting portrayals 
of Western/non-  Western pre-  colonial ways of life. Rather, in comparing these 
films, the colonial anthropological eye of film, as addressed by Fatimah Tobing 
Rony,12 reveals its operations through choreographies of flesh that render the 
Natives of the Americas and the Pacific as less human and more artifacts of pre- 
 colonial ecologies that recede and become tourist attractions with the seemingly 
predestined onslaught of industrialization and nation-  state development.

The domestic success of Seediq Bale emerged alongside renewed public 
support for the cultural preservation of Aboriginal life in Taiwan. According to 
Taiwan’s East Coast National Scenic Area administrative bureau, the film has 
spurred tourism and revived the nation’s interest in Aboriginal cultures.13 In 
January 2016, Taiwan elected its first woman and first unmarried president, Tsai 
Ing-  wen of the Democratic Progressive Party, in opposition to the dominant 
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KMT Party. Tsai is also the first Taiwanese president to be of mixed Han ethni-
city, specifically of the historically Hakka and Minnan regions and languages of 
the contemporary southern region of the PRC, and Aboriginal descent, since her 
paternal grandmother is of Taiwan’s Paiwan Indigenous people.14 On August 1, 
2016, President Tsai offered on behalf of the government the “deepest apology. 
For the four centuries of pain and mistreatment [the Indigenous] have endured.” 
This was the first public apology by a Taiwanese president addressing the settler 
colonialism practiced against the island nation’s original inhabitants. It was seen 
as a watershed moment in the historical recognition of Taiwan’s Aboriginal 
struggle for self-  determination and survival.

According to Tunkan Tansikian, the movement for Indigenous rights, cultural 
production, and knowledge systems in Taiwan coincided with global Indigenous 
initiatives, but also in the aftermath of the end of the KMT’s one-  party rule and 
the “democratization of Taiwan.”15 Yet, like the Taiwanese public’s affection for 
Seediq Bale, the zeal for Tsai as a figure for Taiwanese nationalism and Indi-
genous self-  determination still reflects a particular narrative of Han ethnic settler 
colonialism. To very briefly recall the island’s history, according to the For-
mosan Association for Public Affairs, Malay-  Polynesian descended peoples first 
settled there and named it “Pakan.” Between the fourteenth through eighteenth- 
 centuries, large numbers of Han-  ethnic people from what we today call “China” 
(the PRC) arrived from the provinces of Fukien and Kwantung. In the mid-   to 
late sixteenth century, Portuguese sailors called the island “Formosa,” or “beau-
tiful island”— a reference that lasted until the twentieth-  century. Through the 
early seventeenth-  century, Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch colonizers vied for 
control of the island until the Dutch won victory in 1624. By 1662, Cheng 
Chenggong (鄭成功), an official of imperial China’s Ming Dynasty, fled to the 
island in the face of the Manchurian Qing Dynasty’s conquer over the Ming. 
There, he ousted the Dutch and set up a kingdom in hopes of recapturing China 
and reviving the Ming Dynasty.

From the eighteenth and nineteenth-  centuries there were numerous uprisings 
in Taiwan against imperial China’s officials until the Japanese 1895 defeat of the 
Qing Dynasty during the First Sino-  Japanese War. It has been argued that Japa-
nese rule modernized Taiwan.16 In 1930, the Seediq rebellion in Wushe took 
place. Japanese colonization of the island lasted until 1945 when the KMT took 
“administrative control” of the island. In 1949, the Chinese Communist Party 
defeated the KMT in the struggle over modern China. The KMT retreated to 
Taiwan, immediately installing martial law, and beginning the period of “White 
Terror” wherein the KMT suppressed Taiwanese leftist, independence, and 
presumably pro-  Japanese movements.17 In spite of promising a democratic 
constitution, the KMT government maintained martial law until 1987— a dura-
tion of 39 years— which is the longest period of martial law next to Syria and 
Israel. Presently, a large portion of the world’s Han peoples living within and 
outside of the PRC, and regardless of political affiliation, wish to reclaim Taiwan 
as a province under a “One China” policy. Meanwhile, the Democratic Progres-
sive Party (DPP), Tsai’s party, continues to bid for Taiwanese independence.
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The histories and persistence of the settler occupation of Taiwan circum-
scribe the narrative of Seediq Bale as well as the popular cultural representa-
tions of Indigenous self-  determination. Today, 540,000 of Taiwan’s residents 
are Aboriginal, which is about 2 percent of the population of twenty-  three 
million. Taiwan’s Council of Indigenous Peoples officially recognizes sixteen 
Aboriginal groups. These Indigenous groups experience high levels of unem-
ployment, typically receive lower wages, and have less access to education 
and other institutional and state resources.18 In February 2017, Taiwanese 
news began reporting on the coalitions of Aboriginal groups that, as of this 
writing, continue to protest before the Presidential Office Building. They 
claim that President Tsai’s committee for Aboriginal historic and transitional 
justice issues has not sufficiently engaged Aboriginal communities to survey 
their concerns. For instance, Tsai campaigned in support of Aboriginal land 
rights. Yet, Tsai’s government has excluded private lands from being counted 
in spite of Aboriginal demands otherwise.19 Furthermore, protestors assert, 
“the commission has no budget, no legal basis for its formation and no 
chance of achieving any of Tsai’s promises.”20 During the summer of 2017, 
 Taiwanese news reported that Aborigines protested the twenty-  year extension 
of mining access granted to the Taiwanese corporation, Asia Cement. Activ-
ists threatened to block a mountain, citing the violation of Article 21 of the 
Indigenous Peoples Basic Act that preserves nearby residents the rights to 
consultation.21

What this suggests, then, is that the most recent representational inclusion of 
Indigenous self-  determination into Taiwanese history, film, state politics, and 
nationalist narratives have yet to transform from symbolic gestures into struc-
tural change. As such, Taiwan’s Indigenous remain a racial or ethnic “Other” to 
the Han to the extent that Indigenous cultural representation is not rooted in 
political power and material reality. Indigenous activism against the seemingly 
empty apology and unmet promises under Tsai’s presidency reveal the critical 
role of Indigenous representation under contemporary geopolitics, particularly in 
regard to land disputes.

The chain of islands between Taiwan, the PRC, and Japan, known as the 
Diaoyutai Islands, or Senkaku Islands, were seized by the United States after 
World War II. The United States ceded the islands to Japan in 1972, but not 
without dispute by the PRC and Taiwan who have each claimed ownership over 
the islands. Contestation has brought with it the threat of war. Seizing upon the 
deepening rift between the PRC and Taiwan, US President Donald J. Trump ini-
tially demonstrated a measure of alliance with Taiwan in order to face-  off with 
PRC and upset its hegemony in the Pacific region. Meanwhile, Aboriginal 
groups, including the Ketegalans of Taiwan, have asserted that the Diaoyutai 
Islands are a site of historical ritual. The Ketegalans have demanded support 
from Taiwan, or else the PRC, to protect their rights to such practices. In turn, 
the Taiwan Association for Rights Advancements for Pingpu Plains Aborigines 
has solicited the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) to consider the Diaoyutai Islands a World Heritage Site.22
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It is within these tussles over land, identity, sovereignty, and transpacific geo-
political power that we must understand the debates over the historical accuracy 
of Seediq Bale. The film has been criticized for its representations of spectacular 
masculinist barbarism, which narrows and ties together the definitions of 
 “warriorhood” and “men.”. It glorifies Aboriginal headhunting specifically 
against the Japanese, and not the Han peoples. Thus, Aboriginal narratives of 
resistance to the Japanese are coopted into Han ethno-  nationalism while absolving 
the oppressive conditions of Aborigines generated by ongoing Han settler 
 colonialism. Shu-  mei Shih calls for the framing of such representations as 
 “sinophone” cinema in order to highlight the role “Hanification” plays in 
 naturalizing the enduring history of Han settler colonialism amid contemporary 
transpacific geopolitics.23

By bringing both Sinophone studies and transpacific studies to bear in analyses 
of Hollywood-  style epic films about Indigenous peoples, we highlight the connec-
tivities between the Atlantic and Pacific as co-  constitutive geopolitical formations 
while also generating a comparative approach to the enduring histories Han- 
 Chinese settlerism and white settlerism. Whereas, in the field of Asian American 
studies, “Chinese,” and by extension “Chinese American,” is often referred to as 
a monolithic racial/ethnic group with some linguistic and regional variations. This 
impedes ethnic studies scholars from engaging the impact of Han-  Chinese impe-
rialism. Sinophone studies understands that the terms “China” and “Chineseness” 
are constructed through the historical domination of Han peoples over minoritized 
racial/ethnic groups through ongoing Han settler colonial projects. By interrogat-
ing Han-  Chinese and white-  settler colonization as mutually contingent, we are 
able to attend to the intersections between Indigenous and Aboriginal studies 
across the territories of the PRC and Taiwan, as well as Native American, Indi-
genous, and Pacific Islander studies across the Americas and the Pacific.

Shih defines “Sinophone” as the field of study that attends to cultural productions 
within the PRC that draw upon minoritized peoples, languages, and experiences to 
challenge Han ethnosupremacy. Sinophone studies also engages the  cultural produc-
tions of peoples living outside of the PRC, who identify with “China” or “Chinese-
ness,” but write in the dominant language in their country of residence.24 For 
instance, if we approach Seediq Bale as Sinophone film, wherein Aboriginal repre-
sentations intervene into Han-  dominated cinema, then we can begin to see how the 
meaning the film appends to the violence of Seediq warriorhood may even be at 
odds with Seediq peoples’ own wisdom and scholarly accounts.25 To understand 
this, I argue, we need to critically examine the film’s mise-  en-  scène— including the 
environmental and transspecies relations foregrounded by the audience’s gut reac-
tions to the viscerally violent opening sequences for each scene which involve wild- 
 animal hunting alongside human beheadings.

Cinematic archives of visceral violence
According to Yu-  lin Lee, the portrayal of Seediq warriors as decidedly violent is 
what conjures the film’s authority and capacity to interrogate the vexed notions 
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of race/ethnicity in the context of Taiwanese nationalism. Lee submits that 
Seediq Bale “present[s] a special world of violence”26 wherein “the flux of 
images and sounds in the film creates a surface of corporeal perceptions and sen-
sational vibrations that draw contemporary audiences into an affective engage-
ment.”27 Developing visceral experience as a queer historiographical method, 
Zeb Totorici argues,

[V]iscerality— understood as the experience of intense and highly mediated 
bodily feelings or affective responses that manifest themselves through con-
flicting corporeal and emotive reactions. … Drawing such connections 
between the producers and consumers of documents across the centuries 
highlights a particularly queer archival, methodological, and temporal 
approach to the writing of history— one in which the historical/temporal/
raced/sexed other is encountered (and partly rendered knowable and con-
sumed) through visceral and other affective archival encounters.28

I draw upon queer analyses of visceral encounters with cinematic archives to 
intervene into the nationalist and heteromasculinist consumption of narratives of 
history that enforce scientific, biological, and reproductive ideas about race, 
species, and ecologies meant to serve industrial and settler ends. In Seediq Bale, 
the images of visceral violence turn the stomachs of viewers, which ultimately 
turns on histories of colonial anthropology and archaeological excavation.

Returning to the opening scene of Seediq Bale, we might consider how the 
hunt for the black boar, the beheading of humans, and the dense mountain forest 
frontier altogether prompt a critical view of settler colonialism, racial formation, 
consumerism, and ecological devastation. Although the film intends the viewer 
to witness the primitiveness of boar hunting, the supposed “nativeness” of the 
boar to Taiwan’s ecology remains contested and opens the viewer onto what 
Foucault calls “subjugated knowledges,” which proceed through the methods of 
archaeology to excavate the past while also turning toward local knowledges to 
construct genealogies of meaning.29 This is important because pork constitutes a 
large portion of the local and global Han-  ethnic food market. Meanwhile, 
 Taiwan’s economic success story during the 1990s relies in significant part on 
its pork industry.30 However, the existence of boar does not pre-  date Han arrival 
to Taiwan. We must then ask: why is a boar depicted in the island’s wild?

According to the genetic research conducted for the purposes of agricultural 
science, the Taoyuan Black pig is a “native Taiwan breed.” Yet, even as it 
describes the Taoyuan pig as native, the researchers trace the genetics of the 
popular Taiwan breed to imperial China and argue it was brought by Han 
 settlers and mixed in Taiwan with Japanese breeds that may have already been 
crossed with Chinese breeds during an earlier historical period. Researchers 
maintain, “Because of its prolific performance, Taoyuan breed played an 
important role in Taiwan’s early swine industry. The population spread through-
out Taiwan until Japanese occupation in 1895. Between 1895 and 1945, the 
 Japanese introduced the English Berkshire breed and crossed it with Taoyuan 
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pig to increase pork productivity and heterosis”31 (the crossing of breeds to 
create superior consumer quality). These researchers assert that, in recent years, 
the Taoyuan pig has suffered from inbreeding and has resulted in lower quality 
product. Taiwan’s pork quality was also devastated by disease. By 1996, Taiwan 
was one of the world’s top suppliers of pork. However, Taiwanese production 
and exports severely diminished with the outbreak of Foot-  and-  Mouth Disease 
in 1997 and 1998.32 The illness is caused by a highly infectious virus that, once 
spread, often requires destroying the entire livestock to eradicate the virus.

If we consider the Taoyuan pig as an invasive rather than “native” species, 
then we also gain insight into the way industrialization and modernization in 
Taiwan has led to the “indigenizing” of Han-  Chinese and Japanese ways of con-
sumption in the island, which Philip J. Deloria might refer to as a cross-  species 
form of “playing Indian.”33 Thus, Seediq Bale’s depiction of boar hunting may 
induce the supposed naturalness of Han and Japanese presence in Taiwan. Yet, 
given how viewers are first and immediately introduced to wild boar hunting 
alongside headhunting in the opening sequence, the audience must contend with 
the discord created between cleanliness and disembodied flesh. On the one hand, 
consumers must place faith in factory produced meat and consider the often- 
 headless parts of animals they receive to have passed standards of sanitary 
muster. On the other hand, the film’s portrayal of beheadings of humans in such 
close proximity to the boar intended for human ingestion generates a sense of 
contamination that may produce a pit at the bottom of the viewer’s stomach. The 
movement of appendages, cutting utensils (including the blade used for behead-
ing), and fluids across bodies and species upsets scientific and civilizational 
ideals by revealing that the factory process and the diseases that circulate 
through far-  flung distributions of meat, presumably to facilitate global nourish-
ment, also produce widespread sickness.

After all, the outbreak of avian and swine flus are thought to be viruses trave-
ling through the unsanitary conditions of the PRC’s meat production coupled 
with the close quartering of businesspeople in major cities— a story that was 
dramatized in director Steven Soderbergh’s film Contagion (2011), wherein a 
business encounter leads a white, US woman to shake hands with a Hong Kong 
chef who is in the midst of preparing pork that was contaminated with a virus 
derived from fruit that was dropped by a bat feeding from a forest that was razed 
to the ground in order for the land to be developed— probably for industrial 
animal farming. This interaction is followed by the woman’s transpacific flight 
back to the United States where she engages in a sexual affair with a white man 
during her layover in Chicago. As a sign of her immoral and pathological behav-
ior, the film depicts her horrific death but not before she is figured by public 
health officials to be “patient zero” for viral spread that destroys the bucolic 
nature of white, heterosexual, middle-  class, nuclear American family life.

The depiction of primal boar hunting by Indigenous peoples in contemporary 
cinematography invokes a clash between the pre-  modern past and the civilized 
and industrial present. Furthermore, it traces the transspecies movements of 
viruses that refuse to adhere to scientific ontologies, national boundaries, regional 
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political economies, and even historical periodizations. Pig-  headed, boorishness, 
sex pig, and other metaphors and adjectives that underlie human–swine relations, 
and repeated in several languages (including the Mandarin topolect enforced by 
Han settlers), remind us that we think with our appetites and sense of cleanliness 
(even if it is to avoid pork), but also with our gut instinct about ecologies and 
their destruction under industrial economies.

Pork is central to the cultural and ideological formation of Han heteropatriar-
chy and ethno-  nationalism. The sinitic script for “family” (家) evolved from “a 
drawing that depicted a house with a pig inside it.” Furthermore, the character 
家, which can also stand in for “house” or “home,”

can also be used to describe a certain kind of person or indicate an identity, 
as in 漁家 (yu jia, fisherman), 農家 (nong jia, farmer) and 東家 (dong jia, 
landlord). Additionally, 家 can be added to designate a school of thought. 
For example, 儒家 (Ru jia, Confucianism), 道家 (Dao jia, Daoism), 百家爭
鳴 (bai jia zheng ming, 100 schools of thought contend), and 一家之言 (yi 
jia zhi yan, one particular school of thought).34

Finally, 家 can also refer to nation: 國家 (guo jia). Hence, it is no surprise that 
the British cartoon “Peppa Pig” was recently banned in the PRC because fans 
have adapted “countercultural” representations of it that are considered racially/
ethnically and sexually subversive to the state:

Footage of tattoos, both real and temporary, have become viral hits, as have 
fan videos of the pig speaking in various regional dialects. Some memes 
have taken on dark undertones, occasionally veering into violent or porno-
graphic territory. Pornography is illegal in the PRC and laws banning it are 
strictly enforced.35

Furthermore, pork production is a lynchpin in the geopolitics of global indus-
tries. As trade wars between US President Trump and PRC President Xi Jinping 
ramp-  up, the PRC has threatened a “pork tariff” on the United States. The PRC 
has become “the third-  largest consumer of U.S. pork” while Japan is the second- 
 largest. Meanwhile, “China imported $14.2 billion of American soybeans in 
2016, largely to feed pigs and other livestock” and strengthen its domestic meat 
industry.36 Recently, PRC pig farmers have begun experimenting with artificial 
intelligence technologies to bolster domestic pork production.37 Ironically, or 
not, the US pork company, Smithfield “dominates U.S. pork exports to China,” 
but is a subsidiary of the “Hong Kong-  based WH Group.”38 Thus, the global 
trade of pork subtends the political and economic sovereignty of Taiwan and 
Hong Kong, which makes the popular media representations of pork not simply 
an idiosyncratic Han cultural reference but, instead, a critical terrain for transpa-
cific diplomatic relations and hegemonic struggle.

Shortly after Taiwan’s President Tsai was elected, a meme with a fake quote by 
Tsai supposedly responding to the question of why she remains unmarried read:  
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“I won’t buy the whole pig just for a sausage.” In the context of Taiwan, it was 
meant to ridicule her as odd, undesirable, as having a voracious sexual appetite, or 
maybe even denote her as lesbian. In the US context, some understood this as a 
feminist, even if humorous, statement. There is a visual economy of pork meat 
representations invoked by the transpacific harvesting, selling, buying, and eating 
of pigs by humans that reveals the overlapping and contrasting racial, gender, and 
sexual meanings in pork consumption. I will return to this point in the last section.

Following our visceral responses to colonial, geopolitical, and racial violence 
onscreen, we might instead pursue queer-  reading practices that exceed the 
“othering” of Indigenous subjects in the nation-  state of Taiwan and across the 
Americas. What Totorici describes as a queer archival response to the film’s 
representation of visceral violence prompts us to break with the modern maps 
that emblazon our minds. It can be inferred that species hierarchy and human 
authority over land run in stark contrast to the Seediq’s relationship to the 
islands and oceans. To refuse these forms of scientific and modern notions of 
human-  centered geographies and species hierarchy, Mel Y. Chen submits that 
we must pay heed to a differing set of senses and logics— or, “queer affect”— 
when faced with the threats of toxicity and contamination,39 in this case the 
transpacific pork trade. We are prompted to look beyond the image of one Indi-
genous group from one region portrayed on film. Instead, audiences are directed 
to pay heed to a visceral and queer sense of unease and disease that stretches 
across films. In turn, critical light is cast upon the constructions of Indigeneity 
across US and sinophone films that attempt to flatten various groups and consol-
idate them into distinct yet seemingly generalizable national or geohistorical 
narratives of initial resistance and eventual disappearance or death.

Queer transpacific histories of race
If we place the opening sequences of Seediq Bale and Apocalypto side by side we 
can track how the Hollywood-  style Indigenous historical epic genre follows the 
routes of colonialism vis-  à-  vis the trading, selective breeding, and consumption of 
the boar between the Spanish, Portuguese, and Han-  Chinese empires as they move 
across Europe, Asia, the transatlantic, and the transpacific. The chase for wild 
beasts performed by the actors playing the Seediq and Mayan male hunters in the 
openings to each film primes the audience members’ viscera for the graphic depic-
tions of hand-  to-  hand battle and human decapitations. In Seediq Bale, the behead-
ings occur immediately in the same sequence as the boar hunt. In Apocalypto, the 
beheadings happen shortly after the opening once a group of Mayan men are 
captured and taken before the Mayan King and Queen to be sacrificed.

Although Seediq Bale is set in the 1930s and Apocalypto is set in a pre- 
 modern, pre-  Columbian era, their opening hunting sequences are remarkably 
resonant— the close-  up shots of the beasts, fast-  paced cutting, quick movements 
of the camera and actors— except for the fact that the Mayan men in Apocalypto 
are pursuing the now endangered species called a “tapir” and not a boar. As 
many synopses written about Apocalypto suggest, viewers, including US and 
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Japanese critics, often mistook the tapir for a boar, even though the English 
 subtitles clarify this.40 One might speculate that director Wei of Seediq Bale also 
confused the tapir for a boar in his emulation of director Gibson and cultural 
familiarity with pigs. With its prehensile snout and size like a donkey, the tapir 
has been classified as closer to horses, zebras, elephants, and rhinoceroses than 
boars. More likely, however, the boar in Seediq Bale seemed a sensible replace-
ment precisely because the tapir is under threat of extinction due to hunting, 
deforestation, and industrialization. Not so coincidentally, today’s tapirs exist in 
southern Mexico, central America, and South America as well as Southeast 
Asian countries like Myanmar, Thailand, and Malaysia. Some of the earliest 
archaeological findings place the tapir in what today are Vietnam, Java, and 
southern China.

What this suggests is that the representations of the supposed vanishing pre- 
 modern world of Mayans and tapirs seem easily exchangeable in global cinema-
tography with Seediq peoples and boars across different eras and geographies 
precisely because widespread industrial development involved razing the wilder-
ness and supplanting it with the orderly extraction and production of factory 
farming. This includes the mass production of domesticated pigs that were 
brought by Spanish conquerors and naturalized in the Americas. Furthermore, 
deforestation for the purposes of privatized and industrial agriculture has been a 
significant source for the spread of viral pandemics from bats to pigs to 
humans— as dramatized in the film Contagion and traced more recently through 
the “deadly” Nipah virus, which is said to originate from the Kerala region of 
contemporary India.41

Apocalypto ends with a Mayan couple, their children, and a recapitulation of the 
settler colonial fantasy of “first contact,” in this case with the Spanish colonizers 

Figure 3.5  In the opening sequence of Apocalypto (dir. Mel Gibson, USA, 2006), 
Mayan men hunt a wild tapir prior to a scene involving human beheadings.
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that inaugurated the supposed discovery of the “new world.” According to 
 Mississippi State University’s Center for Resolving Human-  Wildlife Conflicts,

Pigs were first introduced in the 1500’s to what is now the southeastern 
U.S. by Spanish Explorer, Hernando DeSoto. In the centuries following 
 European exploration and colonization of the eastern U.S., free-  range live-
stock management practices and escapes from enclosures resulted in 
the establishment of wild pig populations and promoted their spread.… The 
popularity of wild pigs as a game species has played a major role in 
the expansion of their range throughout the United States. The sudden 
 presence of wild pigs in new areas is most often a result of escapes… [or] 
illegal translocation: the practice of capturing wild pigs, transporting them 
to new locations, and releasing them into the wild.42

Thus, it is arguable that the threat of and/or actual extinction of species indi-
genous to the Americas, such as the tapir, has resulted from settlers interested in 
gaming these wild animals for sport and their taxonomic display. Simultan-
eously, the importation, spread, and industrial farming of pigs led to the disrup-
tion of local ecologies. These events are part and parcel to the developmental 
logic of Native  dispossession, the global African slave trade, settler colonialism, 
nation-  state formation, and industrialization. Furthermore, as asserted by Tiago 
Saraiva, the twentieth-  century national campaigns involving technoscientific 
innovations in agricultural production, especially through genetics, was funda-
mental to fascist developments in Italy, Portugal, and Germany.43

When writing about the history of colonial scientists in Europe and the 
 Americas, David H. Thomas points out that the first-  known archaeologist, 
Thomas Jefferson, staked the distinct character and valor of early America on the 
North American wildlife and the generalized Native American against European 
criticisms that the natural environment and Natives were inferior. Where French 
 naturalist Georges de Buffon asserted that North America contained no unique or 
impressive wild animals, Jefferson presented the buffalo. Where Buffon claimed 
the Native American lacked virility because he had no body or facial hair, 
 Jefferson retorted, “With [Indians] it is disgraceful to be hairy on the body. They 
say it likens them to hogs. They therefore pluck the hair as fast as it appears.”44 
This suggested a sense of foreignness, or at least a level of detest, that Native 
Americans were thought to develop toward the swine brought by conquerors.

To further build the US empire, Jefferson translated his life work into an obses-
sion with measuring bodies in order to establish a developmental relationship 
between Native Americans and white settlers. Jefferson inaugurated a tradition of 
archaeological and later physical anthropological methods that involved the exca-
vation and looting of Native American gravesites and the amassing of skulls of 
racialized subjects— without consent and often met with resistance by these 
peoples and/or their surviving kin. This practice lasted through the early twentieth 
century and involved the pilfering of body parts and the international market of 
buying and selling largely racialized subjects’ craniums, and other body parts, by 



Choreographies of flesh  53

white American and European scientists. These violent and empiricist practices of 
standardizing body measurements gave credence to the scientific theories of racial 
monogenesis, challenged by competing notions of polygenesis. White people in 
general, but especially white men, were consistently cast as the most evolved and 
most fit for survival.45 In this sense, archaeology and physical anthropology 
should perhaps be considered an early form of the global meat industry.

Still, we must consider the contested meanings of headhunting that travel 
across the Pacific. According to Scott Simon, the recorded histories of Taiwan’s 
Aboriginal groups’ headhunting have been largely conducted by Japanese and 
Chinese colonial ethnographers, ethnologists, and administrators. Simon further 
contends that the cultural memories of Aboriginal groups, such as the Sejiq 
Truku and the Seediq Tkedaya, intervene into this order of settler knowledge 
production. While cultural bearers of these histories remark upon the masculine 
warriorhood of headhunting, Simon also observes that, at least in the Sejiq 
experience, the recalling of these memories challenges the terms of modern 
nation-  state formation by asserting “sacred law” under which “all men— rather 
than a state monopoly— held power over the legitimate use of violence on their 
territory” (emphasis in original). Simon continues, “In Sejiq villages, young 
people and lobbyists for indigenous autonomy usually interpret this in terms of 
inter-  national law, recalling headhunting as an assertion against external invad-
ers.”46 Moreover, according to Katsuya Hirano and Toulouse Roy, head-  taking 
and other forms of ritual hunting among Taiwan’s Aboriginal peoples dimin-
ished with the rise of Han land tenure, agricultural production, and sinicization.47 
Thus, the visceral reactions of audience members to the choreographies of flesh 
in Seediq Bale can also register counterhegemonic memories and futures for 
Aboriginal sovereignty beyond Taiwan’s Han-  led nationalist inclusion.

What these challenges to settler colonial knowledge regimes register are how 
the histories of colonial archaeology and anthropology provide a link to the 
present regarding the genetic engineering of livestock for mass consumption and 
global industrial domination. Lest we think that we have moved beyond race 
science in general, and eugenics in particular, it behooves us to recall that the 
selective breeding of livestock, especially boars, involve genetic research and 
testing meant to gird the loins of a pork industry that serves white and Han set-
tlers. Furthermore, the naming of boar breeds as “native” attempts to obfuscate 
settler colonialism, dispossess Indigenous peoples, and replace Native peoples 
and ecologies with white and Han cultural norms and industrial imperatives.

Transpacific cinematic representations of pigs continue to abound precisely 
because pork is now the “most highly consumed meat in the world.”48 Meanwhile, 
it remains a commodity tied to Cold War history and geopolitics, as explored in 
the 2017 film Okja, directed by Korean filmmaker Bong Joon-  ho. Okja is a 
science fictional, but potentially realistic narrative about a US company that 
devises a profit-  making, exploitative, and viscerally violent scheme to solve world 
hunger by genetically modifying a “super pig”— something that looks to me like a 
cross between an elephant and a boar, like the tapir. The film also depicts the 
forced breeding of a female and a male super pig that implicates humans 
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and capitalism in the act of rape and the pillaging of flesh for mass-  market 
 consumption. The chief executive officer of the company, played by Tilda 
Swinton, remarks, “Pork is as American as apple pie.” As a figure of industriali-
zation and settler occupation, the film’s focus on pigs foregrounds how the 
Korean peninsula is hemmed-  in by the histories and presences of US, Chinese, 
and Japanese empires. According to Korean news reporting, the wild boar is 
overpopulated in large part because the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) “blocked the 
road to North Korea and cleared the animal passage, which ultimately destroyed 
wild boars’ predators as well as balance of the ecosystem and food chain.” In 
turn, the wild boars are destroying the local ecology while physically attacking 
Korean residents.49 The narrative of Okja, then, offers another iteration by which 
to trace the dual routes of cinema and pork industries as they simultaneously 
localize and globalize conceptions of race/ethnicity, nationalism, and sovereignty 
(Ruth Ozeki’s 1998 novel My Year of Meats also comes to mind).

In historical epic films about Native peoples, the attempt by this genre of 
global cinematography to naturalize Indigenous headhunting and wild beast 
hunting amidst representations of the pre-  industrial landscape churns against its 
own logic. These scenes of visceral violence, which reverberate across the films 
and across various US, sinophone, and transpacific audiences and geopolitical 
contexts, instead invoke unease and disease. They reveal the late nineteenth- 
 century intersections between the anthropological eye of film, the race science of 
physical anthropology, and the dual emergence of industrial agriculture and 
eugenic science. These racial sciences are connected to earlier histories of 
archaeology where the likes of Jefferson imagined the figure of the vanishing 
Native in order to justify their simultaneous displacement from the land and 
preservation as artifacts of skull and bone. This clears the way to transform a 
pre-  industrial and natural landscape into an empty land for massive resource 
extraction by the settler nation-  state.

The choreographies of flesh in Hollywood-  style Indigenous historical epic 
films is less about authenticating the primitivism and masculinism of Natives in a 
pre-  modern era. Rather, these depictions rattle the settler economy of 
disembodiments— from colonial archaeological excavation, to physical anthro-
pology, global meat markets, and to the eugenics of contemporary genetic-  based 
animal husbandry. These occasions of enduring settler colonial violence appear 
as choreographies of flesh on the white settler and sinophone cinematic screens 
wherein the anxieties, attempts, and failures to incorporate Native peoples into 
nationalist schemes of representation lead to discomfiting encounters by audi-
ences with the dismembering, disintegration, and re-  membering of body parts 
and their pre-  modern, pre-  industrial ecologies. These films presume a teleology 
of normative time toward modern and industrial nation-  states wherein Indi-
genous peoples are merely incorporated bolsters settler nationalism while evading 
ongoing movements for Indigenous sovereignty. Yet, applying queer sinophone 
and transpacific readings to the unease and disease at these choreographies of 
flesh pushes back against the biological and heteropatriarchal reproductive tech-
nologies that structure race across species. In turn, the audience is faced with 
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questioning whether nationalist optics can ever contend with Native survival and 
endurance, or what Gerald Vizenor terms “survivance.”50 Moreover, popular 
audiences are forced to question a globalized complex of settler colonialisms and 
their national and regional distinctions and manifestations that foreground white 
supremacy and Han ethnosupremacy across the transatlantic and the transpacific.
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4 Postcoloniality—postcoloniality 
beyond China-  centrism
Queer Sinophone transnationalism in 
Hong Kong cinema

Alvin K. Wong

During the 1990s, Hong Kong entered into the debate in postcolonial theory 
largely due to its impending handover to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
on July 1, 1997. Cultural critics and theorists who wrote about Hong Kong at that 
time often employ concepts and idioms such as “disappearance,” “hybridity,” and 
“in-  between-  ness.” They also point to Hong Kong’s condition of being caught 
between two colonizers, namely the former colonizer (Britain) and its future cul-
tural colonizer (PRC). These intellectual discussions about Hong Kong and the 
ensuing cultural fever have produced an impressive body of scholarship by Rey 
Chow, Ackbar Abbas, Leung Ping-  kwan (Yasi), Law Wing-  sang, and others. 
They reveal the anomalous status of Hong Kong being “returned” to China but 
without a future of decolonization, both spatially and temporally. However, the 
theoretical grammar of postcoloniality in Hong Kong often re-  inscribes the city 
within the triangular deadlock of China-  Britain-  global capitalism. What would it 
mean to theorize Hong Kong without the baggage of both British colonial nos-
talgia and China-  centrism? To chart a new direction in this debate, I map postco-
loniality through the visuality of South–South, minor-  to-  minor, and transnational 
articulations of queer desire in the films of Wong Kar-  wai and Scud. In 
queer films such as Happy Together (1997), Permanent Residence (2009), and 
 Amphetamine (2010), Hong Kong becomes intimately linked to the histories 
of sexual exploitation, sex tourism, queer diasporas, and the settler colonialism of 
Argentina, Taiwan, Israel, Thailand, and Australia. Through the visuality of 
queer Sinophone transnationalism, Hong Kong cinema remaps postcoloniality 
through the roots and routes of queer global intimacies and geographies.

Introduction
Hong Kong, as an administrative region of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), a global city within the proximity of Southeast Asia, and a former British 
Crown colony, always signifies something beyond the existing terminology in 
postcolonial theory, area studies, and China studies. Within postcolonial theory, 
Hong Kong is often cited as an exception, an anomaly because the once colonized 
city is in many respects far more “modern” and developed than its motherland 
that is the PRC in the post-  1997 landscape. Thus, for cultural theorist Ackbar 
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Abbas, Hong Kong embodies “displaced chronologies or achronicities … a post-
coloniality that precedes decolonization.”1 Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s gradual 
incorporation into the geopolitical governance of the PRC indicates a transitional 
cultural politics that Yiu-  Wai Chu terms “lost in transition.”2 However, the lan-
guage of postcolonial hybridity, disappearance, and loss, while bespeaking modes 
of pessimism in Hong Kong postcolonial theory, might be symptomatic of a 
broader set of concerns that run deep in any study of post-  1997 Hong Kong— the 
impossibility of approaching Hong Kong without conjuring up that equally illu-
sive entity called “China.” Hence, Rey Chow, in a prophetic mode in her observa-
tion of the Western media coverage of the climatic event of the handover, astutely 
called it a King Kong syndrome. This is a mode of cross-  cultural representation 
that essentializes Hong Kong’s submissive relation to China and one that is 
“aimed at producing ‘China’ as a spectacular primitive monster whose despotism 
necessitates the salvation of its people by outsiders.”3

Rey Chow’s expansive body of work on Hong Kong culture has drawn our 
attention to the late colonial situation of Hong Kong caught between “two colo-
nizers,” a doubleness that includes a nostalgic view of British colonial glory and 
“gift” of modernization to Hong Kong and the more cautionary tale of China’s 
new authoritarianism as a form of internal colonialism.4 This chapter draws on 
two decades of postcolonial theorizing on Hong Kong by suggesting that rather 
than indicative of an obsessive relation to China-  centrism, queer visual culture of 
Hong Kong cinema in the last twenty years expresses a more dystopian, rhizom-
atic, and multidirectional mode of queerness that I term “postcoloniality beyond 
China-  centrism.” In particular, Sinophone studies offers both a relational and 
comparative lens on queer Hong Kong cinema vis-  à-  vis temporal and geograph-
ical scopes that are often outside the purview of the Britain-  China-  Hong Kong 
deadlock. Conceptually, the Sinophone in Shu-  mei Shih’s framework provides a 
multidirectional theory that moves beyond binary thinking. The Sinophone

can be a site of both a longing for and a rejection of various constructions of 
Chineseness; it can be a site of both nationalism of the long-  distance kind, 
anti-  China politics, or even nonrelation with China, whether real or 
imaginary.5

In other words, while the theoretical idioms of hybridity, in-  betweenness, and 
loss are symptomatic of a Hong Kong culture that finds itself always at the brink 
of disappearance and political marginalization, the Sinophone can offer altern-
ative ways of dissecting cultural and geopolitical issues facing Hong Kong by 
invoking a non-  relational approach toward China, with a good dose of queer 
attitude and playfulness. As a form of postcolonialism beyond China-  centrism, 
queer Hong Kong cinema evinces what Françoise Lionnet and Shu-  mei Shih 
term minor transnationalism, which points to “minor-  to-  minor networks that cir-
cumvent the major altogether.”6 While queer minor transnationalism reckons 
with the very real force of Chinese capitalism and authoritarian control of China 
over Hong Kong, queerness in Hong Kong cinema precisely points to modes of 
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disorientation, and transnational and trans-  border mobility that deviate from the 
normative geopolitics of British–Chinese influences. In particular, the 1997 
queer classic film Happy Together by Wong Kar-  wai is analyzed anew as a visu-
ality of minor-  to-  minor connection that links Hong Kong with Argentina and 
Taiwan. In so doing, Wong’s film pivots on the unsettling of Chineseness 
through a visuality of non-  arrival.

Tracing this minor transnational queer cinematic archive, I examine similar 
queer non-  relationality to Chineseness as well as possible queer complicity with 
global capitalism and China-  centrism in the rich body of work by the Mainland- 
 born Hong Kong queer filmmaker Scud. Specifically, Scud’s films often invite 
the charge of queer sexploitation through the camera’s obsessive focus on 
“beautiful” and muscular male bodies as well as occasional female nudity. In 
addition, the visual focus is often on the nudity of a muscular young Hong Kong 
man who is erotically desired by an outsider, whether the outsider is a self-  made 
capitalist from the Mainland or other transnationally mobile and wealthy 
“Chinese,” gay male subject. Given the complexity of Chineseness in Scud’s 
queer overture, one can see how postcolonialism in the case of queer Hong 
Kong cinema is both inflected by minor transnationalism as well as internal 
power dynamics where both non-  relation to China and complicity with Chinese 
capitalism are at play. It is precisely through this complex configuration of both 
resistance, non-  relationality, and queer complicity that Scud offers a more multi-
directional critique for queer Sinophone studies. In what follows, after demon-
strating the South–South queer minor transnationalism of Happy Together, I will 
explore how queer Sinophone desire is mediated by both complicity with 
Chinese capitalism as well as flexible migration and orientation towards worldly 
intimacies in Scud’s 2009 film Permanent Residence. The concluding part of 
this chapter will unpack logics of queer non-  relation to China and Chineseness 
in Scud’s film Amphetamine (2010), which maps queer desire and cosmopolitan-
ism between Australia and Hong Kong. In visualizing a model of postcoloniality 
without dominant Chineseness, queer Sinophone transnationalism foregrounds 
alternative models of Hong Kong transnationalism across worldly geographies 
and intimacies.

Happy Together and the queer Sinophone trajectory of 
non-  arrival
Wong Kar-  wai’s 1997 film Happy Together is often read through the trope of 
what Helen Hok-  Sze Leung terms the queer undercurrent of postcolonial 
anxiety,7 or as a visual metanarrative of queer postsocialist futurity.8 Far less 
attention has been devoted to the very transnational temporality and geographies 
that the film traverses. Happy Together tells the love story of Lai Yiu-  fai (Tony 
Leung) and Ho Bo-  wing (played by the late Leslie Cheung). It follows the gay 
couple’s journey from Hong Kong to Buenos Aires, Argentina. The narrative is 
shot mostly in black-  and-  white, documentary-  style close-  up shots, and many 
slow-  motion montages. This temporally fragmented style is linked to an almost 
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subliminal emphasis on the power of nature, as indicated by Lai and Ho’s desire 
to witness the powerful Iguazu Falls, bordering between Brazil and Argentina. 
Most of the time the film focuses on the incompatible relations between Lai and 
Ho, the former is more caretaking, domestic, and faithful, while the latter is sex-
ually perverse, always whinny, and relatively selfish. Two-  thirds into the nar-
rative, the film introduces a young Taiwanese man Chang (Chang Chen), whom 
Lai befriends in the Chinese restaurant that they both work at. Lai confides his 
love problems and the eventual break-  up between himself and Ho with the 
young man but never consummates his desire for Chang.

At the outset, the triangular relationship between Ho, Lai, and Chang, namely 
queer subjects from Hong Kong and Taiwan, as well as Ho and Lai’s occasional 
sexual encounters with local Argentinian men through acts of cruising, already 
trouble the conventional way of approaching the film through the lens of post-
colonial anxiety. To be fair, the director Wong Kar-  wai indeed expressed the 
anxiety that he wouldn’t be permitted to make a film about gay love after Hong 
Kong’s return to China, so “he had to do it now,” meaning before July 1, 1997.9 
However, the film arguably bypasses the anxiety of returning to the motherland 
through its expansive focus on temporality and geography of South–South queer 
exile and minor transnationalism. Specifically, the opening shot of the film begins 
with a quick shot of Ho and Lai’s passports, which indicates their travel documents 
as BNO passports held by “British Nationals Overseas.” Such a visual positioning 
of Ho and Lai as “British” Hong Kong colonial subjects and the passport stamps 
by custom upon their entry to Argentina (showing the date of May 12, 1995) mark 
a certain obsession with time, place, and official history. Yet, these “realistic” 
visual details are juxtaposed with non-  linear and an almost non-  historical emphasis 
on queer sex. In other words, queer sexuality in the film mediates a form of affect 
that transcends historical and geographical limits.10 Specifically, the next scene is 
shot in black-  and-  white and includes a one-  minute long intense sexual intercourse 
between Ho and Lai in an ordinary motel room that is anywhere and nowhere at 
once. The sex scene is followed by their repetitive frustrations of getting lost and 
their car breaking down during the journey to Bueno Aires. Right after this “realis-
tic” filmic portrayal of their frustrating road trip, which almost causes a breakup of 
the lovers, the narrative is interjected by an aerial view of Iguazu Falls with the 
musical score of Argentinian music playing in the background.

Given Wong’s cinematic juxtaposition of official history (immigration check-
point), queer sexuality, and the sublime of nature, Happy Together thus offers a 
queer Sinophone worlding of minor transnationalism. This is a cinematic world-
ing where Hong Kong gay men from the geography of Southeast Asia “escape” 
from the impending postcolonial handover only to be rejuvenated (or lost) in the 
sublime power of nature. Jinah Kim and Neda Atanasoski, in analyzing the 
possibility of postsocialist and decolonizing futurity offered by the film, also 
argues from the standpoint of South–South transnationalism. They write,

The South–South connection replaces the homonormative couple form; this 
is one of several moments where the film’s queer affect anticipates a queer 
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timespace that is at once haunted by what has been evacuated … this is a 
calling forth of a still-  undefined South–South connection through which 
postcolonial and postsocialist spaces and temporalities are apprehended.11

Happy Together’s South–South minor transnationalism ends on an even more 
queer note as Lai, the lone lover who attempts to return to Hong Kong, actually 
makes a detour to another Southern geography that connotes a different sense of 
“China.” While Lai earns enough money and travels to Taiwan, Ho is left mel-
ancholic and alone in the deserted apartment in Argentina. Meanwhile, Chang 
travels by himself all the way to Tierra del Fuego, disposing the sorrow that Lai 
has confided in him through a recorded cassette tape. The film ends on a slightly 
optimistic beat with Lai leaving for Taipei. While en route from Taipei to Hong 
Kong, Lai boards on a subway train, and the film ends on the musical notes of 
Danny Chung’s rendition of “Happy Together.” As viewers we never know 
whether Lai will arrive in Hong Kong or not.

By weaving together the diasporic and minor transnational roots and routes of 
Ho (who is forever stuck in Argentina), Lai (who detours from Hong Kong via 
Taipei), and Chang (who seems to be never returning home), Happy Together 
names the sense of traversing the world through minor transnational mode. This 
queer minor transnationalism is akin to what Karl Schoonover and Rosalind Galt 
terms “queer cinema in the world.” For Schoonover and Galt, thinking queer-
ness with the analytical possibility of “worlding” can show us “how queer films 
intersect with shifting ideas of global politics and world cinema aesthetics in 
order to open out queer cinema’s potential to disturb dominant modes of world 
making.”12 By re-  theorizing Happy Together not simply as a prototype of post-
colonial anxiety and in-  betweenness, we can appreciate the ways in which minor 
transnationalism activates desire in the most unlikely places— across the road 
trip from Hong Kong to Argentina, across the absent space of Iguazu Falls that 
never becomes actuality, and through the melancholic soundscape of Lai’s 
crying voice in the cassette tape, now disposed in Tierra del Fuego, an archi-
pelago off the southernmost tip of the South American mainland.

Capitalism, complicity, and queer non-  relationality  
to China in Scud’s films
While queer Hong Kong cinema offers visual pleasure that partakes in disorient-
ing temporality and South–South trajectory, an emergent body of queer Hong 
Kong films also turn inward from queer transnationalism into the actual timespace 
of postcolonial Hong Kong. The city in these post-  handover films turns out to be 
driven by real-  estate speculation, financial insecurity and crisis (the 1997 and 
2008 financial crises), and the impossibility of remaining “local” forever (given 
the influx of new immigrants from the Mainland). Scud’s rich body of films 
explores diverse topics such as adolescent gay love and bisexuality in a Hong 
Kong baseball team (City Without Baseball, 2008), a queer coming-  of-  age story 
of financial success and lamentation on life, death, and queer love (Permanent 
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Residence, 2009), a fatal romance between an Australian cosmopolitan gay man 
and a local working-  class man that verges on mysticism and postmodernism 
(Amphetamine, 2010), and another film on how love actually sucks so badly that 
its title is deservingly called Love Actually … Sucks! (2011).

One surprising trivia is that Scud has been able to finance his films from 
various funding sources and set up his own production firm called Artwalker 
Production. While his films travel mostly through the international gay and 
lesbian film festival circuits and gather a cult fan base devoted to queer inde-
pendent and arthouse films, the somewhat “independent” aspect of Scud’s 
cinema outside of the Hong Kong–China co-  production CEPA (Closer Eco-
nomic Partnership Arrangement) formula13 thus positions Scud’s work within a 
list of Hong Kong films that Mirana M. Szeto has termed “Hong Kong SAR 
(Special Administrative Region) New Wave.” This is a cinema that

tends to offer a more horizontal, inter-  local, quotidian and hybrid set of cul-
tural politics that are decidedly Sinophone … Hong Kong SAR New Wave 
positions itself against (1) the kinds of hegemonic masculinities that have 
defined the Hong Kong gangster film, kungfu film and killer film, (2) the 
kind of masculinity expected of discourses about the rising China and its 
modern national traumas, and (3) the new hegemonic ‘neoliberal masculin-
ity’ representative of Hong Kong as a global financial market.14

However, given that Scud’s cinema often includes queer figures that benefit from 
the tidal wave of capitalism and neoliberalization since Hong Kong’s return to 
China and thematically disentangles queer love from capital accumulation, 
perhaps Scud’s films offer an even more nuanced diagnosis of queer complicity 
and Sinophone articulations within the Hong Kong SAR New Wave genre.

Permanent Residence begins with a close-  up shot of a page in a diary, indi-
cating that “today” is already June 13, 2047, which oddly coincides with the year 
when Hong Kong’s promised high degree of economic and political autonomy 
will come to an end as stipulated in the Sino-  British Joint Declaration of 1984. 
Such a futuristic visual cue is overladen with an almost obsessive narration of the 
gay male protagonist Ivan’s (played by newcomer Sean Li) own childhood and 
his close relationship with his grandmother in Guangzhou. The rest of the film 
narrates Ivan’s childhood in mainland China at the end of the Cultural Revolution, 
his coming-  of-  age adolescence in Hong Kong, and his successful career as an IT 
software engineer. In fact, he becomes so successful that he is featured in a TV 
interview with another fellow gay IT engineer Josh (Jach Chow), with whom he 
shares a brief fling. Eventually, Ivan met “the love of his life,” Windson (played 
by Osman Hung of the local band EO2). Ivan and Windson’s romance verges on 
bisexuality and revolves around that tragic dilemma of a gay man (Ivan) falling 
for a straight boy (Windson). Ivan’s love for Windson is further frustrated by the 
fact that while Windson is willing to let Ivan anally penetrate him, he never suc-
cumbs to Ivan’s request to penetrate him. Strangely enough, refusing to assume 
the role of a top is another way for Windson to keep his heterosexuality intact. 
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The film ends with Windson committing suicide due to unconsummated love with 
Ivan briefly after their reunion later in life. Years later in 2047, Ivan comes up 
with a plan to die in a coffin designed by himself in a luxurious house in Hong 
Kong, thus alluding to the film’s title of “permanent residence.”

