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Abstract

Great progress for the rights of tongzhi (sexually and gender-nonconforming
people) has occurred in Taiwan in the past two decades, culminating in the legalization of
same-sex marriage in 2019. However, it is still not uncommon for parents to take their
tongzhi son or daughter to see a spirit medium or psychiatrist in an attempt to ‘cure’ them
of their same-sex attraction. In Confucian ideology, which is central to the culture of
Taiwan, a filial son or daughter is one who marries heterosexually and produces progeny
to continue the family line. Tongzhi who do not do so are therefore violating this
traditional view of filial piety. In the face of these challenges, tongzhi members of the
Daoist Brilliant Light Temple have created fictive kin relations that provide them with
emotional and social support. They have become adopted sons and daughters of the
Rabbit God (who is the deification of a man who desired another man), and through their
devotion and obedience they are being filial to their spiritual father. The members also
use the religious concepts of reincarnation and karmic destiny to explain the familial
connections they feel with each other. This thesis also examines how Master Lu of
Brilliant Light Temple and Buddhist nun Shih Chao Hwei have supported tongzhi
individuals and tongzhi rights. In addition to exploring the intersection of East Asian
religions and tongzhi experiences—a topic rarely addressed in the literature—this thesis
also makes a new connection between fongzhi and Buddhist and Daoist clergy. Because
they do not marry and bear progeny, celibate religious figures have historically fallen

outside of Confucian norms in China’s history, and contentious attitudes towards clergy

Vi



continue to the present in Taiwan. Tongzhi’s creation of fictive kin networks for support,
and their reinterpretation of filial piety, mirrors longer traditions among celibate monks,
nuns, and priests who have reconfigured familial obligations in the course of following

their religious calling.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.1 My Project

It was a case of heartbreak that first brought Evan, a 30-year-old butcher in
Taipei, to a small Daoist temple in a neighboring city. However, this temple would
provide a system of support during times of conflict with his family. In my interview with
Evan he told me that when he was 19 years old and in his second year of university, his
parents, grandparents, and other members of his extended family took him to see a
psychiatrist in Taipei to try and ‘cure’ him of his desire for other men.' The psychiatrist
tried to explain to Evan’s family that he was not sick, and that being attracted to people of
the same gender is not an illness. Evan’s family had already taken him to various temples
to see mediums who tried to rid him of his desires. They put so much pressure on the
psychiatrist that the doctor eventually prescribed Evan a concentration improving
medication just to appease his parents so that they would let Evan leave the hospital.
Evan continued to experience conflict with his family because they wouldn’t accept his
sexuality—and it reached a point where he became suicidal.

Evan’s experience is not unique. Family is a major source of conflict for those
who do not conform to heteronormative sexual and gender identities in Taiwan. It is the
conception of the family in traditional Chinese thought—and the fundamental concept of

filial piety—that leads to this conflict and struggle for parents and other relatives to

! Initial interview on October 11, 2020; follow-up interview on October 31, 2020.



accept a family member who has same-sex desires. The family, and not the individual, is
the irreducible unit; family is the base of society in East Asian countries like Taiwan that
have a culture shaped by Confucian ideology (Chou 2000; Park and Chesla 2007). Within
the family, filial piety is a central value. Being filial means obeying and looking after
one’s parents and grandparents, and it also includes the imperative to marry and continue
the family line. As I will describe in Chapter 3, this was an expectation Evan’s parents
had: they wanted him to marry (a woman) and have children. In the traditional sense,
Evan is not filial. However, as [ will argue in this thesis, he and others have reinterpreted
the fundamental concept of filial piety.

One must be careful not to assume all queer communities around the world share
the same history, struggles, and conceptions of identity. This is why throughout my thesis
I will use the term that is most popular contemporary word used in Taiwan by same-sex
attracted people, those who are transgender (kuaxingbie), and others who are sexually and
gender nonconforming. That word is fongzhi, which means ‘comrade’ (I will discuss the
history and politics of this term in more detail in Chapter 2). However, much of my thesis
will focus on male fongzhi. This is a result of 1) reviewing the scholarship on the history
of same-sex love in the Chinese-speaking world, much of which focuses on male same-
sex love because of the records that exist; and 2) the people I interviewed.

In my thesis I will focus on what makes Taiwan’s tongzhi identity and history
unique and different from the Euro-North American LGBTQ community. I do this by
examining how same-sex love was described and discussed throughout China’s history,
how previously fluid conceptions of sexuality gave way to more fixed identities at the

turn of the 20™ century, and finally I examine the terminology used in Chinese-speaking



societies today. I will also explore the ways in which the weight of family values and
obligations has created a culturally distinct set of challenges for tongzhi in Taiwan. In the
course of navigating familial responsibilities, tongzhi (and non-fongzhi) have formed
fictive kin relations that provide them with support. In doing so they are also
reinterpreting notions of filial piety. In their creation of fictive kinship and their
reinterpretation of filial piety, they are not unlike celibate religious clergy in Taiwan who
have also forsaken their familial obligations. My research also addresses a gap in the
literature, as little scholarship has been done on the intersection of tongzhi and East Asian
religions such as Buddhism and Daoism.’
1.2 Arrangement of the Thesis

Chapter 2 examines the history of same-sex love in China and Taiwan, from
ancient times up to the present day in Taiwan. The earliest records attest to the fluidity of
sexuality in Chinese society, and this fluidity can be seen again in contemporary times
with the use of the term fongzhi. I begin by reviewing historical scholarship on same-sex
love in China, demonstrating that in many periods of Chinese history same-sex love was
widely practiced and accepted (Hinsch 1990; Vitiello 1992; Wu 2004). I draw on this
scholarship to argue that in same-sex acts, it was the difference in social standing and
power that was more important than each participant’s gender. The idea that the man who
took the active, inserter role and the subordinate insertee shared the same social category

(what could be described as homosexual today) did not exist in traditional Chinese

* The one example I found was Huinan Yang’s (2005) study of the Child-Brahman
Abode’ (tong fanjing she), which he describes as the first tongzhi Buddhist group in
Taiwan. Yang deployed an online survey, and found that one of the main issues that this
group was concerned with was whether or not same-sex love violates Buddhist precepts,
and if all beings have an equal standing of attaining enlightenment.



thought (Chou 2000). In the dynastic period in China, men manifested sexuality
differently, depending on their stage in life, with adolescents taking the passive sexual
role and adult men taking the active role (Hinsch 1990). I draw on Foucault’s second
volume of The History of Sexuality when discussing this fluidity, as well as when |
examine how in China love for the same sex and for the other sex were not seen as two
exclusive choices or radically different types of behavior. In large part, because of the
Confucian emphasis on family responsibility, men were still expected to marry women
and sex within marriage served the procreative purpose of producing heirs. While what
we would call ‘bisexuality’ today prevailed over exclusive same-sex love in much of
China’s history, I argue that using words such as ‘homosexual’ or ‘bisexual’ is
problematic, as the concept of sexual orientation did not exist and the men who engaged
in same-sex love did not identify with a particular sexual identity or essence.
Throughout Chapter 2 I also examine the terminology used to describe and label
same-sex love throughout China’s history, as well as in contemporary Chinese-speaking
societies such as Taiwan. I move from the time of Imperial China (during which there
was no medical or scientific term equivalent to ‘homosexuality’) to the turn of the 20™
century, at which time Chinese intellectuals and elites turned away from Confucian and
neo-Confucian cosmological understandings of gender and sexuality, and turned instead
to the natural sciences, importing, translating, and reinterpreting Western sexology to
explain all matters of sexuality, including same-sex love. I demonstrate how the ideas
around same-sex desire linked sexuality to procreation, and ‘heterosexualized’ the
Confucian marital-reproductive institution while pathologizing same-sex love as a

byproduct (Chou 2000; Dikétter 1995)



