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ABSTRACT

In this paper, | examine Hou’s film A City of Sadness, with
concentration on the scene in which the muted protagonist,
Wen-ching, confronts the mob on the train and suddenly voices
his Taiwanese identity. In such a traumatic and cinematic
moment in the film, Wen-ching (played by Tony Leung from
Hong Kong), who has up to then remained passive and reticent
in assuming the role of an outsider to the ethnic conflicts, is
forced to abandon the project of passing and to articulate a few
words in barely recognizable Taiwanese dialect. This gesture of
passing and re-articulation is what the film tries to do in a sort of
postcolonial mimicry: in deliberately evading the ambivalent
subject of colonial and postcolonial histories, it actually re-
narrates what gets repressed or sidetracked.

Indeed, with a great number of testimonial literatures
emerging, the theme of disguise and narrative survival has
increasingly become an emergent feature in contemporary
public culture. Most recently, the life and work of Edith Stein,
who was just canonized by the Vatican to the dismay of the
Israelis, has gained quite a bit of attention. The controversial
Carmelite nun was a perfect example of hybrid culture and
discursive performativity. In spite of her Jewish origin, she
proclaimed herself to be German and tried very hard to pass as
one, though to no avail. In August of 1942, as her efforts to
transfer to a Swiss cloister failed, she was arrested and was
last seen on a train from Westerbork to Auschwitz. The
philosophical work and private historical sketches she left
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behind, however, provide us with most unsettling, moving
accounts of gender and identity as unstably mixed categories,
of difficult and dangerous gestures of passing and border-
crossing. Though hardly commensurable to the Holocaust in
scale, the February 28 Incident in 1947 Taiwan also forced a
great number of women and men to undergo the complex
process of disguise and identity re-formation. After a long period
of silence and passing, victims of the tragedy are beginning to
re-articulate the past, Here | use Yang Tsao-ti's oral narrative as
a test case to discuss the impact of colonialism and modernity in
Taiwan. At the other pole, Liu Chin-tang's picture of three
women, entitled Taiwan-yi-min-tu (1934), offers another
empathic portraiture of a life-situation surrounding a Taiwanese
artist who attempted to pass as Chinese, in order to culturally
belong to the grand tradition. These successful or unsuccessful
discursive struggles to re-negotiate the notion of oneself as
another, or of the other as radically foreign who can or cannot
be allowed to “pass,” should shed new light on the comparative
study of ethnicity and identity in cinematic and traumatic cities.
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“In its interrogation of the essentialism that is the
foundation of identity politics, passing has the potential to
create a space for creative seif-determination and agency:
the opportunity to construct new identities, to experiment
with multiple subject positions, and to cross social and
economic boundaries that exclude or oppress.” (Ginsberg,
Passing 16)

Trauma itself may provide the very link between cultures:
not as a simple understanding of the pasts of others but
rather, within the traumas of contemporary history, as our
ability to listen through the departures we have all taken
from ourselves. (Caruth, Trauma 11)

Women and men, particularly those of the minority groups, have
been forced to adopt the guise of and pass for another in order to gain
their freedom, to make use of the ambiguous life situations, or to
access the public sphere. However, as a tactic of survival and practice
of crossing boundaries, passing also introduces the problematic of
multiple, if not fictional, identities, and with it, a strong sense of
mental dislocation. Passing hence presents instants of split
subjectivity and trauma in retrospective vision—"“secondary re-
vision,” as Freud calls it. Reasonably, with the rise of critical
multiculturalism, the theme of passing and re-articulation of gender,
racial, and national identity has caught people’s attention as an
emergent feature in the field of both verbal and visual culture. Here I
would like to discuss four works, in which memories of one’s
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traumatic encounter with the Other are so re-inscribed that they offer
telling stories regarding the construction and meaning of personal and
cultural identities in response to hardship and ethnic conflict in the
modern age,

|. Empathic Portraits of Private Lives

What concerns me in this section is trauma as an occasion for
re-situating historical reference in our understanding, for redefining
our relations to the past where immediate comprehension does not
occur. My first example is Yang Tsao-ti’s reminiscence of her family
trauma after the February 28 incident, 1947, a major piece of
historical testimony recently collected in protest of state violence
committed fifty years ago. Then, I shall draw on a parallel case of the
Holocaust in a remote but equally appalling situation, as narrated by a
woman and Jewish thinker, Edith Stein.! In their empathic; if a bit
pathetic, portraits of their private lives and of other victims’
sufferings, both women give voice to intimate histories of struggle
against racism or ethnic conflict in times of national crisis. However,
the fates of these two women and their consequences remain different,
except on the point that they keep alive and indeed en-gender the art
of memory.

The gender and racial politics of memory is problematic in the
case of rethinking the February 28 incident in present-day Taiwan.
Beginning in 1996, the KMT government has taken steps to issue a
“special pardon” for the victims of the incident, on the ground that the
latter did not actually commit any crimes against the state.” As a
gesture toward reconciliation and toward ethnic harmony, the pardon
serves to heal the wound and to ask people to “move beyond” trauma
or, for that matter, history associated with the traumatic experience of
the colonial encounter. With more narrative accounts of the Incident
coming from both the official and subaltern presses, February 28 is
becoming a date increasingly historically trivial, if not irrelevant. On
February 28, 1996, “riot police were forced to intervene [in the
February 28 “Peace Park™] as hundreds of protesters attacked and
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burned effigies of late Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek and
General Peng Meng-chi, thought to be responsible for directing troops
during the 1947 massacre.” The 50™ anniversary commemorations
were relatively toned down as the state put on short political theatrical
performances—nemorials, monuments, dedications, prayers, etc.—to
chronicle and codify its master historical narrative.