Some film critics have pointed out the self-  indulgence of the film, given the 
fact that Ivan’s life trajectory as an IT manager turned filmmaker closely 
resembles that of the filmmaker Scud’s own life. Alternatively, the film’s lamen-
tation on love and death, its ambitious attempt to forge a queer romance indexed 
by Hong Kong’s own future past in 2047, and Ivan’s neoliberal self-  narrative all 
bring into sharp relief issues about Hong Kong as a site of Sinophone articu-
lation. Hong Kong serves as a “permanent” locale in the film’s geographic 
 imaginary and as a backdrop to the fraught tension between the global Chinese- 
 turned-  Hong Kong capitalist and his “local” queer love object that is Windson. 
Central to the cinematic intersection of queer love with the return of Hong Kong 
to China is the role of queer complicity with capitalist normativity. Specifically, 
the color saturation in the first 15 minutes of the film is often gloomy and even 
black-  and-  white, which portrays the birth of Ivan in a village in Guangzhou. The 
quotidian aspects of early life include details of Ivan’s aging grandmother who 
spoils him more than his mother and adolescence in the domestic sphere often 
controlled by his mother. Ivan’s obsession of writing diary begins in high school 
when he learns the theory of Darwin’s natural selection and believes that 
someone in the future may possibly resurrect his memories, good genes, and 
lead to his own rebirth, thus transcending the limit of human mortality so to 
speak. His diary records such monumental and small details that traverse the 
historical and the personal, including Deng Xiaoping’s announcement to imple-
ment the One Country, Two Systems doctrine in Hong Kong in 1984, Mike 
Tyson becoming the new heavyweight world champion in 1986, and the relat-
ively queer local history of the 1991 decriminalization of sodomy in Hong 
Kong. At work, Ivan models a workaholic homo economicus lifestyle, turns 
down invitations for dates from his fellow female co-  workers, and indeed out-
performs many of his white expat colleagues.

The sharp departure of coloration happens during 13 minutes into the film 
when Ivan finally purchases his own apartment, which coincides with the shift 
into fully bright coloration. He is so thrilled that he takes off all his clothes, runs 
around the empty but well-  designed apartment, and even flexes his muscle 
naked while facing the Victoria Harbour in the middle of the day (Figure 4.1)! 
While this early narrative segment of queer economic success and entrepreneur-
ial self-  making verges on narcissism (indeed it mirrors Scud’s own life trajec-
tory) and normative masculinity, it also reveals Hong Kong-  ness itself as a flex-
ible and fungible identity formation. Specifically, Shu-  mei Shih lays out the 
open-  endedness of Sinophone linguistic communities and highlights becoming 
and plasticity as the conditional possibility of the Sinophone. Shih writes, “Sino-
phone studies takes as its premise the plasticity of Sinitic languages to no prede-
termined destinies, even to the extent that the field of Sinophone studies might 
reach its demise at the limit.”15
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Shih’s argument that the Sinophone is a multidirectional nexus of power rela-
tion that is at the same time open to its own plasticity critically draws attention to 
the ever-  shifting morphology of linguistic community as it anchors to race, geo-
graphy, body, and capital. These mutational factors are all central to the 
 formation of local community in and beyond Hong Kong. Similarly, Ivan’s 
childhood memory narrated in Southern-  accented Mandarin, his high school life 
narrated in Mandarin accented Cantonese, and the very imbrication of his life 
(via the act of writing a diary) with political events both in and out of China, 
Hong Kong, and the world at large thus reveals the co-  constitutive convergence 
of global identity with multiple local articulations of cosmopolitan Hong Kong- 
 ness. Here, becoming a Hong Konger for Ivan also involves a strengthening of 
Chinese Mainland identity as told through a life story of successful capital accu-
mulation and masculine self-  making in Sinophone Hong Kong. Put it differently, 
the film’s multilingual and cross-  border queer life trajectory compels the viewers 
to rethink the intellectual condition of “including China” within the gendered 
geopolitics of China-  centrism, in which migration, border-  crossing, and flexible 
citizenship are attached to modes of becoming Hong Kong subjects. “Theorizing 
the Sinophone, Hong Kong and China-  centrism in this mode can open up more 
productive debates regarding the mutual implication between the centre and the 
margin through the postcolonial geopolitics of gender and border-  crossing.”16

Queer complicity with neoliberal market logics heavily marks the intimate rela-
tionship between Ivan and Windson, even as their romance forges cross-  border 

Figure 4.1  Ivan, always the workaholic self-  made man, flexes his muscle. Permanent 
Residence (2009).
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network of queer kinship and affiliation. Specifically, the first scene that hints at 
the erotic brotherhood between the two young men happens when Ivan was con-
fronted by an Israeli IT engineer Josh (Ivan’s queer confidant later in the film) 
with the question of whether he is gay or not. Since then Ivan suspects that maybe 
he displays some kind of “gay” and “sissy” characteristics and begins working out 
his muscular body even more. Ivan and Windson’s first erotic encounter happens 
in a locally elite athletic facility called South China Athletic Association. In the 
sauna room, Windson, the tan and equally muscular guy, suddenly performs 
several flying roundhouses and drops his towel, revealing his full frontal nudity for 
Ivan’s (and the viewers’) visual pleasure. The two strike up a conversation after 
the gym and decide to deepen their friendship another night by swimming naked 
in possibly the Repulse Bay area. While Windson supposedly has a girlfriend 
named Kelly in mainland China, she never actually appears on screen. Meanwhile, 
Ivan has become such a close friend of Windson that he even offers to pay all 
medical expenses for Windson’s mother, who suffers from lung problems and 
eventually passes away about two-  thirds into the film narrative. Ivan’s close 
maternal bond with Windson’s mother also happens right after his own grand-
mother passed away in Guangzhou.

How do we understand the convergence between neoliberal masculinity, hor-
izontal gay friendship, and alternative queer kinship? At what point does Ivan 
and Windson’s relationship cross from the sexual into the familial realm? It is 
rather tempting to analyze the two gay men’s intimate bonds through the 
concept of homonormativity, which Lisa Duggan defines as the ways in which

“equality” becomes narrow, formal access to a few conservatizing institu-
tions, “freedom” becomes impunity for bigotry and vast inequalities in 
commercial life and civil society, the “right to privacy” becomes domestic 
confinement, and democratic politics itself becomes something to be 
escaped.17

However, the fact that Hong Kong lacks legal and political protection of LGBT 
subjects across many issues like gay marriage, anti-  discrimination law related to 
sexual orientation, and queer immigration rights suggests that homonormativity 
as a concept is insufficient for naming the complex personhood embodied by Ivan 
and Windson. A queer Sinophone framework can demonstrate how economic life 
and complicity are compensated in the absence of formal queer equality. In turn, 
this individual neoliberal governmentality of the self is inextricable from altern-
ative kinship arrangement like caring for a queer lover’s mother. Within these 
queer social bonds, various intersectional tensions and possibilities emerge at the 
nexus of queer complicity, capital accumulation, and alternative kinship bonds. 
And all of this happens in a city that is increasingly driven by cross-  border 
romance, real-  estate speculation, and income inequality, namely social conditions 
that make queer love and queer life almost an impossible option.18

Permanent Residence offers a most powerful visual entanglement of queer 
complicity and worldly intimacy when it connects disparate locations such as 
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Hong Kong, Thailand, and Israel, which are sites that have endured various colo-
nial forces or still practice brutal settler colonialism. Right after Ivan’s grand-
mother passed away in Guangzhou, he needs emotional support. But Windson 
only alienates Ivan further while talking about the need to marry his girlfriend in 
Mainland China because he is, after all, a real heterosexual man (whatever that 
means). After that emotional battle with Windson, Ivan almost contemplates 
committing suicide when a phone call from Tel Aviv by his brief fling Josh saves 
his life. Ivan then visits Israel, makes a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and enjoys a 
day of meditation by floating on the Dead Sea with Josh. Right before his trip to 
Israel, Ivan also embarks on a brief trip to Bangkok and enjoys a night of random 
hook-  ups at a gay bar. Such a visual tourist gaze across incommensurable locales 
thus implicates the queer capitalist subject Ivan within the mobility of queer 
capital and erotic fulfillment at the expense of representing the actual sexual 
exploitation that happens every day in Bangkok and military occupation of Gaza. 
Through this partially colonial gaze of Ivan, viewers become aware of how his 
queer mobility and cosmopolitanism operates precisely through the necropolitics 
in the necessary debility and destruction of other subjects already destined for 
slow death and unending violence (Figure 4.2). In doing so, Scud’s film ironic-
ally reminds us that the “permanent residence” of some queers are in fact co- 
 constituted by the unending rootlessness, un-  belonging, and the production of 
valuelessness of other subjects. Permanent Residence, in its aesthetic lamenta-
tion on death, Hong Kong, and ongoing violence in other parts of the world, thus 
recalls Shih’s definition of the Sinophone as a “place-  based” cultural and 
 political practice19 through its visually absent yet present view on love, colonial 
occupation, pinkwashing, and necropolitics.20 Indeed, a re-  theorization of the 
Sinophone and its relevance to Hong Kong studies through the optic of queer 
complicity can draw our attention to the possible intersection between Sinophone 
studies and the emerging body of work on decolonial critique.21

If Permanent Residence reorients the viewers to the absent presence of 
ongoing colonial violence in various Sinophone encounters with the world, 
Amphetamine returns to the site of Hong Kong as one of internal class segmen-
tation and neocolonial capitalism. The film opens with a slow-  motion shot of the 
main gay male protagonist Kafka (played by Byron Pang), who is standing 
naked on the rooftop of a building overlooking the iconic view of Victoria 
Harbour. The young man wears zombie-  like makeup with his hair dyed silver. 
He is also wearing a pair of angel wings and posing like Michelangelo’s David. 
This surreal and corporeally charged opening shot in fact foreshadows the 
ending of the film, in which his stormy relationship with Daniel, a handsome 
gay Australian investment banker, goes wrong and leads to Kafka’s suicide. The 
next shot presents an equally illusive vision of a dark whirlpool of ocean water 
that gradually pacifies into ripples. At the end of the ripples, a mystical figure in 
a white medical robe escapes the whirlpool and flies up into the middle of the 
camera’s frame like an angel. The next sequence presents a breathtaking night 
view of Victoria Harbour again, capturing in particular the South China Athletic 
Association building where Ivan first met Windson in Scud’s previous film, 
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 Permanent Residence (perhaps a playful attempt at queer intertextuality by the 
filmmaker?). The conversation between a taxi driver and the other protagonist 
Daniel (Thomas Price) reveals that the actions in the film take place amid the 
2008 financial crisis. When asked by the taxi driver what his profession is, the 
Hong Kong-  born Australian expat nonchalantly replies, “I work in finance.”

The rest of the film describes the blossoming of the queer romance between 
the two young men. At the outset, Kafka and Daniel’s lives cannot be more dras-
tically different in terms of social position and sexual orientation. Kafka works 
as a swim instructor at the South China Athletic Association, earning hardly a 
sustainable income and on the top of it, he pays for his mother’s medical 
expenses. Daniel, on the other hand, hangs out regularly at upscale cafés and 
cocktail bars with his co-  workers, whose profession as investment bankers 
“bank on” the very volatility of the stock market and real estate market during 
the economic crisis. In fact, the first encounter between Daniel and Kafka is 
filmed through a POV-  shot where Daniel’s co-  workers chat about how cheap the 
cars are now in Hong Kong and suggest to the young man that he should pur-
chase a Porsche sport car before he goes back to Australia, pointing at a showy 
yellow Porsche that just parked on the street. Daniel, however, only pays half 
attention to this conversation as he has set his sight on a much more alluring 
object of desire, Kafka. Kafka is waiting for his girlfriend May at the bar. When 
she arrives, they quarrel with each other in Mandarin, indicating the Mainland 
cultural identity of May.

Figure 4.2  Ivan and Josh overlook the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Permanent 
Residence (2009).
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The next scene shows Daniel indeed driving a yellow Porsche, perhaps he has 
taken the advice of his colleagues and decides to colonize further into the financial 
mess that is the local Hong Kong economy. The two men encounter each other 
again at a local temple with both drawing Chinese fortune sticks (kau cim 求籤), 
thus the very act of fortune telling and speculation is linked symbolically to the 
speculation of eros and economy. The next day, Daniel waits for Kafka outside 
his public housing estate in the morning, telling Kafka that he has a day off at 
work and offering to take him to his swimming job in Wan Chai. During this brief 
car ride, several important facts are revealed. Daniel actually grew up in Shek O, a 
remote beachside village in Hong Kong, and immigrated to Australia when he 
was fifteen. When inquired by Kafka whether he comes back to Hong Kong 
because he has dated all the boys “over there” already, Daniel is taken aback and 
asks: “Do I look gay?” Daniel resolves the awkward conversation by assuring 
Kafka that he doesn’t care if he is gay or not. Kafka replies to him in a sarcastic 
manner that focalizes queer complicity with global capitalism: “Buying whatever 
you crave, chasing whoever you fancy. Money really is power.” Indeed, the rest 
of the film depicts an unequal and erotically charged queer romance as Daniel gets 
more attached to Kafka, finds out that his lover is addicted to amphetamine (also 
known as speed or ice), tries to “save him” but gets addicted himself, and ulti-
mately leaves Kafka because he is too difficult to love.

If the previous discussion of the visuality of the absent presence of settler 
colonialism and worldly intimacies in Permanent Residence demonstrates 
Scud’s cinema as one that is attuned to issues of queer complicity and ongoing 
colonial violence, here coloniality takes on economic and erotic dimensions. 
Specifically, Daniel’s mixed cultural background, his flexibility in maneuvering 
the economic downturn of Hong Kong to his own advantages, and his unequal 
relation with Kafka are all factors that cement their very romance in the first 
place. Hence, Daniel’s Sinophone subjectivity as an inside outsider speaking 
Cantonese with an Australian accent points to his linguistic and social porosity 
across the Transpacific regionalism of Hong Kong and Australia, as well as his 
neoliberal flexibility and queer complicity. Daniel’s subject position marks a 
queer inflection of what Aihwa Ong terms flexible citizenship, which refers to 
“the cultural logics of capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacement that 
induce subjects to respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political- 
 economic conditions.”22 But it would be too simplistic to restrict the conceptual 
rigor of queer Sinophone studies to the task of diagnosing the exploitation of the 
“local” Hong Kong gay boy by the supposed global hegemony of Daniel simply 
because of his Australian cultural capital. Another conversation between the two 
during another car ride concerns the very name of Kafka, our “local” Hong 
Kong gay boy here. Kafka told Daniel that his name was given by his sword 
fighting kungfu master, and he believes that its origin is a Japanese boy’s name. 
Daniel relates his lover’s name to the novel Kafka on the Shore by the con-
temporary Japanese writer Haruki Murakami. Of course, the very name Kafka 
also conjures a possible homage to the Jewish writer Franz Kafka, whose writ-
ings often fuse elements of realism with the fantastic in ways similar to the film 
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plot here. Employing a queer Sinophone lens to dissect the film’s multiple refer-
entiality thus troubles the neat division between Australia and Hong Kong and 
the global-  local dichotomy. It brings to mind Ackbar Abbas’s provocation that 
“the local is already a translation.”23

If economic gap, social difference, and linguistic porosity both cement and 
separate the queer bonds between Kafka and Daniel, the film’s aesthetic fusion 
between the real and the fantastic seems to promise alternative modes of 
intimate futurity. As they are strolling along the river in one scene, the construc-
tion of the Stonecutters Bridge is in full view, which shows a final building 
piece lacking and exposing a gap. Daniel appropriately remarks, “Maybe when 
the bridge meets, there’ll be no gap between us.” Another scene about forty 
minutes into the film shows the two men taking a boat ride under the construc-
tion of the bridge after consuming ice. The hallucinating effect of amphetamine 
thus cinematically produces a blurring vision for the viewers too because at this 
moment, we are seeing from the vision of Kafka and Daniel. Not only are Kafka 
and Daniel’s close bonds enabled by the hallucinating effect of the drug, we as 
viewers are temporally hailed as under the effect of drug addiction as well. Such 
a queer and hallucinating vision chimes in closely with what Abbas terms the 
cultural politics of disappearance. For Abbas, “reverse hallucination means not 
seeing what is there,”24 and the films of Hong Kong New Wave directors such as 
Wong Kar-  wai and Stanley Kwan seek to reverse the reverse hallucination and 
critically make visible our blindness to the vibrant Hong Kong cultural land-
scape in the midst of transition. Here, Scud’s film implies that perhaps Hong 
Kong after ten years of returning to China is increasingly hallucinated by liquid 
capitalism, itself enabled by the most extreme real-  estate land development 
regime in the world.25 Precisely because of our habitual addiction to the capital-
ist way of life, a queer Sinophone vision must counter this myopia by turning to 
corporeal hallucination, drug addiction, and queer risk as bold chances for cul-
tural survival, namely, learning the difficult task of queer love in an otherwise 
economically unsustainable city for queer love.

The ending segments of Amphetamine hinge on queer utopian longing as an 
alternative Sinophone ontology that reckons with the difficult task of queer love 
in the postcolonial city. During the Christmas party hosted at Daniel’s luxurious 
apartment with rooftop access, Kafka is once again under the influence of drugs. 
Encouraged by the cheers and excitement of the guests, Kafka takes off his 
clothes and performs some acrobatic moves. The guests paint Kafka’s naked 
torso in silver color to show off his muscular glory. However, such a moment of 
ecstasy only forces Kafka to recall an earlier traumatic moment in his life where 
his body was objectified in a gang rape by a local mafia gang. The next morning, 
Kafka stands on the rooftop with angel wing feathers under the false conscious-
ness that he is an angel himself. He eventually jumps off the roof, but luckily he 
is discovered by Daniel just in time to send him to the emergency room. As 
Kafka recovers consciousness from the injury, he escapes from the hospital to 
find out whether the gap in the Stonecutters Bridge will be completed. He is 
eager to know because a previous conversation between the lovers places their 
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love as a bet on whether the bridge construction might be completed by the 
deadline. To Kafka’s relief, the gap is still there because he interprets the final 
realization of queer love as his possible submission to Daniel to be anally pene-
trated, which also arouses his trauma of being raped. Such a conflation between 
the completion of the bridge and anal sex might not be farfetched as the local 
Cantonese phrase “to bridge,” namely 接通 zip tung, also phonetically links to 
the act of anal sex at least in this filmic context, which is 通屎忽 tung si fat, a 
vulgar Cantonese slang that describes someone fucking someone’s ass.

The last moment of the film powerfully heightens the tensions and (im)
possibility of love between Kafka and Daniel through the optic of queer com-
plicity and global mobility. As Daniel takes a taxi to the airport for a flight back 
to Australia, Kafka is contemplating a final act of jumping into the ocean 
through the gap between the incomplete sides of the bridge. He eventually 
jumps into the dark sea at night, and under the hallucinating effect of ampheta-
mine Kafka imagines that his naked body is finally caressing with the naked 
body of Daniel (Figure 4.3). However, this is obviously a queer fantasy all in 
Kafka’s own mind as Daniel is embarking on the journey to home, where 
“home” might signify Australia more than Hong Kong; or it could be whatever 
next destination in Asia that finds itself in financial crisis with equally desperate, 
gay, young men in need of queer salvation. Through this powerful mise-  en- 
 scène of an oceanic queer union against the realistic act of separation, the last 
filmic image of a dark whirlpool is followed by the final caption of the film, 
which reads “Kafka Tam, 1982–2008.” Kafka’s queer fantasy has resulted in his 
own death at the age of twenty-  six.

Hong Kong, queer Sinophone studies, and worldly intimacies
Through the representations of separation and togetherness, realism and fantasy, 
and global mobility and local poverty, Amphetamine injects queer Sinophone 
visuality with the analytical acumen on neoliberal capitalism and queer com-
plicity. At the present conjecture, Hong Kong finds itself increasingly under the 
late capitalist processes of regionalization and incorporation into the geopolitics 
of the PRC through what Wai Kit Choi terms the postcolonial state of exception. 
Choi writes, “Hong Kong is included as a (post)colonized exception, a city col-
onized by multinational corporations and transnational governing bodies domi-
nated by the core capitalist states.”26 While Hong Kong is indeed a Sinophone 
region of both inclusion in and exception from the PRC (in terms of freedom of 
expression, relative judicial autonomy and the rule of law, and free market 
economy), a simplistic application of the state of exception theory confined to 
the tri-  formula of China–Hong Kong–global capital may overlook the kind of 
minor-  to-  minor, South–South, and transnational scales through which queer 
desire, bodies, and complicity entangle with one another.

By invoking the moniker of “postcoloniality beyond China-  centrism,” this 
chapter attempts to break out of the perpetual obsession of arguing whether 
Hong Kong is included or excluded by China, or whether Sinophone studies in 
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the case of Hong Kong should include or exclude China.27 A more productive 
way to parse the linkage between the Sinophone, queer theory, and Hong 
Kong is by engaging in broader frames of reference and comparison through 
the concept of minor transnationalism. A queer Sinophone study informed by 
minor transnationalism can make visible the inextricability of mobility, queer 
cosmopolitanism, and ongoing neoliberalism and settler colonialism both 
symbolically and materially, both in and out of Hong Kong. Furthermore, it 
overcomes the consignation of Hong Kong to the rubric of smaller regions 
under area studies and engages the queer and the Sinophone through worldly 
geographies and intimacies. More urgently, it links Hong Kong, queerness, 
and the Sinophone to the expansive web of colonial histories, displacement, 
and intimate crossings of bodies and desire that Lisa Lowe terms “the intima-
cies of four continents.”28 Lowe demonstrates the ways in which modern 
humanism is found on the material labor and histories of slavery, forced 
colonization of Native lands, and new imperial exploitation of Chinese 
coolies, all of which are central to the emergence of modern capitalism and 
imperialism yet occluded in knowledge production by the separation of 
national histories and archives. To account for queerness, sexuality, colonial-
ity, and capitalism in our study of Hong Kong is to engage in creative compar-
ison that entangles Hong Kong with the world through alternative methods of 
reading and queer genealogies. A queer Sinophone intervention demands 
nothing short of this task.

Figure 4.3  Under the effect of amphetamine, Daniel finally caresses with Kafka. 
Amphetamine (2010).
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5 Ethnicity—a queerness of relation
The plight of the “ethnic minority” in 
Chan Koon-  Chung’s Bare Life

Kyle Shernuk

Questions about ethnicity constitute a central organizing principle of con-
temporary political, social, and cultural life in the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC).1 Whether these manifest as concerns about China’s border territories that 
are primarily occupied by officially classified ethnic minority groups— such as 
the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) or Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 
Region (XUAR)— or in more abstract concerns, such as Chinese General Sec-
retary Xi Jinping’s aspirations for constructing a harmonious nationality that is 
coterminous with the sovereignty of the PRC state and those descended from 
it— the Zhonghua minzu 中華民族— issues of ethnicity and ethnic identity form 
a core component of contemporary life. In more specific terms, ethnic identity 
in the PRC is tied, on the one hand, to political opportunities, such as guaran-
teed representation in the National People’s Congress, formalized education 
benefits, and exceptions to national regulatory policies; on the other, it is the 
cause of social and economic discrimination, assertions of disloyalty to the 
state, and the more general condition of being a marked minority in a Han- 
 ethnic majority country.

With respect to the topic of queer Sinophone studies, the introduction of 
ethnicity opens up new and more complex vistas of how non-  normative sub-
jecthoods manifest in China. In this regard, queerness need not only be an issue 
of non-  normative sexual practices or identities, but understood as inclusive of 
any practices or identities that deviate from the linear trajectory of norm-
ative social practices. What the following chapter seeks to demonstrate is that 
 ethnicization— or the political and social process of being marked as ethnic, and 
therefore non-  normative— is intimately bound to ideas of gender, class, geo-
graphy, and language, to name but a few. Furthermore, all of these various cat-
egories exist in relation to each other, rather than as independent forces that can 
be individually brought to bear on the others. A straightforward example of this 
can be seen in Han-  Chinese presumptions of Tibetan men’s hypermasculinity, 
embodied in the traits of virility and violence; gender and ethnicity do not exist 
independently of each other but through a process of mutual constitution. A 
more complex example ties the promotion of capitalist values in China to both 
the social feminization of Han-  Chinese men, vis-  à-  vis Western and specifically 
American culture, at the same time that it masculinizes Han-  Chinese women 
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vis-  à-  vis Tibetan men, who are in turn feminized. That the figure of the Tibetan 
man can be simultaneously hypermasculine and feminine speaks to the rela-
tional nature of identity categories and demonstrates how the consideration of 
ethnicity enriches our understanding of queerness in contemporary China.

The earlier iteration of this volume, Queer Sinophone Cultures (2014), set 
out to analyze the generative potential that issues from the joint consideration of 
Sinophone and Queer Studies, two fields whose methodologies both emphasize 
their respective peripheries and non-   or anti-  normative articulations of subject-
hood. Among the three primary aims of the volume enumerated in Ari Larissa 
Heinrich’s introductory chapter, is an analysis of the constructed margins of 
both fields: “… the national, ethnic, gendered, and indeed disciplinary margins 
of East Asian studies and queer studies as such.”2 The subsequent chapters suc-
cessfully probe these margins, with the notable exception of one key term: 
ethnicity. While an unfortunate oversight, it seems an almost necessary one in 
order to provide a coherent narrative that weaves together the already institu-
tionally disparate fields of Sinophone and Queer Studies. Building on the 
groundwork laid by those contributors, this chapter intends to further compli-
cate the intricate relationships between Sinophone and Queer methodologies, by 
investigating how queerness comes to bear on the ethnicized citizen-  subject in 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC; also, China) in the twenty-  first century. 
Through an analysis of Chan Koon-  chung’s (1952–) thought-  provoking novel of 
social commentary, Bare Life (2012),3 I argue that— similar to the relationship 
between the Sinophone and Queerness identified in the first volume4— ethnicity 
in contemporary China is relationally produced vis-  à-  vis the category of queer-
ness and vice versa, which is demonstrated by the novel’s treatment of trauma, 
affect, and ideology.

This chapter begins by situating the stakes of my argument in the context of 
Ethnic and Critical Race, Queer, and Sinophone Studies. I demonstrate how a 
theory of “relation” can be useful for articulating a more comprehensive vision 
that attends to the mutual construction of identity categories— like race, gender, 
and sexuality— that are too often treated as discrete. By analyzing the terms as 
co-  constitutive, I intend to complicate current understandings of both ethnicity 
and queerness in contemporary China. The subsequent use of this method and 
analysis of Chan’s Bare Life unfolds in three parts. First, I analyze a moment of 
same-  sex desire in the novel and its implications, by situating it within a larger 
context of transnational capital flows, domestic politics, and personal trauma. 
Second, I focus on the physical journey of the novel’s Tibetan protagonist and 
the geopolitical implications and permissions such movement assumes and 
implies. Third, I attend to Chan’s disillusioned interpretation of the China 
Dream5 and suggest that such an ideological formation is capable of exploiting 
relationally constructed identity categories for its own ends, which results in the 
ethnicized citizen’s reduction to the titular condition of the novel, bare life. The 
chapter concludes by considering the possible relational synergy between ethnic, 
race, and queer studies in Chinese-  language literatures and the latent optimism 
to be discovered in Chan’s conclusion.
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The relational queerness of the Chinese ethnic minority
The relationship between the study of Chinese-  language literature and queer 
theory continues to be a fraught one, despite increasing scholarly engagement 
with the issue in both the Chinese and American academies. Queer Sinophone 
Cultures broke new ground in identifying not only how queer theory is useful 
for analyzing Chinese-  language literatures, but also how Chinese-  language liter-
ature is itself a producer of queer theory. This theme was further developed 
shortly thereafter in Petrus Liu’s insightful Queer Marxism in Two Chinas 
(2015). Liu deftly identifies how China has consistently served as the constitu-
tive outside of “Western” queer theory, as developed by seminal figures in the 
field, such as Judith Butler, Eve Sedgwick, David Halperin, and Michel 
 Foucault. Moreover, he advances a Marxist-  inspired model of “systemic ana-
lysis” that focuses on the material and socioeconomic conditions that produce 
queerness, rather than focusing on including China in the current liberal model 
of queer theory.6 The excavation of this Marxist genealogy of queerness in 
China also provides a belated counterpart to Lisa Rofel’s earlier work about 
the impact of neoliberalism on sexuality in China,7 by bringing attention to the 
queer Chinese logics that are cleaved by neoliberal readings of sexuality. In the 
end, we are presented with a new methodology for interpreting and identifying 
expressions of queerness that both complicate and contest prevailing models of 
queer theory in the American academy.

Despite Liu’s identified shortcomings in Euro-  American queer theory’s foun-
dational texts, the academy that produced them should not be written off whole-
sale. Queer Studies, since the turn of the millennium, has seen a growing trend 
toward self-  reflexivity and scholars have been seriously engaged in the critical 
interrogation of the field’s foundations. Part of this process has been the 
application of intersectional approaches to the development of queer theory, 
bringing the categories of race and ethnicity to bear on questions of gender and 
sexuality. For example, David Eng’s Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity 
in Asian America (2001) attends to the interactive relationship between raciali-
zation and sexuality in Asian American culture and examines how “articulations 
of national subjectivity depend intimately on racializing, gendering, and sexual-
izing strategies.”8 He further develops this thesis in his The Feeling of Kinship: 
Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy (2010). Shifting his herme-
neutic focus from race to queerness, Eng demonstrates how the queer liberalist 
model of the status quo abets claims of “colorblindness” in American culture 
and politics. The consequence, he argues, is that race still actively structures the 
logic of queer liberalism but conversations about it have been erased and 
silenced— “we are already colorblind”— in turn allowing the damaging practices 
of racialization to seep even more deeply into the foundations of American 
culture and politics.9 Both of Eng’s works, while perhaps inspired by the inter-
sectional model prevailing at the time, also suggest the blurring of these identity 
categories’ borders, and begin to approximate the relational model I will 
advance below.
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Addressing the multicultural, (neo)liberal model of race, gender, and sexual-
ity germane to the American situation, the phenomena identified in Eng’s work 
suggests fruitful lines of future inquiry. In the case of the PRC— an illiberal 
 government10 that alternates between policies of multicultural and multi-  ethnic 
tolerance and compulsory assimilation11— looking at issues of sexuality as inti-
mately tied to processes of racialization offers a fresh approach by which to con-
sider questions of politics and identity. The motivating questions of Eng’s 
research might equally be asked of PRC practices: “How, for example, are racial 
boundaries secured or contested through symbolic norms as well as prohibitions 
on sexuality and sexual practices?”12 Shifting contexts from America to the 
PRC, however, requires establishing a revised vocabulary and analyzing a new 
set of symbolic norms, at the same time that it demonstrates the value of inter-
disciplinary engagement between these related concerns.

The practices referred to as racialization in the American academic context 
are generally subsumed under the mantle of “ethnic studies” in the context of the 
PRC. Consequently, I suggest that subsequent references to processes of “ethni-
cization” in China should be read as comparable with, although not identical to, 
processes of racialization in US-  focused studies like Eng’s works above. Com-
posed of fifty-  six officially recognized ethnic groups, fifty-  five of which are for-
mally categorized as “minorities,” the PRC has a diverse ethnic landscape that 
has been decades in the making.13 Moreover, countless studies have been pro-
duced identifying the hegemonic status held by the majority Han ethnicity, as 
well as the damaging consequences engendered by the invisible and unmarked 
nature that characterizes that status.14 For a paradigmatic example, Louisa 
Schein’s study of Miao women in southeast Guizhou province argues for the 
existence of an “internal orientalism,” which is defined as “a set of practices that 
occurs within China, and that … refers to the fascination of more cosmopolitan 
[i.e., Han] Chinese with ‘exotic’ minority cultures in an array of polychromatic 
and titillating forms.”15 Ralph Litzinger’s article from the same collection also 
reaffirms the hegemonic status of the Han ethnicity and its attendant implica-
tions of objectification for minority ethnic groups, particularly ethnicized male 
citizen-  subjects.16 In short, there is an established power dynamic between the 
dominant Han and other ethnic groups in the PRC that continues to undergird 
much of the cultural and political landscape of contemporary China and that par-
allels conversations about the relationship between whiteness and racialized 
groups in the US context.17

Inspired by the demonstrated connection between processes of sexuality and 
ethnicization in the above studies, both implicit and explicit, this chapter aims to 
push the study of Chinese-  language literature in a new direction, while at the 
same time connecting it to its counterparts in Critical Race and Ethnic Studies, 
Asian American Studies, African and African American Studies, Queer Studies, 
and literary and cultural studies more broadly. Specifically, it advances the kind 
of materialist reading identified by Liu that demands attention be brought to the 
geopolitical and contextual conditions that produce queer identities, but expands 
the purview of Liu’s study to consider how gender and sexuality simultaneously 
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produce and are produced by processes of ethnicization, which is a connection 
that is yet to be fully theorized. The need for such interdisciplinary considera-
tions is perhaps made clear by the fact that Eng’s work makes no mention of 
parallel concerns from related fields, such as African and African-  American 
Studies scholar Siobhan Somerville’s contemporaneous, ground-  breaking work 
concerning the intersection of race and sexuality in the United States;18 in 
parallel fashion, neither do works about ethnicity in China take advantage of 
works about ethnicization or racialization not directly concerned with the 
Chinese context. By bringing the developments from these various fields to bear 
on the same textual example— Chan Koon-  chung’s Bare Life— this chapter 
endeavors to offer a much-  needed interdisciplinary analysis of gender, sexuality, 
and ethnicization in contemporary China.

On relation
In order to achieve this admittedly grand agenda, my methodology avails itself 
of relation theory. First elaborated by Martinican intellectual Édouard Glissant 
in the late 1980s as an anti-  colonial technique for reading literature, the theory is 
inspired by the work Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: “[r]hizomatic thought is 
the principle behind what I [Glissant] call the Poetics of Relation, in which each 
and every identity is extended through a relationship with the Other.”19 Literary 
comparatist Shu-  mei Shih offers a working definition of Relation, calling it 
“both a way of describing and understanding the globalized world of ‘infinite 
interactions of cultures,’ and as an act (Relation as ‘an intransitive verb’) that 
changes all the elements that come into relation with each other.”20 Arguing 
against universalizing colonial narratives that would try to overlay a positivist or 
linear explanation atop this totality of relations— to distill logic from the 
Chaos— this literary Poetics of Relation attempts to rescue the specificity of 
lived experience from the maw of empire. In many instances, this is simply the 
accumulation of the mundane and commonplace to counter the streamlined 
rationale of modern logic.21 In its final realization, the movement of words 
“leads from periphery to periphery … it makes every periphery into a center; 
furthermore, it abolishes the very notion of center and periphery.”22 Ultimately 
breaking away from the nodal focus of rhizome theory as it was originally pro-
posed, the theory of relation sees the world as contingently formed and 
 constantly in flux, producing meaning anew in every context.23

The value of relational thought helps push forward our thinking of queerness 
and ethnicity in at least two ways. First, by placing the emphasis on the process 
through which meaning is formed, which is to say the relationality of things, it 
allows us to bracket, if only temporarily, the larger debates in which theories of 
relation are often enmeshed. Specifically, I am referring to debates regarding the 
ideas of intersectionality and assemblage, as well as women of color feminism 
and queer of color critique.24 Common to all of these conversations is the rela-
tional nature of potential identity categories and, by highlighting this fact alone, 
this chapter is able to make an intervention that is clearly legible to these fields. 
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In the Chinese context, by considering ethnicity as inherent to the functioning of 
sexuality as a coherent analytical category and vice versa, it enables us to flatten 
out the space for analysis in a way that refuses to privilege any particular term, 
and instead allows us to use one term as a lens for analyzing a much broader 
field of social meaning. As demonstrated in the works of Schein and Litzinger 
above, there is already a recognition that the process of ethnicization has con-
sequences for understandings of gender, but unraveling the cultural logics that 
enable that reality is something that remains underdeveloped. Aiming to push 
these conversations one step further, this chapter asks what the relational turn 
can illuminate between the US and Chinese literary and cultural fields, and how 
relationality can be used to think through the Chinese cultural scene in ways that 
provide a new and distinct perspective onto global academic discourses concern-
ing gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity.

To this point, relational thinking more organically suggests the interdiscipli-
nary borrowings and interaction that scholarship from all relevant fields suggests 
is necessary. For instance, Natalia Molina’s How Race Is Made in America: 
Immigration, Citizenship, and the Historical Power of Racial Scripts (2014) sug-
gests that we understand race “as a relational concept,” in contradistinction to it 
being “comparative.”25 The shift in emphasis here is meant to recognize that the 
fate of Mexican Americans, Asian Americans, or even African Americans are 
not distinct from one another and that how one group is constructed is inherently 
already both a product and result of the racialization of other groups as well; this 
conclusion echoes the findings of Eng and Somerville, if using a slightly 
different vocabulary. For Molina, this relational approach in turn also generates 
the potential for coalitional politics, by identifying common ground among arti-
ficially divided groups. This need for producing a coalitional politics is shared 
among nearly all related positions,26 and so focusing on the process of relational-
ity in turn holds out the potential of engaging the broadest possible audience. 
Consequently, one goal of adopting the vocabulary of relation in this chapter is 
to build on the momentum generated by these examples and to advance the study 
of Chinese-  language literature by connecting it to conversations about Queer, 
Race, and Ethnic studies in both China and the United States academies.

The queerness of the ethnic minority in Chan Koon-  chung’s 
Bare Life
For Chan Koon-  chung, writing is a means of social engagement and his life 
experiences inform his creative output. Born in Shanghai and raised in Hong 
Kong, he lived in Taiwan for six years before arriving at his current home, 
Beijing, where he has resided for more than a decade. He earned a degree in 
social studies from Hong Kong University and later studied Communication 
Studies in the United States at Boston University— almost all facts recycled in 
his various fictional characters. Professionally, Chan has worked the majority of 
his life either as a journalist or in the publishing industry, in 1976 cofounding 
Hong Kong’s City Magazine and in the 1990s serving as an overseas publisher 
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for the PRC academic journal Dushu. In 2008, he was elected to the inter-
national board of directors for Greenpeace, after developing several smaller 
green projects in China domestically.27 His publication history demonstrates 
several recurring themes and concerns, including: a commitment to Marxism 
and Marxist thought; a concern for the people and status of Hong Kong, both 
culturally and politically; and a sustained interest in the politics of the PRC, 
including its recent history and historiographical practices. In terms of style, 
Chan’s literature reflects his journalistic background and demonstrates a prefer-
ence for unadorned and straightforward prose that focuses on plot development 
and raw human emotion. Literature, for Chan, is ultimately about the message 
and not the medium.

While this chapter concerns Chan’s Bare Life, the novel is perhaps best 
understood as the second installment of his 2009 dystopian novel, The Fat 
Years: China 2013. In this earlier story, Chan describes the creation of a postso-
cialist utopian society in the PRC, which will occur within only five years of the 
novel’s publication. This perfect society, however, is later revealed as built upon 
a moment of repressed mass violence, which also bears an uncanny resemblance 
to the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre. The first two-  thirds of the novel follow 
a man who tries to recover the “lost month” of violence that has been expunged 
from all public records, while the last third presents a kidnapped bureaucrat’s 
monologue, which is perhaps the longest in modern Chinese literary history. In 
this monologue, it is revealed that trace amounts of ecstasy have been released in 
China’s water supplies in order to subdue and manage the people. The novel 
ends with the protagonist driving for Yunnan province, which supposedly has 
been spared this effect due to its underdeveloped infrastructure and resulting 
inability to spread the drug to its people. Even with a light-  handed interpretation, 
the novel still suggests that the only hope for a life free from government 
manipulation and (drugged) complacency lies in China’s peripheries.

Bare Life picks up this thread of looking to China’s peripheries, in order to 
tell a twenty-  first century story about the dreams and disillusionment of a Lhasa- 
 Tibetan man named Champa. A hired driver for a Han-  Chinese businesswoman 
in Lhasa called Ms. Plum, Champa’s required duties quickly expand to include 
more personal requests. Once he realizes the paternalistic nature of their relation-
ship, however, Champa can no longer perform his “extra duties” and finds his 
only inspiration in the image of Ms. Plum’s daughter, Shell. Deciding to make a 
bold move, he drives from Lhasa to Beijing to successfully be with Shell, 
abandoning Ms. Plum. Champa finds, however, that integrating into Beijing life 
as a Tibetan man is not as easy as China’s 2008 Olympic theme song had 
suggested— “Beijing Welcomes You!” Champa and Shell end up parting but on 
good terms, and she helps set him up with a job at a security firm run by a family 
friend. The security agency is in reality a “black prison” that is contracted out by 
the Chinese government for the dirtier jobs with which they do not want to be 
associated. Working in this environment causes Champa to struggle with his 
desire to live out his “Beijing Dream” at the cost of his conscience. Eventually 
falling out of favor with his boss, the company then tries to pin a crime on him 
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and make him disappear— his is the kind of life that no one will miss. Realizing 
the scheme with only moments to spare, he escapes with the help of Shell and 
prepares to return to Lhasa with a new dream for ethnic equality.

A queer trauma of ethnic proportions
A thinly veiled personification of an idealized postsocialist28 Chinese citizen, the 
story of Ms. Plum offers an almost unmediated window into Chan’s vision of 
contemporary China and the logic by which it functions. Ms. Plum is introduced 
as a hardworking businesswoman who successfully made the “jump into the 
ocean [of business]” during the early 1990s and beginning of China’s economic 
boom. Her dedication to and success with her business appear to compensate for 
the estranged and failed relationship with her daughter, Shell, whom Ms. Plum 
raised as a single mother. For Shell, the identity of her absent father is a constant 
question in her life, but one that Ms. Plum is unwilling to answer. It is only in 
the closing section of the novel that Chan reveals the earlier, unspeakable 
trauma from Ms. Plum’s past— her erstwhile husband, Mr. Lin, was a homo-
sexual who abandoned her for a foreign man shortly after Shell’s birth. Recon-
structing the timeline of Ms. Plum’s life in chronological order, one discerns a 
cyclical pattern inaugurated by this moment of queer trauma, wherein the post-
socialist order of China’s present is revealed to be mutually constituted not only 
by discourses of sexuality, but ethnicity and economics as well.

Ms. Plum’s decision to rebrand herself as a diligent member of the capitalist 
world order might easily be dismissed as an attempt to compensate for the 
absence of her husband— what better way to console oneself than to conquer the 
thing that caused one’s pain? I would suggest, however, that more than merely 
filling the lack in her life, she simultaneously makes herself into the most unlikely 
accomplice of the queer liberal project embedded in capitalist expansion.29 The 
reader is told that Mr. Lin travels to Shanghai in the early 1990s for a teacher’s 
conference, where he meets his foreign male lover and decides to leave China. A 
less than oblique reference to Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 Southern Tour— a political 
maneuver that reconfirmed the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) commitment to 
economic reforms in the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre— 
Shanghai was one stop on the tour and became a newly designated Special Eco-
nomic Zone (SEZ) the same year, transforming the city into a bastion of capit-
alism in China. Although Reform and Opening Up was implemented as early as 
1978, scholars generally consider Deng’s Southern Tour to be the watershed 
moment for China’s liberalization and modernization.30 Moreover, although 
widely considered an aberrant form of sexuality that was inherently bourgeois and 
Western in nature, homosexuality was understood in China at the time as a neg-
ative yet unpreventable side effect of economic development and prosperity.31 The 
affluence to which Ms. Plum aspires in order to alleviate her pain consequently 
turns out to be her unwitting support of the very system and behaviors she 
believes her husband should have rejected. Ultimately, her husband’s same-  sex 
desires are only as condemnable as Ms. Plum’s unreserved embrace of capitalism.
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The logic that enables Ms. Plum’s error is important, however, as it comes to 
inform a new structure of feeling for well-  disciplined postsocialist Chinese sub-
jects and dictates the terms of her future relationship with the novel’s prot-
agonist, Champa. In the case of Mr. Lin, an unnamed foreign man (presumably 
white, given his laowai designation) whose role in the novel is reducible to his 
ability to represent the arrival of capitalism in China, offers him a better life 
outside of China in exchange for his affections. This enactment of the immutable 
axiom of capitalism— that all things can be assigned a value and (s)exchanged— 
inaugurates the uneven and cyclical logic of exchange that dominates the rest of 
Ms. Plum’s life and she begins to accumulate wealth under the guise of pursuing 
a new happiness. No amount of wealth can fully compensate for her emotional 
damage, however, and she remains unable to speak of Mr. Lin to her daughter 
Shell. Her refusal to speak might suggest that she has been unsatisfactorily com-
pensated by capitalism, which would entail the more sinister implication that the 
promise of capitalism is hollow and that she may never find the happiness she 
seeks. I would sooner suggest, however, that she cannot speak of his betrayal 
because it would mean confronting her own complicity in the system that engen-
dered her suffering in the first place and the guilt she feels for not rejecting the 
tainted fruits of capitalism’s promise. This latter interpretation is additionally 
supported by Shell’s later indifference to her father’s same-  sex desires, as she 
was born into and raised under capitalist logic, herself is engaged in a same-  sex 
relationship, and consequently sees no conflict of interest or blame to be 
assigned to either parent.32

Unable to deny the principle of exchange without being forced to face both 
her complicity and husband’s emotional betrayal, Ms. Plum is left to replay with 
Champa the same script that first caused her trauma. Moreover, the national, 
racial, and gendered dynamics that characterize her first encounter are translated 
into her new relationship. The image of the foreign (white) man that arrived 
from outside to socially “feminize” her husband finds a new life in the postso-
cialist paragon and ethnically Han-  Chinese Ms. Plum upon her arrival in Lhasa. 
Her superiority as a Han-  Chinese subject entering Tibet is articulated in unequi-
vocal terms throughout the novel— Chan explores on several occasions the 
insurmountable differences between China and Tibet, as well as Han-  Chinese 
discriminatory attitudes toward and belittlement of ethnically Tibetan people— 
despite politically motivated claims of ethnic parity. Occupying a position 
analogous to the foreign man, Ms. Plum’s cultural masculinization is also 
unequivocally demonstrated by her economic superiority. As the proper postso-
cialist subject, she brings with her knowledge of business and culture, a modern 
sensibility, command of standard Mandarin, and wealth beyond the average 
Tibetan’s wildest dreams; she teaches Champa “how to act as becomes a man.”33 
Her offer to share this knowledge and wealth with Champa is predicated on the 
assumption that, in exchange, he will be loyal and obey her, in much the same 
fashion as her husband submitted to the foreign man.

Ms. Plum projects onto Champa a series of contradictory characteristics that 
reveal the circular or interconnected nature of economics, ethnicity and sexuality 
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in the novel. Envisioning herself as the bearer of worldly wisdom— reducible to 
economic and consumer knowledge— Ms. Plum immediately gives Champa the 
nickname “Champie,” or qiangqiang in Chinese, marking his inferior relation to 
her vis-  à-  vis the infantilizing reduplication of a character from his proper name. 
Champa himself expresses his discomfort over the “queer” feeling the nickname 
gives him, but only to himself34— the moment to correct her passes and the name 
sticks. The uneven nature of Champa’s relationship with Ms. Plum is also a 
point of contention among his circle of friends, who take to calling 
him Ms. Plum’s “Tibetan Mastiff puppy.”35 This second nickname connotes 
 Champa’s social emasculation and/or feminization vis-  à-  vis Ms. Plum, as well 
as a kind of sexual degradation or even bestialia that suggests an almost species- 
 level difference between the Lhasa-  Tibetan Champa and Han-  Chinese Ms. 
Plum. This insinuation of sexual excess or perversion can be seen in Ms. Plum’s 
nickname as well, as the character qiang can be understood as meaning “power” 
or “vigor,” which gestures towards the perverse or even queer sexual excess that 
so attracts her to Champa in the first place. Having come full circle, it becomes 
clear that Ms. Plum’s extension of economic and consumer knowledge to the 
“ignorant” Champa is inseparable from her desire for the sexual excess she pro-
jects onto him, which is perceived as a function of his Tibetan (Mastiff) ethnicity 
that is obtainable in exchange for her postsocialist wisdom.

The cost of feeling
The implicit nature of postsocialist logic and its enforced status disparity 
demonstrated in Champa’s relationship with Ms. Plum are eventually made 
explicit, when Champa realizes that his affections for Ms. Plum are not being 
returned in kind but instead for material pleasures. This triggers a chain reaction 
that causes Champa to not only consider the role of labor (economics) in their 
relationship, but also sexuality and ethnicity. Like the circular logic displayed in 
Ms. Plum’s reenactment of the queer trauma from her youth, here too each term 
is revealed to be reliant on the others for its coherent articulation. Moreover, 
ethnicity also finds its additional expression as a function of geopolitics and 
population distribution, in turn contributing a stronger materialist case— vis-  à- 
 vis Liu’s desired framework above— for sexuality’s mutual imbrication with 
ethnicity in tangible terms.