I then turn to the contemporary era, briefly examining the trajectory that fongzhi
rights have taken in Taiwan from the 1990s to the present day. I also examine the
terminology used by same-sex attracted communities in Chinese-speaking societies
(China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong) today. I conclude Chapter 2 by arguing that the term
tongzhi is more appropriate for these communities than the Western terms gay, lesbian,
queer, and ‘LGBTQ’. I explain that this is because of the different history of same-sex
love in the Chinese-speaking world, and because tongzhi is more fluid in that it can refer
to any form of sexuality that has been marginalized by hegemonic heterosexuality.

Chapter 3 analyzes how religious practitioners and worshippers navigate the
pressures of family responsibility and use religious frameworks to reinterpret kinship and
the traditional Confucian concept of filial piety. This chapter describes how the family is
the most basic and significant social institution in Chinese societies, and that within
familial relationships the concept of filial piety is of central value. Filial piety means to
respect and be obedient to one’s parents, elders, and ancestors; this includes having
children and continuing the family line. Drawing on scholarship as well as my own
ethnographic work, I argue that this expectation of marrying heterosexually and having
progeny makes it challenging for parents in Taiwan to fully accept and support tongzhi.
The largest challenge for most tongzhi is not discrimination from the state, job
discrimination, or religious oppression—but the family, especially the parents (Chou
2000).

Scholars whose research has focused on tongzhi have demonstrated that the
family-kin relation can be used to integrate a fongzhi family member’s partner into the

family, and alternately that the same Chinese kinship system can also be used to create a



sense of an imagined community for tongzhi (Anderson 1983; Chou 2000; Wong and
Zhang 2001). In relation to these discussions, I argue that both tongzhi and non-tongzhi
members of a Daoist temple (‘Brilliant Light Temple’) in Taiwan have used religious
beliefs and ritual to create fictive kin relations that provide them with emotional and
social support. I draw on ethnographic fieldwork to demonstrate how some members
have become adopted children of a deity (the Rabbit God) who cares about their well-
being and specifically intervenes in their romantic lives. I will also demonstrate how
members use other religious beliefs—namely reincarnation—to explain the familial
connection they feel with each other at the temple.

Scholars in the field of China and Taiwan studies have argued that filial piety can
be reinterpreted. I draw on this scholarship to argue that these members are attempting to
be filial through their devout dedication to the god that has adopted them as children. In
doing so they are also mirroring the practices of celibate religious figures who, since they
too do not have progeny, have long been outside of Confucian norms in the history of
China and Taiwan. I will explain how celibate clergy have reinterpreted the notion of
filial piety through their religious activities.

Chapter 4 is a pragmatic-poetic analysis of statements made by Taiwanese
Buddhist scholar-nun Shih Chao Hwei at a public hearing in support of same-sex
marriage.’ I translate and analyze four excerpts from Shih’s speech, choosing parts of her
speech that were quoted by media outlets and discussed online by people in Taiwan and

Hong Kong. Since Shih is responding to arguments made by quasi-Christian

? For Chinese names and terms I use the pinyin system of romanization for Mandarin
Chinese. However, I have kept some people and places’ names in the romanization
system they use (for example Shih Chao Hwei and Chou Wah-Shan, whose names are in
the Wade-Gilles system, and Tong-Kwang Lighthouse Presbyterian Church in Taipet).



organizations and NGOs that publicly rallied against same-sex marriage, I examine the
recent scholarship examining these groups. I demonstrate that many of these
organizations drew on the traditional Chinese cultural notions of family and filial piety to
try and sway public opinion in Taiwan against the legalization of same-sex marriage. |
demonstrate that Shih critiques her opponents’ ideas of what constitutes a family, and she
does so by questioning the procreative purpose of marriage. I also demonstrate how Shih
challenges and dismisses her opponents’ logic, through the use of argumentative
strategies such as rhetorical questions as well as repetition and rapid pacing. I continue
some of the points I made in Chapter 3, arguing that Shih’s support for fongzhi and her
fight against those who oppose same-sex marriage draws from her own personal
experience as a woman who is not having children and is therefore unfilial according to
traditional Chinese beliefs.
1.3 Reflexivity

In many ways I am an outsider to the community that I have engaged with and
researched in this thesis. I am not from Taiwan, and—unlike some of the people I spoke
with—I am heterosexual. Therefore, my life experiences have differed from many of the
people I interviewed. I also have to acknowledge that I have a lot of privilege—being a
white, cis-gender man who is a Canadian citizen, university educated, and currently
studying at an American university. However, despite the many differences, there are
some points of shared experience. Like those I spoke to for my research, I grew up in a
religious household and practiced religion well into my early adult years. Furthermore, I

also grappled with my religious beliefs and sexuality as a young adult. It was these



experiences—as well as my experience as an immigrant—that have shaped my interests
and led me to this project.

I was born in South Africa, and ever since I can remember, every Sunday my
family and I would go to church. My and my siblings’ lives were infused with Christian
values passed down from church, our parents, and school. When I was 13 years old, my
family left South Africa and moved to Hamilton, Canada. This had a huge impact on my
life. I experienced culture shock—I recognized that my family and I came from a
different cultural background, and I saw these differences between us and my new
Canadian classmates, teachers, and others. My family continued going to church, finding
a Baptist church that was less formal than the Methodist one we had grown up attending,
and one which I would describe as being fairly moderate in its outlook. After moving
from Ontario to the Vancouver region in 2004, my family found another church
(belonging to the Alliance denomination). Youth group was a welcome avenue for
making friends, since, having moved halfway through Grade 10, I struggled to forge deep
connections in my new high school. When I started university I began to seriously
question my faith. Frustrated with church politics—and recognizing through my literature
studies that the Bible can’t be separated from its sociohistorical setting—I decided in the
summer before my third year of university that I was no longer Christian. However, I still
had a lot of questions about religion in general. I set out to study the religions of the
world and read their scriptures, and ending up double majoring, adding Religious Studies
to my English Literature degree.