In fact, both the KMT and the opposition DPP shifted away
from their traditional polar interpretation of February 28 toward a
politics of inclusion and integration. As a result, neither party was
willing to dominate the 50" anniversary commemorations. Public
performances and activities were mainly sponsored by a range
of other subaltern organizations, such as the not-yet-one-year-
old Nation-Building Party, the Presbyterian Church of Taiwan,
Mainlanders’ Association of Taiwanese Independence, Green Peace
Radio, the Society for the Promotion of Indigenous Rights, and the
Union of Native Taiwanese Villages.! The ritual space for the protest
and reenactment of the incident performed by the Nation Building
Forum Theater Group to bring back people’s memory was, however,
not open to the general public and received little attention from the
mass media,

What is interesting about the political drama of trauma revisited
is its gender politics in the refiguration of Taiwan’s history and
ethnicity, as in the performance three young women were put onstage
to represent the people. Portraying the relationship between the
Taiwanese and the Nationalists as a sexual one, the performance
projected, if somehow metonymically, a pristine feminine image of
the people of Taiwan in response to the violators, the troops that came
to take over the land. In fact, the deployment of gender and sexuality
with the February 28 performances goes hand in hand with the
subaltern project of rewriting national history using women’s oral
narratives, a textual strategy made manifest by the internationally
acclaimed director Hou Hsiao-hsien in his film City of Sadness.” As in
the film, many victims’ stories were told by women who witnessed,
immediately after the February 28 incident, the humiliating ways in
which their husbands or fathers were taken away from home in the
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middle of night for unknown causes and later shot or imprisoned
almost for life,

While revealing and subversive, these women’s oral narratives
are also stories of passing and silent screams, of keeping quiet about
the traumatic experience of February 28. On the one hand, the
narratives testify to the unjust socio-political practices on the part of
the KMT to discriminate against and to repress the native Taiwanese,
On the other hand, they tend to highlight, after long years of silence
and passing for “Chinese” in Taiwan, identity politics to the exclusion
of other issues and to reify a set of simple “we-they” binaries—
Taiwanese vs. Mainlander Chinese, the dominated vs. the hegemonic,
or women vs. men, for example.® Here, let me go back to Yang Tsao-
ti’s oral narrative as put together by Chang Yen-hsien and a group of
scholars. Appearing first in the literary supplement of the
Independence Evening Post between 22 and 28 February 1995,
Yang’s reminiscences of the family trauma later became a chapter in
a book series devoted to the Incident (published by Taiyuan Press in
late Spring 1995). That Yang’s story should stand out among many
others to be a feature piece in the newspaper tells us something about
the principle of selection and significance implicit in the politics of
exclusion and inclusion. For Yang is among the most successful
career women known to the public. In addition, a woman’s intimate
history containing empathetic portraits of peoplte around her in hard
times can be quite effective and moving, It also functions to challenge
the authority of the patriarchal state, having the psychic life and
subversive power that takes agonizing forms out of melancholy,
ambivalence, and rage.’

In her oral narrative, Yang provides an autobiographical account
of her struggle for intellectual independence and social respectability,
rather than talking about her husband, Wu Fung-ch’i, a famous lawyer
and a public opinion leader in northern Taiwan, Yang herself was
born into a wealthy and influential family in the midst of Japanese
rule. Because of her family background, she was able to go to Tokyo
Art School on a Japanese scholarship to study picture-weaving,
Originally, she wanted to major in gymnastics and to be an athlete.
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However, her Japanese teacher convinced her that if she would study
picture-weaving, she would be much better off, as there were already
plenty of instructors for physical training, whereas the art of picture-
weaving was totally unexplored in Taiwan at that time. Not only did
the teacher make her point clear by citing statistics and evidence, but
she also coached Yang’s career planning to the minutest detail. She
listed the names of related art institutes and concluded that Tokyo Art
School might be the best for Yang. She even visited Tokyo Art
School secretly to make sure that Yang did well there. The episode
changed Yang’s whole life and in particular her attitude towards
Japanese educaiion. In contrast to the Chinese authoritarian and
impersonal way of schooling she was forced to adopt later in her life
after the Nationalist “recovery” of Taiwan, Yang found the japanese
way most holistic and scientific.

Yang was married to Wu Fung-ch’i by arrangement. At the time,
Wu's father was a powerful and respected figure in Taoyuan,
supported social reforms and modernization projects, and who raised
a family of which most members eventually went on to practice
medicine or law. Like Yang Tsao-ti, Wu Fung-ch’i had a great
diversity of options, but he chose to be a lawyer to serve the
community in which his elder brothers were celebrated physicians.
On the eve of taking up an important post as public procurator in
1947, Wu was taken away by the secret police and his heavily
brutalized body was found several days later in the bushes along the
Keelung River. Members of the Wu family were afraid to come out;
as a result, Yang had to hire somebody else to smuggle the corpse
back home. According to Yang, the moment the body was brought in,
it began to bleed. Yang washed it clear and examined the wounds in
detail. In the process, she kept reciting verses from the Bible that the
wrong would be righted. She was determined that she would live to
bring up the children and to carry on what was left unfinished by her
husband. Single-handedly, she got herself several important jobs such
as principal of Taoyuan Professional School, principal of Mingchuan
College, and Professor of Picture-weaving at Fujen University.