The breakdown of Champa and Ms. Plum’s cycle of affective exchange 
begins with their disparate expectations about a visit to Beijing and ends with an 
ethnic realization of sexual implications. Having spent more than three years 
entreating Ms. Plum to take him to Beijing, she finally accedes and offers 
Champa an opportunity he has dreamed of since childhood.36 After arriving, 
however, Champa discovers that he has only been brought to Beijing in order to 
drive Ms. Plum’s newest car back to Lhasa. This miscommunication begins the 
breakdown of their affective exchange: Champa had expected to be treated to 
Peking duck and taken on tours, while Ms. Plum assumed the opportunity to drive 
home in a new car would be more than enough to satisfy him. The incredulity and 
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insult of Ms. Plum’s request occupy Champa’s thoughts on the multiple-  day 
drive back home, the contents of which I will quote at length to demonstrate the 
interplay between affect, economics, and ethnicity,

Once I was out of Beijing everything made sense: Ms. Plum didn’t want me 
hanging around Beijing. That’s why each time I told her I wanted to go with 
her to Beijing she never responded. Three years and she never let me come. 
This time was only to drive the car back to Lhasa. Why? Does she have 
another man in Lhasa? She has so many friends in Beijing, is she afraid they 
might see her with me? But she knows a lot of people in Lhasa too, and 
Lhasa’s a small place, isn’t it easy to run into people you know? Half of 
Lhasa knows we’re together. Isn’t she worried someone would spread word 
all the way to Beijing? Why is she different in Beijing than in Lhasa?
 Three days later when I arrived in Golmud I thought of something else: 
she was only willing to be with me after leaving Han territory. In Han ter-
ritory she didn’t want to be seen with me, for people to see that she was 
trailing a Tibetan Mastiff puppy. Now Golmud, from the beginning this city 
was made for Han people entering Tibet. Although the people living in the 
city center were mostly Han, it still belonged to the Mongolian–Tibetan 
Autonomous Region and couldn’t be considered Han territory. It is the last 
city along the Qinghai-  Tibet road before you hit Lhasa that has connecting 
flights to Beijing. Ms. Plum told me to drive here first, then she would fly 
over to meet me and we would drive into Tibet together. After getting into 
Tibetan territory, female Han businesswomen with Tibetan drivers are a 
dime a dozen.37

Champa begins by assuming a kind of affective logic— there must be another 
man receiving her affections— which fails to persuade him because Ms. Plum is 
still willing to be seen with him in Lhasa. Further rumination on the topic, 
accompanied by both a physical and metaphorical distance from his problem, 
leads him to a more compelling conclusion. Namely, that Ms. Plum is ashamed, 
as a Han woman, to be seen by other Han people in the company of her Tibetan 
Mastiff puppy. Champa further corroborates his theory of ethnic disparity by 
recourse to geography. It is only in the liminal city of Golmud, the physical point 
of transition from Han to Tibetan majority territory, that Ms. Plum is finally 
willing to be comfortably seen in his company. Her comfort, however, is not an 
affective one where she can express her unbridled feelings. Instead, it is enabled 
by the geography, population distribution, and the social disparity affected by the 
economics of postsocialism: a Han woman being chauffeured by a Tibetan man 
is not conspicuous in this heterogeneously populated zone on the cusp of Han 
and Tibetan territories, and Ms. Plum’s ostensibly employer–employee relation-
ship with Champa economically reproduces the ethnic hierarchy and difference 
necessary for the perpetuation and coherency of the postsocialist world order.

Before Champa can come to these conclusions, there are notable con-
sequences of his awakening to postsocialism’s affective bait-  and-  switch that 
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have cascading implications for his sexual identity, economic position, and 
ethnic pride. Specifically, Champa struggles to maintain an erection while 
having intercourse with Ms. Plum and can only overcome this dilemma by visu-
alizing the suffering of Han prostitutes he has previously encountered. More-
over, Champa’s reference to these prostitutes as “one-  time consumables” (with 
regards to his ability to imagine them and be sexually inspired) gestures toward 
the economic superiority he also wields over them, as they are transformed into 
products he then exploits as aphrodisiacs.38 This economic language provides a 
clue for how to interpret Champa’s situation. Previously able to rationalize away 
the queer surplus of his feelings that resulted from Ms. Plum’s treatment of 
him— such as by citing different standards for masculine and feminine behavior 
in Lhasa than in Amdo, let alone Beijing39— Ms. Plum’s affective betrayal forces 
Champa to realize that, in her version of the world, he is less than a proper post-
socialist man. It also triggers the realization that his canine nickname is not a 
sign of his friends’ jealousy over his cushy lifestyle like he is previously led to 
believe,40 but actually connotes his social emasculation. I would suggest it is his 
recognition of this fact that is the cause of his erectile troubles. This is further 
corroborated by the solution he devises: by claiming economic superiority over 
and disposability of the Han-  Chinese prostitutes, Champa not only regains a 
temporary sense of economic advantage, but also prioritizes his ethnicity in a 
way that restores his ethnic pride. With a semblance of his masculinity now 
cobbled back together, he can carry on his “duties” with Ms. Plum and conceal 
his own postsocialist trauma.

The strange conclusion to this saga takes the form of a Tibetan White Tara41 
statue imbued with Han characteristics and Ms. Plum’s retroactive justification 
of postsocialist logic. Champa’s stop-  gap measure of imagining Han prosti-
tutes is eventually supplanted by the serene yet seductive image of a Tara 
statue brought home by Ms. Plum. By imagining the gaze of this titillating 
Tara, he is able to perform on-  demand, ad infinitum, and his sexual confidence 
is restored through the electrifying magnanimity of the Tibetan deity. When it 
is revealed, however, that Ms. Plum’s daughter, Shell, redesigned the physical 
features of that particular Tara after her own image, Champa’s sexual desire is 
in turn projected onto Shell, for whom he abandons everything— including 
Ms. Plum— and returns to Beijing to woo. Champa’s sudden withdrawal of 
sexual attention and employment services, or what Ms. Plum might think of as 
a kind of affection, triggers a now predictable response: she recalls the car she 
gave him and ends her economic support. Her behavior here is both predeter-
mined by the logic of postsocialism and retroactively serves as proof its vera-
city, insomuch as her choice to withdraw economic support appears as a direct 
consequence of Champa’s withdrawal of affection. Having aggressively 
resealed the hermetic logic of exchange necessary to sustain her postsocialist 
fantasy, Ms. Plum exits the story, presumably to repeat the same script with 
yet another ethnicized man.

“Beijing♪ Welcomes♪ You … [but only if you’re the same as us]!”
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The previous two sections have focused on demonstrating the relational 
nature of ethnicity, sexuality, and even economy, as they relate to an individu-
al’s subjectivity and socio-  cultural position in the PRC. They have suggested 
that in the present, postsocialist world order, these seemingly discrete categories 
are in fact products of the others and one cannot exist without the others. Having 
established this relational foundation, this section examines how the principle of 
relation, while perhaps neutral in its theoretical origins, can be instrumentalized 
and exploited by ideological agendas as a means of disciplining “unruly” sub-
jects. Specifically, it takes up Chan’s interpretation of the “China Dream”— the 
titular trapping of Chinese General Secretary Xi Jinping’s political agenda, first 
introduced in 2012 and popularized in 2013— to see how it not only exploits the 
inherent connection between sexuality and ethnicity, but also pushes the latent 
potential of relational thinking to its necropolitical extreme. While discussed in 
the grand language of ideology, the tangible or perhaps palpable effects of the 
China Dream’s ideological dicta and its attendant disciplinary efforts are dis-
solved into the fabric of everyday Chinese life. Discovering himself as an ethni-
cally deviant Chinese subject, Champa encounters these ideological limits in the 
mundane activities of acquiring housing, maintaining relationships, and finding 
employment. While Champa must suffer the dehumanizing consequences of 
existing on the periphery of this ideology, I will argue that the concluding 
moments of Bare Life suggest a leftist-  inspired possibility for recuperating these 
appropriated terms from China’s oneiric grasp.

More than simply a political vision, Xi Jinping’s proclamation of the China 
Dream should also be understood as an instance of executive or even existential 
fiat intended to bring about change in the direction of China’s economic and cul-
tural future. While Xi has continued to elaborate on the China Dream in the 
years since its original formulation, the heart of his vision remains unchanged: 
the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation under the unquestioned leadership of the 
CCP. In economic terms, this has been articulated in both short-  term and long- 
 term goals for raising standards of living in the PRC, as well as the continuation 
of the CCP’s model of “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” In cultural 
terms, it calls for the promotion of “ethnic spirit,” at the same time it also 
demands the sublation of ethnic and individual difference into a collective 
national body that is committed to national interests. These goals, only a select 
few among many, collectively aim to reestablish China as an international power 
worthy of respect, or even as the “central kingdom” in a new world order. A 
boundless and holistic vision for China’s future, there is no aspect of life beyond 
its envisioned purview.

While the economic aspirations of the China Dream are relatively concrete 
(even if the measures to achieve them are less so), its cultural ambitions are 
more confounding. Of particular interest for this chapter is the China Dream’s 
vision of valorizing and respecting ethnic difference, while at the same time 
overcoming those identity categories in the name of a unified, national political 
body. Underlying this goal, however, is a presumption of ethnic parity, which is 
in turn what enables one to overcome or disregard that category and equitably 
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share in the glory of the China Dream. It is in this kind of presumption about the 
reality of the status quo, however, that one hears echoes of the dilemma identi-
fied by Eng’s work on queer liberalism in American politics; namely, the asser-
tion of colorblindness in the face of cultural, systemic, and institutional racial 
discrimination. In parallel fashion, we see the assertion of a presumed ethnic 
equality serving as the foundation of Xi’s China Dream, despite the status quo’s 
distance from that reality. As a consequence of this realization, it becomes 
important to attend to the distance between reality and the foundational assump-
tions inherent to ideological articulations, which is precisely where Chan’s novel 
makes one of its primary interventions.

Shortly after settling in with Shell on the peripheral outskirts of Beijing near 
Tongzhou, Champa decides he wants to live a more centralized— and therefore 
authentic— Beijing life, only to find that Beijing does not want him to share in 
its promised glory. Searching for housing near the Shuangjing subway station, 
located between the 2nd and 3rd ring-  roads on the east side of the city, the 
optimistic couple are quickly denied their small piece of the China Dream. Visit-
ing their first housing possibility, the landlady takes one look at Champa and 
“her expression becomes strange, like she’s never seen a Tibetan before.” She 
first asks if both members of the couple have Beijing work permits, to which 
Shell lies and replies in the affirmative. After continuing to size up Champa, the 
landlady inquires further: “Do you have a marriage certificate?”42 Shell replies in 
the negative. Grasping onto this fact, the landlady refuses to allow the couple to 
cohabitate if they are not married, thus ending round one of their housing expe-
dition. On the couple’s second attempt, Shell and the real estate agent ask 
Champa to wait downstairs. Understandably upset, he remarks to himself that 
“[t]he apartment is for both us to live in, but they want me to hide myself away, 
like I’m too shameful a person to be presented in public.”43 Ultimately, the real 
estate agent suggests the couple look in Tongzhou or Wangjing, the prior being 
their current place of residence and a significant distance from the city center 
and the latter a place typically associated with Korean immigrants and Chinese- 
 Korean ethnic minorities.

In this episode, Beijing serves as the metaphorical center and beating heart of 
the China Dream and gaining access to the city is conveyed as tantamount to 
Champa’s first step toward realizing his own China dream. He is undercut at 
every turn, however, by nationally sanctioned economic and sexual regulations 
that begin to cultivate in him a sense of his own inferiority. For instance, the 
landlady clearly takes issue with a Tibetan’s presence in her home; there is a 
presumption that he is out of place or out of line with the preordained order of 
the world. Making recourse to governmental permits and certificates— policies 
nominally meant to ensure the longevity and bounty of the China Dream— she 
first enquires about Champa’s economic status; a test of his commitment to the 
postsocialist world order represented by Ms. Plum. After the couple lie and 
bypasse this issue, she next raises a concern that sounds like a fear of miscege-
nation couched in terms of legal protocol: are you married? Having taken one 
look at Champa and identified him as an Other, or someone considered external 
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to her vision of the China Dream, she mobilizes the protocols embedded in that 
ideology to excise this queer outsider from her midst. Falling back on sexual and 
economic prohibitions that both create Champa’s difference as an ethnicized 
outsider and retroactively confirm him as such, she successfully “promotes” the 
China Dream precisely by removing the possibility of Champa’s participation in 
it. Asked to vanish before visiting the second housing option, Champa begins to 
feel that his presence in the heart of Beijing is a shameful thing in the eyes of his 
Han compatriots, and this injustice begins the dismantling of his faith in the 
promise of the China Dream.

Champa’s ethnic difference is not only a sexual threat to the maintenance of 
what might now be more precisely called the Han-  Chinese Dream, but is also 
necessary to establish the civility of the Han vis-  à-  vis an unruly ethnic other; 
slightly restated, Tibetanness and Hanness as ethnic categories are revealed to 
also be relationally constructed through the language of civility. The issue 
begins when Champa is dispatched to drive two female high-  school students 
volunteering at the animal shelter Shell supports to collect a reported abandoned 
animal. Upon arriving, however, Champa and the girls find themselves in a dan-
gerous situation: a man whose reputation was earlier smeared after the shelter 
accused him of eating dog meat has laid a trap to take his revenge. First corner-
ing the girls and then Champa in an abandoned house, the slandered man and his 
comrades brandish weapons and prepare to take action. Thinking on his feet, 
Champa pulls out his phone and pretends to live-  stream the incident to his 
Weibo account, causing the men to suddenly cool their tempers and let Champa 
and the girls return home. Thinking that he has saved the day, Champa expects 
to be praised for his quick wits. Instead, he is chastised for having been the one 
who caused the situation to escalate in the first place:

You were wrong … they are everyday folk from the Beijing hutongs, no 
matter how much of hooligans they are, they would never get too rough 
with female college students. That’s what you don’t understand.… Can 
violence solve problems?44

Although Champa meant well and appears to have taken a logical course of 
action, presumptions about his possessing an innate disposition for violence 
color his Han colleagues understanding of the situation. As the issue comes to a 
close, Shell reveals that her projection of these traits— violence and incivility— 
onto Champa are connected to his ethnicity, which she communicates in her 
final injunction using geographic terms: “This is Beijing, not Lhasa. How about 
you follow the rules a little.”45 Reflecting on the lyrics to the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics theme song, “Beijing Welcomes You,” Champa cannot determine 
why he consistently appears to be unwelcome and finds himself yet again to be 
“out of place,” or a queer presence, in the capital.

In the final movement of the novel, its titular condition of bare life— a phrase 
borrowed from Giorgio Agamben’s theory of the same name46— finally reveals 
itself to be the extreme limit that can result from the instrumentalization of the 
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relational principle. It demonstrates that while the China Dream may be mar-
keted as a biopolitical project, à la Foucault, for Champa— a sexually deviant, 
economically impotent, uncivilized, ethnic outsider— it functions as a necropo-
litical47 machine in which the abjection and dehumanization of the ethnic subject 
is necessary to stabilize the system for its proper (read: Han) counterparts. After 
separating from Shell on amicable terms, she finds Champa a job in a security 
firm with a family friend. This firm, however, is revealed to be an extra-  juridical 
organ of the Chinese government— it is a “black prison” where politically 
suspect figures are taken for interrogation prior to being formally booked and 
entered into the legal system. Wrestling with his conscience about his new 
responsibilities, Champa works, with increasing difficulty, to reconcile his 
reality with his envisioned fantasy of how the China Dream should unfold.48 
When he can no longer sustain this exercise of mental acrobatics, he offers aid to 
one of the prisoners held for her religious devotion. When this news reaches his 
boss, the resulting confrontation finally puts into words the relational logic 
responsible for Champa’s failure to ascend to what he thought should be his 
postsocialist paradise:

If a guy like you dies— an outlander with no name, no work unit, and no 
personal connections— do you think someone would look into your case? 
… After a while, they’ll see which of you outlanders is [most] unlucky and 
pin a bunch of cases against you. Then, they’ll have solved a load of cases 
and can collect the reward.… What I’m saying is, a guy like you, anyone 
can kill. Anytime, anywhere, they can off you. There won’t be any con-
sequences and certainly no legal repercussions. What are you? You’re just a 
measly life, not worth a penny.49

In this passage, the boss makes an explicit connection between Champa’s ethnic 
identity and his expendability, based on a logic that equates ethnic alterity with 
inhumanness or even a “right to be killed.” By making clear Champa’s status as 
an outlander, the boss makes explicit the impact of his ethnicized status in Han- 
 Chinese society: no network, no work unit, no name that anyone cares about, 
ergo no right to live. It is precisely this status that also enables the police— a 
legal body supported by and meant to support, in turn, the postsocialist 
 paradise— to falsely pin crimes on him. Suddenly a foreigner in what is nomin-
ally his own land, he is marked as the haunting surplus and ethnically queer 
excess that forms the constitutive outside of the China Dream. His desire to 
participate in the dream is necessary, if only so that he can be executed and 
excised as a scapegoat for the legal system in an attempt to maintain a fantasy of 
stability and order. Finally aware of the structural discrimination built into this 
ideological system, Champa discovers the dark and ethnically saturated under-
belly that belies the bright promise of the China Dream.

The above-  quoted passage suggests more than just the expendability of 
Champa or even Tibetan lives in the PRC, as it simultaneously gestures toward a 
shared condition among a wider swathe of the population. Representing only 
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one possible type of outlander— there are up to fifty-  four other classified ethnic 
minorities in the PRC— it is suggested to the reader that Champa’s case is not 
the exception but the rule, of which he is a single example among countless 
others. The other outlanders— different in their ethnicized identities but similar 
in their expendability— share a fundamental characteristic with Champa, despite 
the artificial construction of their difference by means of ethnicized categories. 
Recognition of this fact, of unity-  in-  difference, brings to mind Molina’s afore-
mentioned work on Mexican Americans, whose fate she argues is relationally 
constructed within American culture and a potential point of entry for building 
political coalitions with other racialized groups. The conclusion to Bare Life 
does nothing to disabuse readers of a similar possibility. Fleeing from Beijing 
before he too becomes a victim of China’s dreamers, he is suddenly overcome 
by the desire for a different kind of dream: to meet members from all the other 
ethnic groups in China, and even one day to meet people from abroad. This 
implicit recognition of a relational fate among the PRC’s ethnicized populations, 
and even of ethnicized populations around the world, is a far cry from Champa’s 
awakening to some grand principle of life, but it does conclude the novel with a 
tempered hope for the future of the ethnicized subject.

A relational future?
In this chapter I have argued for the relational existence of ethnicity and sexual-
ity in Chan Koon-  chung’s Bare Life. Drawing examples from subjective 
 understandings of trauma and self, the politics of affect and interpersonal rela-
tionships, and an analysis of ideology’s formation and operation, this chapter 
has demonstrated not only the mutually constitutive nature of these identity cat-
egories, but also the ways in which relationality can be exploited and instrumen-
talized in the service of ideology. The closing example regarding the ideological 
agenda of the China Dream, in particular, is important because it helps us to 
recast the earlier two instances of sexuality’s and ethnicity’s relational opera-
tions as symptoms of this larger oneiric framework. It also forces us to consider 
how the other minor terms of this chapter, such as economics and geopolitics, 
have an equally important and mutual stake not only in the articulation of ethni-
city and sexuality, but in ideology as well. An important conclusion to be drawn 
from this discussion is that although an individual may identify more strongly 
with one identity category over another (i.e., ethnicity, sexuality, regionality), 
any given category is connected to an array of others and can be manipulated, 
for good or for ill, by each of the functions of the other terms.

Bare Life’s closing gesture to the anonymous, ethnicized masses is a generative 
one that functions on at least two levels, both to suggest the linking-  up of an 
oppressed class and extend an invitation of amicability to its reader. While I would 
not go so far as to suggest that building a coalitional politics is a goal of Chan’s 
work, his exposé style of writing at times feels like muted agitprop and con-
sequently suggests an enlightenment agenda meant to awaken readers to the inglo-
rious aspects of life in the PRC. In this regard, Chan’s works are not so dissimilar 
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to the early leftist writings of one of China’s most renowned writers, Mao Dun. 
Mao Dun’s long-  form novels, such as Rainbow, and his iconic short stories, 
such as “Spring Silkworms,” all endeavor to tell ideologically motivated tales 
through an almost lyrical realism that generates deep sympathy for the 
oppressed classes that serve as his subjects. An equally devout (if not also 
deviant) Marxist and leftist thinker, Chan’s literature— although notably lacking 
Mao Dun’s lyricism— also attempts to inspire sympathy in the reader while 
exposing structural and ideological shortcomings in the status quo. This parallel, 
in turn, inspires us to consider Chan’s writing in not only the longer history of 
Chinese-  language literature, but also as participating in foreign traditions of 
leftist writings both historically and in the contemporary period.

It is also this possibility of connecting Chan’s provocative reformulation of 
Champa’s oneiric longings to the broader literary and leftist traditions that bring us 
back to the opening questions of this chapter regarding interdisciplinary scholar-
ship and intellectual synergy. For instance, Schein’s notion of an orientalism 
internal to the Chinese worldview is implicitly played out in Champa’s relationship 
with Ms. Plum; so too is Litzinger’s observation that the ethnicized male subject is 
a threat to the Chinese social hierarchy if he fails to play his properly ethnicized 
role. There are also echoes of Somerville’s and Eng’s works with regard to the 
relational framework articulated in this chapter, which are further elaborated and 
corroborated by the ideological logic the novel evinces and uses to manipulate the 
limits of ethnic and sexual expression. Moreover, by analyzing the politics of rela-
tionality in an illiberal, postsocialist context, this example from contemporary 
Chinese literature adds a new voice to the global conversation about identity con-
struction and forms of relationality. The final gesture of Bare Life— to link up with 
and experience life from a plurality of ethnicized subject positions— can also be 
read as an invitation to the reader, one that encourages not only members of the 
academy but people from all walks of life to consider their position in relation to 
others and search for the fundamental features that bind us together.
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6 Liminality—so happy  
together … too
Contemporary Philippine gay comedy 
and the queering of Chinese-  Filipino 
liminality

M. Antonio Lizada

“Liminality” entered the language of the academia through the field of ethno-
graphy and anthropology. While conventionally thrown around these days by 
scholars in the humanities and social sciences to define something “in between,” 
or as a general term to describe something that is being “neither here nor there,” 
the term was initially deployed by Arnold Van Gennep to describe a rite of 
passage in prescribed societal rituals. Victor Turner would develop this further. 
Using examples from his anthropological data as well as from hippie culture in 
“Liminality and Communitas,” he used “liminality” to refer to those instances of 
play where new forms of practices and identities are outside of the typified 
structures but always in relation to the structure could be enacted.

For this chapter, I use “liminality” as a critical concept in the evaluation of 
three gay-  themed texts that one way or another make references to Chinese- 
 Filipino identity. In this chapter, I argue that one way to look at the rich history of 
Chinese-  Filipinos is to locate the ways they function as middlemen in the archi-
pelago’s political economy. Returning to the early formulations of liminality, I 
argue that the Chinese-  Filipino as the middle man embodies these varied defini-
tions of the concept in that much like his early position in the colonial city, he is 
neither foreigner nor too local, attempting still to integrate himself into the polit-
ical structure of the archipelago. Yet he too participates in the economic 
rituals that sustain and transform the existing power relations of contemporary 
 Philippine society. Such a liminality is later on utilized as a mediating device in 
the articulation of emergent sexual subjectivities in the light of shifts in such 
visual economies. As will be argued later on, such a liminality in itself is liminal 
in its true sense— empowering new subjectivities and transforming them as viable 
economic agents but only insofar as these new identities do not violate or chal-
lenge the existing neoliberal structure of the contemporary Philippine economy.

This chapter analyzes three gay-  themed commercial films from the 
Philippines— Soft Hearts (1998), So … Happy Together (2004), and Mano Po 4: 
I Legal Wife (2005), all directed by Joel Lamangan— by exploring how the 
notion of Chinese-  Filipino liminality is queered and deployed as a critical rubric 
in interrogating the intersections of race, political economy, and sexual identity 
in post-  1997 Philippines as these are represented in commercial cinema.
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The turn of the millennium saw an influx of popular East Asian texts in the 
archipelago— beginning with the Taiwanese Meteor Garden television series all 
the way to the Hallyu in 2003. This turn also found its way in mainstream films. 
Soft Hearts adapts the core conflict of Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet (1993) 
but situates the story in Manila in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis rather 
than in diaspora. While So … Happy Together echoes Wong Kar-  wai’s Happy 
Together (1997), the comedy drama does not utilize any aspect of the film and 
instead centers on the friendship between Lianne (played by Chinese-  Filipino and 
daughter of former President Corazon Aquino, Kris Aquino) and her gay best 
friend Osmond as they navigate the tumultuous terrain of the political economy 
in the 90s. Finally, Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife is the fourth installment of Mano 
Po, a film series that fictionalizes the real life problems of Chinese-  Filipino com-
munities. Unlike the other films in the series, I Legal Wife is a comedy that sati-
rizes the previous films and by extension, Chinese-  Filipino life in general. At the 
core of this story is the Chinese patriarch’s gay son who refuses to carry on his 
father’s business and instead gives it to his “more Filipino” half-  brother.

One finds in all three the theme of integration. This parallels with the larger 
politico-  economic shifts at this time: the Asian financial crisis, the response and 
sustained investment of Chinese-  Filipino elite families in almost all aspects of 
the Philippine economic life, and, in the arena of global geopolitics, specifically 
the rise of China. The gay character in all three films is not fixed: beginning with 
Soft Hearts where there is no Chinese-  Filipino at all in a story popularized by an 
East Asian filmmaker to So … Happy Together where the more local Filipino 
gay man is pitted against the entrepreneurial Chinese-  Filipina, and finally to I 
Legal Wife where the Chinese-  Filipino gay son rejects his elite heirloom.

This fluidity thus reflects not only the ambiguous attitude towards the bour-
geoning soft power of the Chinese-  Filipino elite; as sexual minorities to whom 
these ambiguities are encoded, the liminal gay figure carries as well the disrup-
tive code that can potentially interrogate established meanings that underpin the 
feudalisms that define Philippine political economy— the power of the patriarch, 
the individual vis-  à-  vis the heteronormative family, the transmission of wealth 
through the familial. The key word here is potentially because as we will see 
later on, such radicalizing potential is limited and in some cases undone by the 
larger neoliberal forces that underpin the production of emergent sexual subjec-
tivities. This chapter thus seeks to activate the critical potential of the queer 
Sinophone— not simply as a racial category but as a nexus of competing and 
contradictory narratives— within the socio-  cultural milieu of the Global South in 
reorienting the understanding of our geopolitical positions— postcolonial, glo-
balized, neoliberalized, ever contending with the shifts in global power rela-
tions – in uncharted and exciting ways.

Chinese-  Filipino queer identity (and Chinese-  Filipinos in general), as will be 
discussed later on, is a relatively understudied subject matter, with few scholars 
and academics such as Caroline Hau1 and Ronald Baytan2 only recently exploring 
such topics as part of their intellectual labor. This essay thus aims to contribute to 
such bourgeoning interest in exploring the interface between Chinese-  Filipinos 
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and contemporary Philippine political economy by zeroing in on cinematic texts 
that deal with a minoritized populace. The ensuing analysis also aims to con-
tribute to the larger and wider discussions on the notion of the “Sinophone” by 
adding the queer Philippine case to such a conversation. Shih Shu-  mei in her 
seminal book, Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations Across the Pacific,3 
utilizes cases from Asia America, Taiwan, and Hong Kong to amplify the critical 
range of the “Sinophone.” Later works such as those by E. K. Tan in Queer Sino-
phone Cultures4 would later on direct their critical gaze towards the Chinese 
migration, settlement, and integration in Southeast Asia. In this chapter, I hope to 
bring the concept of the Sinophone into the conversations on Chinese-  Filipino 
queer identity and to in turn bring the Chinese-  Filipino case under the critical 
aegis of the notion of the Sinophone. The study utilizes the same methodology 
employed by the study’s predecessors— that of using the visual form as a medium 
of choice in articulating Sinophone identities— to understand the unique case of 
Chinese-  Filipino queer identity and what such articulations mean in the power 
relations that define the political economy of the archipelago.

The chapter begins with a short historicization of the Chinese in the 
Philippines— their migration history, integration into the initially colonial eco-
nomies, and their ambiguous and contradictory position in today’s global polit-
ical economy. The focus of the ensuing discussion is the ways in which the role 
of the Chinese, and eventually the Chinese-  Filipino, is that of the economic 
 middleman. It is precisely this liminal positioning that is elevated into a frame-
work for queering in the later films. Indeed, the queer potential of the Chinese- 
 Filipino is inseparable from his participation and complicity in the innovations 
and preservation of the Philippine economic structure. This then is the focus of 
the individual analysis of the three films. The chapter concludes with a return to 
the early formulation of the notion of the Sinophone and how the case of the 
queering of the representation of the Chinese-  Filipino can contribute to the 
nuancing and enriching of such a definition.

The Chinese-  Filipino merchant as the middle man
Chinese merchants were one of the first foreigners encountered by early 
 Filipinos. Prior to Ferdinand Magellan’s arrival in 1521, chieftains and sultans 
from the political units across the then ununified archipelago engaged in trade 
and commerce with traveling Chinese merchants. Quoting Albert Chan’s work 
on this sustained encounter by way of trade and commerce, Richard T. Chu 
notes that the existence of such a relationship can be seen in the “form of the 
[sultans and chieftains] paying tribute to the [emperors].”5 Thus, from the onset of 
the intercultural interface up until today, the image of the Chinese man in the 
imaginary of Filipinos has always been that of the merchant and more impor-
tantly a merchant who regularly interfaces and negotiates with existing power 
structures. The history of the Han-  Chinese in the Philippines— their migration 
from the motherland, gentrification, settlement, intermarriage, and rise to political 
power— is intrinsically tied to the nation-  state’s economic story.
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The Philippines’ eventual integration into the colonial economy via the 
Spanish Galleon trade further strengthened Chinese presence and participation 
in the then colony’s political economy. As Chu discusses:

Seeing that there was more profit to be made in shipping Chinese goods to 
Europe than in exporting local products, the Spanish colonizers, through the 
Manila-  Acapulco galleon trade, exported silk, tea, cotton, porcelain, and 
other goods from China, which were in turn exchanged with Mexican or 
New World silver. As a result of this increased trade with China, many resi-
dents from the Minnan region of Fujian province, goaded by the search for 
profit and other opportunities, started to settle in Manila in greater numbers. 
The Spanish government also benefitted from the taxes they imposed upon 
the Chinese and from the skills and labor the latter provided in developing 
the colony.6

Not everything was rosy for the Chinese in the Philippines. In two separate 
essays, Milagros Guerrero details the various ways in which the Chinese 
migrants experienced hardships in colonial Philippines. Much of the difficulty 
stemmed from the Spanish colonial government’s struggling attempts to manage 
the sustained influx of Chinese migrants and, more importantly, the bourgeoning 
influence of Chinese merchants and businessmen in the colony. To be sure, the 
Chinese occupied a strange position in the power dynamics in the political 
economy of Manila, consistently supporting the commercial life of intercolonial 
trade by participating in the galleon trade, while at the same time positioning 
themselves sometimes along with and different from the more native subjects.

External factors such as maritime clashes between Spanish ships and Chinese 
pirates also shaped and transformed the ways in which the Spanish viewed the 
seafaring Chinese. According to Guerrero, the “first recorded encounter of the 
Spaniards with the Chinese took place on 8 May 1570, when a Spanish recon-
naissance fleet heading for Luzon clashed with a Chinese trading fleet off 
Mindoro.”7 Indeed, the initial encounters between the Spanish and the Chinese 
was characterized by violence and narratives of conquest: insurrections within 
galleys, threats from mandarins, and threats of raids and looting.8 The Spanish 
too, fueled by the spirit of the conquista, thinking that China was an “easy con-
quest,” considered invading Chinese territories in 1573; such a plan was only 
stopped by King Philip II.9

Such complications in the embryonic stage of the triangular relationship 
between the natives in Manila, the Chinese traders, and the Spanish colonial force 
eventually found its way into the domestic policies related especially to commerce 
and trade. Direct trade between Spain and China was not favored and the eventual 
arrangement saw the Spanish engaging in business with Chinese junk ships in 
Manila.10 Goods for trade and selling included, among others, food ingredients 
such as sugar, and wheat and barley as well as fine items like silk and porcelain.11

The colonial port city thus became a node between Spain and China and the 
Chinese merchants who would dock their ships and, for some, settle in the city 



So happy together … too  107

itself became a sort of middle man figure. The image of the entrepreneurial 
Chinese merchant as a middle man, as mentioned earlier on, informs much of 
the interracial politics in the colonial (both during the Spanish and American) 
age as well as in contemporary times. Caroline Hau in her historical and cultural 
analysis of the so-  called “Chinese Question” in the Philippines maintains that 
“Chinese middlemen came to play a crucial role in connecting the Philippine 
economy to the global and regional economy.”12

This economic vantage point eventually translated into a larger kind of limi-
nality that characterized and defined the racial positioning of Chinese-  Filipinos 
in the life of the colonized and eventually the emergent nation-  state. As more 
and more Chinese engaged in trade in their empire’s colonial capital, the 
Spanish grew more and more concerned with how the wealth intended for the 
colony was being “siphoned to China.”13 The Spanish colonial government thus 
employed strategic policies to somehow control this bourgeoning political and 
economic power of what was supposed to be a racial minority. Two such strat-
egies were the Parian and the pancada system.14 The Parian was a place in the 
Walled City assigned for the Chinese to live in. This containment was not just 
meant to ensure that the Chinese would not be scattered all over the city; it was 
also built so that the military could quickly quash possible insurrections in the 
future.15 The pancada system on the other hand referred to wholesale bargaining 
where representatives of the governor would meet Chinese traders literally in the 
docks, receive and purchase their goods, and eventually send them on their way 
back to China. The implementation of the system was meant to ensure that arriv-
ing traders do not settle in the city because their business would be done at the 
docks. The plan backfired as traders would eventually “escape” to the Parian.16

The Parian’s urban growth emphasized thus notion of liminality. As Guerrero 
discusses:

The Parian became a typical Chinatown. Separated as it was from the city, it 
nevertheless was the center of economic activity in the colony. As self- 
 sufficient community, which did not expect any help from the Spaniards, it 
began to develop in such a manner that the Spanish communities in and 
around Manila began to depend entirely upon it for their very existence. 
Although the majority of the Chinese were shopkeepers, many of them were 
also engaged in an amazing variety of trades.17

In a follow-  up essay, Guerrero elaborates on the role of the Chinese in nineteenth 
century, which saw towards its end the beginning of the Philippine revolution. 
Chinese collaboration with the British during the latter’s brief occupation of 
Manila resulted in a short expulsion from the archipelago.18 In this interim, the 
Spanish and some Indians took over the economic activities that were once facil-
itated by the Chinese. The endeavor proved to be unsuccessful and the Chinese 
were asked to return. Under the governance of Governor Basco, Spanish policy 
then was “one of encouragement rather than of limitation.”19 Ultimately, the 
position of the Chinese as the middle man became more solidified when the 
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 Philippine colony was opened to world trade in 1834 with the Chinese not just 
“engaged in exporting items of trade” but were “entrenched in the internal com-
merce of the country … as wholesalers, distributors, purchasing agents, and 
money lenders.”20

More importantly the Chinese-  Filipinos referred to here by ethnic makeup are 
Chinese-  mestizos. Originally referring to offsprings whose “fathers were from 
Fujian province and mothers from the Spanish colony,”21 Chinese-  mestizos have 
now become an unstable signifier referring to a host of racial and blood permuta-
tions generated precisely through intermarriages between ethnicities and social 
class. Moreover, Chinese-  Filipinos and Chinese-  mestizos are terms that collapse 
onto one another. It is the Chinese-  mestizos as we will see later on who consti-
tuted “part of a powerful and influential national elite with strong economic bases 
in landholding, import-  substitution manufacturing, finance, and real estate in the 
postcolonial era.”22 For purposes of this chapter however, I shall use the term 
Chinese-  Filipino to address the context of the politics of the body of the films.

This economic role of the Chinese-  Filipinos, established and calcified during 
the Spanish colonial rule intensified further in the later years. Hau elaborates on 
the impact the Chinese Exclusion Act had on the archipelago during the 
 American colonial period:

American application of the Chinese Exclusion Act to the Philippines drove 
the Chinese even more deeply into the mercantile niche (in 1930, Chinese 
controlled 90% of the retail trade) while creating the legal fiction that “all” 
Chinese immigrants were merchants … Chinese merchants with their 
limited capital outlay, intensive labor input, small employment, and high 
liquidity faced rising competition from foreign (especially Japanese) and 
Filipino entrepreneurs and became visible targets of nationalist legislation.23

Post-  independence administrations, most notably during the presidency and later 
on, dictatorship, of Ferdinand E. Marcos Sr and ultimately the administrations 
after the 1986 peaceful People Power Revolution that deposed the dictator, 
implemented more policies and strategies that gave the now economically and 
politically entrenched Chinese-  Filipinos more flexibility and leverage. The 
Marcos administration for instance implemented the Mass Naturalization Act for 
Chinese-  Filipinos in the 70s. The decision to do so was both an economic and a 
political one as Marcos needed to “secure oil supplies from China to deal with 
the 1973 oil crisis” as well “undermine the communist movement in the 
Philippines.”24

The Chinese-  Filipinos, according to Hau, became “exemplary citizens of an 
era of economic liberalization in the so-  called Asia-  Pacific Century to which 
ideal the post-  Marcos governments have aspired.”25 This expansion of influence 
is manifested in several interventions. Hau cites two: the increased participation 
of Chinese in the service sector and “the creation of regional alliances and net-
works that linked Filipino (and Chinese Filipino) with Japanese, Taiwanese, 
Hong Kong, Malaysian and Singaporean companies.”26
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Yet despite, or perhaps because of, this steadily growing and bourgeoning 
economic power, the liminally charged position of Chinese-  Filipinos still 
remained. As Hau points out, “The ‘alienness’ of the Chinese cements, and is 
cemented by, this association of the ‘alien’ merchant with alienating capital, so 
that the merchant appears in the public imagination as the personification of 
capital with a consciousness and will”27 As in their experiences during the 
Spanish colonial rule, the Chinese-  Filipinos found themselves in an uneasy posi-
tion with regards to the larger narrative of the now independent but also globaliz-
ing nation-  state. In her address at Shantou University in 1993, activist and civic 
leader Teresita Ang-  See challenged the Chinese-  Filipino’s unwillingness to get 
politically involved. She argued that they “can either continue to isolate them-
selves and attempt to attend to their own concerns or choose to fully integrate 
themselves with the mainstream society and face national concerns together.”28

There are many examples that show both the conditions and ultimately, the 
repercussions of such positionings (both in real life as well as in literature and 
popular culture) and these will be elaborated on directly or mentioned tangen-
tially in the discussions in the subsequent sections. It would however still prove 
useful and relevant, at this juncture, to mention one series of incidents which 
highlights the double-  edged nature of the rise of Chinese-  Filipinos in the 
 Philippine political economy: the rise of kidnapping incidents.

The mid-   to late 90s saw an alarming rise of kidnap-  for-  ransom incidents of 
Chinese Filipinos in the country. From 1993 to 1996, there were 665 recorded 
instances of kidnappings, mostly of Chinese-  Filipinos.29 Scholars have since 
studied the causes and effects as well as the larger political implications of such 
kidnappings. An obvious reason why crime syndicates often target Chinese- 
 Filipinos is the assumption that all Chinese-  Filipinos are essentially affluent 
(which is not always the case). Hau however alerts us to the larger sociological 
and political statement of the kidnapping, one which returns us once more to the 
liminal characterization of the Chinese-  Filipinos as materialized in a special way 
by their consistent role in Philippine economic history:

Kidnapping is as much a signifying act as it is a social relation because it 
invites and fulfills a certain public demand for knowledge of social relations. 
At least two main narratives about the “Chinese” are at work in the 
responses to linking of ethnicity and class. The Chinese are objects of class 
resentment because, “rich” people who benefited economically from them 
come to stand in for the evils and abuses of their present social system. On 
the other hand, the Chinese are objects of nationalist distrust because the 
Chinese represent, by virtue of the history of their seemingly symbiotic rela-
tionship with the colonial and neocolonial state (born of their dependency on 
state policies and priorities), the living, foreign trace of the colonial history – 
itself seen as foreign and external to the Philippine state and nation.30

In this brief historicizing, I have outlined the convergent ways in which the 
Chinese-  Filipino participated in the political economic life of the Philippines, 
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from the colonial era up to the contemporary times. The history, of course, is long, 
extensive, and rich. What I wanted to alert the readers to for this section however, 
in preparation for the later discussion on the three gay-  themed films, is the recur-
ring image of the Chinese-  Filipino as the middle man. This liminality is tied to the 
sustained participation of the Chinese in the economic life in the Philippines, even 
prior to contact with European powers. Ultimately, this liminality is not just seen 
in the marketplace (or the marketplace’s more contemporary incarnation, the cor-
poration) but in the complicated and contradictory ways in which the Chinese- 
 Filipinos seek to or occasionally fail to integrate themselves in the narrative of the 
postcolonial nation-  state. In the next section, we explore some of the ways in 
which this positionalities are represented in cultural texts, most especially in liter-
ature and popular cinema.

The Chinese-  Filipino in contemporary cultural texts
Creative meditations on Chinese-  Filipino culture— whether they be literary or 
popular— are a relatively young artistic practice. Ronald Baytan, one of the few 
poets and essayists who write about what it means to be a Chinese-  Filipino gay 
man, describes Chinese-  Filipino literature to be a “young genre” in its “nascent 
stage.”31 While only a handful, these contemporary texts on Chinese-  Filipino 
cultures nonetheless meditated on the kind of liminality elaborated on in the 
previous section. Moreover, much like the typified image of the Chinese- 
 Filipino as a middleman, these cultural texts touch on if not problematize the 
position of the Chinese-  Filipino as an economic agent.

One example of this is Dennis Marasigan’s play Ang Buhay ay Pelikula (Life 
is a Movie). The play, which won third prize in the Don Carlos Palanca 
Memorial Awards for Literature, is a comedic take on the rise of the Philippine 
film industry. The play revolves around a Chinese-  Filipino film producer named 
“Mother,” believed to be a parody of the real life Chinese-  Filipino producer, 
Lily Monteverde, (known to the industry as “Mother Lily”) and her encounters 
with actors, directors, and other people in the industry. Mother, in Marasigan’s 
creative revisioning of the industry, is wealthy, practical, but also occasionally 
cold-  hearted. She is positioned in many ways as a powerful Othered figure. 
What is interesting to note here is how the script as well as various productions 
of the play blatantly codify Mother as an ethnic Other, dressing the actresses up 
in red Chinese apparel and making their actresses speak Tagalog in a thick 
Chinese accent.

In recent years, Lily Monteverde herself makes her Chinese roots more appar-
ent in the films she has produced and, in some cases, co-  written. The most 
obvious example of this would be the Mano Po series. The rise of kidnapping 
incidents is the central conflict of the first Mano Po film (2002). The film chron-
icles the life of the fictional Go family: from the migration of the Luis Go, the 
family patriarch (first played by Cogie Domingo, then by Eddie Garcia) migra-
tion from China during the height of the Chinese Civil War with his Filipino wife 
(first played by Maxene Magalona, then by Boots Anson-  Roa) to their ascent to 
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the upper economic strata of Philippine society, owing to entrepreneurial drive of 
Luis to the present day. Their problems, as mentioned, are accentuated by the 
kidnapping of the two granddaughters, Juliet (Kris Aquino) and the black sheep, 
Richelle (Ara Mina). The film, now considered an important classic work in con-
temporary Philippine cinema, swept the 2002 Metro Manila Film Awards 
(MMFF), winning Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor (for Garcia), Best 
Actress (for Mina), and Best Original Story among others. Aside from being 
aesthetically a cinematic masterpiece, the film was a historically important work 
of popular culture as it creatively documented the acculturation problems as well 
as the domestic concerns of the Chinese-  Filipino community. The politicized cre-
ative labor of the film is especially pronounced in the credits scene. Prior to the 
usual rolling list of the cast, artistic team members, and the crew, the film pre-
sented the audience with photos of prominent Chinese-  Filipinos across history, a 
list which included Philippine National Hero, Jose P. Rizal.

Another film released after Mano Po and which was also a success in the 
Philippine box office, was the comedy drama Crying Ladies (2003). The film 
tells the story of three women, Stella (Sharon Cuneta), Rhoda (Hilda Koronel) 
and Choleng (Angel Aquino) who are hired as crying ladies by a Chinese- 
 Filipino tycoon heir, Wilson Chua (Eric Quizon) for his late father’s funeral. 
Much of the film’s humor is derived from the interwoven narratives of the 
female protagonists. Like Mano Po, Crying Ladies did well in its MMFF run, 
winning Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor (for Quizon), Best Supporting 
Actress (for Koronel), and Best Child Performer (for Julia Pacheco).

Caroline Hau notes the difference between the two films:

Where Mano Po attempts to reterritorialize “Chineseness” by embedding 
the Chinese Filipino within the Philippine nation, Crying Ladies seeks to 
defuse the class tensions and nationalist resentment ignite by deterritorial-
ized Chineseness by turning Chinese flows and connections into new 
sources of social power and capital.32

Indeed, while divergent in terms of cinematic strategies and thematic orienta-
tions, the two films nonetheless build on the liminal and ambiguous attitudes of 
the Chinese-  Filipinos within and in relation to, the Philippine nation-  state within 
the lens of regional and global capital.

This positioning of these texts as both an account of Chinese-  Filipino lives as 
well as economic stories are not incidental precisely because the 90s and the 
new millennium truly saw the rise, fall, and eventual rebirth of the East Asian 
economies. This unprecedent growth in soft power is not just manifested in the 
posh offices and glassy buildings of an Asian city’s metropolitan center; it is 
demonstrated as well in popular culture. In the Philippine case, paralleling the 
boom of Chinese-  Filipino-  themed films was the growing popularity of East 
Asian popular films and media, beginning with the Taiwanese Meteor Garden 
series in 2003 all the way to the Hallyu whose Korean fizz, romance, and humor 
currents still run across television and Internet networks.
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This turn towards visuality as both a resource for entertainment and, ulti-
mately, as a means for creative engagement of the larger politics of the nation- 
 state returns us to Shi Shu-  mei’s formulation of the interplay between visuality 
and the notion of the Sinophone. Building on her definition of the Sinophone as 
“a network of places of cultural production outside China and on the margins of 
China and Chineseness, where a historical process of heterogenizing and localiz-
ing of continental Chinese culture has been taking place for several centuries,”33 
Shih elaborates on the multilayered significance of visuality within the 
 Sinophone first as a way to “emphasize that images and other visual products 
travel and scatter with ever greater intensity and speed and travel to a large 
extent alongside and with capital.”34 Indeed, this triangular link between the 
 Sinophone, visuality, and (global) capitalism is one that truly acknowledges the 
multiplicity of identities and representations of such identities within the context 
of migration and the circulation of goods and narratives.35 Ultimately,

Sinophone visual culture partakes of multiple visual economies in different 
contexts within, between, and beyond the nation, tracing the footsteps of 
histories of migration and movement of Sinitic-  language-  speaking peoples 
across the seas to various parts of the world.36

The aforementioned films (and even the play) on Chinese-  Filipino culture affirm 
and build on Shih’s formulation as indeed, what we find here are not just stories 
of integration but also narratives of acculturation within the frame of economic 
parables. For the first Mano Po film, it is how kidnapping dramatizes the simul-
taneous problem of integration and codified racial Otherness within the frame of 
domestic capital. In the case of Crying Ladies, it is the non-  Chinese-  Filipinos 
encounter with and collaboration with the Chinese-  Filipino as an embodied node 
of regional and global capital. The history of the Chinese-  Filipino indeed is 
inseparable from the history of capital— domestic, regional, and global.

It is through these rubrics that I now explore three gay-  themed films on 
Chinese-  Filipino culture and what forms of creative interrogations that these 
films can offer. The ensuing analysis will elaborate on how these films render 
the liminal positionality of the Chinese-  Filipinos as economic agents and how 
the films queer such positionalities.

Chinese origins, Filipino ways: Soft Hearts (1998)
Pusong Mamon (Soft Hearts) (1998) is a loose retelling of Ang Lee’s The 
Wedding Banquet (1993). Unlike Ang Lee’s Asian queer classic however, Soft 
Hearts takes place not in diaspora but in Manila in the aftermath of the Asian 
financial crisis. Annie (Lorna Tolentino) is secretly in love with her office super-
visor Ron (Albert Martinez). Unknown to her, Ron is living with his long-  term 
partner, Nick (Eric Quizon). In one office party, Annie and Ron, both drunk, have 
sex in a car and Annie ends up pregnant. She moves into the gay couple’s house 
and insists that Ron marry her to make things right. Things get more complicated 
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when both the families of Ron and Annie, pleased at the apparently perfect match 
between the two, get involved. The unlikely trio learn to live with one another 
and initially decide to raise the young boy together. Realizing that Annie still 
needs a partner in her life, Ron and Nick decide to find a husband for her. They 
find a suitable husband in Enrico (Matthew Mendoza) who not only accepts 
Annie’s situation but also of the “arrangement” that the four serve as the young 
boy’s parents. In his own birthday party, Ron finally decides to come out not only 
to his peers but also his homophobic father; his boss (Tony Mabesa), who is also 
hinted to be a closeted gay man, promotes him not only for his exceptional work 
at the office but also for his courage and resolve. The film ends with Annie and 
Ron’s wedding. A final shot of the reconfigured family— Nick, Ron, Annie, and 
the son— closes the comedy drama.

