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In the light of feminist and lesbian theories and cultural theories,
this three-year project seeks to explore respectively three themes in
Taiwan women’s fiction since 1990: (1) lesbians’ trauma; (2) women’s trauma
and female bonding; (3) women and popular culture. 1 shall put these
three themes into two contexts: that of Taiwan women’s culture since 1945,
and that of Taiwan women’s fiction about women’s trauma since 1945. In
so doing, I shall be able to compare the differences and similarities
between Taiwan women’s fiction since 1990 and that prior to 1990.
Moreover, this will enable me to underline how the three themes represent
two new aspects of Taiwan women’s culture: (A) a rethinking on women’s
traumatic experience; (B) women’s alternative imagination or perspective



from the margin of the dominant culture.

The first year will dwell on the theme of lesbians’ trauma in Taiwan
women’s fiction since 1990. The texts I shall deal with include Yen Ling’s
Birds that Have Lost Their Voices, Li-chuan Tsao’s “The Girl-Child’s Dance”
and “About Her Gray Hair and Other Stuff,” Shueh Chen’s “Dream Walking
in 1994,” “The Mark of a Butterfly,” and “The Labyrinth of the Night,”
Yi-shuan Chang’s “The Beginning of the Family,” “A Happy Ghost House, ”
“An Erotic Story,” and “A Phantasmagoric Tablecloth,” and Shiu-lan Tu’s
Bad Girls. These traumas have to do with discrimination and oppression
from family and the society, loss of mother, or the problems with love
relationships. These traumas may contain differences in class and
ethnicity. But how to obtain redemption or some forms of healing? Can
1t be that no redemption is possible so long as there is heterosexism and
homophobia? The answers offered by the texts are different. The writing
strategy of each piece is also worth studying.

The second year will dwell on women’s trauma and female bonding in
Taiwan women’s fiction since 1990. In order not to overlap with the
first-year project, here the women’s traumas exclude those of lesbians;
these traumas stem from loss of love, loss of mother, having an abortion,
being raped or abandoned, etc. Such subject matter appears in previous
Taiwan women’s fictional texts, but often treated solely as an immediate
experience (take for an example the portrayal of the matrimonial rape in
Ang Li’s Butcher’s Wife in 1983). Likewise, previous Taiwan women’s
fictional texts seldom depict female bonding as an important emotional
support system for women. Taiwan women’s fiction since 1990 often deals
with traumas as after-shocks or haunting memories. The change inwriting
strategies reveals a re-consideration about traumatic experiences. Some
traumas are like opened scars, while some are healed by (imagining) female
bonding. The texts that I shall deal with include Lu Ping’s “The Ghost
on the Rainy Evening, ” “The Evocative Smell, ” and “The Spring,” Wei-cheng
Su’s “Mayflower,” Yi-shuan Chang’s “Wife and Daughter of a Womanizer,”
Shueh Chen’s The Devil’s Daughter, Yuan Chang’s “The Daughter’s Heart,”
“A Born Green Finger,” and “Fear of a Window, ” and Huei-ching Chang’s The
Apocalyptical Morning.

The third year will dwell on the theme of women and popular cul ture
in Taiwan women’s fiction since 1990. The texts I shall deal with include
Tien-wen Chu’s “Daughter of the Nile, ” “Take Me Away, Moonlight!” “Red Rose
Calling You,” “Master Chai,” “Fin-de-Siecle Splendor,” and Notes from a



Desolate Man, Ang Li’s The Labyrinthine Garden, Lu Ping’s “The Engagement, ”
and Shu-ching Shi’s The Make-Up. Popular culture ranges from romance
fiction, cartoon, pop songs, advertisement, fashion, tomovies. Andreas
Huyssen argues that popular culture is often seen as feminine and equated
with women, since in the West male writers as cultural inheritors dismiss
female writers’ works as popular trash. Popular culture has been
influential in Taiwan, and has become dominant culture in the 1990s. This
may stir up interest in the relationship between women and popular cul ture
in serious women’s writing. The issues are: do women project themselves
onto popular culture, in order to have imaginary relationship with the
real? Does popular culture enable women to form narcissistic
mirror-image so as to gain self-confidence and strength? Or does popular
culture contribute to women’s self-indulgence, widen the gap between
fantasy and reality, and so make women feel more inferior and pain? Or
does popular culture have complicated content, so that its influence on
women is diverse and complex?

