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C H A P T E R  1

Imagining Transgender China

Howard Chiang

Sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld’s Die Transvestiten (1910) and anthro-
pologist Esther Newton’s Mother Camp (1972) exemplify a rich tra-
dition of scholarly thought and analysis on gender variance in the 
twentieth century.1 Nonetheless, it was only in the last two decades 
that an explosion of academic interest in transgender topics became 
ever more pronounced. In the 1970s and 1980s, social, political, cul-
tural, and intellectual trends paved the way for some transgender peo-
ple to increasingly distance themselves from the women’s movement 
and the gay and lesbian movement.2 The emergence of queer studies 
as an umbrella field in the decade following these developments cul-
tivated the growth and maturation of transgender studies.3 Already 
in her seminal Gender Trouble (1990), philosopher Judith Butler used 
drag as a preeminent example to theorize the cultural performativ-
ity of gender, thereby reorienting women’s studies beyond traditional 
concerns of feminist epistemology.4 In Female Masculinity (1998), 
cultural theorist Judith Halberstam recentered women’s relationship 
to masculinity, revealing a long-neglected undercurrent of Anglo-
American literature and film.5 Seven years later, the publication of 
In a Queer Time and Place (2005) enriched her problematization 
of the heteronormative alignment of sex and gender through the lens 
of subcultural practice.6 This book has been deeply influential in 
establishing the centrality of transgender issues to queer studies.

Between Gender Trouble and In a Queer Time and Place, other 
important book-length contributions to the development of trans-
gender studies include Vern and Bonnie Bullough’s Cross Dressing, 
Sex, and Gender (1993), Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matter (1993) 
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4    HOWARD CHIANG

and Undoing Gender (2004), Kate Bornstein’s Gender Outlaw (1994) 
and My Gender Workbook (1998), Bernice Hausman’s Changing Sex 
(1995), Leslie Feinberg’s Transgender Warriors (1996), Zachary 
Nataf’s Lesbians Talk Transgender (1996), Patrick Califia’s Sex 
Changes (1997), Marjorie Garber’s Vested Interest (1997), Riki 
Anne Wilchins’s Read My Lips (1997), Don Kulick’s Travesti (1998), 
Jay Prosser’s Second Skins (1998), Viviane Namaste’s Invisible Lives 
(2000), Joanne Meyerowitz’s How Sex Changed (2002), and Henry 
Rubin’s Self-Made Men (2003).7 This early set of books laid down 
the theoretical and intellectual foundations for much of the trans-
gender scholarship produced in the subsequent decade. More recent 
definitive books in transgender studies include David Valentine’s 
Imagining Transgender (2007), Susan Stryker’s Transgender History 
(2008), Patricia Gherovici’s Please Select Your Gender (2010), Gayle 
Salamon’s Assuming a Body (2010), and Genny Beemyn and Susan 
Rankin’s The Lives of Transgender People (2011).8 These newer stud-
ies demonstrate a remarkable measure of analytical sophistication and 
maturity, whether in terms of critical ethnography, synthetic history, 
clinically based psychoanalytic theory, materially grounded phenom-
enology, or social scientific empiricism.

Apart from monographic studies, the development of transgender 
studies, like the early phases of women’s studies, has depended heavily 
on collaborative projects that brought together scholars and activists 
working independently on this marginal topic. The essays included 
in an early anthology called PoMoSexuals (1997), coedited by Carol 
Queen and Lawrence Schimel, bespeak the unique influence of post-
modern theory on emergent critiques of gender dualism.9 A formal 
joint endeavor in shaping the early contours of transgender studies 
first took place in 1998, when the leading journal in queer studies, 
GLQ , published its “Transgender Issue,” guest edited by the trans 
activist-scholar Susan Stryker.10 Meanwhile, other important voices 
challenging conventional sex dimorphism in social and cross-cultural 
settings came from such groundbreaking anthologies as Third Sex, 
Third Gender (1993), edited by Gilbert Herdt, and Genderqueer 
(2002), coedited by Joan Nestle, Riki Wilchins, and Clare Howell.11 
It was only by 2006, however, that the very first Transgender Studies 
Reader, coedited by Stryker and Stephen Whittle, appeared in print.12 
In the fall of 2008, a second set of critical essays devoted to trans-
gender topics was published by the leading journal in gender studies, 
Women’s Studies Quarterly.13 And a recent collection of papers edited 
by Laurie Shrage, You’ve Changed (2009), took up the broader philo-
sophical implications of sex reassignment.14 By the beginning of this 
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IMAGINING TRANSGENDER CHINA    5