It was around this time that I began my first real relationship and—after years of

being told by the church to ‘wait until marriage’—I had to figure out my own sexuality



and how I was comfortable acting in a relationship. I found all of this quite
overwhelming—I was no longer Christian, but felt the weight of all the doctrine I had
grown up learning, and still felt the pull of the Church. Christianity had provided me with
many of the values I had, and I had to decide which I still wanted to keep, and which I
wanted to reinterpret. I still had a lot of Christian friends from youth group and young
adult groups in the church, and occasionally went to church when I came home from
campus to visit my parents. Though I was no longer Christian, I still felt guilt and shame
about being sexually active, knowing that my Christian friends, the church, and my
parents to some extent would not fully approve of the actions I was taking with my
girlfriend at the time. I realized that religion and sexuality were powerful forces in my
life, and this was reflected in my studies: many of my papers—whether in my literature
classes or religious studies—focused on religion, or sexuality, or their intersection. I will
never fully understand what many of the people I spoke to in Taiwan have experienced,
being LGBTQ (or tongzhi). But navigating my own sexuality—even if it was just
heterosexuality—was still a challenge for me, because of my religious beliefs.

In 2014, when I was studying journalism and applying for a fellowship to produce
my own radio series, [ drew on these previous experiences to come up with a project.
After speaking with one of my younger sister’s friends, who is lesbian and comes from a
conservative Hindu family, I decided to focus on telling the stories of LGBTQ people
who are people of color (and/or immigrants) in Metro Vancouver (see G. Fisher, Pride
and Prejudice, 2014). I found producing this series to be very intellectually stimulating
and fascinating. Some years later, when I decided I wanted to go into graduate studies, I

knew I wanted to focus on religion in Taiwan, and so I began thinking of issues related to



religion that would be stimulating and productive to explore. I followed with interest
when, in May 2017, the Constitutional Court first said that same-sex marriage is a
constitutional right, giving Taiwan’s government two years to change the marriage law. It
was further interesting to see Christian groups speak out against this change—since this
is not a major religion in the country. I questioned what leaders and followers of
Buddhism, Daoism, and folk religion—which are practiced by far more people in
Taiwan—had to say on the issue. This is what led to my thesis project.

From a young age I have been thinking about identity and belonging, because of
my experiences emigrating from South Africa to Canada. I wrestled with issues of
religion and sexuality in my personal life as a young adult, and though I will never fully
understand what it means to be LGBTQ or fongzhi, | have tried to use my experiences
and struggles to try and relate to the people I contacted and interviewed for this project.
Over the time that I’ve been in graduate school I’ve learned that one of my own sisters
identifies as queer, which has given me an even more personal motivation to relate to the
experiences of others who are not cis-gender and heterosexual like me.

1.4 Methodology, or, Virtual Ethnography in the Time of Covid

While stating one’s positionality is important for anthropologists, so is
recognizing that the ethnographer is not a neutral observer. The whole process of
ethnographic work—formulating and asking interview questions, interpreting and writing
up data—is affected by one’s position and background. In my previous career as a
journalist, I tried to be aware of asymmetrical power dynamics, and how my background
could potentially bias the way I approached stories and sources. Like anthropologists,

journalists are also very concerned about the subconscious biases they are bringing into
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their work—however, instead of stating our positionality in our work we tend to strive for
‘balance’ and ‘objectivity’. While studying journalism my colleagues, instructors and I
discussed this approach at length, and we recognized that it is inherently flawed and
largely impossible to achieve (can we ever be truly objective?). Yet, perhaps for a lack of
another method, it is my understanding that most reporters take this approach. We try to
be aware of any biases we have, be fair and measured in our approach to all the sources
we speak to, ‘see the story from all sides’, and be careful about inserting our voice into
our story (unless one is a columnist, and typically columnists are no longer allowed to
write straight news for that reason). As a university educated Caucasian, cis-gender
heterosexual man, [ have a certain amount of privilege, and my experiences and
perspectives differed from many of the people I interviewed. I tried to be aware of this in
my journalism work.

My training in anthropology through the graduate program at the University of
South Carolina has taught me to continue and strive for further reflexivity in my work as
an anthropologist. Before embarking on my research, I also completed the Collaborative
Institutional Training Initiative (CITI), which covers important aspects of working with
human subjects—such as informed consent and how to properly safeguard and protect
data gathered during fieldwork. The American Anthropological Association also provides
a useful ethical guideline for ethnographers to follow. As stated in the Association’s
Principles of Professional Responsibility, anthropology is a wholly social enterprise, one
that always involves others—such as research participants, colleagues, students, funders
and so forth. Therefore, “anthropologists must be sensitive to the power differentials,

constraints, interests and expectations characteristic of all relationships” (AAA 2012). As
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per these principles, I need to be transparent regarding the purpose, methods, and
outcomes of my work. The principles point out that, like informed consent, transparency
is an ongoing process that involves the making of principled decisions prior to beginning
the research as well as encouraging participation, engagement, and open debate
throughout its course (AAA 2012). These guidelines also state that I have an ethical
obligation to consider the potential impact of my research and its dissemination.

I followed these guidelines while doing research over the summer, fall, and winter
months of 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic meant that it was not possible to conduct
ethnographic fieldwork in Taiwan in the summer between my first and second year of the
Masters program. The University of South Carolina and the U.S. government
recommended that people avoid non-essential travel outside (and even within) the
country, and on March 18, 2020, the government of Taiwan decided to close its borders
to all foreign visitors (Everington 2020). Therefore, I had to conduct all of my interviews
virtually, using video-calling technology. This was not without its challenges. I reached
out to people I wanted to interview by emailing them or sending messages through
various social media channels. I began by contacting the core individuals and groups
discussed in my prospectus. However, even though I had already established contact with
some, I struggled to reconnect and arrange interviews over the summer. I began searching
more broadly for people, religious groups, and fongzhi organizations that could fit my
research focus. However, I continued to be met with silence—or, after a promising reply,
contact would fall away. I sent follow-up messages, and even stayed up to the later hours
to phone one of the organizations I really wanted to speak to. I am not entirely sure why

my attempts were unsuccessful, though I have several conjectures based on my own
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knowledge of Taiwan as well as speaking to experts in Taiwan studies. First, though
same-sex marriage was legalized in Taiwan in 2019, my research topic looking into
issues of sexuality is still a sensitive one. And, as described above, I am an outsider.
Also, I was not able to be present in Taiwan to make face-to-face connections. This
relates to the concept of guanxi in Chinese-speaking societies: Guanxi (shared
reciprocity) is the term used to refer to building a network of mutually beneficial
relationships which can be used for personal or business means. Perhaps some of those I
reached out to did not see the potential for guanxi to develop since I was not actually in
Taiwan, and after talking virtually it would be uncertain if and when we’d ever meet in
person. Finally, if one factors in the pandemic, speaking to a graduate student on the
other side of the world during such a strange time may not have been a big priority for
some, understandably.

By the end of the summer I finally started to have some success in setting up
interviews. I asked participants what form of video calling was most convenient for them
to use, and it so happened that I used Skype for all of my interviews. These interviews
were semi-structured; I had prepared some questions to ask (in Mandarin), but also let the
conversation flow and asked follow-up questions accordingly. At the beginning of each
interview I explained my project, and followed the process of informed consent as well as
other guidelines established by the University of South Carolina’s Institutional Review
Board. I asked each participant what name they would be most comfortable with me
using in this thesis. It is common for some in Taiwan to have an English name, and some
of my participants asked that I use their English name and not their Chinese one in my

research. I also asked if I could record the interview, since I am not completely fluent in

13



Mandarin, and recording it would allow me to listen again and also translate and
transcribe thoroughly. Each interview lasted around 2 hours. I recognize that I have a
limited number of interviews. Rather than being truly quantifiable, they support the
existing scholarship that describes the challenges of family for tongzhi. However, it does
also provide insight into how tongzhi in religious communities have dealt with the weight
of familial obligations.