Because of her achievements, she was admitted to the seminars
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on Revolutionary Practices organized by the KMT for its high
officials and was able to meet with Chiang Kai-shek, the person
indirectly responsible for the death of her husband. During the roll-
calls, Chiang could not properly pronounce Yang’s name Tsao-ti (a
common given name in Taiwan but in this case in antiquated Chinese
written characters, meaning “hailing a young brother” or “bringing
a son to the family”). After a brief pause of hesitancy and
embarassment, Chiang bluntly mispronounced the name and quickly
went to the next person in line. Yang Tsao-ti highlighted this episode
to illustrate how crude, “despotic” and arbitrary the KMT government
had been, in strong contrast to the sincerity and careful research
demonstrated by her Japanese teacher. To Yang, her husband’s death
was an important index of Chinese backwardness, barbarism, and
misrule. “A Japanese official would study the name list beforehand
and make sure that he got the names right, rather than guessing or
speculating,” she reported. The implication is that the charge against
her husband would have been checked and supervised by a judiciary
if Taiwan were still under Japanese rule. He was hence a victim of
horrendous state violence and of sheer ignorance on the part of the
ruling class who had not been exposed to modern culture. However,
the crucial issue here is that she had long passed as an administrator
under the KMT regime and the encounter with Chiang was a result of
her silence over the years. She told us that she did not even mention
the traumatic event to the children, and that she devoted herself to
causes that would divert her attention from the tragedy. It is only after
a long period of pretending that nothing really happened, that she was
finally able to lament her great loss. The traumatic encounter with
Chiang suddenly brought back the memory of her tragedy; however,
at that time, she had to let it pass and, on top of that, to pass as an
official admitted to the KMT club. Otherwise, not only her privileges
but also her life would be at risk. The incident thus highlights the
moment of a silent scream (“he mispronounced my name”; “he
murdered my husband”) and a rancorous resonance (“Chiang
consistently demonstrated the arrogance and ignorance that caused
her husband’s death™).
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In many ways, Yang may be considered a standard product of
colonialism’s culture, if we take colonialism to be a process of
domination and of discursive formation in which a variety of its
effects mask conquest and rule through the mechanics of language or
other disciplinary technigues.! What is underscored in her narrative is
a peculiar kind of gender politics in drawing inspirations from what
her ‘Japanese teacher did for her, in response to the tyranny of
“postcolonial” and patriarchal history. In this light, colonial history
becomes a symptom of the modern that is constantly repressed by
memories of some nightmarish postcolonial encounters or
experiences of symbolic violence in everyday life. National history
hence remains a mimicry of a certain modern mode of colonial
history and is bound to represent a sad figure of lack and failure. The
Incident becomes a point of collisions between two incomplete
modernity projects—Japanese and Chinese—that failed to come to
completion. Because of this sense of lack, the institutional structures
and conditions under which truth is regimented and reveale. are
fundamentally affected and changed by Japanese colonial rule. The
present is always already perceived to be inadequate in comparison to
the colonial past. In fact, both the authors and editors of oral
narratives of the Incident often disregard the cultural difference and
time lag between the Chinese and Taiwanese communities in their
desire to construct a linear subaltern (or alternative) history. Fired by
cultural nationalism and identity politics, these oral narratives
recollect what had happened during and after the February 28 incident
in terms of first-hand testimony, but often without any attempt to
reflect on the complex processes of representation and the question of
narrative. As Gayatri C. Spivak and Hayden White have succinctly
pointed out to us, truthful representation is always upheld but at the
same time contested by the tropics of discourse.”

Granted the political urgency for identity formation, these
gendered memories remain one-sided and perpetuate, in spite of
themselves, a politics of exclusion that they seem to intend to criticize
in the first place. Yang’s account, for instance, does not mention the
existence of competing identities in Taiwan—in particular, those of
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the mainlanders and of the aborgines.'” In portraying herself as a
public figure and a successful career woman, she is very much
dictated by the anxiety of the influence of her late husband and her
desire to be like him, to the degree that she trivializes the private
domain as a space of cultural reproduction and re-negotiation. In fact,
in the episode concerning her decision to major in picture-weaving,
gender bias and the role of woman as a picture-weaver is not brought
into question. She seems to be readily in agreement with her Japanese
teacher that picture-weaving is a more suitable career for a young girl
than gymnastics. Despite her attempt to be fixated upon her
Taiwanese ethnic identity, her narrative does reveal many moments of
cultural mobility (or, to follow Homi K. Bhabha, “hybridity”) and her
ambivalence as to the possibility as to whether she can be culturally
Chinese and politically Taiwanese, a question increasingly posed by
many people living on and off the island.!" Here, as I have argued
elsewhere, the stories of national unity and narrative identity may
have to consider the unstable mixtures of selfhood (idem-identity) and
discursive subjectivity (ipse-identity), of ethnicity and identity—
racial, class, gender, etc.'

In fact, one of the most striking aspects of Yang’s narrative is
her courageous and calm manner in handling the body of her husband
after hearing the terrible news of his murder. The composed and even
resigned manner in the face of trauma is also evident in her encounter
with Chiang Kai-shek, the person behind the scene of political
persecution. It is as if she did not want to look at reality and, in that
regard, to remain silent in her horror. It is in retrospect that she seems
to realize the need to see the reality of the details: “the blood gushes
forth from the dead body.” However, after reciting biblical verses, she
is able to be in empathy with the dead and to relive the tortures her
husband went through. Like many other narrators in the series, Yang
engages in a process of acting out trauma rather than working through
trauma. She takes a position that has been evacuated: after a detour of
long reticence, the disturbed subject rushes back as witness, testifier,
survivor, As Hal Foster puts it, “Here is indeed a traumatic subject,
and it has absolute authority, for one cannot challenge the trauma of
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another: one can only believe it, even identify with it, or not, In
trauma discourse, then, the subject is evacuated and elevated at once.
And in this way trauma discourse magically resolves two
contradictory imperatives in culture today: deconstructive analyses
and identity politics.””® This is perhaps why the trauma that Yang
experienced at the moment of seeing the corpse and later on of
meeting with “the one responsible for the death of the innocent” tends
to stretch away from the event to the affect—empathy and the lack of
empathy. Instead of accusing Chiang Kai-shek of any wrong-doing,
she only remembers that Chiang mispronounced her name in a
careless and ridiculous manner. This episode actually illustrates
Yang’s ambivalent cultural belonging, her capability to use Chinese
names and classical learning as symbolic capital to distinguish herself
from the less informed Chinese leaders, In fact, she had passed as a
Chinese (and Taiwanese) official herself to be admitted to the
Seminars, even to the point where she confronts Chiang Kai-shek.
Sigmund Freud once described trauma as “any excitations from
outside which are powerful enough to break through the protective
shield,” physical or psychic, of an organism." The traumatic event
happens by accident or chance. It is experienced as something totally
unfamiliar in the victim’s memory, an event one finds impossible to
relate to another, even in the imaginary. The structural paradox is that
one cannot watch oneself having a trauma, as the event is not
available to consciousness as it is happening, but due to the
impossibility of frauma being transported or communicated on site,
its effects (and affects) tend to delay under what Freud calls
“latency.” In other words, the traumatic event reappears later because
it is remembered (or, to be more precise, “re-membered”) but not
understood immediately. For “traumatic memories are the
unassimilated scraps of overwhelming experiences, which need to be
integrated with existing mental schemes, and be transformed into
narrative language.”® But as Dori Laub suggests, words are never
enough in this case: “This imperative to tell and to be heard can
become itself an all-consuming life task. Yet no amount of telling
seems ever to do justice to this inner compulsion, There are never
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enough words or the right listening to articulate the story that cannot
be fully captured in thought, memory and speech.”'® To come to terms
with the impossibility of communication, narrators sometimes tell the
intimate histories of their struggles and in the process construct
interpretive communities of empathy. To accomplish this sort of
affectivity, the intimate histories and empathic portraits in question
are often framed by these women narrators’ perspectives in between
the public and private domains: they constantly make references to
each other via hearsay about similar situations into which some
victim’s wives and families were lead, As these women were highly
educated and frequently davghters of local cultural elites, they had far
greater chances of gaining access to public positions and information
to help each other out. While somehow secretive, the sisterhood
among them has been upheld by the symbolic act of writing to each
other, telling and sharing traumatic memories. Thus, in her narrative,
Yang makes her “passing gestures” seeking to build up empathic
relations with other victims, so that her self and others may pass into
each other. Or as Edith Stein, the philosopher and controversially
saintly Carmelite nun, who received papal beatification in Cologne in
1987, puts it in a different context: “Hence is my Being. I meet
anothet which is not mine, but is support and ground of my
unsupporied and groundless Being” (quoted in Spector 27).