century, studies began to not only move away from, but also even 
challenge the “scientific” sexological framework that dominated most 
of the scholarship on nonnormative gender expressions in the previ-
ous century.15

Above all, these books and volumes have turned transgender stud-
ies into a semiautonomous, though in many ways highly contested, 
area of scholarly research. As David Valentine has noted, “The ear-
liest use of transgender (in its institutionalized, collective sense) in 
U.S. activism dates no further than 1991 or 1992.”16 Despite the 
early 1990s rupture, the highly institutionalized and collective usage 
of the term “transgender” has important roots in the history of the 
feminist movement and the gay and lesbian movement, as well as in 
the historical dimensions of the categories of gender and sexuality. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for example, a 
neat conceptual separation between male homosexual identity (erotic 
attraction) and overt effeminate behavior (gender expression) did 
not exist.17 Sexologists loosely put masculine women, feminine men, 
same-sex desiring subjects, transvestites, and all sorts of gender vari-
ant people under the category of “inversion.”18 Furthermore, the dis-
tinction between “passing women,” butches, and gender-normative 
same-sex desiring females had never been so clean and simple, but 
developed across the span of the entire twentieth century.19 In the 
1970s and 1980s, gay male activists pushed American psychiatrists to 
acknowledge the private nature of their sexual orientation, and anti-
pornography and lesbian feminists condemned the public representa-
tion of female sexuality and nonnormative genders. Together, the gay 
activism in the aftermath of the DSM victory and the “sex wars” that 
eventually fractured the feminist movement began to define homo-
sexuality against what was visible among gender/sexual subcultures.20 
These debates, in other words, began to distinguish the contempo-
rary meaning of “transgender” from “homosexuality” by casting the 
former in terms of what the latter negated.21

By the 1990s, transgender studies came to be consolidated and 
widely recognized as an independent area of academic inquiry. Of 
course, debates ensued among activists, popular authors, academics, 
and other writers regarding what transgender precisely means (and 
the more general question of who fits into what categories has deeper 
historical ramifications in gay activism, feminism, and the civil rights 
movement). But with an expansive (even ambiguous), institutional-
ized, and collective notion of transgender, these actors nonetheless 
shared a commitment to advancing the political and epistemological 
interests of gender variant people. Moreover, as the twentieth century 
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6    HOWARD CHIANG

drew to an end, it seemed rather useful—and perhaps helpful—to 
distinguish the range of community, political, and intellectual work 
centered on trans folks from those centered on gays and lesbians. 
In the emerging field of transgender studies, transgender-identified 
scholars took the lead in breaking the ground of research;22 contribu-
tors came from diverse disciplinary backgrounds with a heterogeneous 
set of theoretical, rhetorical, and methodological positions; and, most 
importantly, fruitful conversations have been largely enriched by self-
reflexive insights on and a unique preference for novel interpretations 
of the meaning of embodiment, specifically, and the possible bound-
aries of human experience more broadly.23 As Valentine puts it, “The 
capacity to stand in for an unspecified group of people is, indeed, one 
of the seductive things about ‘transgender’ in trying to describe a 
wide range of people, both historical and contemporary, Western and 
non-Western.”24