Lloyd, a member of the Daoist Brilliant Light Temple (see Chapter 3), helped me
a lot in setting up interviews with other members of the temple following my first
interview with the temple’s head priest. After that initial interview, Lloyd added me to
WhatsApp and we used that to discuss other potential interviewees. While for my
interview with Christian fongzhi woman Xiao’en (see Chapters 2 and 4) I asked all of the
questions in Mandarin and she answered in Mandarin, my interviews with members of
Brilliant Light Temple were a bit different. Lloyd was present for all of them, and helped
facilitate and translate. He told me he took up this role because of his English abilities
(which he said was superior to that of other members of the temple; he has also had
considerable experience traveling and studying abroad). I still asked the majority of my
questions in Mandarin, but if something wasn’t clear Lloyd would ask me in English for
more information, and then ask the question to the interviewee in Mandarin. The
interviewee would respond in Mandarin, and then Lloyd would give me a summary of
what was said. Given my Mandarin ability, this was very helpful—as it allowed me to
know in real-time what was being said, and ask follow-up questions accordingly.
However, in translating and transcribing from my recordings I also noticed that Lloyd

would sometimes expand on some of the answers given by the interviewees. Evan, one of
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the tongzhi members of the temple, who was quite soft-spoken, often looked at Lloyd
while answering my questions—and the two of them would sometimes discuss things
(and have a few laughs) before Lloyd would summarize things to me. At times Evan felt
more comfortable answering directly to Lloyd. I later learned that Lloyd had sat down
and asked him questions about his life before our interview together, which is how Lloyd
was able to expand on some of the answers Evan gave. In the interview I had with Olivia,
a straight woman who is also a member of the temple, she also sometimes turned to
Lloyd when formulating her answers. They also teased each other at numerous times
during the interview. Lloyd told me later that they are quite close: they both do a lot of
work for the temple, and have the shared interest in investing.

For my interview with Buddhist nun Shih Chao Hwei, I asked a Taiwanese
graduate student (Sunny Tsai) to help interpret, since Shih asked that the interview be
conducted in Mandarin, and because the interview only occurred late in my project
(February 12, 2021). I formulated the questions in Mandarin, which Sunny looked over
and checked for errors, and then during the interview with Shih I asked the questions in
Chinese and Sunny translated the nun’s responses into English.

Finding a suitable time for interviews was sometimes a challenge because of the
time difference between South Carolina and Taiwan (Taiwan was 12 hours ahead in the
fall, and 13 hours ahead during winter). I sometimes also had sound and technology
challenges. During some of my interviews with members of the Daoist Brilliant Light
Temple (see Chapter 3), participants were set up in a room where other members and
priests were passing through. This made it quite noisy at times, and, over Skype, it could

be challenging to hear everything. There were sometimes other technological issues that
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also affected my hearing of what was being said. In these cases I had to ask for
information to be repeated, and to wait for issues to be resolved. I was, however,
prepared for the fact that multiple people would possibly be involved in the interview.
Literature on metacommunicative norms in Taiwan that [ had consulted had shown this to
be the case. For example, in their study comparing American and Taiwanese mothers’
beliefs about childrearing and self-esteem, Miller et al. (2002) found that the most
successful interviewing approach with Taiwanese mothers was framing the interview as
more of a conversation. They began with some initial topics to put the participants at
ease, accommodating multiple speakers and the domestic work they were all doing
(cooking; harvesting green onions in the courtyard), and also allowing participants to
control the topics of conversation (227).
1.5 The Political Economy of Taiwan

In this section I will explore the political economy of Taiwan, explaining how
family is a crucial social institution within this economy, and how it is often the family
that is more antagonistic towards those who are tongzhi than the state. This is not to say
that the state has never been antagonistic; the fongzhi community in Taiwan faced
repeated harassment from police in the 1990s, which I will address at the end of this
section. First, however, I will give a brief historical overview of Taiwan and explain the
history that has led there to being the Republic of China (ROC; commonly called
Taiwan) and the People’s Republic of China (PRC; commonly called China). In doing so
I will explain what has led to Taiwan being a vibrant democracy today; a democracy that

in May of 2019 made Taiwan the first country in Asia to legalize same-sex marriage.
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Taiwan is a relatively young democracy: the first free elections following 38-
years of martial law were held in 1996 (Morris 2004). However, given its shared history
with the mainland, Taiwan is also home to many traditional Chinese beliefs and practices.
In terms of Chinese religious traditions (Buddhism, Daoism, and folk/popular religion),
Taiwan is in many way a place of religious innovation and the source of information on
these religions, given that they were allowed more free reign in Taiwan than they were on
the mainland. The different trajectories of Taiwan and China have also resulted in very
different experiences for fongzhi on either side of the Strait, which I will touch upon as
well.

1.5.1 Taiwan and China: The Imperial Period in China and Immigration to Taiwan

China, or officially the People’s Republic of China, has been a one-party state
since the end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949 (Wright 2001). However, dynasties ruled
China for most of its history, from the Shang dynasty beginning in 1600 BCE (the first
dynasty for which there is archaeological evidence) to the last Qing Dynasty, which
ended in 1912 (Pletcher 2010, 15). Confucianism—a system of philosophical and ethical
teachings—originated in the social and political upheaval that took place during the Zhou
dynasty (1046-256 BCE), which followed the Shang (15). Confucianism developed from
the teachings of Confucius and his followers (of which Mencius was the most
prominent), and became China’s official state ideology in the second century BCE
(Wright 2001, 21). I will discuss Confucianism further below. In these early periods of
Chinese history, records attest to a long historical tradition of same-sex love dating back

to the Zhou dynasty. In many periods of China’s history, same-sex love was widely
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accepted and influenced political institutions and social conventions (Hinsch 1990; Van
Gulik 1961; Vitiello 2011). I will explore this history in Chapter 2.