Il. Philosophy of Passing

While a problematic figure crossing several cultural and
disciplinary borders, among them that of German-Jewish identity,
Edith Stein is reputedly the first German woman to receive a
doctorate (1916) and to serve, though only briefly (1917-18), as an
assistant in Philosophy to her professor, Edmund Hussetl. She seems
to have been rather reserved concerning her limited academic
prospects as a woman. Like many Jews of the time, Stein died
tragically. At the Breslau railroad yard on August 7, 1942, as German
soldiers on their way to the Russian front were waiting for their train
fo be refueled, they had a passing encounter with the prisoners on
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board a freight train bound for Auschwitz. One of the soldiers
reported that the train had begun its journey in Holland and that, when
the sliding doors were opened, they revealed a squalid interior, a
huddled mass of people within, including a lone and pensive woman
in a nun’s habit. The nun was Edith Stein in her last days. She
exchanged words with the soldier; as it turns out, she was the only
passenger represented as having a voice. She spoke first of the
miserable conditions in the car, and then looked foward Breslau in the
distance and said, “That is my home. I’ll never see it again. . . . We
are going to our death.”"” The shaken soldier asked if the others knew
this terrible secret. Quiet and peaceful, Stein shook her head. For it
was better that they remain in ignorance. This “resigned” but
melancholic manner of addressing Jews and others, under the shadow
of knowledge of the Holocaust, distinguishes Stein from the rest, who
were frightened and remained “in darkness.” To the eyewitness, there
seemed to be a “heavenly atmosphere™ emanating from her Catholic
faith and insight, prepared for whatever would come, comforting and
resolved among a mass of confused and despairing victims. However,
judging from her Collected Works, in particular her unfinished
autobiographical account, Life in a Jewish Family, we know that
beneath “the glow of a saintly Carmelite” there is a profoundly
troubled personal history.'® In many ways, Stein passes among
categories normally assumed to be in conflict with one another, to
such extent that her appropriation and negotiation within scholarly
feminist, German-Jewish, philosophical and theological canons is
necessarily unsettling. Since quite a few scholars have discussed her
life and work, I shall just concentrate on Stein’s notion of “intimate
histories” and on her equally intriguing, if not mystical, formulations
of empathy, My argument is that in spite of the manifold cultural
differences between Yang Tsao-ti and Edith Stein, their intimate
histories and gendered memories of trauma can be brought into
empathic relation to illuminate each other. To rephrase Johannes von
Moltke, the women’s narratives of the February 28 incident or of the
Holocaust challenge us “to find sites and forms that help us to
remember, while simultaneously threatening us with a loss or
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impossibility of memory that has far-reaching consequences for the
negotiation of cultural identity and difference.”’” In this respect, the
more urgent reasons for juxtaposing the two stories allow us to learn
some lessons from these empathic portraits.

Edith Stein is in almost every conceivable aspect different from
Yang Tsao-ti. She was born in Breslaw on Yom Kippur in 1891,
raised in a ritually observant family. As a young teenager, she lost her
faith in the Jewish religion and became absorbed in intellectual
pursuits. From early ambitions to study women’s law, she was later
on interested in philosophy and took up study with Husserl in
Freiburg. After completing her PhD, she soon realized that a woman
scholar would not stand too much of a chance in the university.
Between 1920 and 1932, she made four attempts o be taken on for
the advanced degree required for professorship, without success. The
experience of exclusion in the “external world” of society and of
history might have sparked her interest in Christian thought and
mysticism beginning in 1921. She was exposed to Catholic education
in Speyer and Munster, until the possibility was barred by the Nazi
racial laws of 1933, In response to the situation, she was finally
accepted into the Cologne Carmelite convent, where she remained
until 1939 when persecution of ethnic Jews in Germany was
intensified. In August of 1942, as her efforts to transfer to a Swiss
conrent failed, she was arrested and was last seen on a train from
Westerbork to Auschwitz,

Stein left behind a sizable body of literary and philosophical
works, among them a sort of autobiography Aus dem Leben einer
Jjudischen Familie, in which she offers short sketches or “life-images”
of her mother’s reminiscences and her own counter-narratives in
response to National Socialist propaganda. Like many women writers,
Stein places the element of intimacy in her empathic portraitures of
things around her in the foreground of her narrative, and with the
pretext of apologizing for it, breaks down the boundary between
rational narrative and impressionistic image-making. It is against an
unbearable portrait of the Jew that the story begins: “From these
sources, as though from a concave mirror, a horrendous caricature
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looked out at us” (3; trans. in Spector 8). But Stein is also notorious
for her abandonment of Judaism, in favor of passing into figures
German, Christian, or Catholic. And it is in the notion of empathy
(“feeling-into™) that Stein finds a possibility of fusion of horizons, a
“double mode of experiencing” that overcomes dichotomies of inside
and outside, native and foreign. She even wrote to Roman Ingarden in
1917, “I can be in love with Germany, so little as [ can be in love with
myself, for I am indeed itself.”?