Despite Valentine’s promising remark, the considerable measure of 
enthusiasm that fueled the making of transgender studies has been 
confined mainly to North American and European academic circles. 
It logically follows that this area of scholarship is heavily oriented 
toward exploring Anglo-American society and culture. The only 
exception is the still growing literature that uses anthropological data 
on gender diversity to elucidate the limitations of Western-centric 
frameworks of gender dimorphism. But even here, the primary focus 
has been Native America and Southeast Asia.25 Scholarly, activist, and 
creative work on transgender issues in Northeast Asia remains rela-
tively scarce. With a few notable exceptions, gay and lesbian topics—
alongside the translation of Western queer theoretical texts—continue 
to dominate critical studies of gender and sexuality in Taiwan, Hong 
Kong, and mainland China.26 Particularly missing from the field of 
queer studies is a sustained critical engagement with Chinese trans-
gender identity, practice, embodiment, history, and culture.

Recently, a number of Sinologists from different disciplines have 
begun to balance the analytical horizon of transgender studies. 
A China-centered perspective makes it possible to expand the scope 
of transgender scholarship in terms of historical nuance, cultural-
geographical coverage, and methodological refinement.27 It is in the 
spirit of providing this long overdue perspective that the present vol-
ume brings together these Sinologists for the first time. Although 
each chapter can be treated separately in its own right, they must also 
be taken together as a joint endeavor that explores the possibility (and 
potential limitations) of excavating a field of scholarly inquiry that we 
might assign the label of “Chinese transgender studies.” 
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IMAGINING TRANSGENDER CHINA    7

There is a consistent double bind in trying to consolidate a field 
under that name: the prospect of such an ambitious project brings 
with it key intrinsic perils or conceptual problematic. In the broadest 
sense, this merely echoes Susan Stryker’s earlier comment that “the 
conflation of many types of gender variance into the single shorthand 
term ‘transgender,’ particularly when this collapse into a single genre 
of personhood crosses the boundaries that divide the West from the 
rest of the world, holds both peril and promise.”28 Although Chinese 
transgender studies promises to break new grounds and balance 
the existing insufficiencies in the broader field of transgender stud-
ies, it faces a politics of knowledge not unlike the set of problems 
it claims to exceed in the face of Western transgender studies. For 
instance, if the field of transgender studies was institutionalized only 
in the 1990s and, even more crucially, in North America, how can 
the category of transgender even with its widest possible definition, 
be applied to Chinese cultural and historical contexts? It should be 
added here that even in Western studies of transgenderism, schol-
ars often traverse between treating the concept of gender as an ana-
lytical, thematic, topical, theoretical, historical, and epistemological 
category.29 So the interest of venturing into new terrains of analysis 
is inherently fraught with questions of methodological assumption, 
categorical adequacy, and how they confound the fine line between 
research prospect and disciplinary closure. Independently and inter-
actively, each of the following chapters reveals some of these major 
pitfalls and the corollary intellectual promises.

One way to imagine Chinese transgender studies is by adopting a 
focused definition of transgender to refer to practices of embodiment 
that cross or transcend normative boundaries of gender. This approach 
lends itself easily to identifying specific trans figures based on their 
self-representation, bringing to light concrete historical and cultural 
examples in which such identification occur, and stressing the impor-
tance of agency both in cultural production and with respect to the 
historical actors themselves who self-identify as trans. In “Gendered 
Androgyny,” for instance, Daniel Burton-Rose takes a huge chrono-
logical sweep—over a period of nearly 25 hundred years—in isolat-
ing “concrete references to biological intersexuality as well as gender 
identities not necessarily paralleled in the physical body that did not 
conform to the available dominant categories.” The examples that 
he uncovers in Buddhist, Daoist, and Classicist/Confucian sources 
serve as a pivotal reminder of the surprising fluidity of the gender and 
sexual ideations as depicted in these canonical Chinese texts. Perhaps 
there are scholars for whom some of these historical examples should 
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8    HOWARD CHIANG

be more appropriately absorbed into the category of gay. Yet, this 
preference bears striking similarity to earlier competing efforts in 
Western LGBT studies that only helped stabilize, rather than under-
mine, the field of transgender scholarship.30 Burton-Rose carefully 
pitches his study as “an inoculation against superficial attempts to 
locate an indigenous transgender discourse in Chinese culture,” but 
only so as “to enhance the potency of transgender and allied social 
movements.”