During these early dynasties, the neighboring island of Taiwan barely figured in
the Chinese imagination. Taiwan, which is 13,837 square miles in size (about a quarter of
the size of Florida), is separated from the southeastern coast of China by the rough and
shallow Taiwan Straits, which are about 81 to 137 miles wide (Morris 2004, 7). Fang Hao
(1994) writes that Chinese Nationalists have long used vague references to the Land of
the Eastern Barbarians or the Ryukyu Islands in the History of the Later Han Dynasty
(25-220 CE) or the History of the Three Kingdoms (mid-200s CE) in an effort to prove
Taiwan has always been part of the Chinese “motherland” (quoted in Morris 2004).
However, even in 1600, Taiwan was still on the outer edge of Chinese consciousness
(Wills 1999 85). In the 1600s there was no permanent Chinese settlement on Taiwan, but
there were a number of Chinese and Japanese traders, pirates and fishermen that traveled
to the island (85). At that time, the island was only vaguely referred to in the records of
the officials who administered and patrolled the South China coast (85). When the Dutch
colonized Taiwan in 1622-24 they estimated that there were 1,000 to 1,500 Chinese on
the coast of Taiwan (87). Most of Taiwan’s inhabitants at that time were indigenous
peoples, descended from Austronesian peoples whose first settlements on the island date
back at least 15,000 years (Morris 2004, 7; Stainton 1999, 28-9). Their descendants make
up the approximately 560,000 indigenous people (2.37 percent of the total population) on
Taiwan today, with 16 distinct Indigenous Peoples that are officially recognized by the

government (Adawai 2020, 324).
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In the next century, the Chinese population on Taiwan grew and the island would
come under more attention from the mainland. Ming loyalist and pirate Zheng
Chenggong (also known as Koxinga) sailed with his fleet to Taiwan in 1661, ousting the
Dutch to make the island the base of his movement to overthrow the Qing dynasty
(Morris 2004, 8-9). Zheng therefore established the first Chinese administration of
Taiwan, “ironically, a regime formed in rebellion against China’s ruling Qing,” historian
Andrew Morris notes (9). Zheng’s son and grandson ruled for 21 years, during which
time there were waves of steady immigration to Taiwan, primarily from the southern
Fujian and Guangdong provinces in China (Morris 2004, 9; Jones 2003, 12). In 1683, as
Taiwan was in the throes of a famine, an imperial force from the mainland defeated the
Zhengs (who were Ming loyalists opposed to the Qing) and integrated the island into the
Qing empire as a prefecture of Fujian province (Morris 2004, 10). Taiwan was upgraded
to a full province in 1885 (12).

1.5.2 Japanese Influence on Taiwan

The Qing dynasty’s rule of Taiwan came to close when, by the end of 1895,
Japan’s military annexed the island—the first colony in Japan’s imperialistic expansion
(12-13). This would have a lasting effect, differentiating Taiwan from China, which
would undergo revolution and the start of a communist government at the beginning of
the 20" century. The official doctrines of Japanese colonialism were assimilation and
equal treatment under one imperial view, however officials also resorted to force to put
down various rebellions against the occupying power (14). The Japanese colonial
administration portrayed itself as a strong, stern, but benevolent force working for the

betterment of the people in Taiwan, and they continued a number of modernization
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projects that had begun under the Qing dynasty (Morris 2004, 14). These included
building railroads and modern roads, expanding postal and telegraph networks, founding
modern hospitals, establishing police institutions, introducing modern banking and
currency measures, standardizing weights and measures, and also entering Taiwan in the
Greenwich time system (14). While the Japanese government initially took a laissez-faire
approach towards the religions being practiced in Taiwan, they later began to more
vigorously regulate religious institutions and practices, and finally do away with native
religions altogether (Jones 2004, 19). This was part of the larger ‘Japanization
movement’ in which colonial officials pushed for more widespread use of the Japanese
language, as well as the enforcement of Japanese-style dress (Morris 2004, 17). The
Japanese ruled Taiwan up until their defeat at the end of the Second World War, at which
time the Allied forces handed the island to the Republic of China (ROC) government that
was ruling mainland China at the time.

Today, there is still a surprising amount of nostalgia for the Japanese colonial era.
During my first trip to Taiwan in 2011 to teach English for the summer, I had a couple of
conversations with middle-aged Taiwanese in which they spoke about the Japanese
occupation, and they pointed out that the Japanese had built much of their roads and other
infrastructure such as dams. One of these conversations, with a parent of one of my
students, took place while standing on a dam built by the Japanese in the rural outskirts of
Tainan. Some of this nostalgia for the Japanese era is because the colonial government
was perceived to be less antagonistic to the local Taiwanese population than the mainland
Chinese government was during the first period after their arrival (more on this below)

(Moskowitz 2011, 3). The influence of Japanese popular culture on Taiwan today can
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also be seen in behaviors and in various media. The sound of Japanese enka largely
influenced the melancholy nature of Mandopop (Mandarin-language pop music), and the
sorrowful tone of Japanese literature has also had a significant impact on Taiwan’s
literary scene (4). These themes have also spread to Taiwan’s movie and television
industry (4). There is also a prevailing love of all things ‘cute’ (ke ai) in Taiwan, which
may be a direct import of Japanese concept of kawaii (4). The influence of Japan—from
the time that they occupied Taiwan to the influence of popular culture today—has had a
profound role in shaping Taiwan’s current identity.

In addition to the ongoing influence of Japanese popular culture, a Taiwanese
person today is also just as likely to engage with culture from neighboring South Korea
(K-Pop and K-dramas), mainland China (Mandopop, movies, and TV), as well as
Western music and U.S. television and movies. During my first trip to Taiwan in 2011,
my elementary-age students had no problem recognizing and singing along to the hit
song ‘Baby’ by (my fellow Canadian) Justin Bieber. In that trip and in later trips (2016
and 2019), I connected with Taiwanese young adults when talking about American TV
shows and music we mutually enjoy (as well as some Japanese anime that [ am also
familiar with).

1.5.3 From Martial Law to Democracy

When the Second World War ended, China was consumed again by civil war—as
it had been in the years following the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1912 and the
establishment of the Republic of China (ROC), led by the Nationalist Party (Kuomintang
or KMT). Chiang Kai-shek, the general who has been leading the ROC since 1925,

waged a violent war against the Chinese Communist Party (CPP). When those in Taiwan
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heard that the Second World War was over and the Japanese were leaving, they were
elated (Phillips 1999, 281). However, the ROC government decided to govern the new
Taiwan Province under joint party-government-military administration. Governor-
General Chen Yi was given the ability to use a broad mixture of civilian and military
powers that was starkly reminiscent of the early Japanese governors (282). The
Nationalists stripped Taiwan of materials to use to win the civil war on the mainland
against the Chinese Communist Party, and unemployment and inflation set in on the
island (Morris 2004, 20). The Taiwanese began to criticize the KMT, comparing them
unfavorably to the Japanese colonial regime, but had to do so quietly because if not they
were regarded as “disloyal subversives” who were planning Communist rebellion against
the ROC (21). However, the Chinese Communist Party eventually defeated the
Nationalists on the mainland. In 1949 Mao Zedong proclaimed the founding of the new
People’s Republic of China (PRC), and the remnants of Chiang’s government and
discouraged military set sail in defeat for Taiwan; their former province was now home to
the entire ROC regime. The KMT violently suppressed dissidents (often elites who were
regarded as a threat to the regime) in Taiwan, and enacted a period of martial law that
lasted 38 years. For the next two decades after their arrival in Taiwan, Generalissimo
Chiang and the KMT were dedicated to the goal of retaking the Chinese mainland
(Morris 2004, 24). During this time the United States continued to regard Chiang’s ROC
regime as the rightful government of China, with Americans referring to the ROC on
Taiwan as “Free China” (23). U.S. $4 billion from American taxpayers was poured into

Chiang’s regime from 1951-1965 (24).
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KMT rule in Taiwan after 1950 marked the beginning of a long transformation at
this time into a “soft authoritarian regime” (24). Chiang and the KMT were determined
that the economic collapse that spelled their doom in China would not be repeated in
Taiwan (24). Fair and effective land reforms were instituted, rural lower middle classes
set up small-scale factories, and heavy export production was encouraged and subsidized
by the U.S. government (24-5). These strategies, combined with high household savings
rates and a highly successful education system, produced an economic boom so dramatic
that it became described worldwide as the “Taiwan miracle” (25). By the time Chiang
Kai-shek died in 1975, most of the rest of the world no longer viewed the ROC as the
rightful government of China. In the 1970s Mao and the People’s Republic of China had
begun to successfully convince an increasing number of nations to recognize the PRC as
the true government of China. Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger strategically shifted
towards serious dialogue with Communist China in an effort to isolate the Soviet Union
(Morris 2004, 26). In 1972, a year after the United Nations General Assembly voted to
award China’s UN seat to the PRC, Nixon ended the special relationship that the U.S. had
with the ROC in hopes of garnering PRC support to end the war in Vietnam (26). In early
1979 the United States officially began recognizing Mao’s China (Wright 2001, 162).