Her struggle to keep her German identity was shared by many
other Jews of the time-—among them Stein’s mother—while facing
the loss of their German homeland. However, as she urges her
German reader to realize her Germanness, she is also perceived as an
other at the same moment. In spite of her philosophizing efforts, the
ethnic tension of the time left no room for empathic relations, and her
tragic death in August 1942 only serves to remind us how difficult
“reiterated empathy” or empathic encounter with “the otherness of the
other” has been. The notion of empathic relations she advocates in
terms of the “double mode of experiencing” turns out to be too radical,
if not too utopian, for her age, and her theory of subject formation
ironically turns its back on the subject articulating it. But this should
not keep us from appreciating the usefulness and truthfulness of that
theory. Indeed, as Spector has pointed out, scholars like Judith Butler
and Slavoj Zizek are beginning to talk about subjectivity as
something dressed up or worn, and some fifty years ago Stein already
wrote extensively on the question of redressing of identities through
an empathic move that stems from the belief that “God is love, and
love is goodness giving itself away.”” It is of interest to note that as
in her parallel movement between Jewishness and Germanness, Stein
also tries to re-inscribe the boundaries that have excluded women. To
her, gender and identity consist in gestures of passing or border-
crossing. That is perhaps why she portrays her mother as matriarch
and patriarch of the family in her accounts of her intimate history—as
in the case of Yang Tsao-ti after the death of her husband. Read
against the background of the anti-semetic writing of her time, Stein’s
sketches in Aus dem Leben in fact serve as counter-images meant to
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be comprehended in dialogue with unsympathetic stereotypes of the
Jew promulgated by the Nazis, to re-negotiate the idea of the Jew as
radically and unappealingly foreign, someone who cannot be allowed
to “pass” in German society. In other words, the empathic portrait and
intimate history are alternative symbolic acts fo contest the authority
of visible history and the constrictions of social order, but the paradox
is that they can only perform within the systems of identity that exist
in the service of both. Both Edith Stein’s and Yang Tsao-ti’s stories
reveal that the paradox does exist.

The urge to be socially integrated while at the same time
defining cultural differences in a politics of recognition is a product
of modernity. This applies not only to the case of the Stein family but
to many of the Taiwanese cultural elite between 1945 and 1947,
Humiliated by fifty years of Japanese colonialism in Taiwan (1895-
1945), quite a few local intellectuals were very hopeful of the
opportunity to be reunited with the Motherland. However, they were
soon disappointed by the langnage and cultural policy imposed from
the top down, not to mention the corruption and backwardness they
witnessed in the administration. Despair and frustration quickly
replaced empathy and even sympathy. The conflicts in economic and
political interests eventually led to the February 28 incident in 1947.
Fifty years after the event, people are increasingly divided by what
they perceive as ethnic group domination, and the oral narratives they
tell or coliect tend to reinforce some categories, which have either
excluded or suppressed them. It is within this sort of intellectual
milieu that we may put Yang and Stein side by side and perhaps in
empathic relation, so as to learn from each other’s gendered
memories. After all, both speak out about their past in terms of family
portraits to construct interpretive communities of empathy. A number
of inscribed boundaries are passable, if we follow the examples set by
Yang and Stein, who suggest that we open passages between male
and female spheres, public and private domains, intimate histories
and political contestation, trauma and memory, selthood and
otherness.
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lll. A Taiwanese Artist in Beijing

I shall now turn to the case of Liu Chin-tang, whose life and
work may complicate our understanding of the problematic of passing
and identity formation. The son of a rich merchant in Taichung,
Taiwan, Liu Chin-tang was born in 1894, one year before Taiwan and
the Pecadores were ceded to Japan by the Qing empire. He was in
many ways a typical child of the local elite who was sent to Tokyo for
advanced study. But the extraordinary thing was that in 1915 he chose
to go to the Tokyo School of Art, instead of the Medical School, as
most others did. That year only three Taiwanese students were
admitted—in addition to Liu, Huang Tu-shui (1895-1930) and Chang
Chiu-hai (1898-1988). Unlike other Taiwanese students who either
stayed in Tokyo or returned to Taiwan after their graduation, Liu went
on to Shanghai and Beijing as a patt of a complex formation process
of psychological identification. It is generally assumed that the
journey back to Beijing in search of a Chinese identity was inspired
by 1919’s May-Fourth movement and a desire to see China become a
free and independent, if not modern, nation-state. At first, he wanted
to be Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s godson, but Dr. Sun was too occupied with
other important matters after the Revolution. To save Dr. Sun’s face,
Wang Fa-qin (1870-1914), Sun’s close friend and then a KMT high
official, responded warmly to his request and, in appreciation, Liu
changed his name to Wang Yue-chih, a name not only reminicent of
classical Chinese artists such as Wang Hsi-chih and Wang Hsien-chih,
but in celebration of his new identity and a sense of cultural
belonging. He graduated in 1921 and immediately left for Beijing,
where he enrolled in Beijing University to study Chinese and begin
his teaching career. His diary entries at the time show he was fired by
nationalistic sentiments and wanted to attain fame in the Motherfand.
In 1922, together with several artist friends, he founded the Apollo
Painters Society, the first organization in Beijing in the field of
Western painting. From 1922 to 1928, he traveled back and forth
between Beijing and Xi-hu (where he served as founding Chair of the
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Department of Western Art), and returned once both to Japan and
Taiwan as a Chinese government official. In 1930, he became, though
only for several months after the death of his godfather, the principal
of Qing-hua Fine Art Academy. Over the years, Liu tried very hard to
be part of Chinese society. In addition to serving as an advisor on
overseas Chinese affairs and chief of Taiwan Studies—which got him
into trouble—he took up jobs in the Ministry of Education and a
number of universities to push for modernizing Chinese art education.
Even though he won the friendship of several leading artists such as
Xu Bie-hong, Liu nevertheless felt alienated from his colleagues,
especially those who had just come back from Paris. Fighting in vain
to win recognition, he died in 1937 at the age of 43; he left behind
some dozens of paintings that trace his progress toward re-Sinization
and his attempts to discard Japanese influences. His early work could
be easily misidentified as Japanese—still lifes and nude women, for
example. However, in Liu’s late work we see traditional Chinese
landscapes and such conventional subjects as monks under banana
trees. The figures are softened, and the backgrounds tend to be
poetically misty, no longer in sharp focus and depicting vivid images
of unique individuals, After his abrupt death, Liu was almost
completely forgotten on both sides of the Taiwan Straits until a
Taiwanese art ctitic re-discovered him in 1982. After singling out Liu
Chin-tang as “the most successful Taiwanese artist in China and the
first anti-Japanese painter in modern Chinese art history,” Hsich Li-fa
accidentally encountered a friend who happened to know one of Liu’s
sons living in China. This third son, Liu Yi (originally Wang Ping),
realizing that his father had come from Taiwan and having decided to
change his name to reclaim his heritage, provided further information
that made the identity question even more complex.”> Two years after
Hsieh published the article recognizing Liu’s artistic achievements,
Liv’s son was finally able to visit his relatives in Taichung and to
explain how Taiwan-yi-min-tu (A Surviving Adherent of Taiwan,
1934), a controversial picture, was conceived. According to him, not
only were paintings like Wang-min-ru-ji (Diary of Exile} and Qi-min
(The Deserted) done between 1929 and 1934, about the Japanese