Key words: trauma, female bonding, popular culture, memory, Taiwan
fiction since 1990, women’s fiction, gender politics, writing strategies,
feminist literary and cultural studies, lesbian literary and cultural
studies
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[. “Queer Theory and Politicsin Taiwan”

This paper seeks to discuss queer theory and politics in Taiwan in terms of
cultural trandlation, production, and reproduction.  For this end but far from trying to
be exhaustive, | will focus on issues such as gay/lesbian/queer movements, translating
gueer theory, naming, queer activists’ co-operation with the media and popular culture,
queer literature, queer activists’ connection with postmodernism and postcolonialism,

and queer studies in the academy. First | will begin with a brief history of the social



context that makes possible the rise of queer theory and politics in Taiwan. The
1990s saw Taiwan thriving on social movements and radical theories in the academy,
when the lifting of the martial law in 1987 released democratizing energies and the
economic growth since the early eighties had helped produce a consumer society.
The opposition party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), was legalized in 1986
and sought to challenge the authoritarian one-party rule of Kuomingtang (KMT), or
the Chinese Nationalist Party, partly by means of nativist mobilization. Historically
Taiwan has undergone waves of colonization. Despite that the island has been
mostly populated by Chinese settlers probably since the eighteenth century, it was
largely ignored and marginalized by the Chinese rulers on the Mainland. In 1895,
after losing a war, the Ching dynasty ceded Taiwan to Japan, which ruled it for fifty
years until 1945, when Japan’s defeat in World War |1 resulted in Taiwan’s handover
to Nationalist China. Emphasizing Chineseness and its representing the real China,
the KMT enforced the use of Mandarin and banned both the local Minnan language
and Japanese in 1946, thereby ousting native Taiwanese from the cultura institution.
In 1949, after losing the Chinese Civil War to the Communists, the Nationalist
Chinese government fled with its army to Taiwan and began to instill an
anti-Communist ideology together with a harsh repression of political and cultural
dissidence and a belief that the KMT will one day take back mainland China from the
Chinese Communist Party.

However, China-centered policies had setbacks as Communist China superseded
the Republic of China and took its seat at the United Nations in 1971.° After the

Formosa Incident in 1979 and the subsequent trias,’ which resulted in the

® Thus Taiwan has virtually become an international pariah, with its nation-state status only recognized
by a small number of countries.

" Also called the Kaohsiung Incident, the Formosa Incident happened in Kaohsiung on December 10,
1979, when what started out as a peaceful rally celebrating International Human Rights Day planned by
Formosa Magazine ended in chaos after police encircled the crowd and used teargas and pro-KMT



imprisonment of several political dissidents, the efforts at democratization and nativist
resistance nonetheless gathered momentum. Then, as President Lee Teng-hui
succeeded the late President Chiang Ching-kuo in 1990° and as Taiwan recognized
Communist Chinese regime in 1991, there was under way a gradua shift from
pro-unification (or China-centeredness) to pro-independence (or Taiwan-centeredness)
as far as Taiwan’s political identity was concerned. The establishment of DDP, the
lifting of the martia law, and the lifting of the ban on the founding of new newspapers
in 1988 al point to the loosening up of political and cultura regulation of speech.
On the other hand, the island basked in economic boom since the early eighties,
accompanied by continuing urbanization and industrialization. It was a time of
affluence and stability that also called for more open and pluralist cultures. Starting
with the mid-eighties, the return of a number of First-World trained scholars, many of
whom having a Ph. D. degree in English or Comparative literature, helped stir up
radical thinking. As Ping-hui Liao observes, there was “an unconscious desire in
Taiwan in the late 1980s to hope to understand the burgeoning social imaginary of
Taiwan through correlative Western frameworks” (Liao 2000: 92). Social movements
such as the Indigenous people’s movement, the university students’ movement, the
feminist movement, and the environmental movement quickly flourished before
and/or after 1987. Postmodernism was hot in the air following the visit of Fredric
Jameson in 1986, while poststructuralism, postcolonia theory, new Marxism, feminist
theory, and gay/lesbian/queer theory were welcomed in the academy since the early

