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To Repathologize the Depathologized

The Non-Heterosexual and the Disabled in 1960s Taiwan Fiction

Ta-wei Chi (tw(@nccu.edu.tw)

National Chengchi University, Taipei

Modernism: ¥R F 2
Nativism : £+ F 28 (FF-3E)
Ching-wen Cheng: #[iE 7

Kenneth Pai: 545

“The linguistic turn” according to post-structuralism and “the cultural turn” according
to Fredric Jameson are aircady wcll known in academe. In my presentation I discuss “the
modern turn,” which I define to be the turn to literary modernism in Taiwan context. The
modern turn has taken place in Taiwan several times. Both the 1930s literature from China
and the 50-year Japanese rule left marks of modernism in Taiwan literature. However, it is

the modernist fiction of the 1960s that continually dominates the common understanding of



modernism in postwar Taiwan. As discussions of 1960s modernism have been abundant in
and beyond Taiwan academe, in my presentation, I choose to concentrate on the seldom, if
ever, discussed so-called “pathological” dimension of this modern turn, despite or actually
exactly because of the offensiveness of such terms as “pathological” and “unhealthy.” I
contend that the concept of pathology is so integrated with the modern turn that to ignore the
pathological is to reduce the complexity of the modern. I am especially concerned with two
pathological subject effects: the homosexual and the disabled. Both of these subject effects
first take shape in the 1960s modernism.

My interest to integrate the discussion of the queer, the disabled, with the modern is
inspired by the American disability studies scholars who attempt to connect queer theory
with disability studies. The special issue of the journal GLQ edited by Robert McRuer and
Abby Wilkerson, “Desiring Disability: Queer Theory Meets Disability Studies™ (A Journal of
Lesbian and Gay Studies, Volume 9, Numbers 1-2, 2003) and the collection Sex and
Disability edited by Robert McRuer and Anna Mollow (Duke University Press, 2012) are
among the exampies thai reunnd iic how the gueer and the disabled define each other. I seek
to locate such a mutual definition in Taiwan literature, and find examples in the works of two
of the most firmly established of living Taiwan writers: Kenneth Pai (1937-) and Ching-wen
Cheng (1932—). Pai is known for his portrayals of the homosexual, whereas Cheng is

committed to representations of the disabled.



Pai is the author of The Crystal Boys (serialized in the 1970s, published as a book in
1983), the first gay-themed novel in Chinese in the twentieth century. As the best-known gay
writer in the Chinese-language world, Pai is also a co-founder of the iconic journal Modern
Literature (1960), which defined the local version of modernism in Taiwan. Pai’s prestige
constantly reminds the reader of the close association of gay literature with modernism.
Conversely, Cheng is often categorized in the school of nativist literature, which is known for
opposition to the school of modernism. As modernism is a product of American hegemony,
nativism is a nationalist and pro-socialist response to American neocolonialism. The two
writers are not merely relegated to different camps; the two camps to which they supposedly
belong are actually antagonistic to each other.

But my attention to Cheng owes less to his political stance than to his constant
attention to the disabled. Cheng is one of the first writers who constantly depicts the disabled
in fiction, but his contributions to the representations of the disabled have remained seldom,
if ever, recognized, even among the scholars who concentrate on this writer. I believe the
little attention to Cheng’s portrayals of the disabled directly results from the habitual
indifference to the disabled in local representations. Pai as a modernist and Cheng as a
presumed nativist (read: anti-modernist) are seldom considered together, as if the two
contemporaneous writers had little in common, but I group the two together in this discussion

to emphasize the presence of pathology in modernism: both Pai’s homosexual characters and



Cheng’s disabled ones embody the pathological.

The lonesome subject (or actually, the lonesome subject effect) occupied the limelight
of Taiwan literature in the 1960s. The subject, not always a male, is troubled more by her or
his personal concern (libidinal activities) rather than by the collective (the destiny of Taiwan
as a colony of Japan or as an extension of mainland China). In the early 1960s, Pai published
two short stories that present the impossible loves of the desolate protagonists. In “Moon
Dream,” an aged doctor finds himself trapped in a short-circuit of history: at the sight of a
dying youth assigned to him for care, he recalls how he experienced a similar scenario in
which he, as a college student, witnessed the dying of his beloved classmate of the same sex.
In both situations, past and present, the doctor finds himself incapable and repressed: he is
incapable of helping either young man, and experiences desire for both men, as shown by his
eager gazes upon both their young but dying torsos. He is defined by failures: he fails to cure
both men, and to express his desire for them. In the story, there i1s no character other than the
doctor as the protagonist-subject and his two patients. But notably, this doctor himself is also
nathologized Foregrounded in the text, the doctor’s desire appears startlingly deviant:
homosexual, fetishistic, necrophilic, intergenerational, and indulgent, his stigmatizable desire
contradicts the mainstream values at that time. In other words, the character is homosexual
and mentally nonnormative at the same time; or, more aptly, he is portrayed as a

nonnormative person in order to look homosexual. A homosexual character who is mentally



sound is an-oxymoron in the 1960s.