Save for its being a loose adaptation of The Wedding Banquet – and with 
glaring differences at that— the film does not seem to have anything to do with 
Chinese-  Filipino culture or Sinophonicity as there are barely any Chinese- 
 Filipinos at all. I argue however that it is precisely in the comparison with the 
original material that the notion of the Sinophone can be truly extracted. In order 
to locate the Sinophone therefore, one has to identify the ways in which Soft 
Hearts is both similar and different from The Wedding Banquet. A crucial differ-
ence between the two is in the focus. Whereas The Wedding Banquet seems to 
focus on sexual identities within the cultural matrix of migration, minority pol-
itics, and the notion of Confucian conservatism, Soft Hearts seems to be more 
concerned within the proliferation of emergent sexual identities beyond the 
image of the stereotypical bakla. Soft Hearts was a rather ground-  breaking film 
because it was one of the first to feature gay characters who were not the stereo-
typical bakla (the effeminate comic relief). Prior to Soft Hearts, gay characters 
such as those played by Dolphy and Roderick Paulate were often represented in 
films as flamboyant and effeminate. The “more masculine” gay man in main-
stream media became popular from the late 90s, with Soft Hearts as one of the 
films that heralded its proliferation. Such a proliferation is a class-  based one 
with the bakla often associated with “socially marginal groups.”37

My concern now is why such an interrogation of emergent queer identities is 
rendered within the narrative frame of an East Asian gay film. What creative 
purchase is generated by enacting an interface between the film’s conservative 
characters (and perhaps the film’s audience) and these new sexual subjectivities 
through the adaptation of an East Asian classic? I argue therefore while the film, 
for all its looseness in its adaptation, does not necessarily have Chinese charac-
ters, Soft Hearts nonetheless still retains the thematic concerns that were 
addressed in The Wedding Banquet— concerns that have to do with the appropri-
ation of the Chinese— father figure within the context of an emergent economic 
order— and adapts them to the Philippine context. It is in Ron’s encounter with 
the two father figures— his boss and his biological father— where we find a 
subtle link to Sinophonicity in that The Wedding Banquet does not just provide a 
material for a story but a potential framework as well for sexual emancipation 
rendered within and through a collaboration of economic processes. In other 
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words, for Soft Hearts, sexual emancipation is possible through sustained eco-
nomic agency and integration within vibrant financial networks.

From the onset, the film makes economics the locus of its characterization 
and narrative direction. A wide shot of metropolitan Manila skyline at night 
opens the film. The camera then pans down to an office party where we find the 
well-  dressed, prim and proper Ron talking to his boss. The boss congratulates 
him for doing an exceptional job in the office and informs him that he is being 
considered for promotion. Indeed, in the earlier parts of the film, Ron is system-
atically coded as the ideal white-  collar achiever— respectful to his superiors, 
formal with his peers, his office space decorated with numerous trophies and 
notable certificates.

Moreover, the film’s revelation of Ron’s sexual identity is rendered within 
the frame of this idealization as well. As Annie visits Ron and Nick’s house and 
horrifyingly learns the truth about the father of her child, the film makes it expli-
citly clear that the lifestyle that this gay couple lives is one of affluence. When 
the audience is introduced to the chef Nick, they are treated to a montage of him 
preparing a fancy dinner at home. We see his hands chopping fine pepper, 
blending fruit shakes, and setting a table spread of sparkling glassware, neatly 
folded napkins, flowers in bloom, and glossy utensils.

This emphasis on economic disposition is not limited to the couple alone. 
Immediately following the confrontation between the couple and Annie who 
insisted that Ron be responsible and marry her, the audience learns more about 
the financial situation of Annie and her family. With just one wide shot of the 
family eating breakfast, the audience is immediately alerted to the economic dis-
parity between Annie and Ron and Nick. A family of eight sits around a small, 
bare table, with the haphazard composition of the dining set suggesting minimal, 
hurried preparation. The conversations over fried hotdog, rice, and egg reveal 
that Annie is the sole provider of the family. Her salary pays for her sister’s 
uniform, her nephew’s tuition fee, among other things. Towards this, Annie’s 
insistence that Ron marry her is not just an issue of maintaining honor and 
dignity but is also an economic concern; she needs both a partner as well as a 
provider for her child.

The shift towards an issue of economics rather than of geopoliticized racial 
difference is one of the many differences between The Wedding Banquet and 
Soft Hearts. Whereas the former’s conflict is mobilized precisely by the triangu-
lar interplay between the Republic of China (represented by Wei-  Tung), the 
United States of America (represented by his partner Simon), and the People’s 
Republic of China (represented by Wei-  Wei), Soft Hearts’ primary concern is 
that of economic survival within the context of a reconfigured sexual politics.

In her analysis of The Wedding Banquet, Gina Marchetti notes that “Wei-  wei is 
multiply marginalized and subordinated in the film – that is, as a woman, as an 
artist, as an illegal alien, as working class, as coming from economically under-
developed and politically ‘backward’ Communist China.”38 In contrast, Annie, 
Wei-  wei’s counterpart in the film, is not a racial or political other but a class-  based 
outsider. Her economic otherness is consistently made explicit especially by 
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Nick and Ron. Upon learning that he has indeed impregnated her subordinate, Ron 
suggests that they “buy” the baby from her so that he and Nick can finally have a 
baby. This in a way is also similar to The Wedding Banquet where the offspring of 
the economically and racially subordinate woman functions as both source and 
resolution of conflicts. While boasting that he is a chef, Nick shows her different 
pieces of bell pepper: “This yellow one is from South America, the red is one from 
China, and this one is the local version na alam mo (that you know).” Nick’s appar-
ent condescension, coupled with a final code switch to Tagalog when he shows the 
more local produce, highlights the kind of otherness he is deploying towards Annie, 
one marked by an insistence of her apparent lack of cosmopolitanism.

In one of the more comic scenes in the film, the gossiping neighbors who 
have been eavesdropping and have been confounded by everything that has been 
happening in the household remark that the strange things that they have been 
seeing— the rumors that Nick and Ron were gay, Annie’s arrival and her 
hugging both Nick and Ron on some occasions— are a result of either El Niño or 
the peso devaluation. While obviously hilarious in the film’s own context, the 
banter nonetheless reinforces the apparent link between emergent sexual identity 
and the economic climate where the changes in the structure and make-  up of the 
household is linked to the instability and fluidity of the economy.

Towards the end however, the economic does not just become the source of 
conflict but the means for sexual emancipation. To do this, we turn towards yet 
another comparison between The Wedding Banquet and Soft Hearts: the figure of 
the patriarch and how the gay son negotiates his sexual identity vis-  à-  vis this appar-
ent powerful familial force. In The Wedding Banquet, Wai-  tung’s father, Mr. Gao, 
is a powerful but usually silent presence. It is his major stroke and lifelong wish to 
have a grandson that motivate the odd trio to push through with their farce. It is 
through his former position as a military commander, his eventual encounter with a 
former subordinate-  turned-  restaurant entrepreneur that the titular wedding banquet 
(and consequently Wei-  wei’s pregnancy) happens. At the end of the film, he 
reveals to Simon that he actually understands and speaks English and by deduction, 
knows about his son’s true relationship with this “landlord.” He tells Simon not to 
tell the others about this revelation. He mentions, albeit in Chinese, that if he did 
not play dumb he would not have gotten a grandson. In her analysis of the film, 
Fran Martin highlights the two-  pronged significance of this tender moment:

On the one hand it might be understood as necessary to the reconsolidation 
of Gao’s fatherly power; on the other hand it might be read as reproducing 
Wai-  tung’s gay closet as open secret.… Thus the film demonstrates that the 
very same mechanism— the open secret— read according to two parallel 
encodings can both allow the reproduction of Chinese fatherly authority, 
and shore up the imaging of homosexuality as hidden interiority of the 
individual.39

For Martin, a crucial resolution in the film lies in the Chinese father’s ability to 
strike an uneasy compromise between on the one hand the supposed liberal 
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sexual politics of American modernity and on the other hand the privileged 
value systems of Confucianism. Towards this, Martin reads the film’s final shot 
of Mr. Gao stretching his arms at the airport’s final security check as one “sign-
aling the symbolic expansion of his cultural power” from Greater China all the 
way to the United States.40

Like Mr. Gao, Ron’s father in Soft Hearts, is a former military commander. 
Played by Ernie Zarate, an actor who usually takes on the roles of military com-
manders or police officers in other films, the father is coded as a tough disciplin-
arian. His first appearance in the film happens in the middle of an argument 
between Nick and Ron. Nick, exasperated by Annie’s overbearing presence and 
bossy attitude, shouts at Ron who panickily whispers to him that his father has 
come to visit. As Nick and Ron leave their room, they stand in attention, cadet 
style, and “march” towards the father. As Nick “explains” that the screaming 
was just him practicing his singing, the father maintains his tough stance, both 
hands on the hips, staring at him suspiciously with his stern gaze. When Nick 
offers to prepare some refreshments, the father pulls Ron aside and tells him that 
he suspects that his “friend” and housemate is gay. The dramatic irony of the 
scene is made even more apparent by the placement of a colorful flower painting 
behind the conversing father and son. The scene thus not only establishes the 
father’s authoritarian demeanor but also his stance towards homosexuality. 
When Ron introduces him to Annie and reveals that she is pregnant, the father is 
ecstatic, rejoicing in the fact that he will now have a grandchild. He also 
expresses his wish that the child be a boy so that he can be sent to military 
school and one day be President of the Philippines, a reference perhaps to the 
then current President Fidel V. Ramos who himself was a military general 
before being elected President.

When Annie also informs her now future father-  in-  law that Ron is also up for 
promotion at work, the father dismisses the good news and instead goes back to 
planning a military wedding for the two of them. This exchange proves crucial 
in understanding the conflict generated by the film’s queer sexual politics. Like 
Mr. Gao, the father here is concerned with having a grandson. However whereas 
Mr. Gao is concerned primarily with the preservation and continuity of the Gao 
bloodline in the extended aftermath of the Maoist Revolution that decimated 
their kin, Ron’s father is more fixated on the transmission of the macho and 
patriotic kind of masculinity that has been privileged and championed by the 
Ramos administration of which the President himself is example par excellence.

The father’s overt dismissal of Ron’s economic ascent will later on prove to 
be the undoing of his patriarchal grip. Towards the end of the film, after Annie 
has finally chosen to marry Enrico who in turn agreed to the trio’s “terms,” Ron 
throws a birthday party where he delivers a moving coming out speech to his 
peers, his lover, Annie, Enrico, and his father. Ron’s decision to come out on 
this occasion is considered a risky one because, prior to this party, his co- 
 workers discovered the true nature of his relationships with Annie and Nick and 
hint that this would cost him the much coveted promotion. The move however 
proved to work in Ron’s favor. At the end of his speech, Ron’s boss approaches 



So happy together … too  117

him and tells him that his promotion has been approved by the board and that he 
admires Ron’s courage; not many people, the boss says, has the resolve to be out 
and proud of who they are. The boss then ends the conversation with a smile and 
a wink, revealing to Ron and the audience that he is in fact a closeted gay man. 
Afterwards, Ron’s frustrated father approaches his son and asks him why he did 
not confide to him earlier on and that they “could have done something” to alle-
viate the problem. Ron tells him that homosexuality is not like cancer. Annie, 
who will now be happily married to someone else while finding a friend in the 
father of her child, breaks the tense exchange by offering the father a drink, 
dragging him to the dance floor, and telling him “Marami ka pang kelangang 
matutunan” (You still have much to learn).

Once more, it would prove useful at this juncture to make the comparison 
with The Wedding Banquet. In the same way that The Wedding Banquet’s con-
flicts are resolved largely because of the golden mean provided by Mr. Gao, 
Ron’s completed sexual emancipation lies in his courage, to both come out to 
his peers and resolve his relationship with a patriarchal figure or in this case 
patriarchal figures. Towards the end of the film, we realize that Ron has two 
father figures: his biological father and his boss. In the end, Ron appears to have 
severed his connection or at the very least liberated himself from the authorit-
arian grip of his biological father and entrusts his fate to his boss who, by virtue 
of his promotion, has provided the means for such an emancipation to occur. 
Indeed, if it were not for the mobility afforded by his new father figure, Ron’s 
coming out would have been disastrous: disgraced before his peers and poten-
tially disowned by his biological father. Economic mobility, brought about by 
the now queer father, proved to be the force that neutralized all these.

But here then lies the limitations of such a creative maneuver. Emancipation 
or perhaps even to put it more realistically, the illusion of emancipation is only 
possible because of the economic cushion guaranteed by the closeted but none-
theless queered father. Moreover, Ron’s acceptance as the gay “son” to his boss 
is very much hinged on his being a good employee to the company. His 
“courage” to come out is not seen as an expression of individuality but as an 
characteristic that will deem him successful in the market.

The Sinophone thus can be seen in two ways, both of which have to do with 
its enduring legacies as a means to inflect the orientation of social relations. In 
other words, the Sinophone is seen in the framework in which film operates 
and ultimately in how the codes structure the possibilities for its queering of 
contemporary social relations and sexual politics. We see this, first in how the 
economic becomes the transactional means to render and ultimately translate 
and interrogate social relations. Much like how early and contemporary 
Chinese-  Filipinos utilize capital to position and reposition themselves in 
 Philippine society, capital in the film becomes the median force to enable and 
mobilize emergent identities. From being middle men in the colonial city, the 
spatial politics has been transformed into the level of the cinematic politics 
where the economic functions as the medium of choice in the affirmation of 
class-  based politics.
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The second one is how the notion of the father is utilized as a focal point for 
emancipation of identities and the reconfiguration of sexual politics. Soft Hearts 
dramatizes a more localized interrogation of sexual identities using the narrative 
framework provided by a popular East Asian film. It suggests therefore that a 
potential means to embrace emergent sexual subjectivities is to utilize the social 
optics generated by a distinct regionally based interpretation of cosmopolitan-
ism. In fact, as in Mr. Gao himself, the Sinophone in Soft Hearts is a silent pres-
ence, in its invisibility, revealing only his hand in subtle ways, yet extending 
nonetheless the range and reach of its influence.

In this section, I demonstrated how Soft Hearts maintains its Sinophone con-
nection in invisible ways, manifesting only in the framework for its cinematic 
politics of sexual emancipation. The liminality of the middleman can thus be 
seen in this invisibility and more importantly in how this framework functions as 
a middleman figure itself to render this cinematic dramatization of sexual pol-
itics. The next film, So … Happy Together (2004) on the other hand explores the 
ways in which the queer Chinese-  Filipino is displaced in other embodiments, 
while at the same retaining the contradictory ways in which the Chinese-  Filipino 
is mobilized as a liminal figure.

The Chinese-  Filipino woman as queer: So … Happy  
Together (2004)
So … Happy Together follows the adventures of Lianne (Kris Aquino) and 
Osmond (once more, Eric Quizon) as they navigate the tumultuous economic 
terrain of the 80s and the 90s. The film begins with their chance meeting (and 
first light argument) at a gay parade in Manila. The rest of the film chronicles 
how they help and comfort each other amidst family issues, personal 
heartbreaks— Osmond’s flings with blue-  collar workers and Lianne’s first and 
second marriages— and financial woes. Towards the end of the film, a dying 
Osmond, whose life goal and frustration has always been not being able to write 
a good television series, presents Lianne with a manuscript of his book. It turns 
out, the book, which Osmond calls his and Lianne’s “love story” is an account 
of their adventures and misadventures together.

From the title of the film alone, one can assume that the film is a possible 
retelling or even simply an homage to Happy Together (1997). However, save for 
the title, there is barely any overt reference, whether in characterization or in 
theme, to the Wong Kar-  wai classic. The Chinese link can however be seen in 
subtle ways. For one, earlier scenes of the film take place in Binondo, the old 
 Chinatown of Manila. As in the Wong Kar-  wai film, the titular Turtles’ song is 
played in crucial points that pertain to newness and some form of survival. In the 
Wong Kar-  wai version, the song is played towards the end, after Lai visits 
Chang’s family in Taipei and leaves with a newfound knowledge on where to find 
him (thus in a way, expressing a kind of new or renewed form of relationship 
between two members of Greater China). The song thus in a certain way signals a 
kind of spiritual survival manifested in the notion of the new as far as the broken 
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Lai is concerned. In the Philippine version, the song too melodically backdrops 
moments that depict the notion of newness. The song is first introduced to the 
viewers through Lianne’s mother who informs her daughter and Osmond that the 
song is her anthem for survival and for getting things by. It is then played again in 
the film’s final act, after Lianne’s now adolescent children approves of her second 
marriage with a much younger Brent (Jay R). Unlike in the previous instance 
where the song functions merely as a light kind of background music, in the 
second scene, the main characters dance to the beat of the song. The significance 
of the queer function of this song will be elaborated later on. Suffice to say for 
now, that while So … Happy Together seems to bear no resemblance to the Wong 
Kar-  wai film, its retention of its East Asian DNA is still present.

Much like Soft Hearts, there is an obviously gay character in the film 
(Osmond) and he is not Chinese-  Filipino. In contrast, the Chinese-  Filipino can 
be seen in Lianne. While she is not identified as ethnic Chinese throughout the 
film, she is consistently coded as such. Throughout the film, Lianne is often 
dressed in red, signaling her East Asian connection. Lianne’s implied Chinese-
ness is not just seen in her costume; it occurs metatextually as well. A glaring 
codification would be the choice of actress. Kris Aquino, a seasoned actress in 
Philippine cinema, is the youngest daughter of Senator Benigno “Ninoy” 
Aquino Jr and Corazon “Cory” Cojuangco-  Aquino. Ninoy Aquino was the 
leader of opposition of the Marcos administration. His assassination in 1983 
further stoked the flames of dissent among the Filipino people— a growing anger 
that eventually led to the peaceful People Power Revolution that usurped the 
dictator and installed his widow to the presidency. More important for purposes 
of this analysis is the fact that the Cojuangco-  Aquinos are a powerful landown-
ing clan in Tarlac, a province just outside of metropolitan Manila. Moreover, 
and as demonstrated by the eventual ascent of Corazon Aquino to power, the 
Cojuangco-  Aquinos are no “ordinary” Chinese-  Filipino elite clan in that they 
regularly and consistently intervene in political affairs by running for office or 
occupying government positions.41 Until today, there is still considerable and 
violent resistance on the part of the clan to accede to the land reform directives 
of their Hacienda Luisita property— a resistance that led to a violent massacre of 
farmers, supposed beneficiaries of the land reform, in 2004. Towards this, Kris 
Aquino in the film, while playing Lianne, seems to stand for the overt presence 
of Chinese-  Filipino elite. Her friendship with her gay best friend Osmond, as we 
will see later on, calcifies the emergent soft power of the Chinese-  Filipino elite 
in the production of new identities in the new economic order.

How is this done? Much like in Soft Hearts, the power of the implied 
Chinese-  Filipino, Lianne, lies in her entrepreneurial spirit. Lianne follows the 
trajectory of the rags-  to-  riches story stereotypically attributed to hardworking 
Chinese-  Filipinos: from starting out in a modest wholesale business to eventu-
ally running a big grocery store with her family. Towards the latter end of their 
lives, Lianne emerges to be economically superior to Osmond who has grown 
old in the old, decrepit Spanish-  style house of his childhood. In fact it is 
Lianne’s hard-  earned money that saves Osmond and his mother when they 
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default on their bank loan. Towards this, she seems to represent the entrepre-
neurial grit necessary for the contemporary economic order, the sort of resilience 
needed to emerge from the rubbles of the economic crisis. When her first 
husband abandoned her and prior to her meeting Brent, Lianne had to raise her 
children on her own.

So … Happy Together, however, in empowering Lianne, is at first careful 
not to marginalize Osmond as a character. It endeavors to deflect a potential 
interpretation that it is only through Lianne, and to a certain extent, the ethni-
cally based form of economic affluence and spirit that gay men like Osmond 
can survive. The film’s conclusion takes place when Lianne tells Osmond that 
throughout their lives as friends, they have been “secret lovers.” Read this 
way, I can argue that while neither gay nor lesbian per se, Lianne is in fact a 
queer character. Throughout the film, she consistently disrupts various stereo-
typical notions of heteronormative structures in contemporary, metropolitan 
society: once married, then abandoned, and ultimately consolidating both 
paternal and maternal duties. Her eventual second marriage with a much 
younger Brent ultimately leads to a reconstructed and reconfigured family 
structure. Lianne’s children now have three paternal figures: Lianne who has 
since taken on the role of the provider, their stepfather Brent who is actually 
almost their age, and Osmond who has been positioned at the end of the film as 
Lianne’s fixed lover.

The light-  hearted and rather amusing scene where all these characters— 
Lianne, her children, Osmond, and Brent— dance to the beat of “Happy 
Together” solidifies this film’s queer character. From being an anthem of sur-
vival when times were hard, the song has now transmogrified into an overture 
which ushers in a new kind of queer subjectivity, represented by the entrepre-
neurial spirit of the Chinese-  Filipino elite, who has become a disruptive signifier 
of dominant sexual politics. The reference to the Wong Kar-  wai version also 
cannot be understated. In the Wong version, the song is played after Lai visits 
Chang’s family in Taiwan en route to reconciling with his father in Hong Kong. 
Similarly, in this Philippine version, the song plays at a time when queer sub-
jectivity is reconciled with the familial. Under the power of the entrepreneurial 
Chinese-  Filipina, conflicts in the family are resolved, its structure reconstructed, 
and gay subjectivity is integrated.

Yet a careful examination of the dance number reveals the limitations of the 
films’ radicalizing sexual politics. As Lianne and the members of her new 
family dance and change positions throughout the number, Osmond is visibly 
seen in the margins, by himself, partnerless, hugging and facing either only air 
or furniture. Such positions are revelatory of what becomes of the film’s queer 
politics because, in fact, at the end of the film, Osmond as a queer character 
loses his potential to radicalize and revise the heteronormative codes of con-
temporary sexual politics. Two important events demonstrate this. In the last 
moments of his life, he summons the priest Oliver (Cogie Domingo) who was 
his lover before he entered the priesthood. Osmond is moved by the fact that the 
now Fr. Oliver still remembers him. Fr. Oliver in turn replies by saying that it is 
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difficult to forget someone as kind as Osmond. He then proceeds to give 
Osmond a final confession and a final blessing. The confession is never heard 
and the scene ends with Osmond merely saying the opening prayer of the 
 Catholic Sacrament “Bless me Father, for I have sinned.” The sudden cutting of 
the scene and therefore the refusal of the film to reveal Osmond’s final confes-
sion is a crucial facet of its thesis. By refusing to identify the specific, the film 
suggests that Osmond’s guilt is a general one. Moreover, through this confession 
and by asking a final blessing from his “reformed” lover, Osmond himself folds 
back and entrusts his fate to the institution that has rendered him sexually dis-
ordered and morally deformed.

After the confession, Lianne and Osmond share a final moment of intimacy. 
Osmond shows Lianne the manuscript of his book while Lianne suggests that all 
this time, they have always been “secret lovers.” While the positioning of 
Lianne and Osmond as alternative kinds of lovers produced as a kind of by- 
 product an alternative version of the family, the novelty is devoid of any queer 
radical potential. In likening themselves as lovers, Osmond’s ability to fully rad-
icalize and offer newer forms of queer subjectivity as a distinct queer subject is 
lost to heteronormativity.

Osmond’s tragedy is eventually sealed at the end of the film. A year after his 
death, Osmond is awarded posthumously for his book which has become a best-
seller. Lianne accepts the award on her best friend’s behalf. That Lianne “sur-
vives” while Osmond dies reveals the film’s final thesis. In the end, it is Lianne 
who functions as both the keeper of Osmond’s memory and the final interpreter 
of the sexual subjectivity implied by Osmond’s memory. Lianne’s speech at the 
end reveals that what ought to be remembered as far as Osmond is concerned are 
not his sexual adventures or his contributions to the advertising industry but his 
relationship with his substitute female lover.

In doing so, Lianne, and metafictively the elite that Lianne represents, 
becomes the final arbiter of such truths of sexual subjectivity. She thus embodies 
once more the kind of liminality of the Chinese-  Filipino figure. As a woman, 
empowered by economic privilege and embodying in a strange way some of the 
disruptive codes that could potentially rupture the structures of sexual politics, 
she navigates back and forth, back forth, back and forth, back to the conser-
vative make-  up of the family in her first marriage, and then upsetting the notions 
of duties of paternal figures, positioning herself as the premier queer ally and 
ultimately neutralizing the radicalizing potential of her mock lover. In an 
implicit way then, the film codifies and affirms the soft power of the Chinese- 
 Filipino this time as rendered metatextually, through the choice of actress, by the 
heir of such power itself.

Departing from the sexual politics of Soft Hearts where the means of sexual 
emancipation are rendered within the adapted framework of an East Asian dis-
course on queer sexuality, So … Happy Together positions the embodied, occa-
sionally queer Sinophone subject as the liminal mediator of emergent subjectivi-
ties. In both cases, we seem to still be missing an actual Chinese-  Filipino gay 
male subject. The third and final film of my analysis delivers us such a subject.
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No of/to the father: Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife (2005)
Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife as mentioned earlier on is the fourth in a series of films 
that fictionalize the lives of Chinese-  Filipinos, often from the time of their 
migration all the way to contemporary problems that have to do with assimila-
tion and integration. Unlike the first three films which had a more serious tone, 
Mano Po 4: I Legal Wife is a comedy, satirizing the previous films as well as the 
Chinese-  Filipino community in general. The film’s title in fact is a line from the 
second Mano Po film where one of the wives of the Chinese patriarch in a 
heated argument screams “Ako legal wife” (I legal wife).

In many ways, I Legal Wife uses the central story of My Home (2003), the 
second Mano Po film as material for its satire. My Home centers on the life of 
the Chan family. The family’s patriarch Antonio (Christopher de Leon), a 
Chinese migrant, has three women in his life: the Filipina, Sol (played first by 
Kris Aquino, and then Susan Roces); Lu Shui (Zsa Zsa Padilla), a fellow 
Chinese migrant who was betrothed to Antonio back in China; and Belinda 
(Lorna Tolentino), Antonio’s Chinese-  Filipino mistress. Much of the film’s 
action takes place after Antonio’s murder and revolves around the conflicts that 
ensue between the three women and their children as they battle over the Chan 
family wealth and more importantly, the legitimacy of being the primary woman 
in the late Antonio’s life. I Legal Wife’s title in fact is a line from My Home. In 
one scene, Lu Shui makes her legitimacy more apparent vis-  à-  vis Belinda’s 
status in Antonio’s life when she proclaims “Si Belinda, kabit yun. Ako legal 
wife” (Belinda is the mistress. I legal wife).

Much like the second Mano Po film, Mano Po 4’s core (this time amusing) 
conflict derives from the tension between the three women in the life of Elton 
Chiong (Jay Manalo), a wealthy Chinese-  Filipino man. The first two women in a 
way represent two forms of Chinese-  Filipino economic prowess. The so-  called 
“legal wife,” Chona (Zsa Zsa Padilla) is “pure Chinese” as exemplified by her 
thick accent and broken English. She is the mother of the closeted gay man 
Hamilton (John Prats), Hibiscus (Juliane Lee) and Anthurium (Ella Guevara). 
Patty (Cherry Pie Picache) who fashions herself as the “lucky wife” on the other 
hand is a Chinese-  Filipina who comes from the Visayan region, most likely 
from Cebu, the second wealthiest city in the Philippines and home to many 
Chinese-  Filipino businessmen. Patty thus represents the expanding economic 
power of Chinese-  Filipinos who live outside the national capital but who are still 
in financial, regional centers. Patty’s only son Nixon (JC De Vera) will play an 
important role in the story. The third woman is Elton’s mistress Gloria (Rufa 
Mae Quinto).

Intertextuality informs the casting of characters. For one, Zsa Zsa Padilla plays 
the Chinese migrant in both Mano Po films and she utters the iconic “Ako legal 
wife” line in both films. She was also the long-  time partner of Dolphy, the so- 
 called “King of Philippine comedy” who was one of the first to play openly gay 
roles in the 60s and 70s. Cherry Pie Picache, known for her roles in Philippine 
melodrama, plays the overbearing and overprotective mother and wife who 
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 occasionally launches into overdramatic fits. In naming Quinto’s character Gloria, 
the film makes a reference to the 1997 film Gloria, Gloria Labandera where the 
sex icon Quinto plays a young, voluptuous laundry woman named Gloria who 
also was involved in some extramarital affair with her young employer.

Satirized stereotypical aspects of Chinese-  Filipino life color the comedy. In 
their first date and meeting, Elton and Chona determine their compatibility by 
asking for their astrological and Chinese zodiac signs as well as which Chinese- 
 Filipino high school they went to— Elton went to St. Jude Catholic School and 
Chona attended Immaculate Conception Academy, two schools attended nor-
mally by affluent or middle-  class Chinese-  Filipinos in Manila. It is after comi-
cally determining their “compatibility” through their zodiac signs and high 
schools that Elton determines that they are indeed meant for each other— a deci-
sion that will later on be equally overturned when, on their wedding night, he 
discovers that he is allergic to the gawgaw (cornstarch) powder Chona puts on 
her body because she in turn is “allergic” to human contact. This opening scene 
in the film, however absurd, ultimately alerts us to the ways in which this satiriz-
ing of Chinese-  Filipino culture will be enacted: while a campy deployment of 
Chinese culture is used to color the comedy, the larger and more serious concern 
of the film has to do with maintaining and preserving economic standing as this 
conflict is deployed through a comedy that is racially and culturally coded.

Most of the film’s comic scenes see Chona and Patty trying to outdo each 
other in being the better wife. This competition that ensues however is focused 
primarily on their attempt to best the other economically— running better busi-
nesses, buying the more expensive apparel, participating in televised charity 
work, among other things. This class-  oriented conflict can be seen in one of the 
encounters between Chona, Patty, and their children in a mall early on in the 
film. Initially hesitant to buy her youngest daughter a new cellphone, Chona 
eventually changes her mind when she is told that Nixon Patty’s son has the 
latest brand. Her children, playing on her animosity towards her matrimonial 
rival, also tease her by saying that Nixon has three servants attending to him 
despite being an only son.

Sexual politics plays an important role in this interface between the economic 
and the racial. In fact, put simply, in this film, the sexual is the economic and 
vice versa. Economic survival requires victory in bed and the drive to be more 
sexually attractive is motivated by matters of financial survival. This is not just 
true for the women but also for Elton himself. When he summons his closeted 
son, Hamilton, to his office and reminds him that he will someday run his corpo-
rate empire, he entices him that his position as a wealthy boss will allow him to 
seduce a lot of women.

In another scene that can illustrate this interface, Chona clandestinely asks an 
internal revenue auditor for Patty’s total net worth and is horrified to find out that 
her rival’s entrepreneurial foray into the bakeshop, sports supplies, and foreign 
exchange businesses has made thirty million pesos richer than her. To this, she 
shouts “Marami siyang tinapay” (She has lots of bread). Chona’s remark not 
only refers to the chain of bakeries that Patty owns; it may also be an allegation 
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of how Elton’s wealth has been siphoned to Patty’s side of the family due to her 
sustained sexual relationship with her husband. It should also be interesting to 
note that since Filipino bread (like the pan de sal) are mostly round shaped, the 
bread that Chona refers to here is attractiveness of Patty’s body— a source of 
envy that will eventually motivate her to get breast implants later on in the film.

This sexually charged economic rivalry is especially pronounced in the way 
Chona and Patty groom their respective sons, Hamilton and Nixon, to be poten-
tial heirs to their husband’s wealth. This concern about inheritance is depicted 
rather comically in the scene where both Chona and Patty give birth to their sons 
almost at the same time, with Elton frantically alternating between the two hos-
pital rooms, and thus turning the proud moment of fatherhood into a farcical 
montage. Both wives scream to their soon-  to-  be-  born sons to come out faster 
and ahead of his half-  brother in order to be recognized as the first-  born. When 
the nurse informs Chona that it would be safer to have a Caesarian delivery, she 
refuses because according to local superstition only “normal birth” is recognized 
in Feng Shui.

The half-  brothers however do not share animosity that their mothers have 
towards each other and do not have interest in participating in their scramble for 
the transmission of the Chong wealth. The lack of enthusiasm however does not 
stop Chona and Patty from pushing their sons into the familial fray. Patty for 
instance insists that Nixon learn Mandarin so that he can still be considered a 
viable heir. When her son leaves after telling her that he’d rather be a rapper 
instead, she grabs the back of his shirt and accidentally rips it out, revealing a 
huge dragon tattoo on his back. A frustrated Patty immediately remarks that her 
son is now part of the Sputnik gang— one of the largest gang group in the 
 Philippines that operates in the poorer parts of the city. Patty’s accusation is a 
class-  based one, continuously linking her son’s inking to gangs, poverty, and 
 ultimately a threat to her own economic ambitions. In a similar vein, when 
Chona accidentally discovers Hamilton dancing around the room while cross- 
 dressed, she says that she does not “condemn” her son but she nonetheless wants 
to “convince” him to straighten up. Otherwise, all the wealth will go to the first- 
 born son of her rival.

The pivotal role that Hamilton will eventually play will be discussed later on 
in this section. Suffice it to say for now that in the examples mentioned above, 
we see how this class-  based comedy on economic concerns, racially color- 
 coded, ultimately finds its mobilization through sexual politics. It is precisely 
through this interface between Chinese-  Filipino culture, economic concerns, 
and sexual politics that the threat of Gloria emerges. Complicating the tense 
relationship between the two wives is the young mistress who not only serves as 
Elton’s temporal escape from the expectations and responsibilities of married 
life but is also a potential beneficiary of Elton’s massive wealth. The erotic and 
economic threat represented by Gloria prompts Chona and Patty to form an 
uneasy alliance not only to win back Elton but more importantly ensure that 
their husband’s wealth stays with both of them. When Chona complains to her 
parents about Patty and Gloria, they not only remind her that it is the wife who 
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must suck it up and be obedient to her husband; her mother also reveals that 
they know Gloria personally and are fond of her cooking. During Chinese New 
Year Eve celebration, Elton, under the pretense of having to fix tax-  related 
problems, hops from one family banquet to another and eventually ending up in 
a bar with Gloria.

It should prove useful to note at this juncture that Gloria as a name for the 
supposed antagonist in the film and the bringer of familial crisis carries with it a 
host of contradictions. In the same year that I Legal Wife was filmed and eventu-
ally distributed, Philippine President Gloria Macapagal-  Arroyo was facing what 
was probably the first of many crises in her presidency. In what would eventu-
ally be known as the “Hello Garci” scandal, leaked tapes of wiretapped conver-
sations between her and elections commissioner Virgilio Garcillano were 
released to the public. These recordings alleged that the president rigged the 
2004 elections to her favor. The scandal eventually forced Macapagal-  Arroyo to 
go on national television and apologize for what was “lapse in her judgment” 
while also denying that the elections were rigged. The scandal aside, 2005 also 
marked an important year for Philippine–China relations. Then China President 
Hu Jintao, on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the establishment of 
 Philippine–China diplomatic ties, visited the Philippines on April. He and 
 Macapagal-  Arroyo also met in the 60th Anniversary of the United Nations in 
New York in September of that year (China-  UN).

The apparent mistress Gloria embodies the contradictory ways in which 
Chinese-  Filipinos view the role of the state as this is dramatized and appro-
priated in a cinematic way within the realm of the domestic: a distrustful, lying 
homewrecker while at the same time someone who adds vitality to privileged 
social and economic relations. This connection between the two Glorias is espe-
cially highlighted in the scene where Chona, determined to be more sexually 
attractive to Elton, comes home from a day at the spa. Elton however does not 
look at his wife, his eyes glued to the televised speech of the Philippine presi-
dent in an Asian economic summit. Macapagal-  Arroyo does not just stand as a 
comic substitute and reference to the mistress. The film repositions Macapagal- 
 Arroyo from a metonym for a mistress to a characterization of a threat to the 
Chinese-  Filipino family as this is embodied by Macapagal-  Arroyo’s younger 
and sexier avatar. In this case, the threat is codified within the politics of sex. 
Worth noting as well is the fact that “Gloria, Gloria, Labandera. Labandera si 
Gloria” (Gloria, Gloria, Laundrywoman. Gloria is a laundrywoman) was a line 
used to heckle the controversial president during some protest rallies.

Given this, while it may seem that Gloria’s nemeses are the so-  called “legal” 
and “lucky” wives, Chona and Patty respectively, it is Hamilton who will prove 
to be Gloria’s undoing. As in the previous two films that have been discussed, 
the simultaneous interplay between ethnicity and economics inform the sexual 
politics of the film. At the core of all this is Hamilton, Elton’s first-  born son, 
deemed heir to his wealth, and a closeted gay man. We see Elton, throughout the 
film, grooming Hamilton to not only eventually take over the role of being the 
family patriarch but also to embody his playboy-  type of masculinity.
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At one point in the film, Elton introduces his son to Tricia Sy (Bianca King) and 
her father who is also Elton’s business partner. Elton then reveals to his son that he 
has chosen the young Tricia to be his son’s wife in an apparent arranged marriage, 
much to Hamilton’s internal chagrin and disgust. Hamilton rushes out of the private 
dining room and into the restroom where he dramatically sings to his reflection in 
the mirror a somber ballad about his closeted fate, a moment of private comic the-
atricality interrupted first by the opening of a cubicle stall, revealing to him and the 
audience that he was in fact not alone. A younger man then walks in and 
 Hamilton’s moment of embarrassment turns swiftly into a respite of swift fantasy. 
He positions himself two urinals from the man. We are immediately given access 
to his thoughts where he remarks “Diyos ko. Ang gwapo niya. At ang bango!” (Oh 
my God. He’s so handsome. And he smells good too). Chinese string instruments 
accompany us in this humorous fantasizing. Combined with Hamilton’s inner fan-
tasies, the Chinese instrumentals alert us to the ethnic coding of the moment. 
 Hamilton’s dilemma as a closeted gay man is inseparable from this identity as a 
Chinese-  Filipino and, more importantly, from his mandated destiny as the (hetero-
sexual) heir to his father’s fortune. The moment of fantasy is appropriately inter-
rupted by the arrival of the father figure himself who has begun to wonder what is 
taking his son so long. He assures him that Tricia will be a fine wife. As they leave, 
Elton reminds his son to “stand straight” an obvious pun to the situation.

What is also interesting in this scene, particularly in Hamilton’s comic 
singing, is how much of the scenes of ridicule and comic relief are often associ-
ated with “Chineseness.” The sense of Otherness, in fact one can even say the 
deterritorialization of Chineseness and its repositioning as part and parcel of the 
Filipino sexual politics, affirms in a way the critical position of the Chinese- 
 Filipino identity in interrogating the contemporary social structures of con-
temporary Filipino society. It is also interesting to note that the carrier of such a 
disruptive, comic code is the gay son whose sexual deviance positions such 
interrogations initially within the realm of the domestic but ultimately ones that 
have consequences in the Chinese-  Filipino family’s public life. Indeed, while 
Hamilton’s struggle of understanding his sexuality and eventually coming out of 
the closet may seem to secondary to the ongoing personal tiff between the three 
women, it is the interventions of and the ruptures of the familial paradigms 
enacted by the gay son that mobilizes the film’s culminating sexual politics. 
Hamilton is not only closeted but, as the appointed heir, he is also the preserver 
of the family wealth which, given the now uneasy alliance between Chona and 
Patty, he must defend from being siphoned to the likes of people like Gloria.

Hamilton’s eventual compromise becomes the film’s thesis. After coming out 
to Tricia who, it turns out, is a trustworthy and accepting babaeng bakla (fag 
hag), he introduces her to his half-  brother, Nixon. Nixon and Tricia eventually 
become a couple. The compromise in a way bodes well as far as the concerns of 
the larger Chiong family is concerned. While the bloodline will be continued 
now by Patty’s offspring, the reconciliation between Patty and Chona towards 
the end of the film seems to suggest that beyond the domestic squabbling, the 
preservation of wealth within the familial borders must take precedence.
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Hamilton’s decision to strike a balance between on the one hand, staying true 
to his sexual identity while at the same time working to preserve the structure of 
the family is central to the film’s sexual politics vis-  à-  vis its position regarding 
queer Sinophonicity. The queer son maintains his identity, enjoying the wealth 
and privilege enabled by such identities while at the same time preventing the 
same structure to fall apart. Moreover, Hamilton’s turning over of the responsib-
ility to preserve the family wealth to his half-  brother from the Visayas is a nod 
as well to the bourgeoning economic power of the Chinese-  Filipino community 
from the South. It is not the son of the more apparent ethnic Chinese but the son 
of the more Filipino spouse that will preserve the Chiong bloodline.

This eventual transfer of power is calcified as well in a comic way at the film’s 
conclusion where Elton, after surviving a road accident, is paralyzed from the hip 
down and therefore becomes impotent. In a hilarious twist, dozens and dozens of 
women, all identifying themselves as Elton’s mistresses, show up in the hospital. 
The contrast therefore becomes paint. In being informed that he is now impotent, 
Elton loses the kind of masculinity that he privileges. While he gets to keep his 
money as well as the loyalties of Chona and Patty— Gloria, upon learning about 
his impotence decides to run off with an African American— the sexual favors he 
enjoys due to his phallic economic power is lost. Adding to Elton’s personal 
tragedy is Hamilton who has eventually decided to come out to his father. Elton’s 
eventual (though coded comically) breakdown in the end due to the two-  pronged 
neutralization of his masculinity (his heir’s homosexuality and his impotence) is a 
crucial thing to note here precisely because, unlike the earlier Mano Po films, 
where the power of the Chinese father— dead or alive— is central to the advance-
ment of the familial politics, here in I Legal Wife, it is the queer son who is 
empowered and who functions as the final negotiator of Chinese-  Filipino eco-
nomic power. Hamilton integrates his personal coming out with familial respons-
ibility and duty in such a way that one cannot be divorced from the other.

The film however is careful to position Hamilton. Indeed, after turning over 
such familial responsibilities to his half-  brother, Hamilton becomes in a way 
free. The queer Chinese son thus is severed from such responsibilities of the 
family but not before first ensuring that such a structure is protected. In other 
words, “forced” abdication of duty to family must happen only after ensuring 
the structure is secure. In the end, it is not just Elton but ultimately Hamilton 
who is stripped of economic power— one who represents an old version of mas-
culinity, and another an apparent threat. The one who advances the family is the 
straight son who does not behave like his now impotent but also desexualized 
father but is loyal to him and who has been charged by a responsibility 
bequeathed by a queer sibling who, in the name of both self and family, has 
stepped aside for the supposed greater good of the privileged economic order.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I proposed that one way to look at Chinese-  Filipino identity in 
the Philippines is to see it as a liminal one— a liminal identity that is essentially 
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tied to the history of political economy in the archipelago. This liminality is seen 
in policies and laws enacted as early as the Spanish colonial age all the way to 
the present-  day globalized economy. Literary texts and popular forms creatively 
meditate on and engage this position of liminality.

While “liminality” is often defined as being something “in between,” as being 
something that is being “neither here nor there,” the term also refers to some-
thing standing on the threshold. In fact, the word itself was initially coined in 
anthropological terms to describe a rite of passage in prescribed societal rituals.42 
Victor Turner, using examples from his anthropological data as well as from 
hippie culture, in “Liminality and Communitas” would later on refer to liminality 
as those instances of play where new forms of practices and identities outside of 
the typified structures but always in relation to the structure could be enacted.43 
The Chinese-  Filipino as the middle man embodies these varied definitions of 
liminality. There he/she stands, his/her physical position and presence in the 
colonial city is transformed into more fluid forms, neither foreigner nor too local, 
attempting still to integrate himself/herself into the political structure of the 
archipelago. Yet he/she too participates in the economic rituals that sustain and 
transform the existing power relations of contemporary Philippine society. It is 
this notion of liminality that is ultimately activated as a limited form of queering.

For this chapter, I looked at how three contemporary gay-  themed films 
explore this notion of liminality and how the films deploy this position within the 
axis of sexual politics and political economy. In all three one finds an 
acknowledgment of such power while at the same time channeling them in such a 
way that they do not upset privileged social relations in its entirety. In the case of 
Soft Hearts, an adaptation of The Wedding Banquet, the narrative structure of the 
latter is used as a framework to negotiate, stabilize, and eventually balance the 
contradictions of on the one hand, emergent sexual subjectivities and on the other 
hand, the concerns of post-  crisis economies. Such emergence and emancipations 
however are still rendered within the economic bounds. The familial drama set 
forth by The Wedding Banquet therefore is replaced by a corporate drama whose 
final victory is seen not in the restructuring of the family but the production of 
the gay subject as a viable economic agent. So … Happy Together toys with the 
concept of the queer Sinophone by splitting and redeploying its potential radical-
ism to two characters: a gay man and a woman who metafictively embodies the 
legacy of landed wealth. It is through the death of the former and the survival of 
the woman that the film is able to advance its final statement on the positionality 
of the gay identity and the power of Chinese-  Filipino in enabling and mediating 
such identities within the frame of globalized political economy. Finally, in I 
Legal Wife where we finally get to see a gay Chinese-  Filipino character, we see 
how the queer subject operates within a specific matrix where the notions of 
familial duty and sexual subjectivity entangle within the politics of wealth and 
power. Empowered by wealth but also limited because of the same wealth’s fate, 
the queer son’s final negotiation is one of compromise grounded in familial duty. 
His reward is solely sexual emancipation but not economic inheritance, the bless-
ing of the father but not his power. Thus the queer potential of Chinese-  Filipino 
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liminality as this is especially pronounced by the three commercial films, is 
deployed partially as a kind of sexual emancipation but with the totalizing end 
goal of privileging and upholding the existing neoliberal order.

I end my chapter by echoing the critical clarion call that Howard Chiang 
makes in Queer Sinophone Cultures where he states that

the whole point of thinking in terms of queer Sinphonicity is to approach 
anti-  normative transnational practices and identities that crystallizes 
 Chineseness and queerness as cultural constructions that are more mutually 
generative than different, as open processes that are more historically co- 
 produced than additive.44

While different in terms of style and theme, the three films ultimately demon-
strate the creative and critical potential of Chinese-  Filipino liminality as this 
interfaces with emergent sexual politics embedded in the racialized power rela-
tions of present-  day Philippines: empowering but also very much limited in its 
final form. The liminality that activates and “empowers” new forms of sexual 
subjectivities is also utilized in upholding the existing economics of power rela-
tions. The queer man in all his avatars still stands at the threshold, by the door, 
with those from the inside cheering him on and inviting him inside so long as he 
does not rearrange the furniture.
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7 Fandom—transcultural desires 
and lesbian fandom
Takarazuka revue in Taiwan

Lucetta Y. L. Kam

The emergence of fan communities of popular culture in the cyberspace and 
through mobile technologies highlights the transnational and transcultural flows 
of cultural production and circulation. Sinophone fan communities constitute a 
major deterritorialized network of cultural production and consumption in and 
outside Asia. The new wave of popularity of Takarazuka Revue in Taiwan after 
2000 shows how fandom is inaugurated by the colonial legacy and the post-
colonial present where cultural production and consumption are not tied to 
national identities and boundaries. The new generation of lesbian fans of 
Takarazuka Revue in Taiwan actively engages in the production and articulation 
of queer readings and desires through a reservoir of new resources that are made 
available by tongzhi movement and queer fan communities. The framework of 
Sinophone directs us to look at the routes rather than fixed localities or geo-
graphic centers of cultural production and fandom.

Introduction
It was the shared passion of Takarazuka Revue (hereafter Takarazuka) that has 
led me into the search of other lesbian fans in Chinese societies. General images 
of fans of popular culture include cultural dopes, passionate followers, passive 
consumers and victims of various ideologies packaged in the forms of popular 
entertainment. The Takarazuka fans I met in Taiwan totally enlightened my 
understanding of popular culture fandom. Despite their relatively short history of 
being fans and the language barrier, their loyalty and knowledge of Takarazuka 
are impressive. Takarazuka gave its first performance in Taipei in 2013. The 
performances were said to receive great success in Taiwan and have helped to 
attract a new generation of local fans. In fact, Taiwan is the first Sinophone 
society to get in touch with Takarazuka Revue through Japanese colonial 
 influences. Its popularity in Taiwan can be traced back much earlier to the 
grandparents’ generation of fans in present days. Because of this new wave of 
popularity and the cultural, geographical and political proximity of Taiwan and 
Japan, I identified Taiwan (Taipei) as my major site to investigate the 
 transcultural desires of lesbian fandom of Takarazuka. This chapter studies 
Takarazuka’s lesbian (nütongzhi 女同志/lazi 拉子) fan culture in Taiwan and 
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the production of queer desires. I situate this study in the context of the trans-
cultural flows of popular culture in East Asia with the focus on the articulations 
of desires, meaning production and fan activities of local Taiwanese lesbian 
audience. With the recent reemergence of popularity of Takarazuka in Taiwan 
and the rise of local and transnational Sinophone fan communities especially 
after the introduction of the Internet, I intend to offer in this chapter 1) a brief 
analysis of the experiences of the newer generation of Takarazuka fans in 
Taiwan came into contact with the revue after 2000; 2) a discussion of the dis-
cursive map of queer desires and popular culture in Taiwan in the context of the 
transcultural flows of popular culture in East Asia; 3) a sketch of the lesbian fans 
and their activities in Taiwan. It is hoped to understand the production and circu-
lation of queer desires in East Asia through a Sinophone framework that fore-
grounds transcultural influences, and through Taiwan as a Sinophone society 
and a major site of queer desires and cultural productions in the region. The 
focus of study is put on the “routes” of queer Sinophone cultural production in 
East Asia rather than any geographically refined locations. I applied in-  depth 
interviews of lesbian fans and participant observation of fan activities in Taipei 
during 2015 and 2018. All fans interviewed in this project identify themselves as 
nütongzhi/lazi (which include lesbian and bisexual women. “Lesbian” is a col-
lective term that all informants agreed to use).

