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Ghost-writing:
Trauma and Queer Performativity in Talwanese Lesbian Fiction

Liang-yaLiou
National Taiwan University

In her introduction to Inside/Out, a collection of essays on |esbian/gay/queer
theories, Diana Fuss notes that homosexual production emerges under inhospitable
conditions as a kind of “ghost-writing, a writing which is at once a recognition and a
refusal of the cultura representation of ‘the homosexual’ as phantom Other” (4).
Such a double vision displays a fascination with the figure of the homosexual as the
specter of abjection, though it seeks to break down the binary opposition between
heterosexuality and homosexuality by showing that each is haunted by the other.
Since compulsory heterosexuality constructs homosexuality as interior exclusion, as
the contaminated other which is incorporated inside, argues Fuss, turning
homosexuality inside out exposes “not the homosexual’s abjected insides but the
homosexual as the abject, as the contaminated and expurgated insides of the
heterosexual subject” (5).

A lot of Taiwanese lesbian fiction demonstrates a similar preoccupation with
the figure of the homosexual as specter and phantom, but, unlike the essays in
Inside/Out, it is as much concerned with “the homosexual’s abjected insides” as with
“the homosexual as the abject....insides of the heterosexua subject.” Perhaps for the
authors leshbian trauma constitutes an abiding theme that carries personal, communal,
and political import in a social context where lesbians remain largely invisible,
unintelligible, and abjected. Another of their abiding themes is lesbian resistance
and subjectivity, which are shown through a refusal, a deflection, or a subversion of
the heterosexual matrix, or through what Eve Sedgwick aptly cals “queer
performativity.” Significantly, like two sides of a coin, these two themes are often
intertwined.  Whereas lesbian trauma, often caused by heterosexism and
homophobia, simultaneously intimates lesbian powerlessness and implicitly critiques
compulsory heterosexuality, queer performativity unravels the contradiction and
failure of naturalized heterosexuality. At the affective level, trauma and queer
performativity work dialectically, the tension between which suggests ambivalence
within the lesbian subject in its relationship with sexual and gender norms.



Among Taiwanese lesbian fiction, | find Chiu Miao-jin’s lesbian novel Notes
of a Crocodile and Chang Yi-shuan’s short story “The Blissful Haunted House”
particularly intriguing in presenting the figure of the homosexual as specter. Both
fictions are Bildungsromans retrospectively delving into the trauma of growing up
lesbian. Obsessed with the homosexua taboo, the protagonists of both fictions
associate their lesbianism with death in one way or another. Such thinking is far
from odd, given that the society covertly proscribes lesbianism by presuming that it
cannot or dare not exist. Inreal life the talented author Chiu Miao-jin has become an
icon in local leshian communities after she took her own life, a phenomenon that
shows how leshians strategically conflate Chiu with her fictional characters and use
her death as a means to gain social visibility and recognition. The controversy®
surrounding Lo Yi-chuin’s latest novel, And Now She Remains in You, in which the
narrator virtually takes advantage of the “Chiu Miao-jin phenomenon” by imagining
himself flirting with her and molesting her corpse, further shows how compulsory
heterosexuality silences and outlaws the lesbian after her death—and this even during
the flourishing of the lesbian/gay/queer movement in Taiwan. In both Notes of a
Crocodile and “The Blissful Haunted House,” the protagonists, unable to cope with
cultural prohibition, try to repress their lesbian desire, which in turn brings about their
unhappy, if not troubled, love relationship. On the other hand, both protagonists are
addressing first-person to the implied reader, one in the form of a memoair, the other a
public love letter, and are thus in a sense renegotiating the relationship between
lesbianism and the compulsory system in the public space. It is in this space that
they present “the unspeakable things, unspoken” (to borrow Toni Morrison’s phrase).
Their complex self-positioning recalls Lacanian notions of the biological death and
the symbolic death and the gap between them.

According to Zizek, for Lacan, the difference between the two deaths is the
difference “between real (biological) death and its symbolization, the ‘settling of
accounts,” the accomplishment of symbolic destiny (deathbed confession in
Catholicism, for example)” (135). And sometimes there is a gap between the two
deaths. As Zizek points out,

This gap can be filled in various ways; it can contain either sublime

beauty or fearsome monsters. in Antigone’s case, her symbolic death,

her exclusion from the symbolic community of the city, precedes her

actual death and imbues her character with sublime beauty, whereas the

ghost of Hamlet’s father represents the opposite case—actua death
unaccompanied by symbolic death, without a settling of
accounts—which iswhy he returns as a frightful apparition until his debt

! See the debates in Cultural Studies e-Monthly.



has been settled. (135)

The fictional public space between the narrator/protagonist and the reader can be seen
as the gap between the two deaths. It is, however, filled with both fearsome
monsters and sublime beauty, due to cultural interdiction of lesbianism. In both
Notes of a Crocodile and “The Blissful Haunted House,” the narrators struggle with
the poignant feeling that lesbians are virtually nullified by the symbolic order. Like
Antigone, they are turned into ghosts prior to their actual death; but unlike Antigone,
they are often seen in coming out as monsters, as frightful apparitions who do not
know that they are already dead and who return to settle their accounts. It should be
noted that they often employ the trope of monster sadly, sarcasticaly, or playfully.
At the same time they request the reader to see the sublime beauty of their character
in their agonized tackling with heteropatriarchy. In aternating these two tropes, they
are in effect engaged with their trauma and queer performativity. The double plot of
Notes of a Crocodile, in which the narrator La-Tze’s memoir is paralleled by the
third-person narrative of the theatrical performances of the Crocodile (her double
presumably), is extremely sophisticated in using these tropes. La-Tze’s breakdown
toward the end is paraleled by the Crocodile’s suicide, an act that apparently means
defeat, whereas in “The Blissful Haunted House” the narrator urges the reader to
enter the haunted house and experience an aternative way of living. This paper will
deal with the “ghost-writing” in these two fictions, examining how they alternate the
tropes of monster and sublime apparition in presenting trauma and queer
performativity and thereby renegotiate |esbians’ space in the symbolic order.
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