Immediately after “Moon Dream” came the publication of Pai’s short story “Youth,”
in which the cast and plot are again simple almost to a fault. Its protagonist is an aged painter,
who indulges himself in painting pictures of male models, nude and youthful and with their
erections flaunted in the sun. Toward the end of his life, the old painter is physically
contacted only by Death but none of the boys. Commonly deemed a work influenced by
Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice (but not its filmic version by Luciano Visconti),
Pai’s story pays attention to the close relation between deviant (inter-generational,
homosexual) desire and death. In the story, the sex drive and death drive are intertwined. But
from hindsight, according to the aforementioned collection Sex and Disability edited by
Robert McRuer and Anna Mollow, the death drive in question can be interpreted as disability
drive, which connotes less a literal death than destructiveness. The old paintgr in the story
can be defined not only as a homosexual person with his proximity with the naked boy

models but also as a disabled or a destructed person in opposition to the naked boy models

text, it is not the ahle-hodied boys but the incapable
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old man who signifies what homosexuality is.
Meanwhile, Cheng’s works are closer to those of Pai, or modernism in general, than
1s commonly recognized. In the late 1960s, Cheng published “Coconut Trees on Campus,”

one of his acclaimed stories in an earlier phase of Cheng’s long-lasting writing career. With



many implications contained in the text, the campus in question can be taken to refer to the
campus of National Taiwan University (NTU) in south Taipei City, a top university that both
Pai and Cheng attended.

“Coconut Trees on Campus” is heavily grounded on NTU, which seemed to
guarantee its 1960s students a social status that is both taken for granted and enviable. The
story features a monologue of the protagonist, a girl who works as an instructor at NTU after
receiving a B.A. degree. Probably one of the earliest texts on the disabled, “Coconut Trees on
Campus” must also be one of the earliest texts to concentrate on a disabled person’s interior.
Unlike those disabled figures depicted from the third-person point of view (POV), she is one
of the first disabled persons shown from the first-person POV in Taiwan literature and whose
desires are placed squarely in the face of the reader. It is noteworthy that this adoption of the
POV situates Cheng’s text in local modernism along with the homoerotic texts by Pai, as
local modernism is known for its obsession with the manipulations of the POVs in fiction.

According to her interior monologue, the protagonist seems to pride herself on her good

education and promising job at NTU, but, at the same time. she feels abysmally inferior
because of the congenital distortion of her arm. In her monologue she swings between
euphoria and depression: she is happy that she is superior to others, or those who cannot

attend NTU and those who cannot gain a job at this university; she is frustrated that her

distorted arm prevents her from any amorous relation.
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The fact that this story is a modernist text.deserves attention for at least three reasons.
First, as Cheng also produces modernist texts such as this story, he is also a participant in the
modernist school. As a nativist writer, he is not necessarily opposed to local modernism.
Second, with the help of the modernist aesthetics rather than the more traditional realism,
Cheng is able to depict the psychological disturbances of a disabled person, who is not
merely a physically impaired object to look at or to ignore. Third, especially relevant to my
presentation, the psychological disturbances famous in local modernism in Taiwan are
always associated with libidinal flows.

Whereas the interior monologue of the protagonist keeps lamenting how her
disfigured hand prevents her from successful dates, this monologue also transmits two
signals. First, the more the protagonist emphasizes the failure of the association of the
disabled with the sexual, the more she advocates the urgency to unite the disabled with the
sexual. For her, the failure of the association is a mistake to be redressed. Second, the
transfigured hand does not necessarily prevent her from dates with men. Actually the men
who date her are not necessarily repelled at the sight of her disfigured hand. A couple of men
even admits that they are still interested in the woman despite her abnormal arm, or more
curiously, exactly because of it. As the recently coming out of the controversial group of
amputee devotees suggests (note: amputee devotees are the (abled-bodied) persons who are

erotically aroused by those who are disabled, such as the amputated women), the disfigured
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. arm is not necessarily asexual or desexualized but can be too sexual to be openly recognized
on both parties, the disabled and those who desire the disabled.

With my discussions of the aforementioned two writers and their fiction, I mean to
repathologize the depathologized modern turn. The modernist of 1960s fiction has been
interpreted as having spawned provocative topics, among which the sexual ones, such as
incest, sex addiction, and homosexuality, easily garner the most attention. These topics have
been convenient targets.for the opponents of modernism, many of whom hail from the
nativist school, and modernism has been reduced to an illustration of the maladies resulting
from that strain of modernism also known as westernization. Meanwhile, among the
sympathizers of modernism, a common response to these accusations is to interpret the
provocative characteristics of modernism as highbrow aesthetic expressions rather than as
deplorable symptoms of abnormality. In other words, the opposition between the detractors
and the defenders of modernist fiction is between those who pathologize modernist fiction
and those who depathologize it.