Following Chiang’s death, his son Chiang Ching-kuo, who had lived in Taiwan
longer than he had in China, took control of the ROC and set out to make a number of
changes. He ended martial law and chose as his successor Lee Teng-hui, a Japanese- and
American-educated agricultural economist (Morris 2004, 27). Lee’s 12-year reign saw
Taiwan transformed into a free democracy (27). The first direct presidential elections—

billed as the first in 5,000 years of Chinese history—were held in 1996 and won by Lee
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(28). I will discuss more of these democratic changes below. In 2000 the DPP won for the
first time (under Chen Shui-bian, who led for two terms), and then in the elections in
2008 and 2012 the KMT under Ma Ying-jeou took the presidency. Taiwan elected its
first female president in 2016 (Tsai Ing-wen), marking a return to the DPP, with Tsai
winning a second term in January 2020.

In the PRC, in the 1990s the Chinese Communist Party stepped up its rhetoric of
the goal of reunifying the Chinese nation by extending its control to Taiwan (Morris
2004, 29). The PRC’s main strategy has been to isolate Taiwan diplomatically on the
world stage, blocking any attempts by Taiwan to re-enter the UN, and using its massive
economic clout to prevent any international recognition of Taiwan as a sovereign state
(29). It is for this reason that Taiwan’s diplomatic representatives and Olympic teams are
recognized only as representatives of “Chinese Taipei”, and that visa-granting offices
overseas are referred to not as embassies or consulates but as Taipei Economic and
Cultural Offices (TECO). Only 17 countries (such as the Holy See and several small
African and Caribbean countries) official recognize Taiwan’s government. Under the
Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), first passed by U.S. Congress in 1979, the U.S. considers
Taiwan’s status undetermined, but any attempt by China to coerce Taiwan into
unification is seen as a grave threat to American security (Horton 2019).

1.5.4 Commonalities and Differences Between Taiwan and China

In this section I will continue to examine some of the differences between Taiwan

and China, but also describe how they have many shared cultural norms, given the history

of emigration of Chinese to Taiwan starting from the 1600s as described above. While it
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would be impossible to list all of these similarities, I will describe those that have the
most salience for my study: Confucian norms and life for tongzhi today.
1.5.4.1 Similarities and Differences in Cultural Ideas

Confucian philosophy is central to the cultures of Taiwan and other East Asian
nations, particularly when it comes to understandings of family and society. Embedded
within Confucian values are five principal relationships through which each person
defines a sense of duty, responsibility, and identity (Chou 2000; Park and Chesla 2007).
They are ruler and subject (or government and citizen), parent and child, husband and
wife, older sibling and younger sibling, and friend and friend (Park and Chesla 2007,
303). In familial relations, respect of parents and grandparents has supreme value, with
near total obedience given to parents by the rest of the family (304). The value of duty
and responsibility can also vary within these hierarchies. In the husband-wife
relationship, if children are involved, the role of mother should take precedence over the
role of wife, with the parent-child relationship being more important (304, 307). With
regard to siblings, the oldest sibling usually acts as the surrogate of parents in their
absence (304). Family is the base of society: among the five basic human relationships,
three are family relationships (305). Within family relationships, filial piety is a central
value (Chou 2000, 253). Being filial to one’s family members, particularly to one’s
parents, includes the imperative to marry and continue the family line, as well as taking
care of the elderly in the family (253).

For this reason, the social services safety net that exists in North America and
much of Europe is largely absent in Taiwan. Instead, the government has long relied on

families to provide a basic safety net, looking after their family members including those
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who are elderly, disabled, and poor. This has even been written into law: Care for
children, frail older people, and disabled people is defined as a family responsibility in
Taiwan’s Civic Code, which places legal responsibility for care on lineal family members
(Yeandle et al. 2013, 29). Under Taiwan’s Welfare of Older People Act 2009, adult
children can be penalized for neglect, abuse, or leaving an elderly resident in a nursing
home without paying the fees for their care (Wang et al. 2013, 90). The assumption that
family care is available permeates all welfare practices in Taiwan (91). For this reason,
Taiwan has been described in the literature as a familialist (or familistic) welfare state
(Estévez-Abe and Kim 2013; Chou Y. et al. 2013). Familialist welfare states (which
include most East Asian countries) are known for their high rates of multi-generational
households, where household heads cohabit with their parents and children (Estévez-Abe
and Kim 2013, 2). The three characteristics of these states are: 1) Underdevelopment of
social services such as childcare and elderly care; 2) low levels of cash benefits to
working-age citizens such as public insurance and unemployment benefits; and 3)
comparatively low levels of social spending (1). Though social services such as home and
day care, respite or residential care are available in Taiwan, relatively few families use
them—not least because family members are expected to cover, or contribute to their cost
(Yeandle et al. 2013, 29). Those needing care mostly live with their families. For
example, a national survey in 2006 found that 93% of disabled people of all ages lived
with their families, while only 7% used residential services (Chou Y. et al. 2013, 144).
Almost all disabled children under 15 years of age lived with their families (98%), with
their primary carers being their parents (80%) or other relatives (14%) (144). Confucian

thinking—especially Confucian ideas of familial obligations—permeates Taiwan to this
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day, and this can also be seen in how the government views welfare: as a family
responsibility rather than a public matter.
1.5.4.2 Similarities and Differences in Experiences for Tongzhi