1990s.

extremistsincited violence. Moreover, three days later, the government used the event as an excuse to
arrest virtually all prominent opposition leaders. Beginning publication in August 1979, Formosa
Magazine quickly became a leading voice of dissent; even its name was defiant. Using the old
Portuguese name for Taiwan was a subtle rejection of KM T’s notion that Taiwan was part of China.

8 |t was Chiang Ching-kuo who lifted the martial law in 1987 and nominated the native-born Lee
Tung-hui as his successor.  After Chiang died in 1988, Lee became the de factor leader of the country
until he was formally sworninin 1990. Lee then began a series of political reformin the 1990s.



Gay/leshian/queer subcultures already existed in Taiwan before 1990 in unisex
communities such as Taiwanese opera troupes, gay bars, T-bars,” Taipei’s New Park,
and certain hotels, etc, though they remained largely invisible to the public. Chi
Chiawei was probably the only gay-rights activist prior to 1990, but his activism was
limited to HIV/AIDS prevention. Another important gay figure was the
well-acclaimed writer Pai Hsien-yung, whose roman-a-clef novel Crystal Boys
portrays the underworld of homosexual prostitutes in Taipei’s New Park and has been
sensational ever since its publication in 1983. Though Pai, who taught at the
University of California at Santa Barbara and who came out in 1994, far from
advocated gay rights, the novel can be seen as pioneering gay/queer movement in
Taiwan in that it presented a local homosexual subculture at a time when the
Ideological State Apparatuses denied the existence of homosexuality in the society
(see Liou 2003:195, 192-93). It is a novel that many invoked and reread in
lesbian/gay/queer activism in the 1990s.

Lesbian and gay rights activism quickly flourished in the early 1990s when
spurred on by the sudden introduction into Taiwan of lesbian/gay/queer theory and
politics. This sudden introduction had alot to do with the democratization ensuing the
lifting of martial law in 1987, which allowed for a rethinking on issues of gender and
sexuality. Lesbian and gay theory and politics were brought into Taiwan with an
almost twenty-year tempora gap from their Western counterparts, and just a year or
two ahead of the introduction of queer theory and politics. Lesbian and queer
movements started out as branches within the feminist movement when the activists,
unable to fully come out, joined the women’s movement to secretly promote
gay-positive consciousness, and they indeed succeeded in obtaining support from

within the movement in the earlier stage. The first lesbian socia and activist group

® “T-bar” means “tomboy bar.”



“Entre Nous™*® was founded in 1990 and the first gay activist organization, “Gay
Chat,” a gay student society at National Taiwan University, was formed in 1993,
while the first sign of an emerging queer movement took shape in the “Queer Special
Issue” of the journal The Isle Margin in 1994 with Chi Ta-wei and Hung Ling as guest
editors. Queer commentary, however, had aready appeared earlier in Liang
Nung-gung’s book Pleasure and Sexual Difference (1989) and Chang Hsiao-hung’s
PostmodernismyWoman (1993).' The gay movement kept a lower profile for the
activists could not disguise themselves as feminists. Since gay/lesbian/queer theory
and politics were introduced into Taiwan at about the same time, the trgjectories of the
three movements are quite different from those in the West. Whereas the queer
movement in the West was built on the success of the identity politics of the gay and
lesbian movements, Taiwan gay, lesbhian, and queer movements proceeded
simultaneously with some of the activists working for more than one movement. Thus,
the relationship between queer politics and gay/lesbian politics is quite different from
that in the West. Fran Martin aptly observes that this “uncanny simultaneity”
“suggests that the journey of lesbian, gay, and queer politics and theory follows the
familiar pattern of diguncture that Arjun Appadurai has argued characterizes cultural
flow more generaly in the era of globalization” (2003:17).