A similar opposition also takes place in representations of the homosexual. Pai’s
depictions of the homosexual perplexed the earlier critics from the 1960s to the late 1980s so
much that the critics chose either to simply ignore the representations of the homosexual or
to deplore them as being pathological. The detractors often supported their hostility with

usually misunderstood or simplified quotations from Sigmund Freud, and, paradoxically,
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with the overly repeated fact that homosexuality was removed from the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual (DSM) in 1973.

Quoting Freud and the DSM are means to endorse oneself with authorities and to
suggest the homosexuality has been a clinical issue, determined by a small group of the
medical elites. It does not matter that Freud and DSM depathologize homosexuality; it means
homosexuality has been traditionally deemed a disease, after all.

In other words, the modernist representations of the homosexual are either forgotten
or pathologized. Those who sympathize with homosexuality understandably adopt the
strategy of defending homosexuality by depathalogizing it. With the emergence of lesbian
and gay activists and lesbian and gay studies in the post-Martial-Law 1990s, both activists
and scholars commonly attempted to raise the status of the literature on homosexuality, as if
by doing so, they were to raise the status of the homosexual persons, by depathologizing this
sexual minority. The writers and works that represent negativity have been criticized as being

backward, conservative, and detrimental to the images of lesbians and gay men. The

negativity here refers to negative affects, sentimentalism, hedonism, defeatism, indifference
to activism, and of course the stereotypically pitiable images of AIDS, which are scattered
throughout lesbian and gay literature. These efforts to deny the negative images and look for

the positive ones have been self-righteously reproduced until recently, when the spotlight has

been newly shined on affect theory and queer scholars such as Heather Love.
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The tension between the efforts to pathologize and those to depathologize has marked
the interpretations of modernism and those of homosexuality in literature, but it has had little
to do with the representations of the disabled. This is because the representations of the
disabled have been so commonly assessed in a premature fashion as being pitiable,
disreputable, and forgettable that they are simply outside the purview of a similar tension. As
I propose to repathologize the disabled, I mean to invite critical attention to remain on the
disabled, whose pathological dimension is so obvious that it has attracted efforts to underplay
the pathological but few efforts to critically consider the signification of the pathological.

I contend that to acknowledge the permeation of the pathological in local modernism
is to recognize the rich multiplicity of components in this most discussed and glorified school
in postwar Taiwan literature. Many components are never as sexually normative or

abled-bodied as habitually presumed, and thus they more sufficiently embody the modern in

Tarwan.
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Panel 287 /l Room no. 1402 // Wednesday 26 June 15:00-17:00

Individual Papers Panel: Internet Cultures

Fame Us: Field of Internet Celebrity as Spectacle of Chinese Contentious Society
Zhongxuan Lin, University of Macau

The Internet in China: An Expanding Research Field
Gabriele de Seta, Hong Kong Polytechnic University

Diaosi and Beyond: Self Image, Social Stratification, and Social Tension in Mainland China
Guohua Zeng, University of Amsterdam

Panel 289 // Room ne. 1403 // Wednesday 26 June 15:00-17:00

Mastering Minds of Madness: An Interdisciplinary Look at Perceptions of and Approaches to
Mental Illness in East Asia

Convenor: Birgit Linder, City Universiry of Hong Kong

Containing Madness in Eighteenth-Century China: The Qing Official Fear of Insane Violence and Symbolic

Subversion
Fabien Simonis, The University of Hong Kong

Masterminds of Madness: Representations of Mental Iliness and Their Treatment in Chinese Fiction
Birgit Linder, City University of Hong Kong

Disabled and Modern: “Dismodernism” in the Modern Turn in Taiwan Literature
Ta-wei Chi, National Chengchi University

Panel 291 /l Room no. 1501 // Wednesday 26 June 15:00-17:00
Language, Culture, and Interaction: A Socio-Discursive Approach to Analyze Chinese
Sociolinguistic Contexts

Convenor: Roberval Teixeira-e-Silva, University of Macau

Discussant: Roberval Teixeira-e-Silva, University of Macau

Positioning and Classroom Discourse
Ricardo Montinhao [/niversity of Macan

Intercultural Interactions: Meeting East and East within Chinese Classroom
Qiaorong Yan, Communication University of China, University of Macau

The Role of the Portuguese Language in the Construction of Macanese Youth's Identity
Xiaoheng Pan, University of Macau