In terms of sexuality and same-sex love specifically, the Maoist era (1949-77) in
China enforced a heterosexual, marital model in which sex was only legitimate for
reproductive purposes (Zheng 2015, 41). Family was emphasized as the basic unit of
society, and marriage was stressed as the fulfillment of a social responsibility to produce
children for the Communist state (41). Sex for reasons other that reproduction—including
same-sex acts—were regarded as deviant and were policed by the state (41). During the
Cultural Revolution, same-sex attracted people were classified as “bad elements” under
the “five black categories”, along with landlords, rich peasants, rightists, and
counterrevolutionaries (42). The CCP replaced the Qing criminal code with a new system
of criminal laws during the economic reform period (1978-present), and forced sodomy
and sodomy with a minor continued to be treated as a crime (41) (also see section 2.3).
Since there were no laws against consensual same-sex acts in China, these acts were
often disciplined under the charge of “hooliganism”, a general term that encompassed a
wide range of offenses (41-2). The Maoist era’s model of sex for reproduction was
replaced by a new model in the post-socialist era in which sex for pleasure within
marriage was regarded as important because it maintains marital harmony and thwarts
extramarital affairs (42). These new ideas around sexuality and the state’s loosening
control led to a growth in the number of self-identified gay men who gathered at parks,
street corners, bathhouses, bars, and toilets (42). However, succumbing to the strong

pressure to marry and have children, more than 90 percent of same-sex attracted people
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in China are estimated to choose to marry opposite-sex partners and form heterosexual
families with children (43). State censorship of movie contents has also impeded the
dissemination of knowledge about same-sex attracted people (43). Today in China,
tongzhi face harassment from authorities, social stigma, pressure from their families and
society to ‘cure’ their same-sex attraction and marry heterosexually, and are vulnerable to
contracting AIDS and other STIs because of negative misconceptions about condom use
(Zheng 2015). In her ethnography of tongzhi men in contemporary Dalian, China, Zheng
Tiantian describes how almost all of the men she encountered in her research had either a
girlfriend or a wife, and that some used websites to match with lesbians who were willing
to form fake marriages (Zheng 2015, 152). “To many tongzhi, establishing a heterosexual
family and fathering a child represent not only a performance of masculinity but also a
fulfillment of social and family responsibilities,” Zheng writes (2015, 153). China does
not currently recognize same-sex marriage nor civil unions.

In Taiwan in the 1990s and 2000s the fongzhi community made strides in the
recognition of their rights, and politicians began expressing their support for the
community as well. Yet, tongzhi still faced harassment from authorities: in Taipei there
were repeated police raids on the longstanding gay cruising ground in Taipei known as
Changde Street, as well as a raid of the gay sauna AG in December 1998 (J.C. Ho 2010,
552; Simon 2004, 81). In the early 2000s politicians started to publicly express support
for the tongzhi community. Taipei’s then-mayor Ma Ying-jiou allocated funding for
tongzhi groups to organize a civil rights forum in 2000, and both he and newly elected
president Chen Shui-bian met with fongzhi activists during the event (J.C. Ho 2010, 539;

Simon 2004, 71). The Taipei municipal government also published a “Getting to Know
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Tongzhi Handbook,” with Major Ying-jiou (who would later become the president of
Taiwan) writing the introduction, which apologized for past human rights violations
against tongzhi, including the Changde Street and AG Incidents (which had occurred
when Chen was still mayor) (Simon 2004, 84). Petrus Liu (2007) argues that the recent
liberalism in Taiwan, which afforded the tongzhi community some rights and recognition
in the early 2000s, was shaped by forces involving both the United States and the
People’s Republic of China. He also argues it was born out of the creation of the multi-
party system in Taiwan, which first began after martial law was lifted in 1987. The
Kuomingtang (KMT), which had ruled during the time of martial law, came to be
associated with a ‘One China’ policy, while the newly formed opposition Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) represented increased independence from China. Liu argues that
the DPP (whose first president was Chen Shui-bian) saw itself as the liberator of the
‘native’ Taiwanese Han Chinese population (as opposed to the more recently arrived
Mainland Han Chinese population, which fled to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-Shek and the
KMT government in 1949 (Liu 2007, 519). Liu argues that recognizing tongzhi rights is
an important way for the DPP to distinguish Taiwan from China, and align it with the
U.S., which provides the country with military support:
DPP’s rhetoric of democracy and human rights (renquan liguo), which now under
international pressure must include gay rights, permits Taiwan to create a
desperately needed cultural distinction from the People’s Republic of China
(where human rights continue to be a ‘sensitive’ issue) and its similarities to the
United States (which sees itself as the guardian of democratic values), since DPP
politicians recognize (correctly) that Taiwan will cease to exist without the
popular support of the United States (519).

It would be under the next DPP president—Tsai Ing-wen, who first became president in

2016—that same-sex marriage in Taiwan became legal. Tsai, who has never married, is
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currently serving her second term. In 2017 the Constitutional Court—the highest court in
the country—ruled that same-sex marriage was a constitutional right, giving the
Taiwanese government a two-year deadline to come up with a framework for
legalization. In May 2019, same-sex marriage was made into law, making Taiwan the
first country in Asia to legalize marriage between people of the same gender.
1.5.5 Political Economy: Closing Thoughts

Despite their shared history and culture, Taiwan today is much more fongzhi-
friendly than China. In Taiwan tongzhi can serve in the military, there are fongzhi bars,
tongzhi publications, the largest Pride parades in Asia (held in Taipei), and, as of 2019,
same-sex marriage. Over the course of the latter half of the 20" Century, Taiwan went
from an authoritarian regime to a thriving democracy. Tongzhi rights are very much a
part of a larger call for equal rights for all in Taiwan. However, despite these gains,
tongzhi experience is still impacted and mired by cultural traditions, especially those
relating to family and filial piety. It is for this reason that, like in China, some fongzhi in
Taiwan still marry heterosexually. In Queer Kinship and Family Change in Taiwan
(2019), Amy Brainer describes various forms that these kinds of marriages may take,
with combinations including fongzhi hiding their sexual identities, their heterosexual
partner being aware of it, or couplings of men and women fongzhi. Scholars in this field
have argued that the nature of the Chinese family is one of the major obstacles for
tongzhi, rather than state oppression (Brainer 2019; Chou 2000; Simon 2004). In his
chapter exploring the history of the tongzhi community in Taiwan, anthropologist Scott
Simon concludes that even tongzhi-friendly laws “will have little impact on real lives of

individual people if Taiwanese gays and lesbians do not successfully deal with the
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problem of family pressure” (2004, 86). To return to the case of Evan, who I introduced
at the beginning of this chapter: he told me that even though same-sex marriage has been
legalized in Taiwan, his parents still do not fully accept him and are pressuring him to get
married to a woman. I will explore this issue in depth in Chapter 3. First, however, [ will

turn to the history of same-sex love in the Chinese-speaking world.
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Chapter 2

A Historical Overview of Tongzhi Identity: A Survey Through

Terminology

I will examine the history of same-sex love and identity in China and Taiwan in
this chapter. I will use the term “same-sex love” because, as I will explain in more detail
below, the terms for homosexuality in Chinese (tongxinglian, or tongxing’ai) are a direct
translation of the Western term that was typically used to pathologize those who were
attracted to individuals of the same gender (Hinsch 1990, 169). These terms are rarely
used today by same-sex attracted people in China and Taiwan because of the pathological
and medical notions of homosexuality they convey (Zheng 2015, 4). Furthermore, when
discussing the history of same-sex love in Chinese history, one cannot really speak of
heterosexuals, bisexuals, or homosexuals, because “the concept of sexual orientation, i.e.,
dividing people by their erotic object choice, did not exist” (Chou 2000, 13).