In contrast, the chapter by Pui Kei Eleanor Cheung on “Transgenders 
in Hong Kong” offers a more contemporary perspective and marshals 
an even more identification-based approach to chart the structural 
transformations of the sociohistorical context in which trans individ-
uals in Hong Kong have reoriented their subjectivity—from shame to 
pride. Even though general attitudes toward transgender people have 
become less negative and less hostile, many of Cheung’s informants 
still experience great emotional distress and trauma on a daily basis, 
much of which could be attributed to the discriminations and preju-
dices that have survived from an earlier generation. The development 
of transgender subjectivity in Hong Kong corresponds to the Model 
of Gender Identity Formation and Transformation, or the “GIFT” 
model, which Cheung first delineates in her doctoral dissertation.31 
Like Burton-Rose, Cheung not only relies on a nominal notion of 
transgender to extend its analytical nuisance and possibility, but she 
also brings to light rare voices of Chinese transgender subjects that 
constitute a goldmine of thick ethnography.

In trying to imagine China in a transgender frame, Sinologists 
have famous examples with which to work. The area of Chinese 
culture in which cross-gender behavior has made the most prominent 
presence is none other than the theatrical arts. The best-studied 
example is perhaps the dan actors of traditional Peking opera. These 
actors start their professional training at a relatively young age and 
are the only qualified actors to perform the female roles in traditional 
Peking opera. Several scholars have explored in depth the historical 
transformation of their profession, social status, and popular image in 
the twentieth century.32 In addition, although much has been specu-
lated about the homoerotic subculture embedded within the broader 
social network of these opera troupes, we must not lose sight of the 
gendered implications of this male cross-dressing convention.33 After 
all, the dan roles were traditionally played by men precisely because 
women were excluded from performing on the public stage.

Considering the important role of the theatrical arts in Chinese 
culture and history, the present volume sheds new light on some of 
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IMAGINING TRANSGENDER CHINA    9

its transgender dimensions. Here, the purpose is to move beyond 
the well-known dan figure by highlighting other explicit examples 
of cross-dressing in Chinese theatrical life. Chao-Jung Wu’s chap-
ter, “Performing Transgender Desire,” does this by bringing us to 
the other side of the Taiwan Strait. Wu provides a systematic eth-
nographic analysis of the Redtop artists in Taiwan, a group of male 
cross-dressing artists who took the Taiwanese theatre culture by 
storm in the 1990s with their infamous fanchuan (cross-dressing) 
shows. Based on their public performances and personal interviews, 
Wu argues that the Redtop artists provide a most telling example of 
the cultural performativity of gender as theorized by Butler and oth-
ers. The homosexual subculture that saturated the troupe’s quotidian 
rhythms and structural underpinnings also troubles straightforward 
interpretations of the gender subversive acts as conveyed by the actors 
themselves, especially since these behavioral patterns were highly 
imbued with misogynist attitudes and hidden hierarchies of power 
relations defined around the normativity of gender orientation.