Takarazuka Revue
Takarazuka Revue is an all-  female performing group founded in Japan in 1914. 
It was first set up as a small performing group with twenty young girls aged 
twelve to seventeen at a hot spring resort of Takarazuka, west of Osaka, to 
provide free entertainment to visitors. Its founder Kobayashi Ichizo’s original 
plan was to use the all-  girls’ performing group to attract visitors to the newly 
built railroad line in Takarazuka, then an underdeveloped village town. The all- 
 girls dancing and singing group was later renamed from Takarazuka Girls Revue 
to Takarazuka Revue. Its performances have gradually transformed from short 
entertaining pieces to sophisticated Broadway style musicals. It has started to 
develop a unique localized version of Western theater. In 1919, the Takarazuka 
Music Academy was founded to train performers for the revue. In 1939, the 
Academy has become an independent institution. In 1934, the official fan club of 
Takarazuka Revue was established. After it received nationwide popularity, the 
revue started its overseas tours since 1938. It had performed in the United States, 
South America, Europe, Southeast Asia, Taiwan, Hong Kong and China. It 
offered its first performance in Hong Kong in 1998 and China (Beijing and 
Shanghai) in 1999, and Taiwan in 2013. Takarazuka at present has more than 400 
full-  time performers, over 1,000 staff members and offers more than 1,500 per-
formances in Japan every year in its two theaters in Takarazuka and Tokyo. The 
revue is made up of five troupes, namely, Flower, Moon, Snow, Star and Cosmos. 
Every troupe has its own leading pair of male and female-  role performers. Each 
performance is conducted by one of these troupes.
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According to the ground-  breaking study of Jennifer Robertson, the perfor-
mances of Takarazuka Revue can be understood as follows:

Takarazuka is, if anything, characterized by excess: the exotic settings, 
flamboyant costumes, and convoluted scenarios of the Revue conjure up a 
parallel world of dripping melodrama, wild fantasy, ambiguous ethnicity, 
daring adventure, thwarted passion, and tortured romance.1

This description catches very well the aesthetics and themes of Takarazuka’s 
performances. The attraction according to Robertson lies not only at the cross- 
 gender roles of otokoyaku, but also at the “ambiguous ethnicity,” where the 
“West” and other non-  Japanese Asian cultures are romanticized and exoticized. 
Both gender and ethnicity are reconstructed in dramatic ways to elevate their 
visual glamour, and at the same time, to reduce associations with gender and 
racial conflicts in real life. (More discussion of Takarazuka’s gender and ethni-
city in later paragraphs.)2

Over its formative years, Takarazuka Revue has gradually developed the divi-
sions of otokoyaku, the male role, and musumeyaku, the female role. In the 1930s 
the otokoyaku and musumeyaku divisions have been more fully developed and 
academy students and performers were assigned to play either role. The gender 
performance of Takarazuka has long been a major focus of academic studies and 
popular interests of the revue, in particular, the highly stylized performance of the 
male role actors. Otokoyakus are always the center of attention on and off the stage 
of Takarazuka. Only the male role performers can rise to be the top stars and enjoy 
a nationwide popularity supported by hundred thousands of (female) fans all over 
Japan. The Takarazuka gender aesthetics created and developed by generations of 
male top stars forms the core of the Takarazuka fandom. The gender charisma of 
the top stars helps the revue to spread or preach its beliefs and to build up its public 
image as a kingdom of dreams. If Takarazuka is like a religion, the top stars are the 
living evidence, and the fans are the preachers. According to a recent study,

Takarazuka Revue has created a brand new “religion” which offered its fol-
lowers those lively idols. The life stories of the idols are the “religious” 
texts. They preach to their followers the principles, values and ultimate goals 
of Takarazuka Revue. That’s why the top stars are assumed to be superior 
and deserve to get the most recourses and attention. To believe in the top 
stars is to believe in love and dreams and the spirit of individual effort. This 
“religion” is more approachable than Shintoism and easier to develop a kind 
of psychological dependence. Those fans who have been supporting the top 
stars from the very beginning to rise to the top are obviously seeing them-
selves as the preachers of this “religion”. They are given and then pass on 
those values and work hard to expand the fan base of this “religion.”3

Taiwan has a long history of fandom of Takarazuka Revue. According to a few 
informants who were born in the 1970s, they first learned about Takarazuka from 
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their grandparents during their childhood. The founding of E-  Sha Singing and 
Dancing Group (藝霞歌舞劇團 1959–1985) showed that Takarazuka has been 
well-  known in Taiwan as early as since the late 1950s. E-  Sha was nicknamed 
“the Takarazuka in Taiwan.” Its founder was inspired by Takarazuka to form a 
local all-  women performing group in Taiwan in the late 1950s. E-  Sha followed 
Takarazuka’s style with a heavy local twist. The group enjoyed country-  wide 
popularity during its heydays and has even performed in Hong Kong in the 1970s.

The first Takarazuka performance in Taiwan was taken place at the National 
Theater of Taipei in April 2013. The performance was led by the Star Troupe 
with Reon Yuzuki as the top star (the leading otokoyaku, the male role per-
former). According to the official source, tickets of the twelve shows were all 
sold out and they have attracted an audience of 718,000 people.4 The 2013 per-
formance was a new musical based on a Chinese folk story. Local Taiwanese 
elements such as Mandarin pop and Taiwanese songs (taiyu 台語 songs) 
were added to give a local taste. Because of the success of the first performance, 
the second one soon followed in August 2015. It was performed at the same 
venue but this time it was led by the Flower Troupe with Rio Asumi as the top 
star. The musical part was La Rose de Versailles, one of Takarazuka’s signature 
plays. After the first performance in Taiwan, live viewing of Takarazuka shows 
in Japan has started to be launched in Taipei’s movie theaters. Local airlines also 
started to offer a special package tour to Osaka that includes a Takarazuka 
ticket-  ordering service. The third performance in 2018 took place at both Taipei 
and Kaohsiung. Takarazuka has been considered, though not officially and pub-
licly, as a productive site of lesbian subculture since its early years. The associ-
ation of Takarazuka, lesbian fans and female homoeroticism has been a topic 
that has attracted much media, scholarly and fannish interests.

Queer readings and pleasures
In this project, I understand fan and fan culture as a historical construct and 
audience as active producers of culturally specific meanings. In Lawrence 
Grossberg’s words, “The audience is always caught up in the continuous recon-
struction of cultural contexts which enable them to consume, interpret and use 
texts in specific ways.”5 In this sense, in order to fully understand the specific 
ways that local Taiwanese lesbian fans consume, interpret and use the cultural 
texts of Takarazuka, we have to understand the cultural contexts and currently 
available discursive resources that they can use and rely on to generate and 
negotiate meanings. In the following part, I will briefly discuss the relationship 
between queer reading and cultural texts, and how I understand cultural repres-
entation of marginalized gender and sexuality in the political struggle of visibil-
ity. I use “queer” in this chapter to refer to genders, sexualities and ways of 
being/living that are non-  straight or cannot be clearly identified by the binary 
logics of genders and sexuality. I understand “queer readings” as outcomes 
accomplished together by the text itself (its interpretative potentials) and the 
active meaning production of its audience. Queer readings are not alternative 
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readings in the way that they are additional to any “dominant” or prescribed 
meanings. I follow Alexander Doty’s understanding that,

Queer readings aren’t “alternative” readings, wishful or willful misreadings, 
or “reading too much into things” readings. They result from the recogni-
tion and articulation of the complex range of queerness that has been in 
popular culture texts and their audiences all along.6

The queer readings and pleasures of Takarazuka, as produced and enjoyed by 
lesbian fans, result from the queer potentials of the texts— which include the per-
formances, the image of top stars and the manufacturing of star personality off 
stage— and the reading strategies of fans. Takarazuka has been widely regarded 
and understood as a highly heterosexual cultural text and organization. The divi-
sion of otokoyaku and musumeyaku, the dominance of male role performers over 
female-  role performers, the gender ideology of its heterosexual romance and the 
training regime of the revue all demonstrate the normative principles of hetero-
sexuality. Yet the versatile female masculinity and gender/sexual ambiguity it 
has produced open up a fantasy space of queer desires and pleasures. Fans’ 
recognition and articulation of those gender and sexual ambiguities contribute to 
Takarazuka’s very queerness. As for how I understand cultural representation of 
marginalized gender and sexuality in the political struggle of visibility, espe-
cially those representations that appear to be too subtle, subtextual and not in line 
with the proud and out model of mainstream tongzhi (同志, literally means 
“comrades,” which is used as a self-  affirmative identity by the LGBTQI+ 
 communities) movement, I base my arguments on Fran Martin’s discussion of 
the Taiwanese singer-  songwriter Sandee Chan’s songs and music videos, and the 
experiences of her nütongzhi fans.7 Martin discovers that “ambivalence of reti-
cence” is a mode of representation of nütongxinglian (女同性戀, female homo-
sexuality or lesbianism) prevalent in contemporary Taiwan. She explores the 
relationship between music consumption and individual sexual identification, 
and that between subtextual reticence and the homophobic disciplinary force of 
hanxu (含蓄) as theorized by Liu Jenpeng and Ding Naifei in their seminal 
article “Reticent poetics, queer politics.”8 Martin identifies this mode of speech 
of queer meanings, as it is shown in Sandee Chan’s lyrics and music videos, as 
one of the three modes of nütongxinglian representation in Taiwan, the other two 
are “public representation and counter-  cultural self-  representation enabled by the 
tongzhi movement.”9 To Martin, this mode of queer representation is “less a 
silencing than a different way of speaking: a just-  audible speaking by not-  quite- 
 say.”10 It can provide “its own distinct pleasures and possibilities.”11 The queer 
subtexts of Takarazuka, especially those offstage stories or gossips of top stars, 
provide materials for queer fans to construct their own queer readings and pleas-
ures. Despite the homophobic disciplinary force that is prevalent in the revue’s 
official discourse and public fan communities, queer fans of Takarazuka live on 
the continual production and circulation of those subtextual meanings and 
through this process they speak up for themselves and their desires against a 
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community space and culture that is inherently homophobic and full of silencing 
force (more on the homophobia of Takarazuka fan culture in later paragraphs).

The expanding body of works about popular culture fandom in East Asia 
shows the complexity of fan cultures and experiences across genres, national 
borders and cultural differences. The exploding number of scholarly works on 
popular cultures in East Asia, such as Boy’s Love, Girl’s Love, slash and 
femslash communities,12 androgynous female image (zhongxing 中性, gender 
neutral) in pop music and entertainment,13 and the transcultural flows of popular 
culture such as the circulation of K-  Pop and Korean masculinities14 informs the 
analytical framework and positioning of this study. Building on this rich body of 
work, I continue the investigation of diverse fan practices and experiences and 
the transcultural flows of popular culture inside East Asia. In particular, I am 
interested in the various ways that queer fans use popular culture to negotiate 
and construct their alternative genders and sexualities; and how they use the 
emerging fan space (as directly initiated by media technology) to articulate and 
imagine new forms of desire and self. I do not intend to look for the particular 
ways fans resist dominant cultures or how their practices have resulted in any 
political change in reality. I tend to argue against the dichotomy of fantasy and 
reality, or subversive versus conservative, or even the binary of dominant (read-
ings) versus alternative (readings). Fantasy is part of the everyday reality of 
some fans. Similarly for some of them, queer readings of a cultural text are not 
alternative readings but the very way they can make sense of the text. Queer 
fans and queer texts are not inherently subversive. Therefore, it is more produc-
tive to look at the various ways queer fans construct meanings, how they parti-
cipate in the fan space and how multiple notions of pleasure and desire can be 
produced through specific cultural texts and contexts.

Becoming fans
Taiwan is the first Sinophone society to develop a popular interest in Takarazuka 
Revue. Jennifer Robertson has an extensive discussion of the relationship 
between the revue and Japanese imperialism in her book Takarazuka: Sexual 
Politics and Popular Culture in Modern Japan.15 Takarazuka played an 
important role in promoting and popularizing ideas of Japanese imperialism in 
the 1930s and 40s. Its cross-  dressing and cross-  ethnic performance, as analyzed 
by Robertson, has been an integral part of Japan’s colonial policy of assimilation 
during the wartime. Its founder Ichizo Kobayashi has made “modesty, fairness 
and grace” the motto of Takarazuka. The three qualities represent the ideal femi-
ninity he wanted the Takarazuka girls to embody. As written on the official 
website of Takarazuka Revue, the motto upheld by Kobayashi represents his 
“desire for each Takarasienne to have etiquette and a good sense of proper 
manners, and to not forget their dignity as individual women and members of 
society.”16 From the very beginning, Takarazuka Revue has been set up to 
provide family entertainment and training to girls and young women to become 
professional performers as well as decent and graceful women who know how to 
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be a good wife and mother after they retire from the revue. It is interesting to 
study the ways of how Taiwanese fans today make sense of Takarazuka, espe-
cially the newer generation of fans who started to follow Takarazuka around the 
time of its first performance in Taiwan in 2013.

Audience relies on currently available discourses to make sense of cultural 
texts. The newer generation of Taiwanese lesbian fans of Takarazuka, who 
have mostly started to become fans after 2000 when it became possible for 
them to watch and share about Takarazuka on the Internet, came into contact 
with Takarazuka in a significantly different social, cultural and political 
context as compared to fans of their parents’ and grandparents’ generations. 
One of the most visible differences is at the time when they started to interact 
with Takarazuka, they are able to make use of the readily available discourses 
of self-  affirmative sexual and gender identifications resulting from the tongzhi 
movement in Taiwan. They have the necessary cultural resources and language 
to articulate their queer readings and desires and share them with existing 
queer friendship and fan groups. Lesbian fans in this study share their queer 
readings and desires of Takarazuka on social media or fan groups on the Inter-
net. One expert fan even created her own fan blogs and later Facebook groups 
to share her queer readings of the performers on and off stage. It is within this 
context of widely circulating tongzhi discourses and politics that the newer 
generation of lesbian fans can loudly and publicly articulate their queer inter-
pretations and pleasures. Takarazuka can then become a cultural resource for 
lesbian and queer women to fashion themselves and the fan sites a space to 
negotiate and enact queer desires.

Before the first overseas performance of Takarazuka Revue in Taipei in 2013, 
fans in Taiwan mostly watched performances online circulating on YouTube or 
shared by individual bloggers, or through (pirated) DVDs of performances. Fan 
groups were built around fan blogs and BBS groups. Those online fan groups or 
communities have continued and expanded after the two performances in Taiwan. 
Media technology and the introduction of the Internet indeed have contributed to 
the transcultural flows of Takarazuka between Taiwan and Japan, and the wider 
Sinitic-  language fan communities in and outside Asia. Some Taiwanese lesbian 
fans have first got into touch with Takarazuka from the Internet when they were 
outside of Taiwan and Japan.

The new popularity of Takarazuka in Taiwan is happening in the context of 
the frequent transcultural flows of popular culture in East Asia and also globally. 
Lesbian fans first knew Takarazuka through other popular culture products about 
and from Japan. For example, one informant told me she first learned of 
 Takarazuka from a Japanese TV drama in 2005 when the leading role was 
played by Amami Yuki, who is a former top star of Takarazuka and also one of 
the most popular and remembered male role performers. Another informant told 
me she learned of Takarazuka from a Japanese musical (Shock, performed in 
2001 and 2002) played by Koichi Domoto, a Japanese idol of the popular duo 
KinKi Kids, that she watched online in 2004. In the musical, Juri Sakiho, a 
Takarazuka male role performer was part of the cast. From there she started 
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years of obsession with Takarazuka. There is also an informant who first knew 
of Takarazuka from the Japanese manga/animation Crayon Shin-  chan. Takara-
zuka is sometimes mentioned or appears in the background of this widely 
popular Japanese animation such as the showing of performance posters with the 
typical full-  costumed look of otokoyaku and musumeyaku. Since the number of 
lesbian fans I interviewed is limited, it is hard to generalize from them the trans-
cultural routes of Taiwanese fans who come into contact with Takarazuka. But it 
seems that the knowledge of Japanese popular culture serves as a foundation for 
people to get in touch with Takarazuka.

A few informants also mentioned the documentary Dream Girls as their 
first step into the dream world of Takarazuka. Dream Girls is an English- 
 language documentary about Takarazuka Revue and its academy directed by 
Kim Longinotto and Jano Williams and was first released in 1993. The fifty- 
 minute documentary is until now the only full-  length documentation of the 
behind-  the-  stage stories of the revue, including interviews of performers and 
fans. It was later distributed in DVD by the “Taiwan Women’s Film Associ-
ation” with Chinese subtitles in Taiwan in 2010. The Chinese edition is 
believed to be widely circulated in the academic, feminist, queer and perform-
ing arts communities in Taiwan.

Media technology facilitates the transcultural flows of Japanese popular 
culture and the building of fan communities in Taiwan. It also gives rise to the 
formation of local and transnational Sinophone online fan communities of 
Takarazuka where fans can share information, circulate images, videos and 
publish fan fictions. Fan communities of Takarazuka, especially at those online 
fan spaces, are deterritorrialized networks of people across national borders, eth-
nicities and even linguistic groups. Fans use insider language with many techni-
cal terms to communicate with each other. Sinitic-  language fan communities of 
Takarazuka are not restricted to those Sinophone areas in Asia but are scattered 
around the world and connected by media technologies. The circulation and pro-
duction of queer desires generated by Takarazuka in Taiwan and the wider 
Sinitic-  language fan communities demonstrate new routes of cultural flow that 
are not tied to a specific center or national identification.

Mapping queer desires and popular culture in Taiwan
The transcultural flows of popular culture in East Asia has provided a rich reser-
voir of cultural references for lesbian fans of Takarakzuka in Taiwan to draw 
their own maps of desires and pleasures. Fans of certain cultural products have to 
be understood and studied in the broader context of their cultural consumption 
and similar cultural resources that are circulating at the same time. Lesbian fans 
of Takarazuka are aware of other cultural products in East Asia that include or 
allow fantasies of queer desires and ambiguous gender and sexuality. Cultural 
products about alternative genders and sexualities that are widely circulated in 
East Asia and online Sinophone fan communities after 2000 might help to form 
and facilitate the fannish desires of Takarazuka. In this part, I will use the cases of 
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“inter-  Asian androgyny”17 of female singers, Boys’ and Girls’ Love (BL and GL), 
and K-  Pop masculinity to illustrate how inter-  Asian cultural resources have 
worked together to form a reference reservoir and networks of aesthetic citation 
to each other.

It is possible that lesbian fans of Takarazuka in Taiwan are familiar with the 
“zhongxing” or “T-  style” trend of some female singers in China, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan. There have been a few androgynous style female popular singers in 
Taiwan before 2000. But the popularity of this particular gender style in the con-
texts of Mandarin and Cantonese pop music started to reach its climax after 
2000, especially after the Super Girl singing contest aired on Hunan Satellite 
Television in China between 2005–2009. The large fan base and numerous fan 
communities have become emerging sites for the expression of new youth cul-
tures and sexualities18 and new cultural resources for lesbian fans to construct 
and negotiate their alternative genders and sexualities.19 The production and con-
sumption of zhongxing or T-  style female masculinity in Mandarin and Cantonese 
pop music scenes after 2000 can be an important source of inter-  referencing of 
Takarazuka’s gender aesthetics.

Another possible site of inter-  cultural referencing resulted from the trans-
cultural flows of popular culture in East Asia is the vast popularity of BL and GL 
in Sinophone communities. BL (or shônen-  ai) manga started to enter Taiwan 
through pirated copies in the 1970s.20 There are a huge number of online Sino-
phone BL fan groups. GL is relatively less popular and with a smaller fan base. 
But both of them have become sites for the expression of non-  normative desires, 
pleasures and minority gender and sexual identities. In Taiwan, the popularity of 
BL and the rise of fujoshi culture are related to the geopolitic relationship 
between Taiwan and Japan.21 Fran Martin in her study of BL manga in Taiwan 
argues that there is an intersection between gender/sexuality and geographical 
aspect. She discovers that contrary to the theory of “cultural odourless” pro-
posed by Koichi Iwabuchi,22 the pleasure of the BL texts lies partly “in a desir-
able, exotic ‘fragrance’ of recognizable Japaneseness.”23 It is the “imaginative 
geography of a homoerotic Japan” that facilitates to form a reflexive zone of 
articulation for local fans to respond to the gender and sexual regulations in 
everyday Taiwan.24

In a similar line of inquiry, Weijung Chang analyzes fujoshi culture in 
Taiwan within the context of Japanophilia, which is defined by the author as “[p]
eople who enthusiastically consume products imbued with ‘Japaneseness’ or get 
involved with Japanese popular culture.”25 According to Chang, Taiwan is a pro- 
 Japanese society where daily and mundane life such as cooking, fashion and the 
consumption of popular culture is deeply infused with Japaneseness, a foreign 
attribute that is “subject to constant reimagination and reinvention.”26 The influ-
ence of Japanese popular culture has been accelerated after 1993 when the ban 
on Japanese TV dramas was lifted. To Chang, the idealization of boys’ love by 
fujoshi corresponds to the everyday experience of believing in Japaneseness as 
the ideal of modernity. To both Martin and Chang, the articulation of desires, 
gender and sexuality by BL fans in Taiwan is related to the geographical and 
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cultural distance between Taiwan and Japan, and the belief of a desirable Japan 
as resulted from the fantasy world of BL.

In the context of Taiwan, the popularity of Takarazuka can be understood as 
resulted from the convergence of Japanophone and Sinophone cultural produc-
tions. It is common in the lesbian fans of Takarazuka in this study to get in touch 
with the revue first through other genres of Japanese popular culture. This shows 
that they possessed a certain level of knowledge about Japanese popular culture 
before they became fans of Takarazuka. Their participation as devoted fans also 
requires them to travel to Japan to watch performances and for some of them, to 
take part in the official fan-  club activities. The factor of Japaneseness, including 
trips to Japan, is rather central in the pleasure and enjoyment of Taiwanese 
lesbian fans of Takarazuka.

Another aspect that highlights the Japaneseness of fannish pleasures is the 
specific forms of female masculinity that are over the years carefully designed 
and developed by the revue. The gender styles of Takarazuka, no matter 
whether it is of the otokoyaku or musuemeyaku, are highly recognizable. Many 
fans in Taiwan would use the Mandarin term “shuai” (帥, handsome, charming, 
cool) to refer to the charm of the male role performers they like. The gender 
style or aesthetics of Takarazuka is far from “culturally odourless,” yet it also 
cannot be easily defined simply as Japanese. The Takarazuka style, in particular 
the gender style of otokoyaku, is the outcome of the revue’s careful design and 
experiment, and also Japan’s modernization, assimilation and reinvention of 
foreign cultures. The transcultural popularity and its ability to move around 
different societies and cultures in and outside Asia is by a large part the result 
of its transculturally recognizable forms of ideal masculinity, as embodied by 
generations of Takarazuka top stars. This reminds me of the popularity of  
K-  Pop idols across Asia. Sun Jung proposes “mugukjeok” (無國籍) and 
“chogukjeok” (超國籍) as two aspects or tendencies of the globalized South 
Korean popular culture, in particular South Korean idol boy bands.27 
“Mugukjeok” (non-  nationality) refers to the mixing of “odourless global ele-
ments” and “traditional (national) elements” so to make those cultural elements 
less culturally specific.28 “Chogukjeok” (cross-   or trans-  national[ity]) refers to 
“how hybridity and non-  nationality enable such products to be culturally 
‘transformable’ and to easily ‘cross’ national borders.29 These are two dominant 
aspects of the South Korean popular entertainment industry and they enable the 
“transculturally hybridized South Korean masculinity” to travel freely across 
cultural boundaries.30 Jung argued that the versatile masculinity of idol boy 
bands is not only culturally odorless but also “culturally transformable.” The 
fact that Taiwanese fans are able to recognize and articulate their desire of the 
otokoyaku masculinity shows exactly the culturally hybrid and transformable 
qualities of Takarazuka. The gender styles of otokoyaku are clearly highly 
recognizable forms of female masculinity, which both the producers and audi-
ence know they are different from male masculinity or that the performers 
are imitating any men in the real life. The fact that the performers are female 
and the awareness of the difference of otokoyaku masculinity and real-  life 
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 masculinity, as a result of the careful cultivation by the revue, can be a source 
of pleasure and a space for fantasy for its fans.

Similarly, the ethnic styles of Takarazuka, no matter which ethnic groups they 
perform, are highly recognizable and heavily stylized. The ethnic styles of 
Takarazuka are built on fantasized versions of ethnicity, just as its gender styles, 
which are based on idealized versions of man and woman. Therefore, the appeal 
of Takarazuka to Taiwanese fans can be the highly stylized markers of Japanese-
ness, which includes its specially designed gender and ethnic performance. 
 Robertson refers to the performance of Takarazuka as both cross-  dressing and 
cross-  ethnic.31 The genders and ethnicities performed on the stage of Takarazuka 
are both hybrid and ambiguous, Japanese but also heavily dramatized. These 
highly stylized forms of Japanesesness of Takarazuka, I would argue, contribute 
to its transcultural mobility and popularity. In addition, Takarazuka is good at 
adapting stories from other genres of popular culture, such as manga, to rejuve-
nate the revue and attract new and younger audience. The cross-  genre adaptation, 
cross-  gender and cross-  ethnic performance, together with its versatile forms of 
female masculinity, as embodied by different top stars in its five troupes and indi-
vidual male role performers, constitute Takarazuka’s unique style and charisma.

The popularity of Takarazuka in Taiwan might be due to the geographical and 
cultural proximity of Taiwan and Japan, the accessibility of its cultural products, 
and the generational connection, memories of its cultural form and aesthetics. 
Due to the colonial legacy, the grandparent generation of my informants (born in 
the 1970s and 1980s) was aware of or even familiar with this Japanese perform-
ing group mostly via satellite television of Japanese channels and Japanese 
magazines circulated in postcolonial Taiwan. Two of the informants I inter-
viewed came to know Takarazuka Revue from their grandparents who have 
installed a satellite receiver to watch television channels in Japan (such as 
NHK). For one of them, her grandmother, who received Japanese education 
during the colonial time and was fluent in Japanese, was herself a devoted fan of 
the revue. The other one can recall memories of watching Takarazuka shows 
from satellite Japanese television at home when she was a child. The Taiwanese 
informants I interviewed all told me about the importance of the first perfor-
mance in 2013. All of them became fans immediately after this performance. 
The performance also connected them with their childhood memories of the 
older Taiwan when Japanese influences were more obvious in people’s everyday 
life. Although there seems to be a disconnection of present-  day fans from the 
older generations of the revue back in the 1950s or even earlier, the cultural and 
generational linkage is visible in many ways. For example, the new generation 
of fans in this study is aware of the presence of E-  Sha Singing and Dancing 
Group. Older lesbian fans can even recall some popular male role performers of 
E-  Sha in the 1960s and 70s. The desires of Takarazuka in Taiwan were once 
initiated and framed by the colonial history and the desire of Japan. While in the 
present days, the desire of Takarazuka is both a colonial legacy and a new form 
of deterritorialized fantasy that is collectively produced by the transnational 
 Sinophone fan communities.
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Fan types, activities, pleasures and censorship
Lesbian fans of Takarazuka in Taiwan, as those in this study who became fans 
after 2000, are usually small groups of friends, participants of online fan groups, 
bloggers and individual fans who do not belong to any organized fan com-
munities. Their age ranges from mid-  twenties to late forties. Many fans told me 
it is expensive to be a fan of Takarazuka. The cost of travel and performance 
tickets (usually doubles the original price in Japan if it is ordered online in 
Taiwan), for example, are only affordable by women with a certain amount of 
disposable income and have free time to indulge in their hobbies. It also needs a 
certain level of cultural literacy of Japanese culture. Not all of the lesbian fans I 
met know Japanese language but they all have some knowledge of Japanese 
society or culture before and during the process of becoming a fan. For those 
who are devoted fans or have joined the official fan clubs, learning Japanese and 
being familiar with Japanese culture are essential for their participation in a fan 
community and revue culture where Japanese is the only official language. 
Before the first performance of Takarazuka in Taipei in 2013, most of them 
watched performances and followed their favorite performers on the Internet, or 
traveled to Japan to watch performances and attend fan-  club activities. Local fan 
activities in Taiwan include group screening events (guanjuhui, 觀劇會, at 
theaters or at private homes), private fan gatherings, sharing of Takarazuka 
products, trips to Japan to watch performances or attend fan activities, sharing of 
information, images, videos and writings on social media and weblogs, order 
tickets together (through expert fans or online ticket dealers), and produce and 
perform original Takarazuka-  style plays. For some lesbian fans, sharing of queer 
readings of performances and gossips of lesbian couples in the revue form a 
major part of fan sociality and pleasure. This kind of queer fan sociality is also 
resulted from the homophobic culture of the official fan clubs in Japan and 
public fan communities in Taiwan.

It is well known that homophobia has always existed in the revue administra-
tion and its official fan clubs. Robertson discloses in her book she was barred 
from accessing the archives of Takarazuka library in 1987, as soon as the library 
administrators realized that her research was concerned with homosexual prac-
tices in the revue.32 Fan space, even though it is of a suspiciously queer idol or 
texts with overt queer potentials, can be homophobic, heteronormative and full 
of gender policing.33 Queer star gossip is an important resource for queer fans of 
popular culture to articulate their desires and to produce their own pleasures. 
It is also the essential material to glue together queer fans. Lesbian fans 
mention the homophobia in the fan communities in both Japan and Taiwan of 
 Takarazuka. Lesbianism is well-  known as a taboo subject in the official fan 
space of Takarazuka in Japan. Chris (late 40s)34 has joined the official fan club 
of a Takarazuka top star in Japan and also interacted with experienced fans in 
Taiwan through the Internet. She has encountered homophobia on both sides. 
She discovered that “lesbian” is a taboo word and subject in the fan gatherings 
in Japan even though the relationship of the performer couple concerned is kind 
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of an open secret in the fan community. In Taiwan, there was a time she asked 
an experienced fan blogger about that rumored Takarazuka lesbian couple, the 
blogger responded angrily by telling Chris not to ask further about those “dirty 
stuffs.” There is a culture of protecting the reputation of the revue in fan com-
munities of Takarazuka. One of the most sensitive subjects is the revue’s long 
talked about influence of nurturing lesbian desires and lesbian relationship inside 
the revue. The culture of homophobia in the fan space also exists in Taiwan. 
One informant mentioned about a senior blogger in Taiwan once fiercely denied 
the existence of any lesbian fans of Takarazuka in a seminar about the revue in 
Taipei. The two co-  founders of the Wing Troupe (鳥組人演劇團), an inde-
pendent theater group based in Taipei who produces Takarazuka-  style musical 
plays, said some of their fans would “help” to dismiss publicly any rumors about 
them being a lesbian couple. But there are also other lesbian fans getting 
pleasure from imagining them as a real lesbian couple off stage.

The cross-  dressing performance of Takarazuka from the very beginning of its 
establishment, has provoked anxiety and fear. In particular, the fear of lesbian 
desires and masculinization of young unmarried female fans. There is a long 
history of pathologization of female fans of Takarazuka in Japan. Young female 
fans were always assumed to be unable to separate sexual fantasies and reality. In 
the early years during wartime, female fans of Takarazuka were classified into the 
following types: “courtesan,” “early bird,” “poetic,” “bodyguard” and “copycat,”35

The “courtesan”-  type fan was trustworthy and dedicated to looking after 
every need of her favorite Takarasienne. The “early bird”-  type fan was 
faithful and devoted to the Revue, always rushing to performances on the 
first available train. An infatuated fan overwhelmed by romantic nostalgia 
was the “poetic”-  type, and “bodyguard”-  type fans walked in a protective 
group behind their favorite Revue actor. Finally, “copycat”-  type fans imit-
ated their favorite Takarasiennes, from clothing fashions to body language.36

We can still find similar fan types in the present-  day fan communities of 
 Takarazuka. But with the expansion of fan base across national borders, the 
diversification of fan groups and the rising importance of commercial popular 
culture as the major site of fan activities, fan types have become more diverse. 
Local lesbian fans in Taiwan can be roughly classified into the following types: 
devoted fans, expert fans, consumer-  fans and active producers. There is no clear 
boundary between each type and categories can be overlapped.

Devoted fans follow closely performances in Taiwan and Japan and will 
watch the performances of their favorite stars repeatedly. Some devoted fans 
even start to learn Japanese language and culture so that they can read first-  hand 
information of the revue. Expert fans are leaders in the local fan community. 
They are fan page administrators or bloggers. They are capable to offer first- 
 hand information and exclusive benefits to other fans. They are well known by 
people in the fan community and are usually very respected. Some of them have 
access to privileged resource of the revue, such as one expert fan who had 
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installed a satellite dish at home that allowed her to have access to the revue’s 
official TV channel Sky Stage. She also holds private viewing and sharing 
session of Takarazuka performances at her home for lesbian fans. Consumer- 
 fans are fans who will visit Japan frequently to watch performances, chase after 
their favorite top stars and are eager to buy the consumer products produced 
by the revue. The last type, active producers are fans who produce original 
 Takarazuka-  style shows. One well-  known performing group of this type in 
Taiwan is the Wing Troupe. The two co-  founders each take up the role of 
otokoyaku and musumeyaku. The slogan of the group is “Even if we do not 
have a gorgeous budget, we still can have gorgeous souls.” (就算沒有華麗經費,  
也能擁有華麗的靈魂). As estimated by the two co-  founders, their fan base is 
mostly women in their mid-  twenties to forties. Most of them, they believe, are 
fans of Takarazuka. Judged from the gender style of fans, they estimated that a 
significant part of their fans are lesbians. They started the group in 2011 after 
they watched a Takarazuka performance in Japan earlier in the same year. Since 
then, they have produced one original play every year and performed in Taipei. 
The performances usually took place in informal spaces such as restaurants or 
other commercial spaces that can offer them an affordable rental fee.

Fans of Takarazuka are always drawn to it by the professionalism of perform-
ers, the glamourous stage, the breathtaking dance and singing, the idealized 
heterosexual romance on stage, and the charisma of otokoyaku. Off stage, the 
“spirit of Takarazuka,” as demonstrated by the stories of generations of perform-
ers about their struggles and efforts, is often mentioned by fans as one of the 
reasons they become followers of individual performers. The desire and identifi-
cation of lesbian fans come also from the official discourse of the revue. The 
revue has persistently promoted and marketed itself to be a kingdom of dreams. 
It survived the war times and periods of economic recession in Japan because it 
always spreads the message of hopes and dreams. The doctrine of dream affects 
lesbian fans in the same way as it does to the rest of its fans. The personal stories 
of top stars are usually emotionally charged “religious” texts to their followers, 
even if fans are aware of the marketing strategy of Takarazuka to promote its top 
stars and its values. Other fans are attracted by commercial success, the manage-
ment style and training regime of the revue. In the last part of this chapter, I will 
focus on the gender aesthetics of Takarazuka and the desires of lesbian fans.

The gender aesthetics of the male role performers of Takarazuka are quick to 
be recognized and identified by lesbian fans as a familiar variation of the butch (or 
“T”) and femme (or “Po” 婆) style in lesbians. The highly stylized form of mascu-
linity performed by a female-  bodied otokoyaku is a major source of excitement 
and pleasure of the audience watching Takarazuka performances. The unique 
gender aesthetics developed and refined by generations of male role performers 
creates a form of ideal masculinity that is impossible to be found in real life. It is 
this distance of reality and performance that has helped the revue to create a 
highly recognizable Takarazuka gender aesthetic.37 Or what Roberson terms the 
“politics of androgyny” of Takarazuka’s male role actors.38 To lesbian fans, this 
gender ambiguity or crossover reminds them of the desire or identification of the 
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butch women. Ellis (early forties) thinks that since she is a lesbian, she would not 
question the androgynous style of otokoyaku as her straight colleagues.

ELLIS: Because of the fact that I’m a lesbian, I won’t bother to ask if this 
is a man or woman. I just like the way they are. This is just what I like. […] 
I like myself to be gender ambiguous, therefore I also like it when other 
people are like that.

Lesbian fans who follow different top stars can tell the difference of the form of 
masculinity performed on individual otokoyaku. Some are aggressive, some are 
gentle and some change to a more mature form of masculinity over the course of 
a performing career. It is a pleasure of lesbian fans to enjoy the versatile mascu-
linity presented on different male role performers, to follow them on and off 
stage and to witness their style transformation over the years.

It is an official discourse of the revue to understand the otokoyaku’s mascu-
linity as an ideal form of masculinity that cannot be compared with male 
 masculinity in real life or any ideal men in a biological sense. This official inter-
pretation indeed confirms and reinforces the existence of female masculinity, as 
an independent category of gender or gender aesthetics. But it is obvious to the 
audience and the Takarazuka producers that the romance on stage is unambigu-
ously heterosexual. Maisy (early thirties) offers an interesting queer reading of 
otokoyaku,

MAISY: I’ve read some articles [of Takarazuka]. They said … at the time 
when they design the image of otokoyaku … they actually hope to make it 
more like those ideal men, like princes in Japanese manga, and then they 
make otokoyaku to be like that. But to me, my ideal type of women … my 
ideal women look exactly like them. It’s someone who’s more androgynous 
and … she will behave like a gentleman. So I will really like this type … I 
know many people like them because they’re their ideal man … a man, but 
to me, I think I like them because they are my ideal women!

Takarazuka offers Maisy a new space to articulate her desire of her specific type 
of female masculinity. She sees her favorite male role top star as perfect lovers. 
They embody the best masculine or T qualities she desires.

The popularity of Takarazuka top stars is not restricted to the stage and con-
fined in the theater. The fan activities of Takarazuka include the face-  to-  face 
meetings of top stars off stage in “real life.” In those highly regulated and ritual-
ized off stage meetings with top stars organized by official fan clubs, such as tea 
gatherings and the rituals of seeing top stars going to and getting off work 
outside the theater, the top stars would dress in a casual style but still carefully 
maintain the otokoyaku image. Without the heavy theatrical makeup and the glit-
tering costumes, the top stars look much more approachable and “real.” As 
informant Yves (mid-  thirties) said, she likes the way top stars dress themselves 
in those off stage occasions and she will follow their fashion style.
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YVES: [Laugh] It might sound superficial, but the otokoyaku dress really 
cool in personal life. Like Reon Yuzuki, I like her because many fans will 
post her looks when she gets off work to meet fans [demachi 出待ち]. To 
me, if I want to dress more androgynous, I would like the way she dresses 
herself. The other reason I like Takarazuka is she [the otokoyaku] can be 
very androgynous but still she can wear makeup and dress cool. I would 
like myself to be like that … It’s like women and men can be exchangeable 
and they can be not entirely like a woman. I like this kind of cool style 
[shuaiqi 帥氣] and I would also like to copy it. This is one of the reasons 
why as a lesbian I like it [Takarazuka].

In Grossberg’s words, they are fans who “actively appropriate the texts of spe-
cific popular culture, and give them new and original significance.”39

The newer generation of Takarazuka fans in Taiwan built their communities 
with the help of media technology and the transcultural flows of popular culture 
in East Asia. The two performances of Takarazuka in Taipei in 2013 and 2015 
have led to a new wave of popularity and gave rise to a newer generation of fans 
in Taiwan. This chapter looked at the lesbian fans of this newer generation of 
fans after 2000 and tried to understand their specific fan experiences in the 
context of contemporary Taiwan and through a Sinophone framework that high-
lights the transcultural flows of culture across and beyond national and ethnic 
boundaries. This new generation of fans of Takarazuka lives at a time when 
there is a rich reservoir of queer cultural resources from local, inter-  Asian and 
global popular culture and social movements. The inter-  referencing of different 
cultural products and genres has given rise to the formation of deterritorialized 
queer interpretive communities of Takarazuka, and the production of new 
desires and pleasures.
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8 Adaptation—recognition, 
reproach, repression
The Ren Likui case in 1947 Tianjin 
and the cultural politics of homosexual 
murder in the Sinophone world

Mian Chen

Examining the adaptation of texts across time and space can be a useful 
approach to show how queer Sinophone knowledge and subject were historically 
created. This method can help examine the continuity and rupture of sexual dis-
course, reveal how sexological knowledge was circulated and transformed in the 
Sinophone world, and investigate how queer Sinophone subject was made under 
the influence of diverse knowledge in different Chinese-  speaking communities.

This chapter examines two kinds of adaptations of a homosexual murder case 
taking place in Tianjin before a moment critical to the Sinophone 
communities— the year 1949 when the People’s Republic of China was estab-
lished. In post-  1949 mainland China, the homosexual case was subject to heter-
onormative adaptation, suggesting the discursive repression of homosexual 
issues in mass media. In post-  1949 Sinophone communities, the media discourse 
about homosexual murder had family resemblance with the framing of the ori-
ginal case, serving as what I call isomorphic adaptation of the original story to 
reveal the continuity and circulation of homophobia knowledge.

On July 14, 1947, a gunnysack appeared in the “ghost market” of Tianjin, a 
place where poor residents exchanged all kinds of cheap goods, legal and illegal. 
When the gunnysack was opened, a head, which reportedly had a handsome 
face, rolled out, with blood around the head and the bag and a lock of the hair 
mysteriously cut. The police soon discovered that the victim was a 28-  year-  old 
Taoist named Shan Mingju (單明舉), who had come from Beiping several 
months earlier.1

Shan’s murderer was Ren Likui (任立奎, also 任立魁), a male Taoist who 
seemed to have been Shan’s lover, and the case was reported by the mass media 
for nearly a year.2 Newspaper readers might not have been surprised by this 
story, because there was also a famous Tao Mengjin and Liu Mengying homo-
sexual murder case in Hangzhou in the 1930s that was continuously reported by 
news media.3 Ren’s case is unique, because it occurred during one of the most 
important watersheds of twentieth-  century Chinese history. The Communist 
Party (CCP) took over mainland China in 1949, and founded the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), while the Nationalist Party retreated to Taiwan and 
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maintained the Republic of China (ROC). The transformation of regimes also 
led to a divergence in sexual discourse. In the PRC, deviant sexuality, especially 
homosexuality, vanished almost completely in the mass media before the 1980s, 
while in the 1950s, Taiwan not only allowed discussions of homosexuality but 
also encountered the first Sinophone articulation of transsexuality.4

The narrative of the 1947 Tianjin murder case was closely connected to this 
divergence. Unlike other homosexual murder cases in Republican China, this 
case reappeared in several popular cultural forms in the PRC, but without excep-
tion, was adapted as a heterosexual story. This case per se was not retold in 
Taiwan and other Chinese-  speaking communities after 1949, but the media’s 
narrative scripts of Ren’s case in 1947 Tianjin were circulated repeatedly among 
these Sinophone communities. Journalists adopted the framing of Ren’s case to 
represent other homosexual-  related crimes in Sinophone communities. I call 
these new stories isomorphic adaptations of Ren’s original story. Ren Likui and 
Shan Mingju were replaced with other protagonists, but similar narrative modes 
applied similar psychiatric reasonings, making the stories similar.

To further conceptualize these two types of adaptations, I borrow insights 
from queer Sinophone studies, to examine the rupture and continuity in the dis-
course of homosexuality in Chinese-  speaking communities. Queer Sinophone 
studies, as Ari Heinrich suggests, juxtapose “the margins of gender and sexual-
ity with the margins of China and Chineseness.”5 I argue that the mass media’s 
role in making homosexuality intelligible but abnormal in Republican China 
was modulated in the Sinophone world, while the mass media in the People’s 
Republic of China tended to trivialize and silence homosexuality. The adapta-
tion of Ren’s case in the PRC reveals a deep-  rooted heteronormative logic in the 
mass media, and provides an opportunity to reflect on the question to what 
extent homosexuals living in the PRC were Sinophone subjects. The circulation 
of the media framing of Ren’s case in the post-  1949 Sinophone world revealed a 
continuous psychiatry reasoning in the media discourse but also nurtured new 
possibilities in the margins of China.

By treating homosexuals in the PRC as a marginalized Chinese subject, I do 
not suggest that homosexual subjects were eliminated in socialist China. Homo-
sexuality was seldom mentioned in socialist mass media, but recent studies 
showed that homosexual men during the socialist period actively pursued their 
homosexual desires despite political persecution.6 Nor do I imply that the public 
representation of homosexuality has been erased even now. In postsocialist 
China, homosexual activism and increasing media coverage have expanded the 
visibility of homosexuality to the public.7 I use Ren’s case to show that from 
1949 until today, a discourse has tried to make homosexuality invisible or unim-
portant in China. This logic is not only enforced by the party-  state’s censorship 
of cultural workers but also adopted by writers and performers, as in some 
adaptations of Ren’s case.

I also contrast Ren’s case with other murder cases in the post-  1949 Sinophone 
world, to understand the continuity of the psychiatric reasoning during the early 
Cold War period. From 1949 to the 1980s, the mass media in the Sinophone 
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world used similar scripts to report crimes committed by homosexuals. This nar-
rative mode stigmatized homosexuality, but also made it tangible to media 
 audiences. At the margin of China, the mass media gave more space to deviant 
sexuality, and likely created a new possibility for the sexual minority to fight back.

Discovering the homosexual murderer
On July 19, 1947, the suspect Ren Likui was arrested by the police. In Ren’s 
home, the police dug up a flowerpot that contained a lock of hair, later identified 
as Shan’s hair, and a stick stained with blood. Ren denied he had committed the 
murder, but was arrested.8 After an interrogation, Ren admitted committing the 
crime, and confessed to the police where he had hid Shan’s body. Soon, Shan’s 
body was dug up on the grounds of Ren’s house. Shan’s body was bound, and 
his heart had been cut out, and his penis cut off.9

Why Ren attacked Shan was a mystery. The police discovered that Shan, a 
board game player, a gambler, and a brothel client, had become acquainted with 
Ren several months before, because he played chess in the street frequently. 
After being asked many times by Ren, Shan moved into Ren’s house on May 12. 
Afterwards, Shan still kept up his hobbies. On the morning of July 14, Shan was 
out playing board games. At 6:00 a.m., his head was found.10 After being 
arrested, Ren refused to speak a single word about why he had killed Shan.11 
The police had to look for other clues, such as people who had played card 
games with Shan the night he was killed.12

The police soon found new information. They had sent a doctor to examine 
Ren’s body, who found his anus “very loose,” so they tried to collect relevant 
evidence.13 When the police interrogated people who used to live with Ren, a 
man named Wang Wenqing (王文清) stated that he had had a sexual relation-
ship with Ren, and Ren seemed to be emotionally unstable in this relationship, 
making him eventually run away.14 A new narrative of the murder case, which 
assumed Ren Likui desired Shan sexually, and killed the dissipated Shan out of 
jealousy, was soon accepted by the police, and later, the courts and the mass 
media.

“This homosexual murderer is abnormal”
At first, the media reported this event by paying close attention to the brutal 
treatment of Shan’s body and Ren Likui’s sometimes abnormal behaviors. For 
example, after being arrested, Ren refused to eat “earthly things” (不吃煙火
物).15 However, Wang Wenqing provided a new eye-  catching topic for the jour-
nalists. Ta Kung Pao’s report after Wang confessed was titled “The Taoist Mur-
derer Had a Pathological Psychology of Sex” (殺人的老道性心理變態) with 
the subheading “assumed himself as female, that is what people called long-
yang” (假定自己是女性俗稱龍陽). The report provided readers with the 
police’s narrative that Ren was a homosexual who could not stand Shan’s 
hobbies, and killed him out of jealousy. The report also reminded its readers that 
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Ren had so severe a pathological psychology that he had even cut off Shan’s 
head and thrown it in the ghost market, and cut off his penis.16

The Yi Shih Pao, another bestselling newspaper in Tianjin, used similar 
framing to report this event. With the subheading “the Taoist murderer used to 
have a perverse sexual life” (殺人道士素有變態性生活), the report carefully 
utilized Wang Wenqing’s confession to depict the couple’s sexual life, showing 
to the public that Ren Likui flirted with Wang Wenqing three days after meeting 
him, and touched his penis and sat on top of it during the Dragon Boat Festival, 
to successfully seduce him. The media also reported the police once examined 
Ren’s anus and found it very loose, which, the report asserted, must have been 
caused by sodomy. At the end of the news story, the reporter carefully described 
Ren’s feminine look, emphasizing that his body was thin, and his voice as weak 
as a woman’s.17

This series of reports aroused greater public attention, and were even reported 
by media in Shanghai. Ren was investigated by the inspection office of Tianjin 
Municipal Court on August 19. There were nearly forty people in the audience, 
most of whom were court staff, curiously watching the Taoist Ren.18 During the 
public trial on September 12, there nearly 100 people were in attendance in 
court.19 Articles linking abnormal homosexuality with crime were circulated 
among the audience’s newspapers and court staff. On August 30, the indictment 
against Ren was published in Ta Kung Pao, confirming to the public that Ren 
Likui was by nature a cruel man, and he had become even more peculiar since he 
had lost his lover Wang Wenqing. Ren loved his new lover Shan Mingju so much 
that he increasingly resented Shan’s time-  consuming gambling habits (戀姦之深, 
以致恨之愈切).20 Using different terms, the Shenpao in Shanghai told their 
readers that Ren had killed Shan out of flaming jealousy (嫉妬之火).21 Similar to 
the Tao Mengjin and Liu Mengying case in 1930s Hangzhou, jealousy originating 
from homosexual psychology was regarded as the cause of the crime.22

Ren never acknowledged this explanation. His denials were later reported fre-
quently as evidence to show he was mentally abnormal in general. When report-
ing the public trial on September 12, journalists did not ignore details that might 
have implied Ren had a mental disorder, often in a comical tone. As media 
reports recorded, when asked, “where Shan Mingju usually went,” Ren Likui 
incorrectly answered, “he usually went to Shan Mingju’s home.” When asked 
about Shan’s death, Ren Likui insisted that Shan Mingju had been killed by four 
men, and kept answering questions with “I don’t know.” When asked whether 
Shan Mingju had sodomized him (“單明舉是不是雞姦過你”), Ren answered, 
“I don’t know what is sodomy (我不懂什麼姦不姦的).”23 In April 1948, jour-
nalists from Yi Shih Pao visited the jail. They reported that Ren Likui was shy, 
and hid behind the door when people walked close, but then stepped out, saying, 
“Just look at me, look at whatever you like,” when people walked away.24 These 
mistakes, inconsistencies, and childishness framed Ren not only as a murderer 
and a homosexual man but also a mentally ill person.