Passing and Re-articulation of Identity 103

invasion of China, they were reminiscent of Japanese colonialism in
Taiwan, a point made most explicitly by a work once entitled San-shi-
fu (Three Ladies) but renamed Taiwan-yi-min-ty right before Liu’s
death. Liu’s best friend Xu Bie-hong in 1934 praised Liu’s
unprecedented attempts to use oil painting on a Chinese scroll entitled
Taiwan-yi-min, However, as the painting makes no specific references
to Taiwan, it is unclear why it should go under the title of “Taiwan-
yi-min.” Besides, the story was told by Liu Yi, who seemed to have
no difficulty adopting new names, not unlike his father. To be sure,
the cultural identity talk was (and still is) closely related to politics
and economic interest. If Liu Chin-tang was to become an object of
debate in both Taiwan and China, who would benefit but Liu’s son
and those art critics who were involved? One should not forget that as
a response to the Greater China discourse, Hsieh Li-fa’s project
attempts to use the gaps and overlaps between the two societies in
order to consolidate the differential temporalities and communities
that he perceives as contributing to the making of a uniquely
Taiwanese cultural identity. The idea is to show that Liu’s work, as a
precursor of a modern Taiwan art movement, is simultaneously a
product of a transnational Asian modernity and an unfortunate case of
a talent wasted by his premature embrace of a Chinese identity—or,
to put it more bluntly, a tragic beginning reminding us of the hazards
of reunification with China.

Before going on to discuss the impact of the picture Taiwan-yi-
min on the art and identity talk, let me dwell on the issue of the
country and the city in relation to modern Taiwanese art. To people
like Liu Chin-tang, Taichung was a city when compared to the other
rural areas in Taiwan, but if put side by side with Tokyo or Beijing,
Taichung becomes more like countryside. That is why hundreds of
Taiwanese students went to Tokyo (and now, to New York or Paris)
every year. Around 1934, when Liu grew disappointed with his search
for a Chinese identity, he might have felt like his fellow countryman
Wu Chou-liu who found Nanjing and Shanghai more backward and
corrupt than Taiwan. If his son’s argument is to be trusted, the

‘memories of Taiwan that came back to haunt Liu might have been set
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in a similar context.

As Raymond Williams suggested not long ago, the socio-
cultural dialectic between country and city is often very complex.
Sometimes, the country can replace the city as capital or as the site of
a cultural re-mapping that criticizes the modern system of
industrialization, alienation, and commodification.? In the case of
Taiwan after 1947, the shift in the meaning of the country and the city
is apparent. When Chiang Kai-shek and his troops came to Taiwan, it
was considered a bastion on the margin of the nation where the
Nationalists could mobilize to return to the Mainland to reclaim their
cities. As a sign of the mentality, the major streets of Taipei and other
cities in Taiwan were named after cities in China: Chung-ching South
Road, Peking Road, Nanking East Road, Chang-an East Road, etc.
Traditional landscape painting and calligraphy were valued as a
restoration of Chinese culture. Taiwanese dialects were considered
backward and inexpressive, as were many local cuitural products.
Take the lyric inscribed by the painter Cheng Shan-hsi on his own
painting, for example. There the dismayed and dislocated subject
laments that he finds little comfort in the Taiwanese countryside. The
poet-painter writes, “One hardly sees lofty hills like those of the
Mainland; / Unlikely to encounter refined scholars among the woods
and springs. / A rustic corner in the countryside, / With a few acres of
banana trees / To fill in the pictorial space. / I like the simple life
here.” That is to say, although life in the Taiwanese countryside is
enjoyable, something grand and noble is missing. Besides the
dialectics proposed by Williams, there is another cultural logic
between the first and the third world, or rather between those who
manipulate information (in addition to capital flows across national
borders) and those who are blocked from access.2 In the international
public sphere, many Pacific islands are simply countryside resorts,
sites of nuclear waste or, even worse, of nuclear tests and militarism.
And since 1971, Taiwan has been doubly marginalized in the new
world system, twice removed from the geo-political map of the
country and the city.”