This simultaneity carries some cultural significance. Firstly, while the queer
movement in the West leveled its critique more on the gay and lesbian movements
than on the sexual politics of mainstream society, its counterpart in Taiwan shifted the

stress for the simple reason that lesbian/gay identity politics had yet to take root. At

19 This name comes from the title of Diane Kury’s 1983 lesbian-themed movie. Starring Miou-Miou
and |sabelle Huppert, the film portrays how two young, married women develop love relationship in
desperate situations in postwar Lyon, France.

1 Liang is a Hong-Kong-based film critic who is hardly known in Taiwan except for this book,
whereas Chang is pioneering in introducing Western queer theory and applying it to Western literary
texts in her next two books Gender Crossing (1994) and Queer Desire, Gender, and Sexuality
(1997).



a time when most lesbians and gays could not even come out due to the
overwhelming constraints of traditional family structure, few could stand up to claim
their right.  Although activism could still be engaged without individual coming out,
as was the case in 1992 in which the coalition of |esbian/queer movements succeeded
in forcing a TTV’s' reporter to apologize for a homophobic news report in 1992, it
posed some problem.  In apublic hearing on the human rights of gays and lesbians at
the Legidative Yuan in 1993, for instance, self-declaring heterosexuals were
commissioned by the lesbian and gay groups to speak for them and were troubled by
the ethical problem of representation (Chu 2000: 9-10). Similarly, in a series of
protest against the Taipei Municipal government’s decision to convert Taipei’s New
Park into the 2-2-8 Memoria Park in 1996, the Gay/Leshian/Queer Space Action
Front adopted the so-called “collective coming out” strategy by donning masks in
their parades. While the strategy, which underscores the collective identity of gays,
lesbians, and queers without resort to individua coming out, invited criticism as to
whether or not it would really contribute to gay-right activism,** it enabled the
activists to take on queerness by making it uncertain about the identity behind the
masks. One can even say that, given the difficulty of coming out, queer politics
became an especially enabling means for promoting gay-positive consciousness in
Taiwan. Activists who practiced lesbianism or male homosexuality often took

gueerness (read: bisexuals or non-orthodox heterosexuals who either have had

12 Taiwan Television Broadcasting Company was at that time one of the three TV channelsin Taiwan.
2 In a way the conflict can be seen as having been an unfortunate clash between Taiwanese
nationalism and the gay/leshian/queer movement. Whereas the conversion represented a belated official
recognition of the traumatic history related to the 2-2-8 Incident in 1947, and a commemoration of
those killed as a result of it, it also symbolically erased the memories of the park as a space of male
homosexual public sex in the past. Though the decision was not overturned, the protests successfully
revived public memories and showed gay/lesbian/queer solidarity.

¥ While Chang Hsiao-hung is positive that the strategy was enabling in stressing the gay/lesbian/queer
subjectivity (1996b), Lin Hsien-hsiu and Antonia Chao criticize the strategy as making it harder for the
public to affirm gays, lesbians, and queers. Masking, argue Lin and Chao, seems to subject gays,
leshians, and queers to the social order which does not want to see them except in heterosexual masks
(Martin 1998: 133).



heterosexual relationship before or keep open their future sexual object-choice) as
camouflage for their identity in either the feminist movement or the mediain order to
elude confrontation with homophobia and heterosexism in person.  This probably led
Huang Tao-ming to argue that, for him in 1994, “queer,” “gay,” and “lesbian,” were
al synonyms of “homosexual” (Huang Chu-hsiung 59). Some claimed that the
strategy of “collective coming out” is at least a necessary tactic to challenge the
mainstream society and achieve an early-stage success in activism.