Later, Ren Likui kept insisting on his innocence, and appealed to a higher 
court, claiming Shan Mingju had been killed by others, and that he was a 
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victim. Probably because of the media’s reports, the public did not lose 
interest in this case. In the courtroom for Ren’s appeal, on November 7, 1947, 
the audience crowded upstairs and downstairs, so latecomers had to stand in 
the hallway. During the interrogation, “whether Ren was mentally and 
 physically sick” was scrutinized.25 But this time the court could not summon 
all the witnesses. On January 28, 1948, the higher court re-interrogated Ren’s 
case. Again, all the seats were occupied.26 Unsurprisingly, Ren’s appeal was 
rejected, with the Yi Shih Pao applauding in the news headline “Old Taoist 
Ren Will Soon Be Dead for Sure” (任老道死定了).27

It is useful here to compare Ren’s case with the Shi Jianqiao murder case in 
1930s Tianjin. As Eugenia Lean’s study shows, with the help of media sensation-
alism, Shi Jianqiao, who enacted her revenge for her father’s death and murdered 
the Warlord Sun Chuanfang, evoked a popular sympathy and finally received a 
pardon.28 But in Ren Likui’s case, media sensationalism only aroused public 
resentment. The reason of discrepancy, I suggest, is that Shi’s self-  representation 
and media representation were closely linked with acclaimed Chinese value and 
sexual norms, such as filial piety, knight-  errantry, and “New Woman,” while Ren 
was framed as a marginal Chinese subject and a marginal sexual subject.

In the media’s representation, Ren was regarded as a murderer, an unqualified 
Chinese citizen. Worse still, he was described as inconsistent, childish, and 
unreasonable in court, and even in jail. Ren may have tried to appear crazy to 
exonerate himself at first, but the following reports shaped him as mentally 
abnormal by nature. He was not only a murderer but also a psychiatric patient, a 
marginal subject whose death sentence the media applauded in headlines.

At the same time, he was a marginal sexual subject. The mass media’s 
framing adopted what Howard Chiang calls a psychiatric style of reasoning. By 
the 1940s, Chinese commentators had abandoned nonpathological connotations 
and associated same-  sex relations with a “distinctively psychopathological defi-
nition of ‘homosexuality’.”29 The media coverage of Ren’s case frequently 
aligned with this psychiatric reasoning, emphasizing that his sexuality was psy-
chologically perverse. In these reports, his psychopathological sexuality and his 
other insane behaviors worked to each other’s benefit, establishing Ren as an 
infamous psychopathic subject that did not deserve any public sympathy.

The burgeoning psychiatric reasoning also strengthened the traditional 
linkage between same-  sex behaviors and dirty things, further stigmatizing 
homosexuality.30 When interrogating Wang Wenqing, the police voyeuristically 
asked him about every detail of his and Ren’s sexual relationship. Many of these 
questions were unrelated to the case, such as whether there were filthy things, or 
even ordure, in Wang Wenqing’s penis after intercourse.31 Wang Wenqing 
might have been deeply traumatized by the psychiatric reasoning of homo-
sexuality and the linkage between homosexuality and filthiness. When asked 
about his sexual relationship with Ren in the public court, he begged the judge 
to stop asking questions about this issue.32

However, at the same time, knowledge of homosexuality was widespread 
among Tianjin residents. Ren’s homosexuality was described to the public in the 
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newspapers and in court. When the issue of Ren’s homosexuality was first 
reported by Ta Kung Pao, the journalist asserted that a man regarding himself as 
female was “recorded in theory and facts.”33 The case also provoked discussion 
about homosexuality outside Tianjin. Reading the story reported in the Shanghai 
newspaper Shenpao inspired a writer to openly discuss the issue of homo-
sexuality in a magazine, though this chapter, which borrowed many ideas from 
the newly published Psychology of Sex by Havelock Ellis, also adopted the sex-
ological concept of homosexuality as deviant behavior.34 Ren’s case struck the 
public with the issue of homosexuality, making it visible among a larger audi-
ence, instead of a limited number of judicial officers and sexological book 
readers, reminding readers of this type of sexuality in theory and facts.

Ren Likui’s afterlife, heteronormative adaptation
The news reports about Ren Likui and archival documents of Ren’s case ended 
in September 1948, when his final appeal was rejected. It remains unknown 
whether Ren Likui was actually executed, or when and where he was killed. The 
communists took over Tianjin in January 1949, and no evidence of how the 
communist regime dealt with his case has been found.

However, Ren Likui’s story found new life during the communist period. 
Since the 1990s, Ren Likui’s story has frequently reappeared in popular culture, 
but largely, was adapted as a heterosexual story. The most popular version is the 
cross-  talk show by Guo Degang (郭德綱) in 2011, one of the most famous 
cross-  talk performers in China. In the show “Executing Old Taoist Ren” (槍斃
任老道), Guo rewrote Ren Likui’s entire story.35 Guo stated that the story had 
been told by many senior cross-  talk hosts, and different actors had different ver-
sions, but today, all are almost unknown.36

Guo Degang’s version transformed the story into a series of murders. In his 
new story, Shan Liren, whose name was adapted from Shan Mingju, has a 
sexual affair with Juhua, a concubine of the Ding family. Having known Juhua 
also had a sexual relationship with Mr. Chu, Shan Liren kills Mr. Chu with the 
help of Ren Likui. Because Shan Liren does not want to sleep with Ren Likui, 
Ren kills him, and hides his head in a water vat. Knowing Juhua and Shan’s 
story, the chief wife of the Ding family orders the housekeepers to murder Juhua 
and a servant who knows the story of Shan and Juhua.

In Guo’s three-  and-  a-  half-  hour show, Ren Likui’s original story takes up only 
a little time, no more than five minutes. The majority of Guo’s narrative focused 
on how the detective discovered the causes of the four deaths, and the key issue 
of the story is the fictional heterosexual love triangle among Shan, Juhua, and 
Mr. Chu. Guo stated that after examining the original archival documents and 
newspapers, he thought the whole story could be completed in five sentences, so 
it was not interesting enough, and needed to be revised substantially. He men-
tioned only that Ren Likui was homosexual, and killed Shan and hid his dead 
body because of Shan’s refusal to have a relationship with him, omitting rich 
details in the original case, such as how Ren’s homosexuality was discovered 
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(Wang Wenqing is completely absent in this story), how Ren Likui tried to hide 
his sexuality, and how Ren played the innocence card.

Guo presented a new narrative framing that differed from the media’s in 
Republican China, a heteronormative reasoning that trivialized homosexuality. 
The Republican media’s coverage emphasized the psychopathological aspect of 
Ren’s sexuality, while Guo seemed to take it for granted that homosexuality did 
not appeal to his audience. In this framing, it is not important whether homo-
sexuality is abnormal. The issue at stake is that homosexuality should not be the 
center of the narrative.

Heterosexual-  centered as it was, Guo Degang’s adaptation did not change 
Ren Likui’s homosexuality. When his case was represented in other popular 
books and programs, his homosexuality was completely rewritten as heterosexu-
ality. In a book called Revealing the Secret in the Archive: Records of Big Cases 
in Modern China, the author rewrote the original case as a heterosexual love tri-
angle among Shan Mingju, Ren Likui, and Shan’s wife. The author presented 
Shan’s wife as having an illicit sexual relationship with Ren Likui, for Shan is 
fond of gambling and treats her badly. Finally, Shan’s wife and Ren decide to 
kill Shan Mingju.37 Interestingly, Ren Likui, who was described as feminine in 
the original news reports, becomes a “stalwart man who is taller than 1.8 
meters.”38 Not only was Ren’s homosexuality erased, but also his femininity was 
replaced with masculinity.

Zhou Licheng, the author of this book, is an archivist in Tianjin Municipal 
Archive famous for writing articles “based on original archives.”39 The title of 
the book also suggests that he tells stories based on archival documents. Zhou’s 
story contains some accurate details of this case, including the address of Ren’s 
home and the method for disposing of Shan’s body. However, Zhou completely 
abandoned the homosexual plots, probably due to either a heteronormative 
unconsciousness, or homophobia censorship or self-  censorship.

Guo’s and Zhou’s versions seem to set the tone for later versions, probably 
because they claimed to base their stories on history. After their versions of the 
story, more adaptations appeared. In 2012, Stories (故事會), the most widely 
circulated short stories periodical in the PRC, published a story about Ren Likui 
and a concubine of the Wang family, who wanted to kill Ren Likui when Ren 
Likui refused to elope with her, only to accidentally kill her ex-  husband.40 A 
television program produced by Guizhou Television Station in 2016 seemed to 
be based on this story, but deleted the role of the concubine’s ex-  husband, and 
made the story into a simplistic version in which Ren Likui kills her because she 
wants to elope with him and threatens him when he refuses.41

In these new adaptations, the story line is always heterosexual. Three possible 
explanations for these similar story lines suggest the function of the heteronor-
mative logic. Given that Guo’s show is much more popular on the Internet than 
Zhou’s text, it is very likely that the authors of these new stories drew on Guo’s 
stories. In this case, the authors turned a blind eye to Guo’s mention of 
the story’s homosexual origin, and assumed that the heterosexual story is more 
interesting and legitimate. If they examined the archives, the heteronormative 



160  Adaptation

reasoning might have driven them to abandon the homosexual story line. If they 
based their story on Zhou’s text, it shows that Zhou’s heterosexual adaptation 
successfully covered up the original story, and created a new historical narrative 
to replace it.

The Republican model represents homosexuality as existing but deviant sex, 
while the PRC adaptations reveal a longstanding heteronormative logic that 
assumes homosexuality is unimportant, uninteresting, or improper for the public. 
Homosexual activities, regulated severely, were not eradicated by the PRC. 
However, this issue was muted in the mainstream media before 1978. Even after 
1978, Chinese media did not pay much attention to homosexuality for a long 
time.42 In the 1990s, erotic scenes by contemporary male writers were tolerated 
by the authorities and critics, but female autobiographical writing about same- 
 sex eroticism was under censorship and attack.43 As a result, criminal cases 
involving criminal happening to be homosexuals were also seldom reported by 
the mass media in this period. For example, the case of a homosexual man who 
killed eleven people in 1995 was not openly reported, but circulated only in an 
internal police journal.44 Zheng Tiantian’s study of how media representation 
links homosexuality with murder and other crimes concentrated on the twenty- 
 first century, and observed few stories before the 2000s.45

In the 2000s and 2010s when social media became popular and LGBT activ-
ism created more opportunities to represent the homosexual community, the 
state still restricted homosexuality from being shown in public culture.46 In 2018 
and 2019, the state even punished fiction authors who depicted gay sex, and pro-
actively censored gay fiction websites.47

The different stories of Ren Likui implicate two models of marginalizing 
homosexuality. The media representation in Republican China applied psychiatric 
reasoning to homosexuality, and stigmatized the homosexual murderer, but made 
homosexuality a public issue. PRC popular culture, in contrast, presented distinc-
tive heteronormative reasoning supported by the state, and adopted by popular 
culture producers, to trivialize homosexuality, and sometimes, even erase it.

This comparison also provides us with an opportunity to think about Fran 
Martin’s question of “whether, to what extent, and on what basis considerations 
of mainland Chinese queer subjects and cultures could be included in a queer 
Sinophone studies project.”48 The psychiatric reasoning framed homosexual sub-
jects as abnormal Chinese subjects, and a homosexual criminal was a more 
unqualified Chinese subject deserving punishment. The heteronormative reason-
ing, however, pretends that a homosexual Chinese subject is non-  existent. To 
borrow Shu-  mei Shih’s idea of exploring Sinophone as a subject “on the 
margins of China and Chineseness” including those “minoritized and colonized 
voices within China,” I suggest that the homosexual whose existence was often 
muted by Sinitic language in public culture within the borders of China should 
be regarded as a Sinophone subject. 49 Understanding the homosexual subject in 
this way can help us rethink the hetero-  centered logic in mainstream Chinese 
popular culture, and challenge this hegemonic cultural logic from the periphery 
of sexuality and Chineseness.
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Isomorphic adaptation of Ren’s case in the Sinophone world
In Chinese-  speaking communities outside mainland China after 1949, the 
framing of Ren’s story in Republican media was circulated and continuously 
adopted by cultural workers to represent homosexual murder. I call these reports 
about homosexual murders isomorphic adaptations of Ren’s story, similar in 
representational forms but different in protagonists and regions.

As Howard Chiang pointed out, the Cold War geopolitics in the 1950s 
created new “epistemological-  historical pillars that came from outside the geo-
political China proper” comprised of colonial and postcolonial legacy, American 
imperialism, medical modernity in Taiwan and Hong Kong, and interactions 
among Cold War East Asian sub-  regions.50 This new cultural background 
created spaces for articulating marginal sexuality and a new category of sexual-
ity. For example, the Zeng Qiuhuang Renyao case in 1951 Taiwan was reported 
by the United Daily News (聯合報), China Times (中國時報), and Evening 
Independent (自立晚報).51 In the same year, the United Daily News, when 
reporting a murder case, noticed the anus of one of the victims was somewhat 
enlarged, speculating the victims might be homosexual.52 Xie Jianshun, the first 
transsexual in Taiwan and in the Chinese-  speaking community, was widely 
reported on by Taiwanese media, as well as Hong Kong newspapers.53

In such a media environment, a homosexual murder case in 1956 received 
extensive media coverage. The Robert Huang/Hiao-  hsien Huang case followed 
the reporting model of the Ren Likui case of visualizing and stigmatizing homo-
sexuality.54 Huang, son of a Kuomingtang (KMT) war hero, reportedly shot an 
army lieutenant to end their homosexual relationship, and burned his body.55 The 
United Daily News used almost a full page to report this case with photos of the 
dead body, the gun, the murder scene, and the suspect. The report also used 
many sensational words to describe the homosexual plot, such as the title “The 
Homosexual could not Control Himself” (同性戀欲罷不能), indicating homo-
sexuality as the cause of the murder.56 The Credit News (征信新聞) reported in a 
more lurid way, regarding this case as “a new page in the history of crime” (犯罪
史上添一新頁), for “the wild fire of homosexuality is the cause of this case of 
murdering his friend and burning his body” (同性戀的野火, 殺友燒尸根源). 
Similar to Ren Likui’s case, this news report also stigmatized homosexuality 
with psycho-  sexual terms, emphasizing “perverse sexual psychology” (性心理
變態) and the murderer’s femininity in a subheading (see Figure 8.2).57 The psy-
chiatric definition of homosexuality and the assumption that psychopathological 
homosexuality had caused the tragedy were at work again.

As with Ren Likui’s case, the mass media reports attracted a large audience. It 
is interesting that even Huang’s mother did not know her son was a homosexual 
until she read the newspapers.58 The courtroom was crowded, and some curious 
audience members even climbed up to the windows to watch the trial. It was also 
reported that some female audience members went to court only to catch a 
glimpse of Huang.59 Probably for satisfying the audience, the mass media not 
only kept reporting developments in the case but also followed Huang’s situation 
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in jail into the 1960s. The reports in the mass media ended with Huang’s release 
on parole in November 1969.60 However, in the 1970s, new stories soon 
appeared. This model of representation was followed by media reports of the Cha 
family homicide case and the Mad Killer Liao Xianzhong case, in which homo-
sexuality was pathologized, and considered the cause of the killings again.61

This case was probably less relevant to the Hong Kong audience, the media 
did not pay too much attention to this news, and homosexuality was only briefly 
mentioned.62 Post-  1949 Hong Kong newspapers seemed more interested in local 
homosexual issues. In 1951, the Kung Sheung Daily News reported that a man in 
Sham Shui Po had been arrested for sucking other men’s penises when they 
were asleep. The headline accused this man of being a “sexual pervert” (性變
態). The news articles revealed that the culprit had no interest in women, 
showed extraordinary fondness for male victims, and wanted to take care of 
them like a wife. According to the report, this man hated these men getting 
married, because “those sexual psychopaths (性心理變態) were afraid that their 
lovers were taken away by others.”63 This case was not a homosexual murder 
case, but similar to the framing of Ren’s case in Republican media, the report 
shaped same-  sex relations in this case as psychopathological. The report also 
implied that this psychologically deviant person had abnormal jealousy, 
although in this case, the jealousy had not led to tragedy.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the Hong Kong Chinese media adopted stigmatizing 
framing to report local homosexual-  relevant murder cases. Woo Chi-  kiu (胡子
翹), a wealthy merchant in Hong Kong, was reported to have been murdered by a 
twenty-  year-  old man named Miao Tak-  ying on November 29, 1969. However, he 
was sentenced to only four and a half years in jail for manslaughter, because he 
made a statement to the court that Woo, who had offered financial help to Miao, 
“had been making homosexual overtures” that had made Miao feel that “he was 
exploiting my youth and innocence.” Then, Woo tried to blackmail Miao, which 
led Miao to decide to take action, but he killed Woo accidentally.64 Interestingly, 
when the English-  language newspaper reported that “police also found some 
homosexual photographs in his safe deposit box” and did not highlight this dis-
covery, a widely circulated Chinese-  language newspaper not only emphasized 
this detail in the headlines but also reported that the police discovered some “dis-
gusting photos of homosexual acts” (不堪入目的同性戀行為之照片).65 
Different from Ren’s story, the homosexual becomes a victim in this case, but his 
death was framed as closely connected to his deplorable homosexual desire for 
Miao. Although the journalists did not make it explicit, homosexual desire 
seemed to be part of the cause of the death. This report could be regarded as a 
variation of Ren’s story, revealing another possibility of the original story: Shan 
Mingju (or Wang Wenqing) could not stand Ren Likui’s homosexual appetite, 
and eventually, killed him instead of running away or being murdered.

In the 1970s, the first homosexual murder scene appeared in a Hong Kong 
Chinese-  language TV program, and a storyline resembling the original Ren story 
was adopted. The videotape of the episode from Outside World (人間世外, 
1976, Television Broadcasts Limited) has been destroyed by the TV station, 
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but  playwright Edward Lam, who participated in this program, recorded the basic 
storyline and interesting details. A homosexual man, played by Kam Kwok-  leung, 
was sad to know that his cohabiting male lover, played by Cheng Siu-  chow, had a 
girlfriend, and wanted to move out. Out of jealousy and hatred, Kam killed his 
lover.66 As in Ren’s original story, the murderer’s homosexuality and jealousy 
caused by homosexuality were imagined as the cause of the murder.

In the 1980s, an episode from The Verge of the Game (遊戲邊緣, 1989, Tele-
vision Broadcasts Limited) similarly featured a homosexual murder case, but 
with more explicit psychiatric implication. The murderer had accidentally wit-
nessed his mother’s sexual affair and her mother beat him heavily as punishment 
when he was young. Later, he disliked women, implying that homosexuality was 
a psychiatric problem caused by childhood injury. When his former same-  sex 
lover tried to end their “abnormal relationship,” and told the murderer that he 
was going to marry a girlfriend and “begin a new life” (重新做人), the murderer 
recalled his childhood memory. He became extremely agitated, and strangled his 
ex-  lover.67 The storyline is not new, but the producers made a deliberate choice 
to use Freudian psychiatric theory to explain homosexuality.

In Hong Kong, homosexuality was not decriminalized until 1991. From 1949 
to 1991, gross indecency between men could be punished. Likely because of the 
legal restriction, Hong Kong Sinophone media reported fewer homosexual-  related 
crimes than Taiwanese media did during this period. However, the Hong Kong 
Chinese media did not ignore the homosexual issue. Instead, they also adopted a 
psychiatric lens to present same-  sex relationships, and even present it in a new 
media form, making the image of the insane homosexual more vivid. Paradoxic-
ally, the TV shows produced a more vivid psychopathological understanding of 
homosexuality to the audience, but also explicitly showed that homosexuals 
existed, and could look as normal as heterosexuals. In The Verge of the Game, the 
two actors Lau Ching-  wan and Lai Yiu-  cheung did not appear feminine; the mur-
derer held an important position in an advertising company. The show depicted 
homosexuals as abnormal, but also suggested that they existed.

Putting together the original reports of the Ren Likui case and post- 
 1949  Sinophone accounts of homosexual-  related crimes, I suggest that they are 
 isomorphic texts that shared family resemblances in framing, and might have 
similar effects on their audiences. Probably because of different local politics 
and development of local cultural industry, Hong Kong’s and Taiwan’s coverage 
of homosexual-  related crimes differed in quantity and forms from 1949 to the 
1990s, but the psychiatric reasoning of homosexuality, the imagination that 
abnormal homosexuality might lead to crimes, and the recognition of homo-
sexuality as an existing social category were relocated from pre-  1949 mainland 
China to the Sinophone world.

Conclusion
In this study, I showed how the changing narratives of the Ren Likui case and 
other homosexual murder cases shed light on the cultural politics of homosexuality 
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in Republican China, the PRC, and the Sinophone world. Although homosexuality 
was reported in a publicized, but often psychopathological, way in the late Repub-
lican period, and in the Sinophone world after 1949, homosexuality was often sup-
pressed and trivialized in the PRC. This comparison challenges Bret Hinsch’s 
argument that similar intolerance of homosexuality exists in the “three Chinas”: 
the PRC, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.68 By historicizing the changing narrative about 
homosexual murder, this study revealed the continuity and discontinuity of two 
models of marginalizing homosexuality.

The heterosexual afterlife of Ren Likui’s story witnessed a shift in the discur-
sive regulation of the homosexual body from combining recognition and 
reproach to enforcing invisibility. Under the heterosexual regime, the already 
marginalized sexual minorities became more invisible. Similar to other Sino-
phone subjects within the border of the PRC, such as ethnic minority groups, 
state-  enforced language often manipulated their stories to fit the state’s goal. In 
Ren Likui’s case, his story was forced to be retold with heterosexual language. 
However, the visualizing but stigmatizing representation model in the Repub-
lican Chinese mass media found an echo in the Sinophone world after 1949, in 
different stories represented by different forms.

This similarity could pave a new path for us to rethink Fran Martin’s 
reminder that one has to carefully deal with the dialectic that “both structures 
and troubles the emergent project of a queer Sinophone studies: the partially 
shared historical ‘roots’ of Chinese sexual modernities.”69 Ren’s case suggests 
that a homophobia discursive regime existed in different Sinitic-  language com-
munities during the Cold War period, which provides an opportunity for us to 
think about how the hetero-  centralism and medicalized knowledge of homo-
sexuality travel within and beyond China, and across Sinophone communities.

We can also use these adaptations to reflect on the different developments 
and restraints of LGBT rights in the PRC and the Sinophone world. In Taiwan, 
the mass media’s continuous exposure of homosexuality created not only a 
large audience for homosexual literature in the 1960s but also a target for 
activists to fight against in the 1990s.70 The activists in today’s PRC, however, 
not only need to fight against the reviving psychiatric notion of homosexuality 

Figure 8.1  “Jin Rentou an jiang dabai”(津人頭案將大白, The case in Tianjin will 
become clear), Yi Shih Pao, July 27, 1947, 4.
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but also have to negotiate with the continuing policy of silencing the media.71 
The different adaptations of the Ren narrative drive us to think carefully about 
the different underlying discourses against homosexuality in different 
Chinese-  speaking communities, instead of assuming similar intolerance across 
borders, and rethink the target and strategy of the LGBT movement in 
different regions.
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9 Intermediality—“a weird  
concept”
Queer intermediality in  
Dung Kai-  cheung’s fiction

Carlos Rojas

Although humanities scholarship tends to group works based on the medium in 
which they produced, some of the most interesting developments occur in the 
regions between recognized media. This chapter uses the concept of intermedial-
ity as a model not only for thinking about processes of cultural production, but 
also for proposing a queer exploration of the potential fungibility of attributes 
like gender and sexual orientation, as well as articulating a Sinophone critique of 
the essentializing patrilineal assumptions underlying traditional assumptions of 
Chinese identity.

Taking as its starting point Alan Turing’s suggestion that a variation on his 
now-  famous “imitation game” could be used to determine whether it is possible 
to delink gender attributes from the corporeal bodies with which they are 
nominally connected, this chapter considers how several recent works by con-
temporary Hong Kong author Dung Kai-  cheung similarly use a focus on 
textual creation to explore the possibility of separating nominally human qual-
ities from their corresponding bodies. Between the implicitly gendered conno-
tations of these processes of textual creation and the distinctively queer 
 products of these creative processes, this chapter draws attention to the inter-
medial spaces between the two— suggesting that this intermediality captures 
the fascination with transformation and potentiality that drives the genre of 
science fiction. At the same time, in many of Dung’s works this attention to 
intermediality is also given a sociopolitical inflection, insofar as these works 
reflect a twin fascination with genealogy and identity— which is to say, with 
the ability of a family, clan, nation, or species to maintain some sort of coher-
ence from one generation or era to the next, on one hand, and with the ability 
of an individual or community to assert its distinctiveness, on the other. In geo-
political terms, the emphasis on cultural continuity may be linked to a Chinese 
patriarchal tradition while the corresponding attention to individual distinctive-
ness corresponds to the community of Hong Kong, which is the setting and 
focus of virtually all of Dung’s works.

“Anzhuozhenni” is a translated term I coined myself, and is derived from 
the English word Androgyny, which means a body that is both male and 
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female. Anwen felt that only someone who has problems with their sexual 
identity would become entranced by this sort of weird concept.

(Dung Kai-  cheung, Androgyny: The Evolutionary History of a Non-   
Existent Species)

At a 2018 conference in Hong Kong on Sinophone Science Fiction, one of 
the keynote panels featured the Taiwan author Lo Yi-  chin 駱以軍 in conversa-
tion with the Hong Kong author Dung Kai-  cheung 董啟章. The two writers— 
who are friends, and who coincidentally happen to have been born in the same 
year, 1967— are both known for complex meta-  fictional works that incorporate 
detailed discussions of scientific topics, and on the panel Lo opened his remarks 
by emphasizing the degree to which he had been inspired by Dung’s work. Sen-
sually stroking his own cheek, Lo joked that he wished he could “download” 
(xiazai 下載) Dung’s consciousness directly into his own mind.1

Lo’s reference to the possibility of downloading someone else’s conscious-
ness into his own brain alludes to a perennial fascination, in both science and 
science fiction, with the possibility of delinking consciousness from embodi-
ment. From brain transplants to sentient robots to artificial intelligence (AI), 
science fiction has frequently explored the possibility that consciousness may 
become a fungible quality capable of being transferred from one individual to 
another, or even artificially created. Similarly, at the borders of science and 
science fiction, leading robotics expert Hans Moravec proposed, in his 1989 
book Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human Intelligence, that in the 
future we might be able to “download” our minds into a computer, suggesting 
that human consciousness itself could be distilled into a digital format.2

Moravec’s proposition echoes the well-  known “imitation game” proposed four 
decades earlier, in 1950, by the British cryptographer and computing pioneer Alan 
Turing. In an essay titled “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” Turing laid 
out a model for assessing what might constitute genuine AI.3 Dubbed “the imita-
tion game,” Turing’s hypothetical test involves inviting a human subject to interact 
with a pair of display monitors, one of which is controlled remotely by a human 
while the other is operated by a computer. Turing proposed that if the human 
subject is unable to differentiate between the monitor controlled by the computer 
and the one operated by another human, this would constitute evidence that the 
computer did in fact possess something comparable to human intelligence, 
meaning that (human) intelligence could be recreated in a digital environment.

Although Turing’s chapter was primarily concerned with distinguishing 
between natural and artificial intelligence, it actually opens by reflecting instead 
on the process of differentiating between “natural” and “artificial” sex:

I propose to consider the question, “Can machines think?” This should begin 
with definitions of the meaning of the terms “machine” and “think.” […] 
But this is absurd. Instead of attempting such a definition I shall replace 
the question by another, which is closely related to it and is expressed in 
 relatively unambiguous words.
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 The new form of the problem can be described in terms of a game which 
we call the “imitation game.” It is played with three people, a man (A), a 
woman (B), and an interrogator (C) who may be of either sex. The interro-
gator stays in a room apart front the other two. The object of the game for 
the interrogator is to determine which of the other two is the man and which 
is the woman.4

Turing explains that subject A’s objective would be to trick the interrogator (C) 
into making the wrong assessment, while subject B’s objective would instead be 
to assist the interrogator in making the correct assessment (Turing helpfully 
notes that “the best strategy for [B] is probably to give truthful answers. She can 
add such things as ‘I am the woman, don’t listen to him!’ to her answers, but it 
will avail nothing as the man can make similar remarks”). After sketching out 
this sex-  based version of his hypothetical game, Turing returns to the initial 
question of the possibility of having machine intelligence:

We now ask the question, “What will happen when a machine takes the part 
of A in this game?” Will the interrogator decide wrongly as often when the 
game is played like this as he does when the game is played between a man 
and a woman? These questions replace our original, “Can machines think?”5

The implication is that the computer will be placed in the same position as the 
man, in the original model, tasked with presenting himself as female— and 
Turing posits that if the computer succeeds in convincing the interrogator that it 
is human, this would demonstrate that humanity does not, in fact, have a mono-
poly on human-  like intelligence.

Although Turing offered the gendered variant of his now-  famous AI test on 
the premise that it could be expressed “in relatively unambiguous words,” readers 
have frequently either misunderstood or overlooked the significance of his sex 
test itself. For instance, in his authoritative 1983 biography, Andrew Hodges dis-
misses Turing’s description of the sex test as being “one of the few passages of 
the paper that was not expressed with perfect lucidity,” and concludes that “the 
whole point of the game was that a successful imitation of a woman’s responses 
by a man would not prove anything. Gender depended on facts that were not 
reducible to sequences of symbols.”6 Apart from the oddity that this final sen-
tence is expressed in the past tense (“gender depended on facts,” suggesting that 
it no longer does?), it is also significant that Hodges silently translates Turing’s 
original discussion of “sex” (“… an interrogator (C) who may be of either sex 
…”) into the more contemporary concept of “gender,” despite the fact that the 
sex/gender distinction had not yet been terminologically established at the time 
Turing wrote his essay in 1950. At the same time, however, based on under-
standings of the sex/gender distinction that were generally operative when 
Hodges published his biography in 1983, it would have been reasonable to claim 
that while “sex” was perhaps dependent on empirically determinable “facts,” 
“gender” was instead a product of socio-  cultural conventions— which is to say, 
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precisely what Hodges calls “sequences of symbols.” Moreover, given that 
Turing, in his article, presented the sex/gender test as being precisely parallel to 
his more famous AI test, it is clear that he did think that the gender test would 
“prove” something— and specifically that it could demonstrate that sex/gender 
does not, in fact, depend on objective “facts,” but rather is a product of a media-
tional process involving “sequences of symbols.”

While Turing’s 1950 essay uses a focus on gender performance to reflect on 
the possibility of achieving genuine AI, it is also possible to extend his analysis 
in the other direction— by using a set of AI-  inspired concerns to reflect back 
on the nature of gender, intelligence, and other putatively human attributes. 
 Katherine Hayles, for instance, suggests that beyond the immediate question of 
the possibility of achieving AI, Turing was more generally concerned with 
whether naturalized attributes like gender and intelligence could be separated 
from the corporeal embodiment on which they are conventionally assumed to be 
grounded, arguing,

what the Turing test “proves” is that the overlay between the enacted and 
the represented bodies is no longer a natural inevitability but a contingent 
production, mediated by a technology that has become so entwined with the 
production of identity that it can no longer meaningfully be separated from 
the human subject.7

Although Hayles’s emphasis here is on technological mediation, a similar point 
could be made about other forms of mediation, including processes of textual 
and cultural mediation.

Just as Judith Butler has famously argued that gender is the product of a 
pattern of iterative performance,8 it is significant that both versions of Turing’s 
hypothetical test similarly revolve around questions of performance— in that just 
as the man, in the first example, is tasked with performing (a simulacrum of) 
femaleness/femininity, the computer, in the second example, is tasked with per-
forming (a simulacrum of) (human) intelligence.9 Moreover, the performance 
and the technological mediation featured in both versions of Turing’s test is spe-
cifically textual, in that Turing proposed that the entire assessment could be con-
ducted via the written word (as visible on a display monitor). The model, 
accordingly, invites a more general reflection on the role of (written) language 
as a virtual technology mediating between attributes like gender and intelli-
gence, on one hand, and the embodied subjects with which they are convention-
ally linked, on the other. Taking inspiration from Lo Yi-  chin’s remark about the 
possibility of downloading Dung Kai-  cheung’s consciousness and Turing’s 
reflections on performativity and language, accordingly, the following discus-
sion will examine a set of concerns with artificial intelligence, fungible 
 consciousness, and literary production that run through Dung’s oeuvre.

On one hand, many of the concerns that Dung Kai-  cheung examines in his 
work have broad applicability, and speak to how we might understand the funda-
mentally mediated nature of what are traditionally assumed to be distinctively 
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human attributes, like gender and intelligence. On the other hand, however, most 
of Dung’s works emphasize the specificity of their Hong Kong setting, and by 
extension reflect on how this Sinophone space invites a reflection on the funda-
mentally mediated nature of nominally Chinese socio-  cultural attributes. More-
over, the genre of science fiction lends itself particularly nicely to these sorts of 
reflections, since in principle science fiction invites readers to question assump-
tions that they would otherwise take for granted. The genre of science fiction is 
quite eclectic, and although in some instances it can be fairly regressive, at its 
best it offers a transformative vision of humanity that encourages us to rethink 
not only humanity’s future but also our relationship to our own past.

Fables of creation
There is, of course, a very practical respect in which Lo Yi-  chin did in fact figu-
ratively download Dung Kai-  cheung’s consciousness— which is that some of 
Lo’s works were directly influenced of Dong’s own. One example is Lo’s 2014 
novel Daughter (Nü’er 女兒), which features a middle-  aged protagonist with a 
deep emotional investment in a daughter that he doesn’t actually have (the prot-
agonist has a recurrent urge to converse with this imaginary daughter, even as he 
realizes that, “like the amnesiac CIA agent Jason Bourne played by Matt Damon 
in the Bourne Identity series,” he actually has no concrete memories of the 
daughter at various key stages of her life).10 This desire for a daughter, in turn, 
leads the protagonist to resolve “to create a daughter out of nothing” (cong 
xukong Zhong chuangzao yi ge nü’er 從虛空中創造一個女兒), ultimately 
yielding an elaborate strategy to create a set of female robots— which is known 
alternatively as “a ‘daughter’ plan” (yige “nü’er” jihua 一個『女兒』計畫) 
and a “girl robot plan” (shaonü jiqiren jihua 少女機器人計畫). The ensuing 
reflection on creating female robots, in turn, offers a mediated reflection on the 
literary production itself, with the novel functioning as a complex and imagina-
tive commentary on literature itself.

While Lo’s novel takes inspiration from a wide array of different literary 
texts— such as Primo Levi’s The Periodic Table and Italo Calvino’s The Castle 
of Crossed Destinies (rendered as The Beautiful Daughter Dream Factory of 
Crossed Destinies in Lo’s Chinese text)— one text that the work mentions 
repeatedly is Dung Kai-  cheung’s Histories of Time (Shijian fanshi 時間繁史), 
which similarly revolves around a cybernetic daughter-  figure who, in this case, 
comes to function as a displaced substitute for the protagonist’s dead son.11 Pub-
lished in 2007 and with a primary diegetic plane set in the year 2022, Dung’s 
Histories of Time opens with a description of the relationship between a quasi- 
 autobiographical Hong Kong author known as “the Dictator” (Ducaizhe 獨裁者) 
and a young Eurasian woman named Virginia Anderson, who one day comes to 
request permission to interview him. Despite having lived in almost total 
 seclusion since the death of one of his twin sons in a skating accident seventeen 
years earlier, the Dictator unexpectedly accepts Virginia’s request for an inter-
view. After the interview, he and Virginia proceed to co-  author a novel titled 
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 Virginia’s Heartbeat— which features a protagonist also named Virginia, 
together with other characters modeled loosely on members of the Dictator’s 
family. The latter work includes a fictionalized account of the Dictator’s life 
(which also mirrors the general outline of the author’s own life)— including ref-
erences to the protagonist’s birth in 1967, his marriage in 1997, the birth of his 
twin sons Guo 果 and Fa 花 in 2002, the accidental death of Fa in 2005, and the 
arrival of the Eurasian Virginia in 2022. This embedded novel’s narrative arc, 
however, does not end in 2022 (the year in which the embedded novel is com-
posed), and instead it extends far into the future— describing how, in the year 
2030, the protagonist’s surviving son Guo has a daughter named Virginia, whose 
mother may or may not be the (fictional) Eurasian Virginia who visits the prot-
agonist in 2022;12 in 2037, when this younger Virginia is seven, however, she 
has a skating accident that causes her to lose her memory; and ten years later, in 
2047, her father replaces her heart with a mechanical clock— as a result of which 
her memory and her age are wiped clean at the end of every year, thereby per-
mitting her to remain perpetually seventeen. This cybernetic Virginia subse-
quently then moves into a library and remains ensconced there for the next fifty 
years until 2097, when the Dictator’s dead son Fa travels to the future to 
meet her, whereupon she begins to compose a novel titled Annals of the Little 
 Universe, also known as Biography of a Little Person.

The cybernetic Virginia’s novel Biography of a Little Person, accordingly, is 
a work-  within-  a-  work-  within-  a-  work (in that Biography of a Little Person is 
embedded within the co-  authored Virginia’s Heartbeat, which in turn is embed-
ded within Dung’s Histories of Time itself), just as the cybernetic Virginia 
herself is a substitute-  of-  a-  substitute-  of-  a-  substitute (in that the cybernetic 
 Virginia who composes Biography of a Little Person is modeled on the fictional 
Virginia who appears in Virginia’s Heartbeat, who in turn is modeled on the 
Eurasian Virginia who appears in the primary narrative plane of Histories of 
Time itself). In this characterization of the cybernetic Virginia as being the 
product of multiple levels of substitutive representation, meanwhile, we find a 
reflection of a set of concerns with remediation that run through Histories of 
Time as a whole. In particular, the Dictator perceives the Eurasian Virginia as a 
displaced incarnation of an array of other feminine figures in his life— ranging 
from the Dictator’s own wife to the protagonist of his first short story. For 
instance, the novel opens with a reference to how, by the time the Eurasian 
 Virginia arrives to interview the Dictator, the Dictator and his wife, Nga Chi 
have not spoken to one another for seventeen years— given that the Dictator 
broke off communication with his wife following the death of their son Fa in 
2005. After Virginia begins interviewing the Dictator, however, Nga Chi gains 
access to the transcripts and audio recordings of the interview— and the nar-
rative notes when she first listens to the recording, this is the first time in nearly 
two decades that she has heard her husband’s voice, despite the fact that they 
have been living together the entire time. In this way, Virginia functions as a 
 figurative bridge across which the estranged couple are once again able to com-
municate with one another in a mediated fashion.
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Similarly, the novel suggests that the Dictator’s decision to permit the 
 Eurasian Virginia to interview him may have been influenced by the fact that 
she shares a name with the protagonist of the Dictator’s first short story, “The 
Piecing Together of Virginia in a Fast Food Restaurant” (Kuaicandian pincou 
Weizhenniya de gushi 快餐店拼湊維真尼亞的故事). The implication is that, 
for the Dictator, the Eurasian Virginia comes to function as a substitute for this 
fictional Virginia that he created at the beginning of his career. Moreover, given 
that the novel also implies that the Virginia who appears in “The Piecing 
Together of Virginia in a Fast Food Restaurant” is an anticipatory substitute for 
the Dictator’s wife (when the Eurasian Virginia asks the Dictator to tell her 
about his wife, he responds by telling her instead about this early story), this 
would therefore appear to position the Eurasian Virginia as a doubly displaced 
substitute for Nga Chi herself.

In structural terms, Histories of Time alternates back and forth between two 
distinct narrative frames. First, the work’s primary diegetic plane opens with the 
Eurasian Virginia’s trip to visit the Dictator, and includes an account of her visit, 
partial transcripts of her interview with him, as well as excerpts from the novel 
that they proceed to compose together. Second, the work also contains an 
embedded narrative plane consisting of excerpts from and/or about one of the 
Dictator’s earlier novels, titled Infant Universe (Ying’er yuzhou 嬰兒宇宙) 
(which the Dictator completed in 2005, the year that his son died, but which he 
never published), about a character named En’en and her coterie of friends, 
together with a series of letters that En’en receives from the Dictator, discussing 
his plans for the novel and other matters. The result is a narrative that is related 
through a variety of different voices, or alternatively a single voice that is medi-
ated through a variety of different characters. As the Eurasian Virginia puts it in 
the novel’s preface:

As the Dictator’s co-  author and editor of this novel, please permit me to 
make a few simple observations.
 First, I want to address the issue of this book’s author. Without a doubt, 
this work belongs to the Dictator, and is based on matters close to his heart. 
However, within the work itself, the Dictator’s consciousness has either 
been relegated to the margins or has been folded into the consciousness of 
other characters. In particular, the novel contains three narrative voices, and 
in the first two the narrator or the narrator’s consciousness has been split 
between the characters Nga Chi and En’en, while in the third narrative 
voice the Dictator and I either sing in unison or counterbalance one another, 
and in this way we produce a sort of theme and variations. Therefore, 
regardless of whether this novel is considered from the perspective of the 
real author or from that of the narrator, the work is constantly oscillating 
between a “self” and an “other.” I myself serve as the Dictator’s collabora-
tor, editor, translator, and spokesperson, while at the same time I am also a 
character and a narrative voice within the work. Therefore, I am intrinsic-
ally a plural entity, and fully sense the histories’ multiple possibilities.13
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The result is a profoundly polyglossic text that resembles a literary version of 
Turing’s imitation game, in that readers are never fully certain whether what 
they are reading is a character speaking in his or her own voice, or ventriloquiz-
ing someone else’s. In this way, the novel uses textual and literary representation 
to explore the fungibility of gender and sexuality (and other human attributes) 
that Turing had suggested could be examined through a simulated computer.

Not only is Histories of Time emphatically polyglossic and metatextual, 
structured as a series of texts within texts within texts, it is also closely in dia-
logue with several of Dung Kai-  cheung’s own works. For instance, the allusions, 
in Histories of Time, to the Dictator’s early work “The Piecing Together of 
 Virginia in a Fast Food Restaurant” resonate with Dung’s early short story “The 
Piecing Together of Shishi, Sisi, CC, and Virginia in a Fast Food Restaurant” 
(Kuaicandian pincou Shishi Sisi CC yu Wezhenniya de gushi 快餐店拼湊時時
思思CC與維真尼亞的故事), just as the references to the Dictator’s unfinished 
2005 novel Infant Universe similarly resonate with the last full-  length novel that 
Dung Kai-  cheung completed before Histories of Time: the 2005 novel Works 
and Creations: Vivid and Lifelike (Tiangong kaiwu: Xuxu ruzhen 天工開物: 栩
栩如真).14 Moreover, in addition to appearing in mediated fashion in Histories 
of Time, Works and Creations also anticipates some of the latter novel’s con-
cerns with the relationship between identity and processes of mediation.

The first volume in what was originally conceived as Dung’s Natural History 
Trilogy (Ziran sanbuqu 自然三部曲),15 Works and Creations opens with a 
description of a seventeen-  year-  old girl named Xuxu waking up naked in bed 
one morning, and discovering that she has no recollection of her past or know-
ledge of who she is. It turns out that the reason for her lack of memory is that 
Xuxu is actually a fictional figure whom the novel’s narrator has created in his 
“writing studio” positioned in what the novel calls the “object world,” and who 
inhabits an explicitly fictional space that the novel calls the “figural world.” Not 
only is Xuxu presented as a fictional character vis-  à-  vis the novel’s primary 
diegetic plane, even within the fictional “figural world” she is presented as a 
hybrid figure with a variety of material objects in place of organic body parts— 
having, for instance, a metal bolt in her chest and pasta for hair. She is, in other 
words, a cyborg, with a mixture of human and non-  human components. Roughly 
halfway through the novel, however, she begins to bleed real blood and manifest 
other human attributes, and eventually she leaves the “figural world” entirely 
and crosses over to the “object world” inhabited by the narrator who created her. 
Even after she enters the narrator’s world, however, Xuxu continues to embody 
a set of cybernetic, substitutive processes, and the narrator reflects on how she 
functions as a displaced stand in for an array of feminine figures in his life. For 
instance, he repeatedly notes that Xuxu was modeled in the image of a girl 
named Ruzhen, whom he knew when they were young. At the same time, 
however, the narrator also recalls a series of incidents from his youth involving 
items ranging from a doll with feminine attributes to a diagram of a female body 
in a bilingual dictionary. He describes how each encounter with these emblems 
of femininity or femaleness profoundly disturbed him at the time, and suggests 



“A weird concept”  183

that they subsequently inspired him to create the fictional character Xuxu as a 
compensatory response to the existential challenge that they posed.

The same way that Works and Creations and Histories of Time repeatedly 
gesture back to the protagonist’s childhood, we can similarly find a logic of substi-
tutive replacement at the very beginning of Dung Kai-  cheung’s own literary 
career. For instance, while the title of Dictator’s short story “The Piecing Together 
of Virginia in a Fast Food Restaurant” in Histories of Time resonates most directly 
with Dung’s story titled “Piecing Together Shishi, Sisi, CC, and Virginia in a Fast 
Food Restaurant,” a more suggestive parallel is Dung’s 1991 story “Cecilia” 
 (Xixiliya 西西利亞), which Dung notes was his “first published story.”16 Written 
mostly in the voice of a male narrator who becomes obsessed with a mannequin in 
a department store display window across the street from his office, “Cecilia” is an 
odd account of desire and displacement. The narrative repeatedly presents the 
mannequin as a figure of lack, missing arms, hair, and clothing. The narrator, 
however, is strangely transfixed by the mannequin, writing it countless love letters. 
He notes that he recognizes that the mannequin is merely an inanimate object, but 
hopes that he may be able to animate it through the sheer force of his desire.

It is revealed, meanwhile, that the narrator has a coworker named Angela, 
who is romantically interested in him, but he instead directs his attention to the 
inanimate mannequin. The structural parallel between the mannequin and the 
coworker is reflected in the similarity of the Chinese versions of their transliter-
ated names: Anqiliya 安琪利亞 (Angela) and Xixiliya 西西利亞 (Cecilia), both 
of which are precisely the same length and share the same final characters. This 
overdetermined significance of Cecilia’s Chinese name is further underscored by 
the narrator’s habit of referring to her not simply as Cecilia but rather as “the 
Cecilia who is named Cecilia” (mingwei Xixiliya de Xixiliya 名為西西利亞的西
西利亞). As the narrator remarks at one point,

And poor Cecilia, in addition to having lost her arms, she has also lost 
everything, including even her name. No, she has not lost her name— her 
name still exists, but what she has lost is herself as the referent of that name. 
An empty name and a disfigured body— what can they amount to?

(25)

The story ends with four separate short conclusions, including one written from 
mannequin’s own point of view, which begins:

About myself, Cecilia, what have I ever been able to say? When I stand here, 
in front of him, without arms, without clothing, without hair— but all of this is 
not important because, in the end, of what value are all of these things for me?

(25)

The implication of these remarks is that the mannequin appears to have managed 
to achieve a degree of sentience and autonomy— despite, or perhaps even pre-
cisely because of, her status as a site of radical absence.
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With respect to questions of gender and sexuality, “Cecilia” illustrates a com-
plicated dynamic that also informs Dong’s more recent novels such as Works 
and Creations and Histories of Time. In particular, even as “Cecilia” revolves 
around the possibility of investing an inanimate figure with consciousness, it 
nevertheless continues to rely on a set of rather conventional assumptions about 
sexuality and desire— in that, in a Pygmalion-  like premise, the story’s feminine 
mannequin is animated in response to the male protagonist’s romantic desire for 
her. Similarly, in Works and Creations, the protagonist’s act of creating Xuxu 
and enabling her to acquire consciousness stems out of a proto-  romantic fantasy 
the protagonist had when he was young, together with a series of encounters 
suggesting a fear of female sexuality. Finally, in Histories of Time, we find a 
redoubled process of creation wherein the Dictator and the Eurasian Virginia 
decide to co-  author a novel that includes not only a fictionalized version of 
 Virginia but also a separate, cybernetic iteration who proceeds to compose a 
novel featuring a fictionalized version of herself— which is to say, the novel- 
 within-  a-  novel features yet another iteration of the Eurasian Virginia who 
appears in the work’s primary diegetic plane. The underlying question, though, 
is the one posed at the beginning of the novel’s preface, when the Eurasian 
 Virginia (speaking in her own voice?) notes that she is “intrinsically a plural 
entity,” and that her voice is inextricably interwoven with that of the Dictator. 
Has Virginia been animated by the Dictator (or the author), like Cecilia in 
Dung’s early story? Is she an autonomous figure in her own right, capable of 
creating and animating other fictional figures? For that matter, is the Dictator 
presented as an autonomous figure, or as a parodic shell character who has been 
vicariously animated by the author?