But with its economic growth and democratization over the
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years, the role of Taiwan as countryside is to some extent reversed,
especially in relation to China. Identity talk and public discourse
about cultural nationalism becomes understandable. It is against this
background that the Taiwan-yi-min-tu controversy can best be
comprehended. Taiwan is now a free art market with strong buying
power. To gain recognition as a Taiwanese artist would almost
certainly enhance the value of Liu’s paintings, particularly in light of
the nostalgic ambiance and the ambivalent feeling toward the
suffering of Taiwan in the picture, which appeals to art critics and
spectators on both sides of the Straits for different reasons. For
Taiwanese art critics, the picture is a landmark of cultural difference
and alterity. Or at least some critics, Hsieh included, seem to think
along this line, That is why they tend to interpret the forward-looking
lady in the middle—holding the globe in one hand and an eye in the
palm of the other—as a figure praying for a peaceful and prosperous
Taiwan. The wavy curve on the woman’s gi-page serves to remind us
of oceanic feeling and openness toward other political meanings.
However, | see the picture as an alternative modernism, of an
uneven result of the Japanese and Chinese modernity projects. For the
women in gi-pao, with short hair and a self-confident, if a bit stern,
gaze, are symbolic figures of Chinese modemnity. Yet the very
material of the painting—a scroll in silk—and its format tell us that
the picture is firmly in the tradition of classical Chinese portraiture. It
is both ancient and modern, Even though there are two other ladies in
beautiful symmetry and in gi-paos with geometrical patterns, it is the
lady in the middle that catches our attention. In a gesture reminiscent
of a Buddha, she seems to be looking speculatively inward rather than
looking out straight into our eyes, as do her companions. In fact, the
three ladies are more Western than either Chinese or Taiwanese. The
middle one holding the globe is a synthesized figure of Renaissance
royalty and Buddha, The three ladies represent new images of modern
women, healthy and independent, with short hair, simple and rational
in outlook, with bare feet firmly planted on the ground, contrary to
the traditional Chinese women with bound feet. They wear gi-paos, a
modified form of a traditional Qing dynasty fashion, to fuse oriental
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femininity with the virtue of modesty. This fashion was in fact most
popular among Chinese female college students of the 30s, and Liu
was a feminist sympathizer, as shown in his essays on the subject.” In
this artwork Liu was mixing traditional Buddhist sacred figures and
modern secular women to present a utopian vision of what might lie
ahead for pan-Asia, hoping that the Asian world could be saved from
the creeping network of colonialism and modernity. The globe held
by the woman in the middle of her right palm indicates that the future
of China and Asia is at risk. It shows the influence of a pan-Asianism
advocated by many Japanese intellectuals together with the members
of transnational moral societies of the time.”’ The female figure in the
middle is thus a hybrid product of Renaissance and Buddhist icons, an
uncanny object of repetition with difference, in which the lotus
(symbol of benevolence) is replaced by the globe. unlike the use of
the globe in most Renaissance paintings, which stood for either
political sovereignty or the desire to conquer the world, the globe here
represents the changing shape of Asia as it has been subjected to the
modernization and colonization processes.

Liu is said to have carved the seal “Taiwan-yi-min” and placed
it in the top center of the picture. In traditional Chinese paintings,
seals indicate largely authorship, connoiseurship, or ownership, but
seldom the subject or topic of the picture. Also, what is unusual about
the painting is that Liu inscribed his name Yue-chih at the bottom left.
He therefore used the seal to tell us that he had had second thoughts
on the picture in terms of its subject matter. Perceived this way, we
can venture to say that Liu Chin-tang finally came fo realize that he
was after all Taiwanese, alienated and desolate. He had traveled from
Taichung to Tokyo to Shanghai to Beijing and to various places in
China only to find that he belonged nowhere. In the globe in the
lady’s hand, an image echoing Queen Elizabeth’s iconography,
colonialism and modernity are intertwined, and the more one travels,
the more one finds the uneven development of cultures in translation
or in turmoil. The image, of course, is derived from the traditional
Buddhist icon of the three Buddhas in the Western Pure Land. The
two ladies in the background are slightly transformed versions
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representing Wisdom and Benevolence, while the lady in the front is
a Buddha figure. As many scholars have pointed out in different
contexts, the dilemma of modernity and nationalism is often refigured
in the form of a corrupt or chaste woman. But it is the subtle
differences between the lady in the middle and her companions in
terms of the more dynamic wavy lines vs. geometrical patterns, of
holding the globe and speculating on the future vs. praying and
looking into the present that suggests why Liu renamed the painting
to relate himself to Taiwan as an abandoned subject and in the figure
of a female Buddha. Here, like Walter Benjamin, [ see women serving
as a threshold to lead us back to childhood memories: though marked
by their origins in the sphere of the forgotten, the female figures
represent the has-beens, the guardians of the past. Through the image
of the return of the repressed, they embody representations of the
forgotten in the image archive of modernity. It is through these
women and particularly the one in the middle that Liu finally
articulates an uncanny expression of nostalgia and hope. It was
common for Taiwanese to put an icon of three Buddhas in their living
rooms or family shrines. The past came back to Liu through some
small details in the picture, and in that uncanny moment, he put the
seal on the top to indicate his status as an orphan away from home,
still struggling in the quest for identity.

IV. The Traumatic City

It is with a post-colonial hindsight that the two incomplete
modernity projects are now being re-articulated in Taiwan, in
juxtaposition to local experiments of Euro-American
postmodernisms in the field of poetry, fiction, and mini plays. Sung-
sheng Yvonne Chang has succinctly observed that the primary driving
force for this recent reconstitution of Taiwan’s dominant culture in
the spirit of pen-£’u (nativism) “undoubtedly came from the
momentous changes in the political arena in the post-martial law
period” and from “the longer, more far-reaching evolutionary process
of cultural change in contemporary Taiwan.”® As a result of these
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attempts to “reclaim the native,” to shed new light on the multifarious
configurations of the dominant culture in the literary texts as well as
the complex, often self-contradictory tactics the artists employ to
negotiate their identities, there emerges a peculiar global-local
dialectic in the literary public sphere of present-day Taiwan, as
postmodernist and nativist discourses exist side by side. Of course, in
everyday life, especially in networks of individual consumption, the
local and the global have become entwined in people’s experience.
However, in the case of contemporary Taiwanese public culture, the
rise of nativist discourse has much to do with localization processes
since 1987. It has developed in relation to modern or late modern
traditions of “non-indigenous origins,” among them the “lyrical-
sentimental strands of the Chinese New Literature; literary
modernism from the West; a nativist reaction to modernism, which
nonetheless had recourse to an earlier Western importation, socialist-
realism; and various global trends of more recent years, such as
postmodernism and queer theory” (Chang 76-77).