| have mentioned earlier that the queer movement in the media is often seen as
playful elitism characterized by postmodern verbal play and a poststructuralist
critique of identity. Some queer activists are indeed affiliated with postmodernism
by deliberately associating queerness with postmodern de-centeredness, hybridity,
anti-foundation, heterogeneity, fluidity, and performativity. Thus, all the neologisms
and appropriations of words that the queer activists relish are supposed to project an
avant-garde image that is both subversive and seductive. It is as if, equipped with
their cultural capital, they can fight homophobia and heterosexism on their own terms,
with the verba play projecting a utopia where queer desire is ubiquitous and queer
politics embraced by the avant-garde or the most progressive people in society.
They flirt with the media, popular culture, and consumerism in the belief that in the
late-capitalist world they can only intervene in and subvert the socia imaginary
through making their presence felt in that way. This tactic indicates a desire to
achieve goals within the shortest time and proves to be exceedingly successful in
transforming the public discourses on sexuality. That Chi Ta-wa and Hung Ling,
the two most prominent writers of queer-themed literature, use sci-fi, metafiction, and,
in the case of Hung Ling, vampire fiction in their writing carves out a postnational,
postmodern, generation XX X’s image of queerness in public culture. Both the fluid,

transgressive (and sometimes deliberately perverted) sexuality and mutations of



identity in which their fiction abounds are meant to shock the ordinary reader by
challenging the latter’s notion of fixed heterosexual and homosexual identities and
sensibility on the issue of sexuality (see Liou 1998a).

On the other hand, queer activists also seek to connect with postcolonialism.
This stems partly from their awareness of the foreignness of queer theory and the
importance of the politics of location in thinking about the global flow, and partly
from their efforts to produce gay/lesbian/queer communities. While the neologisms
and appropriation of words can be seen as re-articulations of queer theory in the local
context, it is also interesting that the Minnan terms are used to translate “camp” and
“bring out.” Earlier | have mentioned that this signals efforts on the part of the queer
activists to connect with the nativist resistance. And this probably aso signifies a
reconciliation after the lesbian/gay/queer movement’s clash with Taiwanese
nationalism over the conversion of Taipei’s New Park into the 2-2-8 Memoria Park.
But prior to that incident, Chi Taswei seemed to have either been inspired by the
nativist challenge to Chinese colonialism or sought negotiation with postcolonialism
by drawing on Chiu Kuei-fen’s notions of decolonization in her article “Discovering
Taiwan” in order to assert leshian/gay identity (1998: 138-9)."° He argues that the
subjectivity of lesbians and gays is just as unquestionable as that of Taiwan. On the
part of the nativists, it is aso noteworthy that the first Taiwanese novel with a heavily
lesbian element, The Slent Thrush, by Ling Yen, which depicts life among a

Taiwanese opera troupe, was published by the nativist Independence Evening News

> Chiu’s paper was first presented at a conference in 1992 and published in the Chung-wai Literary
Journal in 1993, while Chi’s paper was first presented at a conference in 1995. Concerning Chiu
Miao-jin’s satiric use of the crocodile as the trope for stigmatized lesbian/gay identity in her novel
Notes of the Crocodile (1994), Chi remarks that “‘Discovering the crocodile’ is just as ridiculous as
‘discovering the New World’ or ‘discovering Taiwan,’ since the ‘discovered object’ had already existed

as the ‘subject,” had indeed existed absolutely without relying on external forces” (1998: 142).



Publication Company in 1990 and won the newspaper’s Million-Dollar Novel Prizein
1991. After the gay/lesbian/queer activists’ clash with the nativists in 1996, both
Cheng Mei-li and Huang Tao-ming appropriate the postcolonial scholar Benedict
Anderson’s notion of the “imagined community,” which is often cited by postcolonial
scholars in Taiwan, to address the construction of alesbian (for Cheng) and a gay (for
Huang) community (Cheng 119, Huang 111).*  While postcolonial ideas are useful
for the construction of lesbian and gay identity, they are also enabling in helping the
gueer activists to find their bearings. Rather than simply a davish trandation of
Western queer theory and poalitics, the activists and theorists adapt and indigenize
them for the specific local context. Chi Ta-wel, in editing the first queer reader, uses
the English title “Queer Archipelago” in reference to the geographic contours of
Taiwan and states that ku-er as a cultura hybrid is engaged in both writing a local
history of queerness and having an ongoing dial ogue with queerness from abroad (Chi
1997h: 18, 11).