Of course, the identitarian method of transgender studies discussed 
so far raises important questions about the politics of representation, 
some of whose origins can be traced to an earlier generation of debates 
in gay and lesbian studies. What forms of practice or embodiment 
ultimately count and should get represented as authentically trans-
gender? Who get to be singled out as full-blown trans figures? And 
whose voice has the authority to properly address or even “resolve” 
these issues? In light of the above examples, we might add, how do we 
avoid holding up the dan actors of Peking opera, the male imperson-
ators of Yue opera, or the Redtop artists in Taiwan as “role models” 
or the ultimate yardstick for calibrating the degree of transgenderness 
in other examples of potentially subversive Chinese figures, histories, 
embodiments, and cultural and artistic productions?34

As scholars, activists, and others debate these questions in the 
United States and Europe, the reconfiguring of our analytical prism 
with a focus on China would invariably complicate the politics of 
queer representation and its underlying ideological and social agenda, 
as well as the practical and political implications. A main objective 
of this volume is precisely to make a critical intervention in unpack-
ing these kinds of issues and debates. Any conceivable answer to the 
above set of questions would be inherently problematic in one way or 
another. Perhaps this squarely marks both the ugliness and flexibil-
ity of identity politics. Nevertheless, this should not prevent us from 
thinking more creatively about different ways of conducting Chinese 
transgender studies and how they might make broader impact on 
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10    HOWARD CHIANG

Chinese studies, transgender studies, and other cognate fields of 
scholarly inquiry.

An alternative approach to Chinese transgender studies is by build-
ing on case studies of gender ambiguity or androgyny, rather than 
concrete examples of gender transgression. This method considers 
transgender practices not simply as the root of cultural identity, but 
also in terms of their relationship to broader circuits of knowledge 
and power. A surprising example comes from the chapter by Zuyan 
Zhou, who delves into a familiar genre of Chinese literature, namely, 
the scholar-beauty romances of the late Ming and early Qing peri-
ods. But unlike previous studies, Zhou highlights an underappreci-
ated androgynous motif lurking in the otherwise renowned narrative 
of heteronormative romance between a caizi (talented scholar) and a 
jiaren (beauty). This literary genre often construes its protagonists 
as embodying the attributes of both genders (perfect combination of 
masculinity and femininity) to project a persistent ideal of androgyny. 
Contrary to the dominant interpretations of this androgyny craze, 
which tend to trace its origins to the gender fluidity of the broader 
historical and cultural context of the late Ming, Zhou explains the 
pervasive literary presentation of caizi’s and jiaren’s gender transgres-
sion in relation to the contemporaneous development of the cult of 
qing (sentiment), noting that such gender transgression instead “orig-
inates from literati scholars’ recalcitrant impulses to assert their latent 
masculinity as institutionalized yin subjects.”

Centering on the Beijing-based artist, Ma Liuming, Carlos Rojas’s 
study carefully unravels the creative, social, and aesthetic expressions 
of Ma’s androgynous embodiment. Along with Zhang Huan, Ma is 
a representative figure of a newly emerging group of Chinese perfor-
mance artists whose work continues to subvert hegemonic constructs 
of gender and sexual identity. Rojas takes Butler’s understanding of 
the iterative performativity of gender as a theoretical starting point 
and reflects more generally on the semiotics of corporeality—or the 
meanings and language of the body—based on a series of texts in 
the realm of cultural production, tracing the indigenous resources 
for Ma and Zhang’s aesthetic creativity to the literary depictions of 
male homoromance in the Chinese opera field. Central to his study 
are the following questions: “How may subjects use their bodies to 
challenge the representational regimes within which they are embed-
ded? What is the role of these semiotic systems in demarcating the 
systems’ own conceptual limits?” In the examples found in Zhou’s 
and Rojas’s chapters, ideas and norms of gender are unsettled on the 
level of artistic genres—through manifestations of gender liminality 
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IMAGINING TRANSGENDER CHINA    11

that are embedded within the form of art (literature or performance), 
rather than appropriations of the completely opposite gender in 
public appearance.

