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Dreaming of Normal While Sleeping with
Impossible: Introduction

Yau Ching

ssues related to sexuality have emerged in China and Hong Kong' in

unprecedented ways in the past several years. The growth of religious
fundamentalisms and global gay discourses, heightened media attention
linking the rising AIDS figures primarily to the gay community, tongzhi® activist
movements, struggles and public demands of sex workers, have all contributed
to this new visibility. In Hong Kong, tensions are rapidiy rising within the
growing impact of the religious neo-liberal front fueled with rectaimed
(teimagined) post-1997 Chinese moralism wis-8-vis glocalized movements of
sexual rights. Normative institutions for the regulation of sexuality inciuding
faith-based organizations and megachurches in Hong Kong and to a less
successful degree in China, and government bureaucracies across the region,
have adopted activist strategies to act in unprecedented unison, and with great
speed, triggering waves of moral panic® in their campaigns against sexual
minorities and representations inctuding but not limited to LBGTIQ and sex
workers’ movements, pornography and queer mainstreaming, in order to
restabilize their stronghold and perpetuate their privileges. As a result, non-
normative sexual subjects and communities have been brought centre stage and
often stigmatized together due to their “abnormal/shameful” gender identities,
object choices and / or sexual practices, while tongzii activists—often in alliance
with other pro-sexual rights groups—are striving to fight back. There is a very
urgent need for intellectual work to more acutely articulate, understand and
analyze the complexity of the issues raised, the subject formations concerned,
and the ways in which different norms line up and become synonymous with
one another. This work will contribute to building situated knowledges that will
strengthen the discursive power of non-normative sexual-subjects-in-alliance,
enabling them to fight against the stigmatization and facilitate more visibility of
variance and differences.’
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This book showcases the work of emerging and established scholars —
working mostly outside Euro-America—on contemporary tongzhi studies,
As one of the first sustained collections of writings on non-normative sexual
subjectivities and sexual politics in Hong Kong and China post-1997 published
in English, many of the writers included here are uniquely first-generation.
Unlike the Euro-American academia where gender (umbrella word including
sexuality) and queer studies have been rapidly proliferating at the risk of
becoming normalized, these fields are stil] marked in Mainland China and
Hong Kong as territories for the impossible and unthinkable, inhabited by