In this chapter I will examine the history of same-sex love and identity in China
and Taiwan through an overview of the terminology used to describe and label same-sex
eroticism. I will begin by looking at the earliest historical records available describing
same-sex love in China. For many centuries same-sex eroticism was widely accepted and
enjoyed by many. Same-sex love was referred to by poetic metaphors, usually based on
famous stories. I will then move to other periods of China’s imperial history, examining

how new terminology as well as new laws may have indicated a shift in attitudes towards
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same-sex love. When I turn to the early 20" century—a time of great change in which
many intellectuals pushed for modernizing the nation—I devote time to exploring how
Western sexology was imported and reinterpreted by writers in China. Finally, I look at
the range of terminology used in present-day China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.
2.1 Acceptance and tolerance: The poetic metaphors of cut-sleeves and half-eaten
peaches

There was a long historical tradition of male same-sex love in China, dating back
to the Zhou Dynasty (1122 to 256 BCE) and even as far back as the Bronze Age (Hinsch
1990, Van Gulik 1961). In many periods of China’s history same-sex love was widely
accepted and even respected, influencing Chinese political institutions, social
conventions, and artistic creation (Hinsch 1990, 4). Historian Bret Hinsch, who wrote the
pioneering Passions of the Cut Sleeve, explains that it is arguably more accurate to speak
of this history as a “male homosexual tradition” because, unlike modern society, the
Chinese viewed male homosexuality and lesbianism as completely different forms of
sexuality (6-7). He also explains that very little documentation survives on lesbian life in
China because Chinese literature was almost always written by men for men (7). He
includes an appendix focusing on these scanty sources (173-8). Another reason why
references to lesbianism in traditional sources are rare was because of the relative
absence of personal freedom women were bestowed (173). If relationships did form, they
would usually escape notice by men uninterested in the affairs of women, Hinsch writes
(174). The scholars who have examined this history of same-sex love in China have
drawn their arguments from records dating from the Zhou Dynasty (1122 to 256 BCE)

through to the early Qing Dynasty (1644 to 1912 CE) (Hinsch 1990; Van Gulik 1961,
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Vitiello 2011). These records include official histories and literature; the official histories
from the ancient period deal with the sexual practices of the uppermost elite, and the
literature from later periods provides insight into the lives of the literati as well as the
lives of young male prostitutes and their patrons (Hinsch 1990, 5-6; Vitiello 2011, 1).
The social and sexual practices specific to China can be understood in terms of
two basic sets of complementary roles: dominant/submissive and active/passive (Hinsch
1990, 8-9). The dominant and submissive roles were derived from the social standing of
each partner, determined mostly by gender, age, and status—factors that were important
for assigning dominant and submissive roles in many social and sexual encounters (9).
Women were generally regarded as socially inferior, which also affected the condition of
men who became identified with the female gender (9). In terms of age, a younger male
was inferior to an older male (9). As for status, family background, education,
employment, wealth, talent, and multiple other factors contributed to a man’s overall
social standing (9). In many cases, the set of dominant/submissive was related to the
separate dichotomy of active/passive: the dominant male was often the active partner
engaging in the penile penetration of the submissive partner (Chou 2000, 26, Hinsch
1990, 10). The difference in social standing and power between the two was more
important than the participants’ sex: “The idea that the (male) inserter and the
subordinate insertee may share the same social-sexual category—homosexual or gay—
simply did not exist in the traditional Chinese mind,” Chou Hua-shan writes (2000, 27,
emphasis in original). Hinsch notes that men often manifested sexuality differently,
depending on their stage in life (1990, 10). He writes that Chinese literature shows a

tendency for boys and adolescents to take the passive sexual role and for adult men to
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take the active role (10). Therefore, a man’s sexual role may change as he grew older
(10). “This acceptance of changing sexual roles gave a certain fluidity to the sexual
development of an individual male while still allowing a sense of hierarchy within each
relationship when hierarchy was desired,” Hinsch writes (10). In addition, Chinese
records also describe many men who experienced both heterosexuality and same-sex love
during their lives (11). Hinsch argues that some men had sexual intercourse with women
not because they desired it, but because they were expected to do so (11). Society’s
expectations often determined the ways in which Chinese men manifested their sexual
desires (11).

This fluidity of male sexuality, and focus on the social and sexual standing of the
active and passive participants in the same-sex act, can be further understood in relation
to Michel Foucault’s The Use of Pleasure (1985). As Foucault writes in his second
volume on The History of Sexuality, the Greeks did not see love for the other sex and for
the same sex as two exclusive choices or radically different types of behavior (187). Men
were expected to be married to “a single lawful wife”, with sexual relations being
devoted to bearing children (144). While one’s husband was expected to be a woman’s
exclusive partner, the husband could have multiple sexual relations outside of marriage:
with boys, prostitutes, men or women slaves (144, 146). Instead of a division between
heterosexuality and same-sex love, the “dividing lines” in sexual relations were that of
activity versus passivity, as well as a lack of moderation versus self-control (enkrateia),
Foucault argues (65, 85, 187-8). Adult free men were those who were the “active actors”,
while as “passive actors” were women, boys, and slaves (47). Being a passive actor was

looked upon negatively, as was not being in control of oneself (85-6). Similarly, there
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was a negative perception of passivity within same-sex relations in imperial China
(Hinsch 1990, 10, 107). In later imperial history, passive sexuality came to be associated
with certain types of cosmetics and feminizing clothing, and wearing them could weaken
a man’s social status (10). Also, there were obscenities that would insult a person by
referring to him as the dominated partner in a same-sex sexual act (Chou 2000, 27).
Passivity was also viewed as feminizing in Greece; preferring other men did not make a
man effeminate, Foucault notes, as long as the man was active in the sexual act and
practiced self-control (Foucault 1985, 85). In contrast, being immoderate and
overindulging in sexual relations with members of either the male or female sex would
make one “feminine” (85). It was this concern over passivity and a lack of restraint that
made the relationship between men and boys an anxious concern for some Greek thinkers
and writers, Foucault argues (187). This was a “privileged” relationship, one that implied
an age difference and a certain difference of status, as compared to relations between two
older adult males or schoolboys that were given less attention (193). Foucault writes that
the young boy had to behave in a way that would not bring him dishonor—something
that would affect his eventual status and place in the city when he grew up—and that the
older partner was expected to also act in a way that didn't bring the younger dishonor
(206). Much attention was given to how the younger partner (who was being actively
pursued and courted by the older suitor) had to be careful not to yield too easily or offer
himself too easily out of weakness, lust, or self-interest (196, 211). Once he had yielded
to his older suitor, then—beyond the customary gifts fitting his status—he could only
accept “honorable” benefits such as training for manhood, social connections for the

future, or a lasting friendship (224). Since the boy himself would one day be a man—
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exercising the powers and responsibilities of a male citizen—many philosophers were
concerned with how one who was previously the object of pleasure could later become
the active participant in the sexual relation (216, 220-1). As in imperial China, there was
a fluidity of male sexuality in ancient Greece—relations other than heterosexuality were
regarded as natural, and within same-sex love a man could perform both the feminizing
passive role and the active role in his lifetime (Foucault 1985; Hinsch 1990).
Heterosexual marriage, however, was still expected for men in both societies.

Foucault writes that for the Greeks, the purpose of sexual intercourse in marriage
was regarded as being for reproduction, while the “domain of pleasures” was located
outside the marital relationship (with boys, prostitutes, male and female slaves) (Foucault
1985, 1