The most radical approach to developing something that we might 
want to call Chinese transgender studies is perhaps by leaving behind 
Western-derived meanings of gender altogether—or at least prob-
lematizing them. This would make an important step in identifying 
and understanding Chinese “gender” variance on its own unexpected 
terms. By making a distinct departure from a “trans/gender” epis-
temology rooted in Western culture, we are also reconceptualizing 
our categories from a fundamentally global viewpoint. Helen Leung’s 
chapter, for instance, begins with a conventional analysis of trans fig-
ures in Chinese cinema, but it ends with a radically suggestive inter-
pretive strategy that restructures the very meaning of “trans” with 
respect to Chinese body modification practices. In “Transgenderism 
as a Heuristic Device,” Alvin Wong focuses on the cross-historical 
adaptations of a famous Chinese story, the Legend of the White Snake. 
By following how this story “transgendered” across its adaptations in 
different cultural venues over time, Wong reveals the promise of these 
transhistorical variants to produce unruly moments of transgender 
articulation. If Wong’s heuristic suggestion is based on historicity-
crossing, Larissa Heinrich’s chapter invites us to reconceptualize gen-
der-crossing through the framework of literary genre-crossing. This 
innovative rendition of transgender aesthetic demands an inherently 
fluid definition of gender and demonstrates its concurrent trans-
formative possibility across literary and geocultural divides. Finally, 
Howard Chiang’s revisionist study of Chinese eunuchism offers a 
cautionary tale of the tendency to universalize transgenderism as a 
category of experience. He exposes the power, logic, and threshold 
of historical forces operating beyond the category’s analytical param-
eters, especially in light of the modernist/nationalist bias of even the 
most reliable sources on Chinese castration. Taken together, these 
studies reorient the imagining of a transgender China by not assign-
ing Western notions of gender and transgender an epistemologically 
and ontologically privileged position.

If cultural data from non-Western societies are useful for reflect-
ing on Euro-American orderings of trans/gender, that certainly 
should not be the sole purpose of this book. Contributors did not 
simply collect “anthropological” data about China and report back 
to us what they found “out there” (although some of their work do 
engage with ethnography on the level of disciplinary practice). Even 
the familiar debates on the North American “berdache” or other 
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12    HOWARD CHIANG

“third sex/gender” people are oftentimes less about their experience, 
than about the theoretical preoccupations of Western academic dis-
courses and identity politics.35 Perhaps one of the major strengths 
of doing research on non-Western cultures, of which this anthol-
ogy is an example, is the ability to capture a grid of knowledge and 
experience that exceeds the categorizations of gender, sexuality, and 
even transgender. Insofar as “the very constitution of the field of 
transgender studies as a field must remain a central question in the 
field,” the findings of the present volume should be viewed as having 
some central bearing on the definition and practice of (trans)gender 
studies itself.36 Again, what matters less is how Western (trans)gender 
theory or framework “works” in China, or whether or not it applies 
to a non-Western context. Yet precisely because transgender studies is 
enabled and complicated by the indeterminacy of such key concepts 
as gender, sexuality, and transgender, the studies that form this book 
point to different possibilities of transforming the field vis-à-vis the 
very reorientations of these concepts. And perhaps these potential 
transformations also have something to offer for the rethinking of 
area studies. For example, one of the underexplored areas in Chinese 
feminist studies and historiography that this book addresses concerns 
individuals who do not conform to—and practices that put pressure 
on—hegemonic norms of gender.

In the emerging field of queer Asian studies, scholars are envi-
sioning an ever more expansive apparatus that could account for the 
myriad potentials and possibilities within cross-cultural configura-
tions of gender and sexuality as they play out in Asia and elsewhere, 
in scholarly discourses, subcultural practices, grassroots movements, 
or otherwise.37 Studies are leaving behind the homogenizing/
heterogenizing debate on global identity categories,38 looking for 
new avenues of research that transcend traditional disciplinary and 
methodological constraints,39 and, above all, addressing and build-
ing new alliances across the globe to make post-Orientalist regimes of 
cross-cultural thinking possible.40 If the animating force of transgen-
der studies comes from a broad, collective, and always mutating defi-
nition of transgender, the view from China only makes the promise of 
transformation all the more meaningful to our imagination.
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