As for queer studies in the academy, aside from anthropological studies and
sociological studies that | have discussed above, literary studies are also important in
promoting same-sex desire, critiquing the institutions of compulsory heterosexuality
and family, exploring the strategies of activism, and cultivating the queer readers.
While Chang Hsiao-hung’s literary studies focused mainly on English and American
texts and pioneered queer studies in Taiwan, Liou Liang-ya endeavored to establish a
Taiwan lesbian/gay/queer literary canon in her two books Engendering Dissident

Desires (1998) and Gender, Sexuality, and the Fin de Secle (2001).Y" Liou argues

1 Fran Martin, too, adapts Benedict Anderson’s idea to argue that, through the reception and
interpretation of literature with gay, lesbian, or queer themes, there is “a kind of ‘imagined community’
of queer readers that developed a strong understanding of itself as such during the 1990s” (2003: 6).

¥ Fran Martin’s introduction to her translation Angelwings (2003) is also an attempt at establishing a
Taiwan leshian/gay/queer literary canon, though it is addressed to the reader in the English-speaking
world.



that, due to its nuanced portrayals of the lives of gays, lesbians, and queers,
particularly in regard to affect and subject formation, fiction with such themes can
often unravel issues that queer activism does not address. In her studies on Chiu
Miao-jin’s complicated Notes of the Crocodile, for instance, she discusses how the
protagonist’s self-loathing stems from the trauma she had suffered from growing up as
T-leshian—hence it can serve as a critique on the politics of sexuality in mainstream
society--and how the self-loathing combined with her sexist attitudes toward her lover
leads to a most painful love relationship (Liou 1998b; 2004). That the protagonist’s
hilarious satire on the heterosexist society’s homophobic voyeurism eventually leads
to her melancholia and suicide, argues Liou, constitutes a powerful critique on the
system (1998b). Liou’s analysis of the various lesbian couples in Taiwanese fiction
since 1975 deals with the T-Po and bu-fen relationships in and beyond T-bars,
university campus, and feminist groups, in terms of subject formation, self-perception,
and power relations (Liou 2001c). Chang Chih-wei’s sophisticated queer reading of
Chu Tien-wen’s Notes of a Desolate Man shows the proliferation of meanings in the
textual cross-pollination that transgresses even the anxiously closeted gay narrator’s
conservative thoughts. And Yeh Te-shuan in his study of Crystal Boys precedes
Cheng Mei-li in pointing out that familialism is the primary institution that oppresses
lesbians, gays, and queers in Taiwan since it perpetuates homophobia and
heterosexism. In their article on the lesbian novel A Bad Daughter by Tu Hsiu-lan,
Ding Nai-fel and Liu Jen-peng critique the traditional poetics of reticence as used by
the dominant society to condemn and silence lesbianism.  Generally speaking, since
the mid-1990s, queer literary studies have clustered around three texts. Crystal Boys,
Notes of a Desolate Man, and Notes of the Crocodile, so that these texts are
established not only as the classics of Taiwanese gay/lesbian/queer literature, but as

texts that queer readers will respond to, interpret, or appropriate.



One of the key theories flourishing both in Taiwan’s cultural and academic scene
in the 1990s, queer theory has helped transform the public discourse on sexuality and
gender. To have queer theory and gay/lesbian theory translated to Taiwan amost at
the same time is to contribute to gay-positive awareness with more resourceful tactics,
to generate a carnivalequely gay-friendly atmosphere, to address the differences
within lesbians and gays, and to even break down the homosexual/heterosexual divide
amost from the beginning. By connecting with the media, popular culture, and
postmodernism, queer politics have succeeded in presenting itself as at once the
avant-garde and the most progressive and trendy at the cultura front. But queer
politics also find the need to connect with postcolonialism by tracing the history of
local gay/lesbian/queer communities and cultivating new ones, and by thinking about
the transnational politics of trandation. The trandation of queer theory is aways
already indiginized for the specific needs of the lesbian/gay/queer movements in
Taiwan in the 1990s. And the success of the lesbian/gay/queer movements within a
very short time is indicative not only of the dynamic, pluralist cultural atmosphere
right after the lifting of the martial law in 1987, but also of the resourcefulness of the

activistsin cultural production of queerness.
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