In short, if Dung’s works are viewed through the lens of the Turing test and 
Moravec’s speculations about the possibility of downloading consciousness, one 
of the key contributions Dung’s works involves foregrounding the process of 
literary creation as a key form of transmediation. One commonality shared by 
both Works and Creations and Histories of Time, meanwhile, is that they both 
use the act of literary creation to explore the implications transferring or creating 
consciousness. In fact, literary creation (and specifically narrative fiction) not 
only enables, but also relies on, a process of projecting consciousness. That is to 
say, in creating a fictional character, an author is figuratively granting the char-
acter consciousness, and part of fiction’s efficacy lies precisely in its ability to let 
readers to view fictional characters as though they were real— which is to say, 
successfully projecting the author’s imaginative vision into the minds of readers. 
Accordingly, although many discussions of AI focus on computational technolo-
gies, when it comes to broader questions of the fungibility of consciousness, 
literature has long been practicing that which still remains on the outer limits of 
computational possibility.

At the same time, an issue that is left indeterminate in each of the three 
works discussed above is one that also haunts Turing’s opening remarks to his 
1950 “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” essay. On one hand, Turing’s 
sex/gender test model explicitly raises that possibility that sex/gender identity 
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may be fundamentally fungible, but on the other hand his description focuses 
not on the performance of sex/gender, but rather more specifically on the per-
formance of femininity— suggesting that masculinity functions as the 
unmarked, untheorized term. Similarly, on one hand, Dung’s works explore the 
possibility that consciousness may circulate between animate and inanimate 
figures, but on the other hand many of his works appear to fall back on a 
 Pygmalion-  like model wherein it is primarily masculine figures who function 
as creators, and feminine figures who are animated through that process of cre-
ation. One striking exception to this pattern in Dung’s work, however, can be 
found in a provocatively queer novella that Dung wrote relatively early in 
his career.

Androgyny
In his remarks at the 2018 Hong Kong Science Fiction conference, Lo noted that 
the first of Dung’s works that he read was the novella Androgyny: An 
Evolutionary History of a Non-  Existent Species (Anzhuozhenni: Yige bucunzai 
de wuzhong de jinhuashi 安卓珍尼：一個不存在的物種的進化史), and 
emphasized the extraordinary impact that work had on him.17 First published in 
1994, Androgyny is narrated in the voice of a middle-  aged Hong Kong woman 
who, after having become estranged from her husband, has asked her husband’s 
younger sister, Anwen, to arrange for her to stay in a remote house in Hong 
Kong’s Tai Mo Shan (Hong Kong’s tallest peak). The property in question 
belongs to Anwen’s grandfather, and the narrator finds it attractive because it 
provides her almost total isolation from society. Even as the work notes the nar-
rator’s desire to gain greater distance from her husband, however, it also 
emphasizes her determination to remain in contact with her Anwen— both by 
telephone and, somewhat quaintly, by fax.

The narrator and Anwen were college classmates, but while Anwen majored 
in literature, the narrator studied biology. The narrator is fascinated by a rare 
species of lizard with the scientific name Capillisaurus varicaudata, which is 
translated into Chinese as banwei maoxi 斑尾毛蜥 (literally, “mottled-  tail hairy 
lizard), though the protagonist typically refers to the lizards by the neologism 
Anzhuozhenni— which she notes is a transliteration of the English word andro-
gyny (the text also translates androgyny into Chinese as cixiong tongti 雌雄同
體, which literally means “male and female in the same body”) (17).

The story opens with several short paragraphs written in a dry, scientific 
 language and specifying the lizards’ scientific name, taxonomical status, appear-
ance, habitat, and so forth, followed by a discussion of their sexual and repro-
ductive characteristics:

Monosexual; all specimens are female. They breed in the spring, at which 
point females engage in an act of simulated copulation. They are ovovivipa-
rous, and can give birth to two or three little lizards at a time.

(12)



186  Intermediality

After a final paragraph describing how the lizards were first discovered in 1962 
in Hong Kong’s Tai Mo Shan but were last seen there in 1994, the story then 
transitions to a narrative told in the protagonist’s own voice, in which she intro-
duces, for the first time, the informal name that she coined for these rare lizards:

As for anzhuozhenni [androgyny], what more can I say? During the period I 
spent on the mountain, I attempted to write down everything I knew about 
anzhuozhenni. This is not only because I wanted to create a space— and 
leave a mark— in the textual records for the last anzhuozhenni, but also 
because I wanted to grant her a kind of desire for existence. I made every 
effort to compile the story of anzhuozhenni, and this process was extraordi-
narily painful, but at the same time it was also extraordinarily beautiful. It 
felt as though I were speaking with an interlocutor who did not exist, and I 
alternated between feeling unbearably hopeless, tormented by a stifling 
sense of defeat, on one hand, and feeling very dexterous, as though I could 
write down my innermost thoughts without even needing to think about it, 
on the other. However, I was never able to confirm what kind of language I 
needed to use in order to approach the anzhuozhenni’s essence, establish a 
basis on which to interact with them, and avoid simply speaking to myself, 
or chattering away in vain.

(12–13)

The queer status of these lizards is further underscored when the narrative 
remarks that Anwen “felt that only someone who has problems with their sexual 
identity would become entranced by this sort of weird concept (guaiyi de 
gainian 怪異的概念)” (18).

The main body of the novella alternates between excerpts of the text that the 
narrator is writing about anzhuozhenni, which she dubs “An Evolutionary 
History of a Non-  Existent Species,” on one hand, and an account of her daily life 
in the mountains, on the other. At one point she befriends a hunter who has been 
hired to look after the cottage where she is staying and who assists her in her 
search for anzhuozhenni. After she and the hunter finally succeed in finding an 
anzhuozhenni, the man begins demanding to have sex with her, and they proceed 
to have a series of sexual encounters during which the narrator talks non-  stop, in 
an apparent attempt to use her language to assault the virtually silent hunter.

The novella concludes with a sequence in which the narrator realizes that she 
is pregnant, followed shortly after by Anwen’s discovery of a photograph of the 
hunter in the cottage. Anwen asks the narrator who the man in the photo is, but 
the text does not indicate whether or not the narrator answered the question, and 
instead the next line reads:

I am a sick woman; I previously had an abortion, and therefore may not 
even be able to have children.
 Anzhuozhenni did not run away. I am anzhuozhenni.

(72)
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Shortly afterwards, the narrator proposes to Anwen, her sister-  in-  law, that they 
can raise the daughter together (like the all-  female population of anzhuozhenni?). 
In the novel’s concluding pages, meanwhile, the narrative voice  disappears 
entirely, and is replaced by a back and forth between two “she’s” (ta 她)— one of 
which presumably refers to the anzhuozhenni, and the other refers to (the figure 
who was previously) the narrator. In this way, the work constitutes an almost 
precise inverse of “Cecilia,” in that rather than having a male protagonist animate 
a feminine figure, instead we have a female protagonist who systematically extri-
cates herself from the men in her life, and then appears to extricate herself from 
her own embodied consciousness— establishing a sort of sympathetic union with 
the anzhuozhenni lizards with which she increasingly feels a close affinity.

Unlike many of Dung’s other works, Androgyny does not explicitly reflect on 
the status of Hong Kong in any detail. At the same time, however, it tells a story 
that offers a useful model for thinking about Hong Kong, and Sinophone liter-
ature in general. That is to say, whereas Chinese history— and Chinese society in 
general— often has a strong patrilineal slant, Androgyny instead focuses on (an 
imaginary) species of lizard that, for the past sixty million years, have been 
practicing parthenogenesis (reproduction from an ovum without fertilization), 
which has led to what, by default, is an exclusively matrilineal kinship structure. 
Even as Dung’s novel notes that the lizards have effectively stopped evolving 
since developing this parthenogenetic reproductive system, the work neverthe-
less places considerable emphasis on the creative potential of the written word— 
including both the narrator’s “An Evolutionary History of a Non-  Existent 
Species” as well as Dung’s novella itself.

Concerns with literary creation run throughout Dung’s entire oeuvre, and 
capture Dung’s broader interest in processes of mediation and intermediality. In 
Dung’s work, textuality functions not merely as a specific kind of medium in its 
own right, it also emblematizes the processes of transformation and transmedia-
tion that are a central theme in many of Dung’s writings, as well as the genre of 
science fiction as a whole. For a Hong Kong author like Dung, this emphasis on 
processes of mediation and intermediality invites not only a queer exploration of 
the potential fungibility of putatively human qualities like intelligence and 
gender, but also a critique of a patrilineal ideology that views the Chinese Main-
land as the essentialized root of an expatriate or diasporic population’s collective 
identity, together with a corresponding emphasis on the role of culture and tex-
tuality as an alternate basis for that identity.

Notes
 1 The conference in question was “Science Fiction and its Variations in the Sinophone 

World,” held at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology on May 
30–31, 2018, and was organized by Mingwei Song and Jianmei Liu.

 2 Hans Moravec, Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human Intelligence 
 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989).

 3 Alan Turing, “Computer Machinery and Intelligence,” Mind 59: 433–460.
 4 Ibid., 433.
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 5 Ibid., 434.
 6 Andrew Hodges, Alan Turing: The Enigma (London: Burnett Books, 1983), 415; 

emphases in the original.
 7 M. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cibernetics, 

Literature, and Informatics (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1999), xiii.
 8 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 

Routledge, 2006) and Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New 
York: Routledge, 2011).

 9 Given that Turing was a gay man trying to pass as straight at a time when sexual rela-
tions between members of the same sex was punishable by law, there is a sense in 
which he was actually living out a version of this gender variant of his “imitation 
game.” In fact, in 1952, two years after he published his famous essay, Turing’s 
sexual orientation was revealed and he was convicted for committing homosexual 
acts, and ultimately accepted chemical castration in order to avoid prison. He com-
mitted suicide two years later, in 1954, and received a posthumous pardon by Queen 
Elizabeth II in 2013.

10 Lo Yi-  chin [a.k.a. Lou Yi-  chun] 駱以軍, Nü’er 女兒 [Daughter] (Taipei: Ink Literary 
Monthly, 2011).

11 Dung Kai-  cheung 董啟章 Shijian fanshi: Yaci zhiguang 時間繁史: 啞瓷之光 
 [Histories of time: The luster of mute porcelain] (Taipei: Rye Field Press, 2007).

12 

As for the Virginia who was born afterwards, she was the daughter of Guo and 
someone else— but who that someone else might be was not at all clear. Perhaps 
she was the daughter of the Eurasian Virginia, but perhaps she wasn’t. But if she 
wasn’t, then why would Guo name his daughter Virginia?

Dung, Shijian fanshi, 2, p. 83

13 Dung, Shijian fanshi, 1, p. 5.
14 Dung Kai-  cheung, Tiangong kaiwu: Xuxu ruzhen 天工開物: 栩栩如真 [Works and 

Creations: Vivid and Lifelike] (Taipei: Rye Field Press, 2005).
15 The third novel in the trilogy is titled Wuzhong yuanshi: Beibei chongsheng zhi xuexi 

niandai 物種源始: 貝貝重生之學習年代 [The origin of species: The educational age 
of Beibei’s rebirth], and although the first volume was published in 2010, the novel 
was never completed.

16 Dung Kai-  cheung, “Xixiliya” 西西利亞 [Cecilia], in Mingzi de meigui 名字的玫瑰 
[The rose of the name] (Hong Kong: Pupu congshu, 1997); reprinted the following 
year in Taiwan under the same title (Taipei: Yuancun wenxue, 1998), 7–26. The quote 
cited here is taken from p. 9 of the latter edition. Further citations from this work will 
be noted parenthetically in the text, referencing the Taiwan edition of the work.

17 Dung Kai-  cheung [a.k.a. Qi-  zhang Dong], Anzhuozhenni: Yige bucunzai de wuzhong 
de jinhuashi 安卓珍尼：一個不存在的物種的進化史 [Androgyny: The evolutionary 
history of a non-  existent species] (Taipei: Unitas Publishing Company, 1996). Each 
quote’s page number has been provided in the text at the end of each quote.
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10 Activism—language, class, and  
the Hoenggong-  Gwailou divide  
in Hong Kong’s LGBTI activist 
communities
Nathan H. Madson

Early research on queer social movements presented a largely unified assem-
blage of politics rippling outward from the West (and primarily the US) as if the 
first stone thrown at the Stonewall Inn was slowly but surely making its impact 
felt farther and farther afield. Though more contemporary literature takes issue 
with such an analysis, it still holds weight among many expatriate LGBT activ-
ists in Hong Kong. As they conceptualize effective activism as activism done in 
English and replicating the work of organizations like Human Rights Campaign 
(US) and Stonewall (UK), they value the Cantonese-  dominant work done by 
local activists as ineffective. Local activists, however, are rejecting any kind of 
anglophone linguistic governance by strategically using English to fund and 
support the work they do in and for other Cantonese-  speaking locals.

The queer sinophone lens is particularly relevant to this case study in that it 
rejects reductionist associations between language, ethnicity, class, and locality. 
The component parts of locals’ identity are foregrounded in shifting and various 
ways when locality is being defined in opposition to the mainland Chinese, elite, 
or expatriate identities. Their queerness, too, becomes an important aspect of 
their identity politics as they advocate for a greater acceptance and lessened dis-
crimination within their own local community. Ultimately, local LGBT activists 
mobilize a number of tools within their work, primarily among them a strategic 
use of English and Cantonese to effect change within a local community that 
largely relegates sexual minorities to the margins.

What is the role of Cantonese in Hong Kong’s LGBTI activist communities 
and why does the expatriate community hold a negative view of activism done 
in Cantonese? These were the questions that sprang to mind as I sat around 
the highly polished, conference room table in an international law firm on one of 
the top floors of The Landmark in Central Hong Kong. I was in a meeting of the 
operational committee of Rainbow Pride, an activist organization made up of 
volunteers interested in improving the situation for LGBTI people in Hong 
Kong.1 Sitting around the table were lawyers, journalists, businessmen, and 
members of the financial institutions that have such a prominent role in Hong 
Kong. At each seat was an agenda, typed up in English, along with pens and the 
firm’s stationery. What prompted this question, however, was a critical point in 
the meeting when one of the committee members asked what the long-  term 
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plans were for Rainbow Pride and, more broadly, who Rainbow Pride was for. 
Piet, a South African man in his 60s said,

Rainbow Pride is the educated, middle-  class, English LGBT voice. We need 
to embrace this identity, not deny it. We are criticized for it, but we are the 
only rational, sensible people doing this [advocacy]. The Cantonese- 
 speaking groups have thrown bricks at us because of who we represent, but 
the grassroots organizations and the Pride March [no association to 
Rainbow Pride] are not able to operate at our level.2

Many others around the table nodded their agreement, including the local, 
 Cantonese-  speaking Hong Kongers in attendance.

Piet later told me that “locals don’t do anything” when I asked about the 
divide between expatriate and local activism. With a note of exasperation in his 
voice, he bemoaned the responsibility that Rainbow Pride had in advancing 
LGBTI rights in Hong Kong since locals, when they did act, were quite ineffec-
tive. Rainbow Pride, as an organization, had a reputation of being the “expat 
organization,” a reputation that was acknowledged and not quite denied by its 
own members. Piet’s comments about local organizations, however, were false. 
Local organizations and activists have done a lot to advance LGBTI equality, 
but much of their work was done in Cantonese and their output was in written 
Chinese. Expats like Piet and expat organizations often disregarded local activ-
ism because they did not always understand the Cantonese in which the activism 
was done, but also because they did not consider such work to be of the same 
quality as their own.

In this chapter, I analyze not only the emerging linguistic governance of 
English over Cantonese in the LGBTI activist scene, but also the ways in which 
both English and Cantonese became instrumentalized to achieve different ends.  
I adapt Vanessa Pupavac’s linguistic governance and Robert Phillippson’s lin-
guistic imperialism to refer to the various and multiple ways in which certain 
languages (here, English) are given preference over others (Cantonese).3 I am 
less concerned with Pupavac’s and Phillippson’s arguments that linguistic rights 
can and must be protected through international human rights mechanisms, but 
more so the ways in which linguistic governance shapes Hong Kongers’ percep-
tions about which languages are most effective to do activism.4 This may 
include enacting laws or policies that make English a language of power or eco-
nomic opportunity, but are often non-  legal forms of governmentality that 
encourage individuals to choose English over Cantonese in certain contexts.

The queer sinophone lens is particularly relevant for this case study, both in 
the ways in which it refocuses on Hong Kong’s relationship with expatriates and 
not mainland China, as well as how locals resisted simple associations with 
 Cantonese. Within Hong Kong’s growing political discourse over language, I 
critique the nearly hegemonic debate over Mandarin and mainland China’s role 
in Hong Kong by instead critically engaging with the lingering colonial legacies 
in a post-  handover Hong Kong. Moreover, this chapter breaks apart reductive 
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attempts to define Hong Kong locals as Cantonese speakers. Contrary to expatri-
ate activists’ assumptions, local activists used English in their daily work, but in 
behind-  the-  scenes work that supported rather than supplanted the work they did 
in Cantonese.

LGBTI activists in Hong Kong were roughly separated into two groups, 香港人 
(hoenggongjan; locals or, literally, Hong Kong people) and 鬼佬 (gwailou; 
Western expatriates or, literally, ghost man), which were often imagined to be 
based on a racial-  linguistic divide.5 Activists frequently talked about “locals versus 
expats” as a shorthand when explaining specific strategies, attitudes, and linguistic 
capabilities, and yet this divide flattened a much more complicated milieu. Expat 
groups— composed of expats, local elites, and émigrés— operated almost exclu-
sively in English, whereas local groups used a mixture of Cantonese and English. 
The work that locals did in Cantonese was often both ignored and seen as less 
effective than activism done in English, as reflected in Piet’s remarks. This lin-
guistic hierarchy was a form of linguistic governance in which English activism 
was perceived as carrying greater weight than Cantonese. At the same time, coun-
terhegemonic forces were at play and Cantonese became increasingly important in 
attracting local buy-  in into the LGBTI movement, even among locals who could 
use and understand English. At the same time, locals recognized the importance of 
English and utilized it in very specific ways to demonstrate a mastery of and con-
nection to transnational human rights systems. This strategic use of English, in 
turn, supported work done in, by, and for the Cantonese-  dominant community.

The Sinophone and its queer anthropological potential
The sinophone, originally defined as “literature written in Chinese by Chinese- 
 speaking writers in various parts of the world outside China, as distinguished 
from ‘Chinese literature’— literature from China,” has evolved as a theoretical 
tool in literature, cultural studies, film studies, and visual studies.6 Shu-  mei 
Shih’s initial decision to use “sinophone” was “to contest the neglect and mar-
ginalization of literatures in Chinese published outside China and the selective, 
ideological, and arbitrary co-  optation of these literatures in Chinese literary 
history.”7 This early conceptualization of the sinophone had very defined limits, 
both in its subject material (literature) and location (outside China). Though 
Shih implied in “Global Literature and the Technologies of Recognition” that 
post-  handover Hong Kong was no longer a producer of sinophone literature, her 
insistence that this literature assists in the denaturalization of China would 
include a post-  handover Hong Kong. Hong Kong Cantonese as a spoken form is 
on the margins of standard Chinese as spoken in mainland China (here, Man-
darin). Subsequent writings on the sinophone, including chapters in a co-  edited 
volume by Shih, have also clearly included Hong Kong into the sinophone.

This growing body of literature expanded both the subject material and loca-
tions on which the sinophone could focus. Shih’s book Visuality and Identity: 
Sinophone Articulations across the Pacific provides a new lens with which to 
view the sinophone as “a network of places of cultural production outside China 
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and on the margins of China and Chineseness, where a historical process of het-
erogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese culture has been taking place 
for several centuries.”8 Though her own work remained firmly entrenched in 
visual studies and literature, the call for an analysis of cultural production 
through this theoretical framework encourages disciplines like anthropology and 
cultural studies to similarly engage in an interdisciplinary exploration.9 Shih’s 
evolving definition also resists a unified or reified definition, noting both its 
transnationality and its deep locality: “the Sinophone can perhaps be posited as a 
method that unsettles binaries and offers in their place the far richer potential of 
multidirectional critiques. It is in this way that the Sinophone interrupts.”10 Put 
simply, Shih argues that what connects Chinese-  speaking communities is less 
ethnicity or nationality and more linguistic affiliations.

As a theoretical intervention, the sinophone is not without its critics, although 
Shih and subsequent scholars have taken up these criticisms to create a thought-
ful and nuanced approach to the study of Sinitic-  speaking communities. In his 
review of the edited volume Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader, Lucas Klein 
argues that the volume fails in its unitary vision of mainland China as it attempts 
to define the sinophone as a move away from a focus on China.11 It would seem 
ironic that a theoretical intervention demanding a denaturalization of “Chinese” 
to include those beyond mainland China and without consistent reference to 
mainland China would then hold a unified view on China, and yet Klein’s criti-
cism may be a bit displaced. This edited volume opens up “China” to give voice 
to those on the margins, namely ethnic minorities (民族 minzu) writers who use 
Sinitic languages.12 Shih herself, writing the introduction to the volume, turns 
her gaze back on China, particularly highlighting China’s role in colonizing por-
tions of inner Asia and the resulting multiple Chinese-  speaking voices in China’s 
western regions.13 Klein’s criticism is an important one, however. Any scholar 
using the sinophone as a theoretical tool would do well to remember that by 
opening up “Chinese” to include various and multiple communities, this theoret-
ical move must also acknowledge a multiple and denaturalized China.

The move to queer sinophone studies, then, can be seen as an extension of 
this denaturalization— Chinese-  speaking communities are much more than the 
sexualities and gender identities of the dominant voices. The edited volume 
Queer Sinophone Cultures seeks to examine “the Sinophone through a queer 
lens, and the queer through a Sinophone lens, all while simultaneously challeng-
ing the validity of both categories.”14 This, in part, requires a rethinking of the 
dominant historiographies by bringing forward queer and sinophone chron-
ologies that have been ignored or marginalized in the past.15 Howard Chiang 
argues that this is done by rejecting the essentialized and ahistorical under-
standings of “queer” and “Chinese,” instead attempting to understand their spe-
cific historical and geographical evolutions. He and others clearly draw on 
Shih’s assertion that the sinophone is both transnational and local:

Sinophone culture is place-  based and belongs to the place where it is 
 produced … [it] is a transnational phenomenon as one can find it everywhere 
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in the world, but in its specific expression and practice, it is different from 
place to place. Sinophone culture is therefore transnational in constitution 
and formation but local in practice and articulation.16

Scholars outside of sinophone studies have also taken up locally and historically 
specific changes in what “queer” means, particularly in Hong Kong.17 Alvin Ka 
Hin Wong summarizes queer sinophone studies in his article on lesbian sino-
phone film by asking “ ‘What is lesbian’ about Chinese language films, while 
simultaneously interrogating ‘what is Chinese’ about lesbian cinema.”18

These theoretical interventions have informed my research on the shifting 
natures of LGBTI activism in a post-  Umbrella Movement Hong Kong and the 
ways in which advocates make decisions on what tactics to use. I ask how vari-
ations between local or hoenggongjan and expat or gwailou LGBTI activisms 
were reflected in the instrumentalization of English to achieve the goals of the 
Cantonese-  speaking community. By examining the slippages between local and 
expat activisms in Hong Kong, I must necessarily work to break down dichoto-
mies between China and the West while simultaneously exploring the gaps, 
overlaps, and incongruences in these identities. Similarly, by asking how 
English was interpreted as a more useful language for activism, I also investi-
gate Cantonese activism’s marginality. Finally, heeding the call of queer sino-
phone studies, I analyze how the (heterosexual) Cantonese-  speaking community 
simultaneously shapes the LGBTI community and pushes it to the margins of 
the heterosexual community.

Defining hoenggongjan and gwailou
The division between hoenggongjan and gwailou, while often portrayed as clear 
cut, was hardly so. These emic categories also played an important role in the 
ways in which Hong Kong activists understood their work, others’ linguistic 
capabilities, and the goals of their activism. Though queer sinophone studies 
often avoids binaries between the West and China or the Western and the 
Chinese, many Hong Kongers viewed these categories as opposed. This dicho-
tomy, however, failed to capture the numerous identities and peoples within 
Hong Kong. Using only these categories and making them opposite poles of a 
binary, then, rendered invisible ethnic minorities (non-  Chinese permanent resi-
dents and citizens of Hong Kong, often of Asian descent), domestic workers 
(primarily Filipina and Indonesian women who work for Chinese families), and 
other migrants in Hong Kong (such as Africans and South Asians who do not 
have permanent residency in Hong Kong or mainland Chinese or Taiwanese 
who immigrated after 1997).

At first blush, these terms may seem self-  explanatory— a local was a Hong 
Konger and an expat was someone who has moved to Hong Kong— and yet these 
terms are not so easily defined. First, hoenggongjan is the term I am using to 
mean “local,” but its literal definition is “Hong Kong person/people.” I use hoeng-
gongjan both because this is what my interlocutors most often used in Cantonese, 
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but also because the literal translation of “local” or 本地人 (bundeijan) refers to 
the Cantonese-  speaking people of Guangdong, Guanxi, Macao, and Hong Kong.19 
The bundeijan are one of several Sinitic-  speaking groups in Hong Kong; the 
others include 客家人 (haakgaajan; Hakka people) 學佬人 (hokloujan; Hoklo or 
Minnan-  speaking people), 蜑家人 (daangaajan; Tanka or Boat Dwellers). While 
these various groups at one point spoke different topolects of Chinese, nearly all 
speak Cantonese in Hong Kong today.20 It is these four groups that make up what 
was generally considered to be hoenggongjan.

As my interlocutors used the term, “local” often described someone who was 
ethnically Chinese living in Hong Kong, which would include the four groups 
listed above. This sometimes included foreign-  born and— raised people of 
Chinese descent, such as British-  born Chinese. Hong Kong’s ethnic minorities, 
even if they were born and raised in Hong Kong, even if they spoke Cantonese, 
were rarely considered to be “locals.” While at lunch with two of my friends, I 
asked, “Who counts as a local?” Nasreen, a Hong Konger of Pakistani descent 
told me that she considered herself a local. Her friend from university, Wai Sze, 
turned to her and said, “You’re not a local! Wait, do other people consider you a 
local?” Nasreen was born in Hong Kong; went to primary school, secondary 
school, and university in Hong Kong; and lived in Hong Kong her entire life. 
She held a Hong Kong passport and her nationality was listed as “Chinese.” 
Although she could speak enough Cantonese for her work, she also adamantly 
said that she could not speak the language. Outside of her circle of friends and 
colleagues, she admitted, people would often ask when she arrived in Hong 
Kong and assumed she could speak no Cantonese at all.

Wai Sze, however, was born and raised in Malaysia, but came to Hong Kong 
for university. She grew up speaking Cantonese with her family and had little 
trouble communicating with people in either Cantonese or English. Wai Sze said 
that local Hong Kongers nearly always encountered her as one of their own. 
While she was educated in English and spoke it fluently, she said that if she 
spoke to these locals in English, she would either be treated rudely for not 
speaking Cantonese or would be told to speak Cantonese because they assumed 
that, as a Cantonese speaker, she “belonged to Hong Kong.” Similarly, other 
overseas Cantonese speakers who were born and raised abroad were frequently 
counted as in-  group members by hoenggongjan.

Two Chinese-  speaking groups that were not considered local by hoenggongjan 
were people from mainland China or Taiwan who were not brought up in Hong 
Kong. Most of these mainland Chinese and Taiwanese spoke Mandarin, but they 
may have also included speakers of topolects such as Minnan, Hakka, Cantonese, 
and Wu. Mainlanders and Taiwanese were not considered locals despite the fact 
that many of the hoenggongjan in Hong Kong were descended from migrants 
from mainland China, some of whose parents left mainland China in the 1960s, 
1970s, and 1980s.21 When I asked one of my interlocutors whether his parents, 
who had moved to Hong Kong in the 1970s from mainland China, were 大陆人 
(daailukjan; mainland people), he said, “No, absolutely not! They left China for 
Hong Kong. They already spoke Cantonese when they got here and they built a 
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life for themselves here. Yes, they came from mainland China, but they are 
hoenggongjan now.” My interlocutor, James, offering me “proof” that he was a 
hoenggongjan, told me that he was a big supporter of the Umbrella Movement. 
When I asked what the link between those two were, he said, “No daailukjan 
would support the Umbrella Movement. It is our movement. It’s for hoenggongjan.” 
Nasreen, Wai Sze, and James’s experiences indicate that who was counted as a 
local was neither a question of ethnicity, nationality, or language, but a combina-
tion of all three. The ability to speak Cantonese was often considered an 
important marker of local status, but, as in the case of Nasreen, ethnicity may 
have prevented even the most fluent of Cantonese speakers from being recog-
nized as a local by locals. Similarly, one’s nationality (be it Malaysian, British, or 
formerly mainland Chinese) may not have prevented someone from being classi-
fied as a local if they were both ethnically Chinese and able to speak Cantonese.

“Expats,” or gwailou, on the other hand, were generally considered to be any 
kind of Westerner living in Hong Kong. This included both individuals living in 
Hong Kong for short-  term work assignments and Westerners with permanent 
residency who had been in Hong Kong for decades. These permanent residents 
may have considered Hong Kong their home and may have thought of them-
selves as “locals,” but they were nearly never considered to be local by hoeng-
gongjan. Kevin, a Welshman who came to Hong Kong in the 1970s, no longer 
considered Wales his home and occasionally joked about being a local, but when 
pressed he readily identified as an expat. Despite his nearly fifty-  years in Hong 
Kong, he did not live a typical local lifestyle. In a city with extremely high 
housing costs, Kevin’s spacious four-  bedroom flat in a gated community over-
looking the ocean was out-  of-  reach for working-   and middle-  class locals.22 He 
could not speak Cantonese and exclusively used English in his daily interactions. 
Being able to avoid Cantonese was also a mark of class, as stores and restaurants 
that catered to lower-   and middle-  class individuals may not always have bilin-
gual staff. Kevin was an outlier, however, as many of the expats I spoke with had 
plans to leave Hong Kong for future employment opportunities.23

In using the terms local and expat, I follow my interlocutors’ leads, but there 
still remain individuals outside of or in the middle of this binary. The 1984 Sino- 
 British Joint Declaration was the result of negotiations between the governments 
of the United Kingdom and China and mandated the return of Hong Kong to the 
PRC on July 1, 1997. For some locals, this eventual handover prompted concern 
and emigration to the West, mainly the UK, the US, and Canada.24 Following the 
1989 Tiananmen Square Incident, more and more locals sought ways out of 
Hong Kong. For many of those who did leave in the 1980s and 1990s, they natu-
ralized or had children who were born citizens of the countries to which they 
had moved. Following the official handover in 1997 and a seeming lack of tre-
mendous change to daily life in Hong Kong, a significant number of people who 
had emigrated returned, with some bringing back children and teenagers who 
had never before lived in Hong Kong. Others waited until their children had fin-
ished their education in their new home countries before retiring to Hong Kong 
or moved back to Hong Kong when their adult children decided to move (back). 
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This category of people fills a unique place because they were often claimed by 
locals as one of their own, but they may not have identified as either local or 
expat, but as either both or neither. Many of these people had varying abilities in 
Cantonese, so their local status again was predicated on a combination of their 
ethnicity and language, but also their family’s historical ties to Hong Kong.

Richard was born in Hong Kong to parents who worked for the colonial civil 
service. He finished primary school and started secondary school in Hong Kong 
before his parents relocated the family to Sydney to avoid what they perceived 
to be a “dangerous takeover by China.” In Sydney, Richard continued his sec-
ondary school and attended university. While there, he did everything he could 
to fit in with other Australians:

I wanted to “become Australian,” which to me meant that I needed to spend 
less time with other people from Hong Kong and more time with people 
who were born in Australia. I got rid of my accent and did stereotypical 
Australian things. I felt very Australian, just as Australian as anyone else.

During that time, because of his parents’ careers, the family— with the exception 
of Richard— was able to acquire British citizenship.25 Richard, who was over 
eighteen at the time, had to make a decision: did he want to become an Australian 
citizen or would he take the Chinese citizenship that was promised him after the 
handover? He said,

For me, it was an easy decision to become Australian. I never wanted to be 
Chinese. Being Chinese was forced on me. I also wanted a safety net 
because I didn’t have one like the rest of my family. I wasn’t British, so 
what would happen if I had to return to Hong Kong? Becoming Australian, 
legally Australian, gave me opportunities that being Chinese wouldn’t.

Richard also did not have plans to move back to Hong Kong permanently, so 
taking Chinese citizenship would have only further complicated his life in 
Australia.

Richard naturalized as an Australian because he needed to have options in 
case Hong Kong’s handover to China became the problem that so many of these 
emigrating locals had feared, but Richard also wanted to keep his ties to Hong 
Kong by remaining a permanent resident. Described by Aihwa Ong as “flexible 
citizenship,” Richard’s family saw the potential risk of Chinese handover as a 
chance to seek greater opportunity and security abroad.26

When I asked Richard how he would classify himself, he said that he felt he 
was both a local and an expat: “I am from here and I speak Cantonese, so that 
makes me a local. But, I also grew up and spent a lot of important time in Aus-
tralia, so I guess that makes me both.” Though he saw himself as both, not 
everyone else did. His friend, Justin, who had a very similar upbringing to 
Richard though his family had moved to Toronto, said “C’mon, you’re hoeng-
gongjan! You know that if Nathan wasn’t here we’d be speaking in Cantonese. 
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That’s local!” It is precisely this connection to Cantonese that is so instrumental 
in defining locals.

The categories local and expat cannot easily be mapped onto language 
usage, but it is undeniable that Cantonese and English played incredible roles in 
who was assigned these classifications. Locals expected other locals to speak 
Cantonese, which often meant that people like Wai Sze and Richard were con-
sidered to be local even if they would not have personally identified as such. 
Nasreen, and the Cantonese-  speaking ethnic minorities, domestic workers, and 
Westerners who lived in Hong Kong, regardless of citizenship or length of time 
spent in Hong Kong were not locals. While Cantonese-  speaking Westerners, a 
rarity, fell under the category of expat, it also rendered ethnic minorities and 
domestic workers into groups that did not fit into the local-  expat binary. By 
imagining this as a binary, too, those who might have better fit on a spectrum 
between the two poles often found themselves assigned to categories they found 
restrictive. For Richard, being labeled a local meant being expected to act and 
speak in certain ways— namely in Cantonese when expats were not around— 
that did not always feel comfortable.

Expat activism and the hierarchization of language
Much like the broader expat community, LGBTI expats often could not speak 
more than a handful of phrases in Cantonese. Some were able to read written 
Chinese because they studied Mandarin, but a majority communicated in 
English. Likely after years of interacting with expats who could not speak 
 Cantonese, locals often assumed that anyone who was not ethnically Chinese 
would not be able to understand or communicate in Cantonese. As a white- 
 presenting foreigner, I too, was assumed not to be able to understand Cantonese. 
When I attended a meeting of representatives of local LGBTI organizations, for 
example, the meeting facilitator said with more than a touch of annoyance, “嘩
我地要用英文噃!” (Waa ngodei jiu jung jingman bo!; Damn, we have to use 
English!) as I walked into the small, one-  room office in Kowloon. Expats’ 
inability or disinterest in learning the local language was not unique to Hong 
Kong. As both Heather Hindman and Anne-  Meike Fechter note in their ethno-
graphies of expats in Nepal and Indonesia, respectively, expats often live in an 
English-  language bubble.27 Fechter goes further, saying that expats “disregard 
the local” and remain willfully unaware of local culture.28 Whether it is Fechter’s 
“living in a bubble” or Hindman’s “enclavic cosmopolitanism,” this kind of 
privileged migration has been taken up by a number of scholars of mobility.29 A 
common theme within this literature is that of making the expatriate through 
specific kinds of consumption and lifestyle. Jonathan V. Beaverstock, for 
example, in his analyses of British expats living in Singapore has argued that 
membership in particular clubs and expat social circles is used to distinguish the 
expat from locals.30 He notes, however, that local Singaporeans with consider-
able experience living in London, what he terms “western experienced” 
 Singaporeans, often emulate and/or join the expats’ social networks and clubs.
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My expat interlocutors similarly tended to have social networks made up of 
other LGBTI expats and socialized in spaces that catered to the expat com-
munity. Richard, who had been volunteering with Rainbow Pride, told me that 
some of the events sponsored by the organization did not appeal to locals. He 
said that while Rainbow Pride’s events never would preclude locals from 
attending, that they were often held in spaces in which locals may not have felt 
welcome. The bars, restaurants, and corporate offices in Central and Admiralty 
were often English-  dominant spaces (as were most of the events sponsored by 
Rainbow Pride), they were expensive, and they may have been distant from 
some locals’ homes or work. While many locals in Hong Kong spoke and 
understood English, a local interlocutor reminded me that Hong Kongers were 
generally criticized in school for having poor English skills. As a result, they 
had an internalized sense of shame that perhaps made English-  dominant spaces 
stressful. Furthermore, because LGBTI expats were consuming in ways that 
only middle-   or upper middle-  class individuals could, locals without the same 
socioeconomic means may not have had the disposable income to attend. As 
noted by these scholars of migration, many of the LGBTI expats in Hong Kong 
were marked not just by their countries of origin or their use of English, but 
also by their socioeconomic status and consumption patterns.

In her analysis on the ways in which privileged migrants or those with a 
“pied-à-terre” status trouble traditional notions of citizenship and belonging, 
Aihwa Ong also introduces the émigré, the foreign-  educated Asian who returns 
to her country of birth to work alongside expats in high-  paying jobs that are 
often unattainable to locals educated at home.31 Richard was precisely such an 
émigré: he worked for organizations where his foreign education and work 
experience was prized, where locals were often employed in support staff roles, 
and he lived in a modern apartment that could easily be found in New York or 
Sydney. While Ong’s idea of the émigré is instructive, Hong Kong also provides 
for a class of home-  grown elites: local Hong Kongers educated (in English) and 
employed in Hong Kong, but who reached a degree of financial success that put 
them on par with expats and émigrés.

This group of people, which I am calling “elite locals,” along with expats and 
émigrés, composed the operating committee of Rainbow Pride. It was not sur-
prising, then, that the board had directed the organization to focus on particular 
issues and to engage in specific kinds of activism that most closely affected 
expats and elites: legal recognition of same-  sex partnerships and social events 
that brought LGBTI people and their allies together. For many local LGBTI 
activists, this focus was not a problem. As one interlocutor said, “Of course they 
are focused on their interests; we’re focused on our interests, too. The problem 
is that they act like they represent the entire LGBTI community when they 
don’t.” Another interlocutor reported that Rainbow Pride’s founding members 
claimed that they started an organization which addressed the needs of the Hong 
Kong LGBTI community, not just the needs of a particular class of LGBTI 
people. The founders said the organization was necessary because prior to the 
start of Rainbow Pride, there was no organized LGBTI activism in Hong Kong.
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Rainbow Pride, however, was not the only source of LGBTI activism in Hong 
Kong. Prior to the founding of Rainbow Pride there existed LGBTI groups that 
worked primarily with local populations, operating in Cantonese, and focused on 
providing services of which neither expats nor elites took advantage. Much of 
this early work centered on victims of domestic violence, which, although expats 
and elites certainly could be victims of, these services were community-  based 
and exclusively in Cantonese, which made them inaccessible or undesirable for 
people of a certain economic class. Organizations like Queer Union— described 
by its members as a “radical,” “local” LGBTI group— also pre-  dated Rainbow 
Pride. The leader of Queer Union, Rupert, had received considerable media 
attention for his activism and protests, but much of the coverage was in the 
Chinese media. Piet’s claim that “locals don’t do anything,” then, taken on its 
face, was not true. They were doing something, but what they were doing was 
not always in English, nor did locals always engage in the same types of activ-
ism that expats and elites did. Like expat activists, local activists focused on the 
issues that were most relevant to them: passing a sexual orientation anti- 
 discrimination ordinance, reforming the process of legal gender recognition for 
transgender people, and increasing social acceptance of LGBTI people.

What is of particular note is that local concerns, with the exception of gender 
recognition, were also issues that expats and elites largely did not worry about 
because of their socioeconomic status. Middle-   and upper-  class expats and elites 
had careers in companies that already had internal anti-  discrimination policies.32 
They were able to socialize, live, and consume in spaces in which their LGBTI 
status was not stigmatized. Non-  elite locals, however, did not always have the 
financial means or the degree of separation from the majority Hong Kong 
society to live as openly. Their fight for social acceptance was both a reflection 
of widespread stigma against LGBTI people and of their socioeconomic limita-
tions of being able to avoid sites of stigma.

Why, then, was there a question of whether locals engaged in activism? Even 
presuming that all of the expats involved in LGBTI activism could not speak 
 Cantonese or read written Chinese, they worked closely with émigrés and local 
elites who could. Émigrés and elites may not have been following all of the work 
that locals did, but through numerous conversations with and observations of 
meetings of Rainbow Pride, it was clear that the elites and émigrés had a rough 
idea of what local organizations were doing. It appears, then, that they did not 
acknowledge this work as effective activism. I was talking to Kevin during a 
party at his house and he told me how happy he was that I was volunteering with 
Rainbow Pride. He said that I, as a trained human rights lawyer, could do intelli-
gent, important work on behalf of the LGBTI community. With his comments 
about my contributions only days after his colleague’s comments about Rainbow 
Pride being the only organization that engages in “rational, sensible” activism, it 
was possible that he associated my American legal training, English fluency, and 
my seemingly expat status with the right kind of activism. One of the tasks I did 
for Rainbow Pride was draft their position paper to be submitted to a Hong Kong 
governmental working group. I was provided with a brief outline of Rainbow 
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Pride’s official position and asked to write the position paper. After only a few 
minor edits, my paper was submitted on behalf of the organization. Coinciden-
tally, I was also asked by Queer Union to write an English-  language position 
paper for the same governmental working group. Rupert and I exchanged numer-
ous drafts, with him changing my language and making sure that what I wrote 
adequately reflected the organization and the people that the organization repres-
ented. Rupert knew of my qualifications and training, but he did not extend the 
same trust that Kevin did. I believe that Kevin saw me as an insider, as another 
expat, as someone of the same socioeconomic class, and interpreted those simil-
arities as someone whose activism was in line with Rainbow Pride’s.

Expats’, émigrés’, and local elites’ LGBTI activism, then, was based on their 
particular interests, which were imbricated with their socioeconomic status. Fur-
thermore, where these interests differed from locals’, or where locals’ work had 
not been conducted in English, expats and elites had failed to recognize locals’ 
work as effective. Within expats’ and elites’ circles, local LGBTI people and 
their interests were pushed to the margins while expats’ and elites’ interests 
were refashioned as “critical to gay rights in Hong Kong.” This made the work 
of certain individuals like Richard who drew locals in from the margins so 
revolutionary. Richard joined and represented Rainbow Pride at a number of 
LGBTI coalitions. These conscious efforts to work with, rather than parallel to 
(or, at times, counter to), local LGBTI organizations necessitated a recognition 
of local activism. He had also attended governmental and civil society working 
groups, in which all LGBTI groups, local and expat, were lumped together 
because non-  LGBTI activists or government bureaucrats assumed they shared 
the same interests. Whether this kind of cross-  community work will become the 
new norm remains to be seen, but I believe that Richard’s own identification as 
someone who was neither expat nor local, but something in between, played a 
considerable role in bridging what was otherwise considered a vast divide.

Local Cantonese and local English
Many of my interactions with interlocutors were in English, in part because of 
locals’ expectations about my and other expats’ language capabilities. The offi-
cial languages in Hong Kong are Chinese and English, with Chinese most often 
corresponding to spoken Cantonese. Chinese only became an official language 
of Hong Kong in 1974. Prior to that the only official language was English. 
Both a prolonged period of colonial administration during which expats could 
demand the Cantonese-  speaking population of Hong Kong speak with them in 
English, coupled with a widespread inability to speak Cantonese by the con-
temporary expat community reduced and largely reified local-  expat interactions 
to English. Richard’s friend, another émigré who was educated in the United 
States and the United Kingdom, said that were I not present, he and Richard 
would be speaking Cantonese. When I told him “我識講廣東話” (ngo sikgong 
gwungdungwaa; I can speak Cantonese), he responded, “I’m sorry, I can’t speak 
to you in  Cantonese. It’s too weird. From a very young age we are programmed 
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to speak to foreigners in English. Even if your Cantonese was flawless, it would 
still feel strange speaking to you in Cantonese. But, it is great that you are learn-
ing the language!” Again and again, when I spoke Cantonese I told that it was 
uncomfortable or strange for locals to speak to expats in Cantonese. Local activ-
ists became concerned if content at meetings or rallies were in Cantonese, asking 
me if I was certain I could understand.

It was a conversation at a bar with a local friend that provided greater clarity 
into why so many locals felt compelled to speak to expats in English. He told me 
that locals are proud to speak English: “If we can speak English with gwailou, we 
will. If you can speak English well, it means you went to a good school.” An 
ability to speak English, then, served as a marker of class, since the better schools 
in Hong Kong had tuition and were generally not available to working-  class 
locals. The use of English by elite locals and émigrés can similarly be analyzed 
through the lens of class. Their continued use of English indexed their class, 
education, and sophistication. English’s perceived link to sophistication was also 
reflected in expat activists’ understanding of what effective activism was. Piet’s 
comments clearly defined Rainbow Pride’s work in opposition to Cantonese- 
 speaking groups. It was Rainbow Pride that could operate at a level of 
 sophistication and skill to make their work effective. On the other hand, Cantonese- 
 speaking groups were described as not doing “anything.” The director of Rainbow 
Pride, an émigré, and the secretary, an elite local, had similarly criticized local 
groups for a lack of organization. Though both of these members could speak 
Cantonese, they exclusively used English in meetings and also did not interpret 
for the few members of the committee who were Cantonese dominant.

Working-   and middle-  class local activists’ relationship to English, however, 
was much more nuanced. In my conversations with them, they primarily used 
English, but occasionally apologized before switching into Cantonese. Nonethe-
less, their work and the output were almost exclusively in Cantonese because 
they recognized that it was what their members were most comfortable using. 
When talking with Steven, a local transgender activist, he told me that he 
wanted to create a lecture series that were

like TED Talks about gender, but not just about trans issues. I want to start 
small. The first several years will just be Hong Kong scholars and activists. 
After a few years, if it gets big, we can bring people in from Taiwan and 
China. Maybe we could include people from Southeast Asia, but I don’t 
want it to be in English. I want to make sure that this is for locals because 
they are the ones who need more exposure to these gender concepts. People 
won’t come if it is in English even if they can speak it because they 
might think the topic is too difficult to understand in English. It has to be in 
 Cantonese, maybe Mandarin.

When I asked if the content would be bilingual, he again said that he did not 
think it would be necessary because “gwailou already know about these things. 
Even if they don’t, this is a program for us. We are the ones who need more 
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information on gender. Gwailou can just go home or go online if they need more 
information.” His firm stance on making an annual program for locals and in 
Cantonese was indicative of their mutually constitutive relationship. Being local 
meant, in part, speaking Cantonese. Because it was assumed mainland Chinese, 
Taiwanese, ethnic minorities, domestic workers, and expats could not speak 
 Cantonese, the ability to speak Cantonese, then, was also used as a means of 
defining locality. Ironically, this local gatekeeping excluded a number of people 
who have lived a substantial portion of their lives in Hong Kong.

What must also be considered is that this lecture series was being planned 
without expats in mind. Steven was a working-  class, local activist and his 
primary concerns were the local LGBTI people for whom he provided services 
and on whose behalf he engaged with the government. Though he had particip-
ated with more expat-  oriented organizations in the past and got along with many 
of the expat activists, he believed that his time was better served by focusing on 
the local community. He noted the disparities in funding and access to resources 
between the two communities: “The foreigners have access to so much money 
from the banks and the businesses. What do we have? We have a few grants 
from overseas and some money from the government, but it’s not enough.” 
When I asked him whether his speaker series would ever include Western 
scholars or activists, he was hesitant:

Maybe. I don’t know. I work with people from the West and sometimes 
they don’t take the time to learn what is happening here and how we are 
different. So, we would have to find someone to interpret their speeches into 
Cantonese, but we would also need to make sure that what they are talking 
about is relevant for Hong Kong people.

Steven and other local activists, however, did not wholly reject English, but used 
it strategically.

Many local activists instrumentalized English for specific reasons, often to 
demonstrate expertise and to get resources.33 Rupert called me one day to ask me 
whether I would be interested in giving a speech before the Hong Kong Legis-
lative Council on the correlation between HIV/AIDS and sexual orientation dis-
crimination. The speech was part of a public hearing for the members of the 
Legislative Council and the Hong Kong Advisory Council on AIDS (ACA). He 
and other members of Queer Union would be joining other activists in giving 
three-  minute testimonies about the Hong Kong government’s report on HIV/
AIDS. He wanted me to speak, he explained, because I would be seen as a 
respectable, international scholar, but could still cover a topic that Queer Union 
found important. He said,

Queer Union has a very radical reputation with Leg Co [the Legislative 
Council] and ACA. I think it’s important that we have radical voices in the 
LGBTI community, but the government doesn’t always respond well to 
them. You can speak in English, though, and you can tell them how 
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important it is to have protections against sexual orientation discrimination. 
If I give you the reference materials, can you write something in English 
and then talk at Leg Co? If you say you are an independent scholar from the 
U.S., they will pay more attention to you.

It was difficult to tell whether my speech or his had more of an impact, but he 
correctly pointed out that I was one of only a handful of people to present in 
English. For Rupert, what mattered most was that he was able to guide the 
message I was to deliver, but make it sound more like a neutral and expert 
opinion. The best way to do this, he believed, was to do so in English.