stigma, silence, risk and frustration. In most universities in China and almost

all universities in Hong Kong, postgraduate students are guided away from
working on topics concerning queer studies andfor sexuality; scholars are
discouraged from pursuing or publishing research in these fields, As a resulf,
queer studies scholars have produced relatively Jitde scholarship outside the
contexts of Europe, North America and Australia, Scholars based in Asia have
had remarkably litile opportunity and freedom to access the resources needed to
conductand publish studies regarding LBGTIQ communities and non-normative
sexual practices, in our own languages even, not to mention in English. Both of
these histories have contributed to a systemic suppression of sexuality and a
perpetuation of varieties of hybrid heteronormativities (that also need study) in
the formulation and Institutionalization of knowledge. In this light, most of the
tesearch presented here is primary research, literally—most of the topics and /
or communities studied here have not been studied before. All the authors here
conducted their research primarily in a language other than English. Subjects
previously unthinkable in the societies they live in and in English are be(com)
ing named, spoken, articulated, and communicated through this project. This
book could therefore be seen, by its writers as well as its readers, as an act of
disclosure, Like most acts of disclosure, a certain strategic essentialism would be
considered historically necessary by writers in this book while the collection as
a whole resists the normal izing logic of the modernized privileged queer agent.s
As a project of “continuous deconstruction of the tenets of positivism at the heart
of identity politics”, the Euro-American critique of queer studies “disallows any
positing of a proper subject of or object for the field by insisting that queer has
no fixed political referent” {Eng, Halberstam and Murioz 3). However, in many
parts of the rest of the world today, identity politics have not made their way into
a core part (“heart”) of our culture as mast subjects could not afford to politicize
one’s identity. The Chinese translation of “queer” has also been largely unable
to go beyond academic circles in China and Hong Kong.® With Queer Eye for the
Sirnight Guy widely consumed on Hong Kong mainstream television (entitled
in Chinese as Fenliong Jiu bing, literally meaning The Pink Rescue Team, thus
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avuiding the untranslatability of “queer” and the Pﬂtcnlig"ﬂ cunfrunlali:u i:l III:
niuggested opposition/ separation between queer and straighl) and t:l"l _ ::ll‘ _t; ) ;
queer consumerism has popularized itself as one of‘ the coolest parts l:l! ‘ dm :u ,L
plobalization. By rechanneling expressions of seemingly non-rmt'nmln.r:1 ‘( :;1 r; ;1
vify into commodity culture this forn'; of qu?‘e:nﬁs helps to serve rather
Ha hegemonic hierarchies of sexualities. '
(ha"fl;[;sg;:soe tgc) the (queer) normativity seemingly offered by the Amniru"s:[‘tw
centric (subjectless) agent, as summarized by El_ng, I-ia[bersta.m and M::ﬁc::,.:l:lm
needs to be problematized. In this age of globalized ' queer llberahs:'t ,m " f
does that normativity need to be foregrounded and interrogated as varlegaﬂ: ¢ l
striated, contradictory” (Villarejo), it is also irftportanl to remer;\b‘er al
normativity as a relative ideal might not be accessible for-many ?eop ein mc::;:1
parts of the world. As a performative fagade fraught W-llh ﬁSSlO(;l, consu:_r: ¢
and upheld with ongoing-but-never-to-be-exposed sacrifices an ﬂ;w:;l;;nl e
practically impossible and thus always desirable. Ibega‘n to learn Sd:,o rom the
following experience. Undergraduates in Cultural Stuc?:es at the e
1 teach are required to work on an article-length thesis undf:r tT-luper\tr lbe in
their final year. Last year one of my students, K'f wanted his h.eswif? i
“Straight-boy Complexes of Hong Kong Gays”.‘Mal?ly baf‘.ed on Ctls;se -mq:) Lx;y,
his personal observations of friends around l‘urf'l, mte.rwew.s an 01:!:15 gtang
discussions with friends and acquaintances, his _]Jtv?left _tned_ to tlen ers ”
how and why Hong Kong gay boys—especially ‘_‘s;ssnes I:Fe hn"nse f—seerar:ed
to have an unyielding fixation on slraight—-lookm-g gq.llys in spite ol ret[]:)e e
hurt, rejection and shaming. In the second tutox_'lal, in my rr:ast gelnxzs o
understanding voice, I asked him if he had consnden‘ed these “comple 2
constituted at least partly by self-loathing homophobta‘. Much to t;:y suxl'? this,
with a big nodding smile he responded he ha(fl ce‘rtamly asked mlts‘;ec‘ : X
He didn't tell me what his answer was. Later in h.Js paper, he' og:‘u; udose[y
suggesting that these fantasies to date or have straight boys m:gb edose tﬁ
akin to a naturalized /socialized desire to access norfnahv?ty—to‘ e tals:'0 o
being normal as possible because it is ﬂ'lroug:dslie;:rlit:‘gg w:}:tili'ids::gﬁd - ,ﬁding
i ine being close lo getting married,
?:rfiill:iaers‘. I';nh?zgsl:}ie mc;gment of bgeing closest to r:lormativity is also th: l:o::;e::t
of confirming the impossibility of one’s desire is also the r‘norner;: .o ::ai hgt
one’s queerness. It is only uporn acknowledgement' of one’s not -mj sd i gin
that one needs to put one's finger on straightness' in th?r w?'s, in ; :f) n
ways apparently impossible. In other words, my simplistic an tpr:;t;n E ous
question had failed to register the complex processes of cons r|.; flon of and
negotiation with normativity within subjef:ts w}'fo a:e depnvec: 25 Possr:gle”_
the option or resist to be normal to start with. With “As Norma
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the title of this collection—the emphasis is on the two “as”es; how ils meanings
change aanasssss it moves along the conditions that define it. In what ways does
normativity produce (im)possibilities for our sexuali ties; how do we stretch and
resist the hegemony of normativity and survive to redefine, make productive
and/or transform its violence and tensions in our be({come)ings? When it is given
that certain forms of sexuality could not be “normal” period, the challenges for
the continual and thriving existence of non-normative sexual subjects reside
belween the operations of at least these two levels (among others) simultaneously:
accessing “normal” as a possibility and transforming “normal” into “possible”.