If there is anything postmodern about present-day Taiwan’s art
and literature, it is in the peculiarly composite, hybrid makeup of
works exploring subjects ranging from hyper-realities to colonial and
post-colonial histories, of works deploying tactics of defining cultural
and sexual differences. It is within this kind of cultural ambiance that
the lives and works of people like Ishikawa Kinichiro, Chiang Wen-
ye, and Liu Chin-tang are being reclaimed and reinterpreted. Thus, at
one pole, we have the late city-poet Lin Yao-te, who draws on his
techno-imagination to portray fragmented and sexless bodies that
move in and out of computer monitors, caught in deterritorialized,
transhational networks of distribution and consumption. At the other
end of the specturm, the novelist Yang Chao composes Taiwanese
sagas of family struggles over the decades and explores the
coexistence of multiple, interacting, and competing horizons of
experience on the level of individual consciousness, the experience of
walking down Chung-shan North Road, for example, that inevitably
brings one face to face with Japanese Baroque buildings, McDonaid’s,
the Grand Hotel, fashion boutiques, the Municipal Art Museum, etc.
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in which all things are mixed in dynamic but unstable forms. A rich
diversity of literary and cultural discourses, such as Lin’s or Yang’s,
appear as if to challenge the narratives that reinforce the unity or
totality of historical understanding, political representation, and
philosophical description introduced with the Nationalist Recovery in
1945, Now, in celebration of disunity and dislocation, incomplete
modernity projects are being retold and incorporated into the present.
It is also in part a response to the existing “Taiwan Miracle” literature
that often slights the residual affects of alternative modernity and the
other, darker sides of the island’s socioeconomic transformation of
Taiwan’s political system under the KMT.? In the name of retrieving
the incomplete modernity projects and of re-narrating the past, Hou
Hsiao-hsien and Wu Nien-chen have produced their famous films—A4
City of Sadness, Master Puppeteer, Good Man, Good Women, Dosan,
Heavenly Kingdom, etc. These films delve deep into Taiwan’s
colonial and postcolonial histories, investigating the February 28
Incident, the Japanese occupation, the KMT regime, and Cold War
ideology. Rather than giving voice to a nativist discourse or local
dialect (Taiwanese) to consolidate cultural nationalism and identity
politics, Hou makes the protagonist of The City of Sadness mute. In a
powerful scene, Wen Ching, the photographer, confronts a mob that
persecutes ethnic others on the basis of the languages they hear.
Threatened and in a panic, Wen Ching suddenly speaks in Taiwanese
to appease the angry crowd. That is the onfy time throughout the film
he is able to speak his mother tongue, but it is ironically out of fear
and in protest of ethnic violence against innocent people like himself.
Although he survives the mob attack, he fails to escape the aftermath
of the February 28 Incident. Innocuous and in every sense apolitical,
he is later imprisoned and shot for his involvement in the riot. In fact,
his only “involvement” is the use four local intellectuals make of his
studio as a gathering site as they prepare to welcome the Chinese
polity from the Motherland. In the film, the four intellectuals, played
by well-known cultural workers, represent complex public figures of
mixed ethnic and cultural backgrounds: a mainland Chinese
immigrant, a Taiwanese, a Hakka, and a Japanese sympathizer.
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Apparently, ethnicity or identity politics is not the issue. In the film,
the multilingual factors of the incomplete Chinese and Japanese
modernity projects are brought into conflict in terms of an uncanny set
of global/local cultural dialectics—Japanese music, Taiwanese
background, a Hollywood touch, a transnational cast, and so on. In
many ways, films like 4 City of Sadness enable us to come to terms
with “post-identity politics” or an alternative postmodernity, which
stresses the principle of multiplicity and fluidity in considering
Taiwan’s history and ethnicity.

In a recent essay, Tu Weiming has insightfully pointed out that
“only by fully recognizing its roots in Chinese and East Asian culture
can Taiwan serve as an exemplification of liberal democracy in the
Pacific Rim.”*® On the one hand, Tu sees positive aspects in Taiwan’s
dynamic political transformation ‘“accompanied by fluidity in
institutions, power relationships, life-styles, social status and values”
(1115), On the other hand, he is quite ambivalent about the
emergence of Taiwanese consciousness: “One may argue that
Taiwanese sense of ethnicity, language, land, gender, class and faith
is intertwined with and, perhaps, inseparable from the question of the
Chineseness of China” (1138). “One may further contend,” he goes
on, “that although Taiwan, in its most authentic and creative artistic
expression, embraces modernism or even post-modernism by
transcending nationalism and culturalism, as an economy and polity it
must negotiate strenuously and wisely with mainland China by
mobilizing all the symbolic capital it can for its physical survival and
spiritual well-being,” Tu’s argument, his view from “the perspective
of the overseas Chinese,” is built on an identity politics that treats
Taiwanese identity as a manifestation of an essential difference and
hence a potentially dangerous “confrontational policy,” which is “at
variance with the integrating economic and cultural tendencies in
Greater China” (1139). But the examples like Ishikawa, Chiang, and
Liu demonstrate that we should not regard any particular identity
category as determinate or fixed. In fact, it is an unstable mixture of
“identity” and “post-identity” that is emerging in present-day
Taiwanese public culture, as made manifest by recent debates over
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the junior high school textbook Ren-shih Taiwan. Not only is the role
of Taiwanese and Chinese consciousness brought into question,
but the problematics of minority discourse and multiculturalism
are discussed in relation to historical knowledge and political
representation. Contrary to what many people anxiously expected or
anticipated, no single authority holds sway, as each interpretive
community is challenged to rethink or reflect on its own limits.”" As a
consequence, schelars now articulate a set of strategies that trace the
development of differential communal cultures among social groups
but still allows them to affirm and to transcend their identities.® It is
in this regard that we can truly appreciate the postmodern way of
opening up the possibilities to re-negotiate cultural identity in transit,
with their long histories of travel and cultural translation in view.
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