A few months later, Rupert asked me to help him at another meeting with 
ACA, this time presenting a scientific research paper he had found correlating 
HIV infection rates to sexual orientation discrimination. He said that the 
members of ACA would be visiting Queer Union’s offices and that he and I 
would make the case for ACA supporting a sexual orientation discrimination 
ordinance. He was going to present materials from the United Nations that sup-
ported just such an ordinance. He said that he wanted me there to present the sci-
entific article because I had the educational background to “convince” ACA that 
what I was saying was expert knowledge. It was not that Rupert did not under-
stand the article, but as someone who had not finished university, it would seem 
less credible coming from him. He instructed me to use English, despite the fact 
that everyone else would be using Cantonese: “If you use English, it shows that 
Queer Union has support from international scholars. If you used Cantonese, they 
might think you were a student in Hong Kong.” English connoted more than just 
expertise to local activists, however, it was also used to fund their organizations.

I was touring Steven’s office one day when he asked whether I would be 
willing to help him with his funding report to an American-  based NGO. He had 
filed the report with the organization before, but now that he had an English- 
 speaking volunteer, he was hoping that a more polished report might increase 
his organization’s funding. He gave me past reports and summaries of what he 
had done over the year, as well as explaining in both English and Cantonese 
what he wanted the report to cover. As I took Steven’s yearly accomplishments 
and put it into standard English, he explained that these funds could be what he 
needed to start his speaker series. It was clear that he hoped that “perfect” 
English would increase his organization’s chances of being funded. Though 
Steven spoke and wrote English and had been able to secure international 
funding before, he said that my work on the funding report would “make it 
sound better.” What was even more notable is that Steven also asked me to write 
an application for funds from the Hong Kong government in English. The bilin-
gual application could be written in either Chinese or English, but Steven 
insisted that it be filed in English. He said that many of the bureaucrats who pro-
cessed these applications viewed English as a more professional language and 
were more likely to fund projects if they were written in English. He reminded me 
that these bureaucrats were likely educated in English (either in Hong Kong or 
abroad), so they might also be better with English. Steven, like Rupert, was not 
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opposed to using English, but chose to use it strategically to get the resources 
necessary to continue to do work that benefited Cantonese-  dominant locals.

This use of English by local activists may demonstrate linguistic governance at 
work, but I believe it more accurately depicts locals’ detailed knowledge of when 
and how to use English to maximize their Cantonese activism. Local activists 
were largely working class and often felt uncomfortable using English, but they 
recognized that in certain situations— such as seeking funding— English gave 
them an advantage.34 Were local activists feeling the true weight of linguistic 
governance, there would be slow shifts in their work output toward English. The 
reports that they would write, the services that they would provide, and their self- 
 promotion would be increasingly in English. Moreover, if they believed, as expats 
frequently did, that English activism was the “better” activism, they would likely 
move away from Cantonese. Instead, local activists recognized that Cantonese 
was more than just necessary to interact with Cantonese-  dominant or monolin-
gual Hong Kongers, but an important tool that sought to achieve their specific 
goals: namely, greater social acceptance and changes to the domestic legal 
system. By using Cantonese, they were able to connect with non-  elite locals, both 
through a shared form of communication and also a shared index of locality.

Conclusion
So what, then, was valued as effective activism? Expats believed that effective 
activism was activism done in English. This is because it was both activism of 
which they could have first-  hand knowledge and activism that catered more spe-
cifically to their needs.35 The organizations that primarily served expats counted 
Cantonese-  speaking émigrés and local elites among their members, but there 
was a clear emphasis on using English to do their work. When English’s indexi-
cal links to education and class are made clear, however, it is more understand-
able why these particular activists were conscious of using English. By using 
English, local elites and émigrés were more easily able to align themselves with 
expats, both through common language, but also through unambiguous signs 
that they, too, shared a privileged education and class background. Ignoring 
local activists was also an opportunity to distance themselves from locals and 
their class-  based needs. Since the local-  expat divide was perceived most often as 
a binary and not a spectrum, there was no room for émigrés or local elites to 
occupy multiple or middle-  ground identities.

Locals, despite expats’ beliefs, were questioning what effective activism 
looked like by strategically using English to further their Cantonese work. They 
recognized that if they wanted to work for and on behalf of hoenggongjan that 
they needed to work primarily in Cantonese; they had to reach other hoenggong-
jan who may not have felt comfortable using English. At the same time, English 
served a purpose by demonstrating expertise and was often the language of 
funding. Instead of adopting English outright and potentially developing a repu-
tation as an English-  dominant or expat organization, local activists utilized 
English when it made sense, but only to further advance their Cantonese work. 
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This problematizes claims of anglophones’ linguistic governance within Hong 
Kong’s LGBTI activist communities. Was English really dominant if it was only 
being used to do sinophone activism?

The strategic use of English also disturbed the presumed English-  Cantonese 
binary that both local and expats described. If expats were to be believed that 
effective activism was activism done in English, would that extend to local activ-
ists’ strategic use of English? Although local activists were not supplanting their 
work in Cantonese with that done in English or even producing bilingual mater-
ials, they were using English to do what they believe was most effective: to 
capture the resources that they needed to continue to do their work in Cantonese. 
It was the local community, which remained Cantonese-  dominant, within which 
local activists worked and from whom they sought acceptance. Part of the neces-
sity of Cantonese in their work was to incorporate queer Hong Kongers into the 
local identity. No longer was the Hong Kong local only the cisgender, hetero-
sexual archetype, but inclusive of sexual and gender minorities.

At stake, however, was that while local activists pushed to broaden the local 
identity, they were also closing off certain peoples and communities from local-
ity. “Local” remains an assemblage of language, class, ethnicity, and place of 
origin which excluded people like ethnic minorities, recent migrants from main-
land China or Taiwan, and domestic workers from Indonesia and the Philip-
pines. Unfortunately, very few LGBTI activists, both local and expat, sought to 
include these communities within their work. By imagining LGBTI activism in 
Hong Kong as two poles of a line between locals and expats or, perhaps, as two 
discrete circles with only the barest of overlap, these excluded communities con-
tinued to be rendered invisible. The LGBTI activism and organizing that did 
exist in these communities slipped under both locals’ and expats’ radar.

As queer sinophone studies insists, simple associations between language 
and ethnic identity obfuscate much more complicated realities. Even as both 
local and expat activists mobilized linguistically essentialized notions of what it 
meant to be hoenggongjan, this case study demonstrates that locals were often 
rarely monolingual Cantonese speakers. Instead, local activists strategically 
used English in their work. Furthermore, what “local” meant in Hong Kong 
should be reanalyzed for those peoples whose voices (and languages) were sub-
sumed by the dominant narratives of Cantonese speakers.

Notes
 1 LGBTI stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex. I use LGBTI 

because it is the phrase most often used by my interlocutors. While “queer” has more 
of an umbrella effect and includes other identities that are not captured by LGBTI, it 
is an identity that was rarely used or adopted by the activists with which I worked. 
Any use of queer is, then, a conscious decision that reflects an individual or group’s 
identification.

 2 All names are pseudonyms.
 3 Linguistic governance and linguistic imperialism emerge from the literature on lan-

guage policy. Vanessa Pupavac uses linguistic governance to mean governing linguistic 
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practices, often through formalized (legal) means. She does, however, also analyze the 
growing use of global English as a form of linguistic imperialism in which English 
becomes the “neutral” or “international” language and replaces local languages. This 
form of linguistic governance is often not imposed through formal, legal channels, but 
through non-  legal forms of governmentality. Robert Phillipson’s body of work on lin-
guistic imperialism and global English similarly explores the growing use of English in 
historically non-  English-  speaking countries. He, too, focuses on legal and non-  legal 
methods of linguistic governance, but he avoids the theoretical lens of governmentality. 
See Pupavac, Language Rights; Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism; Phillipson, “English 
for Globalisation or for the World’s People?”; Phillipson, “Linguistic Imperialism – an 
Introductory Encyclopedia Entry”; Phillipson, “Review: Language Rights.”

 4 Linguistic anthropologists have long researched and theorized about language ideologies, 
or “the perception of language and discourse that is constructed in the interest of a spe-
cific social or cultural group” Kroskrity, “Regimenting Languages,” 8. This vast body of 
literature outlines the ways in which languages are valuated and evaluated (Spitnulnik, 
“Mediating Unity and Diversity”), ideologies of language shift (Kulick, “Anger, Gender, 
Language Shift, and the Politics of Revelation in a Papua New Guinean Village”), hege-
monic and counterhegemonic language ideologies (Philips, “Language Ideologies in 
Institutions of Power”), and the mutually constitutive nature of language ideologies and 
language praxis in the creation of professional identities (Mertz,  “Linguistic Ideology and 
Praxis in U.S. Law School Classrooms”), among other topics.

 5 Gwailou is the general term for a Westerner, but there are more gendered and age- 
 specific terms. 鬼婆 (gwaipo), 鬼妹 (gwaimui), and 鬼仔 (guizai) refer to Western 
women, Western girls, and Western boys, respectively. For ease of use, I use gwailou 
which can stand in for all Westerners. These divisions in activists also calls forth 
Hongwei Bao’s analysis of the different names queer people adopt in mainland China 
and how those names index different conceptions of queerness. Bao, Queer Comrades.

 6 Shih, “Global Literature and the Technologies of Recognition,” 29, n. 51.
 7 Ibid.
 8 Shih, Visuality and Identity, 4.
 9 Shih, “Theory, Asia and the Sinophone”; Shih, “Introduction: What Is Sinophone 

Studies?”
10 Shih, “Theory, Asia and the Sinophone,” 482.
11 Shih, Tsai, and Bernards, Sinophone Studies; Klein, “Review of Sinophone Studies.”
12 Prado-  Fonts, “Beneath Two Red Banners”; Schiaffini, “On the Margins of 

Tibetanness.”
13 Shih “Introduction.”
14 Chiang and Heinrich, Queer Sinophone Cultures; Heinrich, “ ‘A Volatile Alliance’,” 15.
15 Chiang, “(De)Provincializing China.”
16 Shih, “Introduction,” 7.
17 See, for example Chou, Tongzhi; Kong, Chinese Male Homosexualities.
18 Wong, “From the Transnational to the Sinophone,” 307.
19 There are, however, some locals who prefer the term 本土人 (buntoujan or local). 

Buntou also in the primary component of 本土主義 (buntou zyuji or nativism) and 本
土派 (buntoupaai or nativists). I avoid this term because of its similarity to bundeijan 
and because many of my interlocutors use hoenggongjan to describe themselves.

20 Here I use Victor H. Mair’s “topolect” or 方言 (fangyan) to refer to the variety of 
Chinese spoken in a particular place or region. Topolect as a term is convenient 
because it avoids the controversial or political dilemma of deciding whether a 方言 is 
better translated as “language” or a “dialect.” It is also term that captures the ambigu-
ity of something that falls between 語言 (yuyan or language) and— 話 (-  hua, or 
dialect/accent, such as 北京話 Beijinghua or Beijing dialect/accent). Mair, “What Is a 
Chinese ‘Dialect/Topolect’?”
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21 Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong; Chun, “Hong Kong ‘Identity’ after the End 

of History”; Tsang, A Modern History of Hong Kong; Welsh, A Borrowed Place.
22 Tang, Conditional Spaces.
23 A useful analytic for thinking through the different players within Hong Kong comes 

from Georg Simmel’s essay “The Stranger.” Simmel, “The Stranger.” In the essay, 
Simmel differentiates the “outsider,” the “stranger,” and the “wanderer.” The outsider 
has always been a member of the community, but for some reason, is not fully integ-
rated into it. The stranger, on the other hand, is a member of the community, but has 
not always been so. Finally, the wanderer is not a part of the community, for she 
“comes today and goes tomorrow.” Using these roles, Kevin was a stranger in that he 
came from Wales and integrated himself into the LGBTI community of Hong Kong. 
Though he was a part of the community, he remained at a distance because of his 
origins. Kevin could also be an outsider to the larger expat community, however, as he 
did not plan to leave Hong Kong like most other expats did. He shared the same origin 
(expatriate in Hong Kong), but lacked full integration into the community because of 
both the length of time he had been in Hong Kong and his plans to remain indefinitely. 
This is of particular note because Kevin was not confined to either stranger or outsider, 
but occupied both roles depending on with whom he was interacting.

24 Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong; Ong, Flexible Citizenship; Tang, “(Re) 
Imaginings of Hong Kong”; Welsh, A Borrowed Place.

25 See also Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong; Welsh, A Borrowed Place.
26 Ong, Flexible Citizenship.
27 Hindman, Mediating the Global; Fechter, Transnational Lives.
28 Fechter, Transnational Lives, 140, 18–19; but see Beaverstock “Servicing British 

Expatriate ‘Talent’ in Singapore” on how expatriate clubs in Singapore are an attempt 
to leave behind an overly British lifestyle and experience a kind of multiculturalism.

29 Fechter, Transnational Lives, 41–43; Hindman, Mediating the Global, 12. See also 
Beaverstock, “Transnational Elites in Global Cities”; Beaverstock “Servicing British 
Expatriate ‘Talent’ in Singapore”; Cresswell, On the Move; Nowicka, “Mobile Loca-
tions”; Ong, “Please Stay”; Urry, Mobilities.

30 Beaverstock “Servicing British Expatriate ‘Talent’ in Singapore;” see also Beaver-
stock, “Transnational Elites in Global Cities.”

31 Ong, “Please Stay,” 87.
32 Though I use the terms “middle class” and “upper class” to describe expats, émigrés, and 

elite locals, it should be noted that these were the terms with which my interlocutors ref-
erenced themselves. There appeared to be a steep gap between the “middle class” expats 
and elites and “working-  class” locals (again, my interlocutors’ term). Though there were 
some middle-  class locals who may not have fallen under the elite local category, a 
majority of my local activist interlocutors were from a working-  class background.

33 Other scholars of activism have also found activists using English to link themselves 
to transnational movements. See, for example Englund, Prisoners of Freedom.

34 Or, if that funding is coming from abroad, it must be in English.
35 It is reductionist to say that these needs were derived solely from expats’ socioeconomic 

status because there were a small number of expats in Hong Kong with lower-  than- 
 average incomes. They may have shared in some of the working-  class locals’ concerns 
about social acceptance because they lacked the income to occupy spaces in which their 
LGBTI status did not matter. At the same time, it is clear that socioeconomic status did 
have considerable influence on expats’ and elites’ activist goals.
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11 Residual—the polite residuals of 
heteronormativity
Legalizing transgender marriage from 
the European Court of Human Rights 
to Sinophone Hong Kong

Howard Chiang

The keyword “residual” is important to queer Sinophone studies in at least two 
ways. First, it signals the postcolonial historicity of Sinophone regions, espe-
cially by alerting to the way traces from past colonial regimes “reside in” con-
temporary Sinophone communities and cultures. Yet, this form of “residing in” 
is always already conditioned by the postcolonial present. My case study of W v. 
Registrar of Marriages (2013) highlights the geopolitical precarity of the Hong 
Kong region, as it struggles with the growing global hegemony of the PRC state 
and yet this proceeds through the reification of difference and protection by its 
Basic Law system. The fight for gender and sexual minority rights in this British 
postcolony is best understood through the residual and legacy of European juris-
prudence influence.

But the chapter also calls attention to a different kind of remain, one that 
centers on forms of discrimination hidden in ostensibly respectful emancipatory 
discourses. What I call “the polite residuals of heteronormativity” characterize 
the liberal framing of transgender marriage rights in the W ruling. In figuring the 
advancement of queer interest by concealing certain implicit forms of gender 
and sexual oppression within a broader outlook of political progressiveness, 
such residuals of heteronormativity are explicitly orchestrated by the state to 
segregate homophobia from transphobia— a form of insulation, I argue, that is 
not only obsolete but also detrimental to the radical agenda of queer activism in 
the twenty-  first century Sinophone world.

Ms. W, a Hong Kong resident, entered the world as a boy, but was subse-
quently diagnosed with gender identity disorder. She started receiving medical 
treatments in 2005 and underwent sex reassignment surgery in 2008. As a result 
of her gender transitioning, the government issued her a new identity card and a 
new passport reflecting her sex now as female. In 2008, she hired a lawyer to 
approach the Registrar of Marriages to inquire about her right to marry in her 
acquired gender rather than biological sex at birth. The Registrar denied W the 
right to marry her male partner on the ground that same-  sex marriage was not 
(and is still not) recognized in Hong Kong. For the purposes of marriage at the 
time, the legal attribution of gender for transsexuals remained decisive around 
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the biological sex indicated on the birth certificate regardless of the new identity 
card or passport.1

Believing that the Registrar’s refusal had violated her constitutional right to 
marry as well as her right to privacy, W brought the case to court for judicial 
review. However, both the Court of First Instance and the Court of Appeal 
upheld the Registrar’s decision in 2010 and 2011 respectively.2 This ruling 
attracted a significant measure of scholarly discussion critiquing the judgment 
from various perspectives in its immediate aftermath.3 Moreover, it did not stop 
W from pushing the envelope further. She subsequently appealed her case to the 
Court of Final Appeal and, on 13 May 2013 in a four to one decision, the Court 
of Final Appeal overturned the Registrar’s decision and held that W could marry 
her boyfriend. This has been widely perceived as a landmark judgement that 
grants transgender people in Hong Kong the right to marry in their identified 
gender rather than their biological sex at birth.

Although there is much to be commended about the W v. Registrar of Mar-
riages ruling, I would like to open up discussions about what it forecloses, 
especially in light of how its narrative of success strikingly rests on a presumed 
irrelevance of gay and lesbian political ambition. Queering W in such a way 
subverts the pervasive usage of “transgender,” to borrow Susan Stryker’s astute 
insight, “as the site in which to contain all gender trouble, thereby helping 
secure both homosexuality and heterosexuality as stable categories of person-
hood.”4 In fact, it is not difficult to discern that the question of same-  sex mar-
riage was implicated in this judicial consideration from the start. The Registrar 
initially denied W the right to marry her male partner because same-  sex mar-
riage has not been legally sanctioned in Hong Kong; the Court of Final Appeal 
overturned that decision on the basis that the relationship between W and her 
spouse represents a strictly heterosexual union, disavowing— if not evading 
altogether— any ancillary space for destabilizing the co-  production of gender 
and sexual subject positions.

The issue of same-  sex marriage has drawn a divisive line within the LGBT 
community, and this is far from the place to claim a resolution to that debate.5 
Nonetheless, to assess the ramifications of W, I believe there is much to be 
gained from turning that debate on its head: if gay marriage has been critiqued 
vociferously on the ground of its exclusionary blind spots that further marginal-
ize under-  privileged social groups and bolster the heteronormative power of the 
state, can the legitimation of non-  heterosexual partnership be similarly con-
ceived as a vital oversight in the intelligibility of transgender marriage?

Building on a growing body of literature that brings the issue of queer kinship 
to the heart of discussions about global political configurations, I propose an 
alternative reading of W that foregrounds the geopolitical positioning of Hong 
Kong.6 This reading underscores the danger of eclipsing the reciprocal masking 
of homophobia and transphobia when the state’s interest in setting them apart as 
mutually distinct political agendas rearticulates itself in powerful ways behind 
definitive court decisions.7 I will first shed light on Hong Kong’s geopolitical 
salience by exploring the international jurisprudence history within which the 
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W judgement is nested. In many ways, my global and comparative perspective 
simply adds further weight to legal scholar Marco Wan’s claim that “giving 
transsexuals the right to marry in Hong Kong at the present time represents a 
logical development in [the history of marriage].”8 My analysis also extends 
John Erni’s insight that in ruling the position of the Registrar of Marriages 
unconstitutional, the Court of Final Appeal “has sent a strong message of anti- 
 discrimination to society.”9

Yet I also go beyond these observations by suggesting that neither England 
nor Europe alone deserves a taken-  for-  granted place in this process of historical 
referentiality. Our interrogation must take into account the increasingly charged 
relationship between the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) 
and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), one that is frequently neglected in 
Anglocentric critical legal analyses.10 Accordingly, I will elaborate on the 
mutual imbrication of juridical conservatism and gender/sexual geopolitics 
through a critical reappraisal of the W judgement. In the legal deliberation of W, 
the liberal framing of transgender marriage rights engenders what we may call 
“the polite residuals of heteronormativity,” which figures the advancement of 
queer interest by concealing certain implicit forms of gender and sexual oppres-
sion within a broader outlook of political progressiveness.11

The weight of a fairer past
The majority opinion in favor of W’s appeal, delivered by Chief Justice Geoffrey 
Ma and Permanent Judge Robert Ribeiro, raises a longstanding subject of con-
tention in the history of marriage rights: the separation of procreation from the 
legal definition of marriage. Specifically, a leading assumption of Hong Kong 
Basic Law that the judges wished to overturn was the idea that procreation is a 
necessary condition for defining “a man and a woman” and, therefore, the legiti-
mation of marriage. Similar to most judicial rulings, the W case had a long 
history of related court battles from which to infer, albeit mainly outside Hong 
Kong, in order to arrive at a compelling conclusion about the nature of the 
 relationship between procreation and marriage deemed most appropriate for con-
temporary Hong Kong society. The issue of whether marriage ought to be legally 
inclusive of procreation, however, was from the outset conflated with a narrow 
understanding of sexual intercourse. One could reasonably claim that the right of 
transsexuals to marry in their acquired gender became a possible question only 
after gender reassignment was made available.12 Indeed, both Justices Ma and 
Ribeiro made this poignant observation in their statement.13 Nonetheless, the first 
time that a European court faced the challenge of resolving this issue goes back 
to 1969 in the case of Corbett v. Corbett (Otherwise Ashley). Since this case 
served as the starting point for the unfolding of the W judgment, our historical 
contextualization begins there.

Heard in late 1969 with a decision delivered in February 1970, Corbett was a 
divorce case in which the plaintiff Arthur Corbett, a British aristocrat, petitioned 
to nullify his marriage to the transsexual model April Ashley. Corbett sought to 
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dissolve his marriage based on two grounds: first, at the time of their marriage 
ceremony in 1963 Ashley was still a person of the male sex (whereas the legal 
definition of marriage involved the union of a man and a woman); and second, 
the marriage was never consummated due to Ashley’s incapacity or her inten-
tional refusal to consummate the marriage. Though Ashley brought a petition 
under the Matrimonial Causes Act 1965 for maintenance, the court ultimately 
ruled in favor of Corbett. The judge who presided this case, Justice Roger 
Ormrod, explained that since it was impossible to change a person’s biological 
sex, and yet marriage was by definition a union between a man and a woman, 
their marriage was void ab initio. His decision rested on a biologistic under-
standing of sex in relation to marriage:

sex is clearly an essential determinant of the relationship called marriage, 
because it is and always has been recognised as the union of man and 
woman. It is the institution on which the family is built, and in which the 
capacity for natural heterosexual intercourse is an essential element.…
 Having regard to the essentially heterosexual character of the relationship 
which is called marriage, the criteria must, in my judgment, be biological, 
for even the most extreme degree of transsexualism in a male or the most 
severe hormonal imbalance which can exist in a person with male chromo-
somes, male gonads and male genitalia cannot reproduce a person who is 
naturally capable of performing the essential role of a woman in marriage. 
In other words, the law should adopt, in the first place, the first three of the 
doctors’ criteria, [i.e.,] the chromosomal, gonadal and genital tests, and, if 
all three are congruent, determine the sex for the purpose of marriage 
accordingly, and ignore any operative intervention.… My conclusion, there-
fore, is that the respondent is not a woman for the purposes of marriage but 
is a biological male and has been so since birth. It follows that the so-  called 
marriage of 10th September 1963 is void.14

In defining procreative intercourse as the essential constituent of marriage at 
common law, Justice Ormrod laid down four foundational criteria for determin-
ing the legal sex of transsexuals: chromosomal factors, gonadal factors, genital 
factors (including internal sex organs), and psychological factors to which trans-
sexualism was understood to belong. This definition was endorsed as the 
“present state of English law regarding the sex of transsexual people” until as 
late as 2003 in Bellinger v. Bellinger, and it was overturned only with the intro-
duction of the Gender Recognition Act 2004— to which we will return below.15

In drawing on the Corbett case, Justices Ma and Ribeiro distinguished two 
components in the legal definition of sex central to Justice Ormrod’s decision: 
consummation and the four psychobiological factors. However, they were quick 
to reject non-  consummation as a reasonable ground for voiding a marriage:

We will content ourselves with saying that we are not convinced that the 
existence of non-  consummation as a ground for voidability has any necessary 
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connection with procreation as an essential purpose of marriage. The test for 
consummation has traditionally been regarded as full coital penetration but 
without any requirement of emission, far less of conception. Moreover, there 
is in any event authority to support the view that consummation can be 
achieved where the woman has had a surgically constructed vagina, suggest-
ing that there is no legal impediment to consummating a marriage with a 
post-  operative transsexual woman who is able to engage in sexual inter-
course. We are therefore not persuaded that the existence or otherwise of 
non-  consummation as a ground for avoiding a marriage is of any present 
relevance.16

In other words, the focus of their attention immediately shifted to the question of 
who qualified as a “man” or a “woman” for the purposes of marriage irrespec-
tive of consummation. In the case of W, more specifically, could a postoperative 
male-  to-  female (MTF) transsexual person be treated as a “woman” for those 
purposes?

In establishing their decision, Justices Ma and Ribeiro acknowledged three 
considerable challenges to the UK’s adherence to the Corbett approach in the 12 
years between 1986 and 1998. In 1986, the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR) interpreted the right of transsexuals to marry in the case of Rees v. UK 
in a way similar to Corbett.17 Mark Rees was a postoperative transsexual man 
who had been refused the alteration of his birth certificate so as to reflect his 
post-  transition sex. The ECHR ruled against Rees on the ground that it did not 
consider his marriage right infringed: “In the Court’s opinion, the right to marry 
guaranteed by Article 12 (art. 12) refers to the traditional marriage between 
persons of opposite biological sex. This appears also from the wording of the 
Article which makes it clear that Article 12 is mainly concerned to protect mar-
riage as the basis of the family.”18 The fifteen judges presiding the Rees v. UK 
case held unanimously that there was no violation of Article 12 of the Conven-
tion for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (hereafter 
“the Convention”). Four years later, the ECHR considered a similar case, 
Cossey v. UK, but this time involving a postoperative transsexual woman, Miss 
Cossey, who had been engaged with two men sequentially by the time of her 
application. In viewing the issues confronting her case akin to those arising in 
the Rees case, the ECHR again held (by fourteen votes to four) that there was 
no violation of Article 12.19

The question of whether a transsexual’s right to marry is violated under 
Article 12 resurfaced again in 1998, when the European Commission of Human 
Rights referred two complaints to the ECHR, together constituting the case of 
Sheffield and Horsham v. UK. MTF Kristina Sheffield and Rachel Horsham 
objected to the nullity of their potential marriage with a male partner under 
English law since a male-  to-  female transsexual was still considered a man for 
legal purposes (and since same-  sex marriage was not yet recognized). In holding 
(by eighteen votes to two) again that there was no violation of Article 12, the 
Court recalled that
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in its Cossey judgement it found that the attachment to the traditional 
concept of marriage which underpins Article 12 of the Convention provides 
sufficient reason for the continued adoption by the respondent State of bio-
logical criteria for determining a person’s sex for the purposes of marriage, 
this being a matter encompassed within the power of the Contracting States 
to regulate by national law the exercise of the right to marry.20

Again, by “the traditional concept of marriage,” the ECHR was referring to the 
original formulation of legal sexual criteria first articulated in Corbett. In the 12 
years from Rees to Sheffield and Horsham, the ECHR maintained that the bio-
logical characteristics of sex fixed at the time of birth provided the sufficient 
measures for determining an individual’s right to marry. Yet “in each of those 
cases,” Justices Ma and Ribeiro observed, “the Court noted that questions 
regarding the rights of transsexual persons arose in an area of legal, social and 
scientific change, acknowledging the need to keep the position under review.”21

The opportunity for a watershed turning point came in 2002, when the ECHR 
sat as a Grand Chamber in the landmark judgement of Goodwin v. UK. The 
postoperative MTF Christine Goodwin claimed a violation of Articles 8, 12, 13 
and 14 of the Convention and applied (under Article 41) for just satisfaction. 
Overturning the decisions in Rees, Cossey, and Sheffield and Horsham, the 
ECHR decided on this occasion that, despite the absence of a common European 
approach to the legal resolution of the practical problems faced by transsexuals, 
the time has come to take on board “the clear and uncontested evidence of a 
continuing international trend in favour not only of increased social acceptance 
of transsexuals but of legal recognition of the new sexual identity of post- 
 operative transsexuals.”22 As such,

The Court is not persuaded that at the date of this case it can still be 
assumed that these terms must refer to a determination of gender by purely 
biological criteria (as held by Ormrod J. in the case of Corbett v. Corbett, 
paragraph 21 above). There have been major social changes in the institu-
tion of marriage since the adoption of the Convention as well as dramatic 
changes brought about by developments in medicine and science in the field 
of transsexuality. The Court has found above, under Article 8 of the Con-
vention, that a test of congruent biological factors can no longer be decisive 
in denying legal recognition to the change of gender of a post-  operative 
transsexual. There are other important factors – the acceptance of the con-
dition of gender identity disorder by the medical professions and health 
authorities within Contracting States, the provision of treatment including 
surgery to assimilate the individual as closely as possible to the gender in 
which they perceive that they properly belong and the assumption by the 
transsexual of the social role of the assigned gender.23

By the same measure, the ECHR held that the right to found a family was not a 
necessary condition of the right to marry, and it also no longer considered the 
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chromosomal element or a congruent test of biological factors decisive in 
denying the legal recognition to the gender change of a postoperative transsex-
ual. Incorporating these revolutionary amendments, the judges now assessed 
Goodwin’s right to marry in the following light:

The applicant in this case lives as a woman, is in a relationship with a man 
and would only wish to marry a man. She has no possibility of doing so. In 
the Court’s view, she may therefore claim that the very essence of her right 
to marry has been infringed.24

For the first time in the history of transsexual rights, the ECHR held unani-
mously that transgender people’s right to marry has been infringed upon under 
Article 12 of the Convention.

By referencing three decades of European jurisprudence history from Corbett 
to Goodwin to explain how they arrived at their position, Justices Ma and 
Ribeiro highlighted the flexibility of British law, mediated by the ECHR deci-
sions, especially as it adapted to the evolving international social environment. 
According to their judgement, Hong Kong must be placed squarely within this 
context of historical legal transformation.

the Basic Law [of Hong Kong] … are living instruments intended to meet 
changing needs and circumstances.… When the position in Hong Kong in 
2013 is examined, it is in our view clear that there have been significant 
changes which call into question the concept of marriage adopted as a 
premise by Ormrod J and also the criteria which he deduced therefrom.25

In order to drive home their conclusion that procreation was no longer an essen-
tial criterion for the legal legitimation of marriage, Justices Ma and Ribeiro 
pointed to the changing social conditions in Hong Kong, with an emphasis on its 
increasing openness and cultural diversity.

In present-  day multi-  cultural Hong Kong where people profess many 
different religious faiths or none at all and where the social conditions 
described by Thorpe LJ by and large prevail, procreation is no longer (if it 
ever was) regarded as essential to marriage. There is certainly no justifica-
tion for regarding the ability to engage in procreative sexual intercourse as a 
sine qua non of marriage and thus as the premise for deducing purely bio-
logical criteria for ascertaining a person’s sex for marriage purposes.26

Their strategic decision to echo the ECHR’s approach in Goodwin underscores 
an important feature that sets HKSAR apart from the rest of the PRC, the evolv-
ing Portuguese civil law system in Macau notwithstanding: namely, the region’s 
unique legal system resulting from its former British colonial status. In contrast 
to mainland China’s civil law system, Hong Kong continues to follow the 
English Common Law tradition established under British rule.27 By transposing 
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the flexibility of British law onto the suppleness of Hong Kong Basic Law, Just-
ices Ma and Ribeiro executed a set of juridical practices that extended the lin-
gering shadow of the British imperial reach, rendering “Europe” as a goal to 
catch up with for a region situated precisely at the interstitial space between 
China and the West.28

The irony here is that the mainland Chinese government had already granted 
a marriage license to Zhang Lin, an MTF from Chengdu, Sichuan, in 2004.29 
Xiaofei Guo has recently highlighted British colonial legacy in Hong Kong as a 
reason for the sharp contrast between the disquieting jurisprudence transforma-
tions occasioned by W and the relatively “silent and subtle” legalization of 
 marriage rights for gender reassigned individuals in present-  day PRC.30 There-
fore, it is interesting to note that the non-  permanent judge Kemal Bockhary, 
concurring with the majority’s decision in W, was the only member of the court 
to point out the fact of Hong Kong’s lagging behind in the area of transsexual 
marriage rights:

This country China, of which Hong Kong is a part, will be fully within the 
international trend to which Lord Nicholls referred if we in Hong Kong 
uphold the right of a post-  operative transsexual to marry in the reassigned 
capacity. I say that because such a right is recognized in the Mainland.31

Yet whether the alibi for taking the transformation of the legal system in Hong 
Kong seriously is Europe or China, the message remains clear: the extraordinary 
geopolitical position of Hong Kong makes a seemingly straightforward issue of 
human rights (i.e., marriage) fundamentally difficult to grasp without assigning 
global giant powers such as China or Britain an epistemologically and onto-
logically privileged position.

The veil of queer interpellations
Although the ruling of W allows ample room for inferring radical implications 
about the separation of procreation from the legal definition of marriage, I wish 
to suggest that the court decision ultimately reauthorizes certain heteronormative 
assumptions about gender and sexuality. Despite its queer potential and legaliza-
tion of transsexual marriage rights, the outcome of W engenders what I call the 
“polite residuals of heteronormativity” for three reasons. First, the decision 
rested on the ideological perpetuation, rather than troubling, of the heterosexual- 
 homosexual binary that has endemically fractured our epistemological organiza-
tion of sexuality, rendering marriage as an entirely straight institution.32 From 
the outset, Justices Ma and Ribeiro foreclosed the potential of using this case to 
transform the institution of marriage and its meaning through the possible prism 
of homo-  intimacy: “We should make it clear that nothing in this judgment is 
intended to address the question of same sex marriage.”33 Even from W’s per-
spective, “it is not part of the appellant’s case that same sex marriage should be 
permitted. The contention advanced is that she is for legal purposes a woman 
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and entitled to marry a person of the opposite sex.”34 Although the debate on gay 
marriage is far from settled in the LGBT community, both at the grass-  root level 
and within scholarly discourses, what remains unchallenged in the successful 
appeal of W is the strict definition of marriage as a union between a man and a 
woman. Though the legal criteria for who qualifies as a man or a woman may 
have undergone a drastic transformation (and this should certainly be lauded in 
its own right), the broader heterosexist framework of marriage has not. The pre-
dicament of cross-  sex desires continues to be naturalized through these judicial 
conversations about transgender rights.35

Second, by reinforcing a heterosexist institutionalization of marriage, the W 
case elides the radical queer potential of the category of trans itself.36 In striving 
to convince the judges that the category of woman includes postoperative MTF 
transsexuals, the arguments put forth by W and her legal representatives essen-
tially absorbs the immensely disruptive power of “trans” into an epistemic fixity 
and boundedness of gender. Perhaps this is the flip side of the same coin with 
respect to my last critique, in which a consideration of sexuality (gay, straight, 
etc.) in the legal reconceptualization of marriage sheds light on where transsex-
ual rights may have fallen short in obscuring the possible horizons of queerness. 
Here, the turning of our analytic lens to gender addresses the problem of 
homonormativity in the strategic queering of marriage, but it fails to adjure what 
such queering can do to expose the pluralistic and inclusive spectrum of gender 
expressions.37 As Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah and Lisa Jean Moore have 
argued, a compelling purchase of “trans” resists “seeing gender as classes or cat-
egories that by definition contains only one kind of thing’ and instead 
‘understand[s] genders as potentially porous and permeable spatial territories 
(arguable numbering more than two), each capable of supporting rich and 
rapidly proliferating ecologies of embodied difference.”38 Through its contrived 
intervention in the regulatory governmentality of Hong Kong Basic Law, the W 
case ultimately fails to bring the fluid ecologies of gender embodiment to bear 
on the juridical lexicon of marriage rights beyond redressing the question of who 
qualifies as a man or a woman. In fact, its success precisely reconsolidates this 
question in the subsequent jurisprudence importance of the case.

A potential counterpoint to my argument may be identified in the judges’ 
decision to endorse the United Kingdom’s Gender Recognition Act 2004 
(GRA). The Act

does not lay down a bright line test for when a transsexual person does or 
does not qualify for recognition in his or her acquired gender. Instead, the 
Act sets up a panel with legal and medical members which hears applica-
tions for gender recognition and requires the panel to grant a gender recog-
nition certificate.39

In other words, rather than drawing an arbitrary line at some point in transi-
tioning (usually in the sex reassignment process) to serve as a universal litmus 
test for the judicial recognition of gender change, this approach determines 
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legal gender status on a case by case basis via an expert panel without impos-
ing an undesirable coercive effect on persons who may not wish to undergo 
surgery.40 In transferring this method of “sex” determination from Britain to 
Hong Kong, the majority of W judges have certainly allowed for more flex-
ibility in the proper recognition of wide-  ranging transgender expressions not 
preemptively axed by the fulcrum of sex-  change operations or by the biologi-
cal determinism of Corbett.

However, two problems arising from this approach form the basis of my third 
critique of the W judgment. The first problem with this approach is that it reau-
thorizes the same legal and medical regimes that have subjected transgender 
individuals to oppressive scrutiny in the first place.41 Calling the state determina-
tion to establish a trans person’s gender status a process of “getting sex right,” 
legal scholar David Cruz has argued that this

“getting sex right” approach fails to appreciate how legal sex is a normative, 
regulatory tool, not a natural fact. “Getting sex right” risks unaccountable 
legal decision-  making and transfers of power to an alternative regime, that 
of medicine, that may seem more congenial than the legal arena at the 
current moment, but which is not guaranteed to promote the liberty and 
equality of transgender, or indeed any, persons.42

Instead of supporting the equal existence of gender diverseness without the sys-
tematic intrusion of the state, the GRA approach reaffirms the importance for 
pertinent legal, medical and scientific experts to ensure “getting sex right” and 
prioritizes the power of these authorities over the voice of gender variant people 
in legal sex determination, if legal sex determination is even a desirable and 
necessary precondition.

Secondly, the appropriation of the GRA method undermines the subversive 
geopolitical potential of Hong Kong as a region situated at the intersections of 
British postcolonialism and the PRC’s growing global dominance. If Hong 
Kong has indeed become increasingly incorporated into the geocultural Sino-
sphere (and increasingly steered away from the Anglosphere), and if the main-
land Chinese state has already legalized trans people’s right to marry in their 
identified gender, why is it still necessary to codify a legislative intervention in 
the form of gender recognition panel for future considerations of transgender 
legal claims? Again, from the perspective of cultural critique, it is not going too 
far to suggest that such a strategic resolution to recentering the GRA approach in 
future judicial conversations about transgender rights merely reinforces the West 
as a normative frame of intelligibility in a region commonly deemed to be a ter-
ritorial propriety of China. In some ways, the ensuing articulation of proximate 
British legal practices in a Chinese-  speaking region resuscitates the static binary 
of China-  versus-  the West and, by extension, obscures an immensely powerful 
realization of Hong Kong’s queer regionalism.43 It significantly diminishes the 
profound potential of flexible gender expression— and recognition— for account-
ing transparent selves in the name of sensible law.
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Ironically, despite its troublesome agenda, the dissenting opinion of Justice 
Chan illustrates a potentially queerer intervention in comparison to the majority 
judgment. (However, as I shall also point out, his heterosexist and transphobic 
motives preclude the realization of such queer potential.) First, this can be 
inferred from Justice Chan’s invention of a new category called “transsexual 
marriage” in his opening declaration: “I am not persuaded that there is justifica-
tion for extending the meaning of ‘marriage’ in art 37 of the Basic Law to 
include a transsexual marriage.”44 This statement implies that the traditional 
institution of marriage excludes this type of union that Justice Chan calls “trans-
sexual marriage” and that the prospect of including the latter would merely be 
an extension of the former reflecting their presumed mutual exclusivity. Yet 
what exactly does “transsexual marriage” refer to, and what work is it actually 
doing for judicial reasoning?

In fact, Justice Chan’s remark leaves room for two diverging interpretations, 
and a queerness of some sorts can be inferred from such interpretive instability. 
On the one hand, his comment is an utterly transphobic statement in its failure to 
respect why the legal and medical acceptance of transsexuality is important. By 
confining transsexuals to a legal position relative to the institution of marriage as 
that distinct from gender-  normative men and women, it dismisses the legal 
acknowledgment of full gender transitioning as a serious advancement in the 
interest of trans people. On the other hand, this depiction of transgender excep-
tionalism accentuates the liminal autonomy of the trans category itself, rather 
than the normative purchase of gender binaries. In this sense, trans operates as a 
mediating conceptual anchor that exceeds those hegemonic definitions of gender 
that have traditionally consolidated the cultural traction of heterosexual mar-
riage. The conceptual ambiguity in the idea of transsexual marriage, if mobilized 
strategically so as to destabilize the coherence and expose the artifice of gender, 
provides a potentially radical space for broadening and transforming the very 
meaning of marriage itself. Unfortunately, this was the opposite of what Justice 
Chan intended to accomplish with his newly invented label. By transsexual mar-
riage, he merely referred to those unions involving gender non-  conforming indi-
viduals whose intimate desires do not deserve to be sanctioned by the state.

In addition to inventing the category of transsexual marriage, Justice Chan 
bases his dissenting judgment on the queer geopolitical relationality of Hong 
Kong, a way to unravel the politicity of Hong Kong overshadowed in the 
majority reasoning. Specifically, he distinguishes Hong Kong from other major 
nation-  states that have advanced the legal interest of transsexuals to marry in 
their acquired gender. This formulation construes HKSAR as a minor region— 
minor in the Deleuzian sense. In their decisive characterization of minor liter-
ature, Deleuze and Guattari argue that “a minor literature doesn’t come from a 
minor language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major lan-
guage.”45 Similarly, the minor regionalism of Hong Kong is not derived from a 
minor statist polity per se; it is rather that which a minority constructs within 
and between major statist polities such as the British empire and the 
PRC. Hong Kong society, incidentally, continues to be geographically situated 
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in marginal relations to the cultural spheres of such major languages as English 
or Mandarin Chinese.

The queer peripheral realism of Hong Kong is most powerfully articulated in 
Justice Chan’s explanation for why he refuses to follow the logic of international 
human rights rulings.46 All other members of the judgment team agreed with 
W’s legal representative that an increasing trend of tolerance in international jur-
isprudence has been evident of late: Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Canada, 
parts of the United States, and, above all, the United Kingdom in the aftermath 
of Goodwin. Justice Chan responded to by dismissing these discerning refer-
ences: “With respect, I would approach these authorities and legislative changes 
with caution since the social conditions in different countries are obviously not 
the same.”47 On the question of applying the principles behind these changes 
from abroad to Hong Kong, he continued:

While the situations overseas are clearly relevant and must be taken into 
account in the interpretation of art 37, one must bear in mind that the culture 
and social conditions in each place are not the same. For the purpose of the 
interpretation and application of the Basic Law, I think the principal con-
sideration must be the circumstances in Hong Kong, just as the ECHR was 
more concerned with the situations among its member states.
 In my view, the present position in Hong Kong is quite different from that 
in Europe and the UK when Goodwin was decided. While there was evid-
ence of the changing attitudes in both Europe and the UK, I do not think 
there is sufficient evidence to show that the circumstances in Hong Kong are 
such as to justify the Court giving an interpretation to art 37 to include trans-
sexual men and women for the purpose of marriage. As pointed out earlier, 
there is no evidence showing that for the purpose of marriage, the ordinary 
meanings of man and woman in Hong Kong have changed to accommodate 
a transsexual man and woman. More importantly, there is no evidence that 
the social attitudes in Hong Kong towards the traditional concept of mar-
riage and the marriage institution have fundamentally altered. Nor is there 
evidence on the degree of social acceptance of transsexualism.48

Whereas the other judges stressed the need for Hong Kong to be made legisla-
tively similar to overseas nation-  states, Justice Chan precisely used Hong 
Kong’s difference to back transphobic assumptions about the virtue of holding 
onto enduring vestiges of social discrimination. Similar to what the category of 
transsexual marriage could have done for the subversion of gender norms, the 
queer/minor regionalism of Hong Kong carries the prospect of being produc-
tively mobilized to contest the critical operation of the West (or China for that 
matter) as an object of imperial citationality.49 But instead, Justice Chan’s delin-
eation turned it into a mere arbiter of difference for displacing the privileged 
status of global superpowers as a pedagogical model. The vision of Hong Kong 
nativism expressed in his judgment ends up reinforcing the widespread disap-
proval of transsexuality in Hong Kong society.
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Coda: queer Sinophone politics
China’s image in mainstream Western discourses often withstands an oxymo-
ronic curse: as a growing yet threatening international superpower on the one 
hand, and as the antithesis of human rights on the other.50 Critics frequently 
bring up Taiwan as a reference point for lateral comparisons with Hong Kong, 
especially in light of their shared resistance to Beijing political hegemony.51 
Using Taiwan as a case study, Petrus Liu has argued against the popular percep-
tion of Taiwan as epitomizing a more progressive sexual politics than mainland 
China. Although Liu is correct to note that the movement behind the legalization 
of same-  sex marriage in Taiwan “reveals the complexity of the discourse of 
queer human rights when it is compounded with the ‘China question’,” his ana-
lysis fails to intervene at the pivotal conjuncture where transgender and gay 
rights intersect so as to overcome a homonormative framing of queerness.52 In 
contrast, Yi-  chien Chen’s discussion of the union between two MTF individuals, 
Yi-  ting Wu and Zhi-  yi Wu, promises a more fruitful lens for understanding the 
state response to the mutual constructions of gender and sexuality as codified 
through the legislation of marriage in Sinophone communities, for which a 
historically embedded and politically contested relationship to the PRC remains 
a central component.53

Both born male, Wu and Wu got married in Taiwan after one of them, Yi-  ting, 
received MTF reassignment, which ensured that their union was heterosexual by 
definition in congruence with their opposite legal gender status. However, later 
when Zhi-  yi also underwent full gender transition, they received a letter from the 
Ministry of Interior Affairs (MIA) requesting them to de-  register their marriage. 
Facing immense pressure from experts and activists, the MIA decided in August 
2013 to allow Yi-  ting and Zhi-  yi retain their marriage certificate as long as the 
legality of their marriage was defined as a union between a man and a woman at 
the time of registration. This prepared the historical context for a watershed 
event taking place two months later in October 2013, when the Civil Partnership 
Rights Petition (the first part of which included a Marriage Equality Act) gained 
sufficient support and signatures and was successfully delivered to the Legis-
lative Yuan of the Republic of China for consideration. Many have considered 
this petition delivery a landmark achievement in the march towards the legaliza-
tion of gay marriage in Taiwan. Evidently, the issue of transgender marriage 
rights and that of same-  sex marriage rights have been intertwined in state logic 
from the start. This entanglement led the MIA, for instance, to attempt retrieving 
the certification of the Wu-  Wu union in order to preserve a heterosexualized 
institution of marriage in Taiwan. Above all, what this example reveals is a 
broader transnational context in which Sinophone communities such as Hong 
Kong and Taiwan articulate a vision of sexual politics that is grounded in both a 
Western conception of liberalism and a shared geopolitical ‘difference’ from 
mainland China.54 In effect, the geopolitics of sexuality in the Sinophone world 
complicates the superpower vs. anti-  human rights polarizing image of Chinese 
culture within prevailing Western discourses.55



The polite residuals of heteronormativity  225

The W v. Registrar of Marriages case brings our attention to one other itera-
tion where the adhesion of such projected allegorical dualism collapses. Above 
all, the 2013 court decision, heralded as an important milestone in LGBT rights, 
highlights the ways in which queer agendas and the unique political position of 
Hong Kong are articulated in and through one another. By borrowing European 
jurisprudence history as a pretext, the legal reasoning behind the W judgment 
provincializes China from the strategic geopolitical standpoint of Hong Kong.56 
Since the Mainland government had already legalized transsexuals’ right to 
marry in their post-  transition gender nearly a decade prior, such legible right 
seems to come rather late and far behind in Hong Kong even as the W ruling 
maintains European legal frameworks as useful models from which to emulate. 
Precisely due to the post/colonial historicity of Hong Kong (interceded between 
the waning British empire and the expanding PRC hegemony), the judges’ 
recommendation to endorse the GRA approach in future legal attributions of 
gender identity aims to keep separate the issue of transgender marriage rights 
from that of same-  sex marriage rights, which is still non-  existent in the PRC 
(and Asia more broadly).

Yet, as I have been arguing through the W case, a neat conceptual separation 
of gender from sexuality is not only impractical, but it merely reproduces the 
biopolitical apparatus of the heteronormative state that deliberately distinguishes 
transgender from gay political aspirations. This would further exacerbate the 
implicit ways in which homophobia and transphobia conceal one another, as 
well as the fragility of certain geopolitical bodies lingering as derivatives or 
afterthoughts under the threatening shadow of contending global superpowers. 
As W makes clear, minor transnational regions such as Hong Kong and Taiwan 
can operate as ontological sites for voicing diverging legal opinions about 
privacy interest, all the meanwhile providing a powerful ground around which 
different forms of queer rights acquire uneven valence throughout the Sinophone 
world.
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