Different Normativities

As what is considered “queer” might vary from context to context, what is
constructed, desired and/or resisted as normative also varies across different
bodies and communities. This collection seeks to highlight the context-
specificity of normativity and the ways in which different individuals’/
communities’ Iove-and-hate relationships with normativity are also manifested
and negotiated differently at different historical moments, fine-tuned according
to the different power structures of each context and making different meanings.
For male sex workers who serve primarily men (in local parlance “money
boys”) in contemporary Mainland China, the neo-liberal ideology of achieving
upward class mobility and adopting a cosmopolitan lifestyle signifies more
normativity than concerns regarding sexual identity or heaith. For Indonesian
domestic helpers in Hong Kong, the prescribed feminine role of getting married,
serving one’s husband and having kids at home exerts tremendous pressure
on the migrant workers’ lives, thus informing and configuring their choices of
migrancy, transgenderism and exploration of same-sex desires and practices.
Compared to female migrant workers in Hong Kong and lesbians in Shanghai,
Hong Kong lesbians are less confronted with the pressure fo get married, but
they suffer nonetheless from the expectations of their being straight-behaving,
income-aspiring or income-earning hard-working girls at school, at work and
at home. Their need for lesbian-only spaces expresses a desire for a buffer
and comfort zone to work out and manage the stress that comes with their
non-nofimative identities and to gain more bargaining power within a highly
condensed capitalist normativity. In desiring to access this normativity, the
women in Tang’s study identify—not without contradictions—with a visible
queer consumerism, and an affirmative discourse on lesbian sexuality as
(close-to-)normal possibilities. In Shanghai lias’ (a Chinese term for women
with same-sex desires) experimentation with “fake marriage” in order to act
“normal”, they have created new forms of intimacy and familial relations in
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the interstices between heterosexual and same-sex relationships. A l‘!‘mﬁ:ly, ”I.
some pornographic period dramas made in 19709—1990?; Houng Koy mhf"mfh‘
that the assumed normative ideal of monogamous marriage basc:d an rfsm.mlul
cqualitarian love between opposite genders is a w'zry recenl m\‘renlnflni am‘
might not be quite universalized or even desirable in contempomr?: lt ) m:u:r
imaginaries that retain memories of our literary past. ‘Yet, fo‘r an openly gu u‘”
icon Leslie Cheung Kwok-wing (whe starred in fiims u}tlu_dmg f{aagc', 'Fxr:’tm
My Concubine and Happy Together, among others) operating in an mcrea;m[, :' m:
more overtly homophobic post-1997 Hong Kon‘g, he Eound himself exl. al:-s i 23
all his energies and creativity in negotiating with the llrm.ts of ‘masalJ m;sa
hetero-normativity. In films representing transgender su!:q_ects in China . ty,
realism, essentialized genders and assumed mutual exclusivity of h‘on:nosex;a ity
and heterosexuality are explored and critiqued as sites‘ of normativity, whereas
for transsexuals who are inevitably subject to the _wolenoe of Hol:lg Koni:
medical system, a stable and changed gender offers‘mmultaneously the promi
for normativity as well as the means for self-invention.

Different Chinese

In providing grounded and original fieldwork, as t"\rell as critical ap[pli;:znfci)lr:‘.
from the wider fields of sociological studies, public health, cultural a -
studies, this interdisciplinary collection taps on the one hand,. the denatu r:.: 1;::53
of disciplinary boundaries and assumptions in .Euro-Amen'can queer stu 1e n;
and on the other, demonstrates the study of Chinese seafuahty as jall: Emergl "
field currently emanating from multiple disciplines:. This book Vt'l p oPiine:
help to just begin queering and re-sexualizing established ac?dem:: 15:;pethe;
anthropology, sociology and cinema studies, to name‘ a few, in putting liﬁcs o
a long overdue initial knowledge base on sexuality and c.lueer P? P
China, including Hong Kong. Using a varietyb u'f methodol'ogws rar{gmﬁgmﬁon
ethnographic studies, documentation of activist h'appemngs, tj- ins b e
and textual analysis, it builds on existing scholars_ht? to further ;\:ﬁ;f;:.nese”
study of sexuality as well as produce differenc?s vtnthm the study o ubl-ect "
sexualities. As it is impossible to study sexuality in Hong Kortg as :hs ] .
isolation without studying its embeddedness ir‘1 ?ther dorna-ms su[ tias :hi ;
educational backgrounds, religion, gender, ethnicity, and varu.:)u?' re aI on: " En
Lo westernization-cum-modernization, nationalism a.n.d colonialism, :nv "
this collection as potentially posing new and exciting challe}r:g;s o- gt:}ith
studies pioneered but also now still somewhat shadowed by the Euro

American axis.



