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ABSTRACT 

Ru'NNING AWAY WITH THE CONCUBINE: 
LESBI.ASISbt A N D  LARISSA LAI'S WHEN FOX IS A THOUSAND 

This tlicsis is in investigation of Larissa Lai's novel Wlien Fos 1s X Tliousand. 

Lai :akcs 1c.i tasL tiic ideri t h  lcsbirin dcsirt. is governed b' fate. biologicril detcriiiirirition. 

or slioicc. I+liroiigli lier rreatment of ideiitity as pertonnütivc.. slic rc~txils a p;irticuliir 

iri\ c4;t11iciit in thc ~iability of tlie self-ç~)nsi~rning iirtihct i i i  order to siinultrineoiisly cliidc 

;ilid iii\ okc tropes of transgression. Slie does tliis by creating a Icsbiari rnonster-trickster 

;is Iicr riinin cliaractcr. By rcading the test througli and agriinst Zimmsrman's dctïriition 

ot' '-lcsbirin." I cstnblish dit. test's Icsbian content and hm. Lai's insistence upori 

i t > i i t  iiiii;il d isriiptions ot' prcscripted and jtereot! ped niodes of geiidercd aiid scxiwl irsd 

h c l ~ l i  iour 011 ttic pan o f  lier cliaraçters. coiiplrd itli a bliirring of narrari\ e boiiiiiinrics. 

2 i \  c i  tlic ilu\,cl cuiisidrrablt? trcinsgressivc porentinl. tler novel sustains a rniiltivrilenced 

;irgiiincnt nyainst absoiutes and the assiimptions Lvhich foster both dominant and so- 

~;iilcd wbversivc positions. 
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Introduction 

Larissa Lai's Wien Fos 1s ri Thousand embodies a range of disruptions. In effect. Lai's 

iiowl is an example of a text that reads through and against the tripartite explication of 

Icsbian radins  and writins prxtices identitied by Bonnie Zimrnerman. This paper 

dcnionstrates the ways in wiiich the thret: narrative strands of Lai-s text "disriipt 

Ii~'it'roscsu~ility. t'striblish a presencr outside the cu~iveiitions of pritriarcli>. aiid 

[rcprcscritl a Iiole in gender dualism" (Zimmernian 4). 'tlean~vliile. Lai's novsl is rifso 

\ cr) rn trch ri consideration of the cmnections betwen the  body. the mind. and desire. for 

il3 locus is ctents tliat lead to the eseciition of sr ninth-century Poetess, Yu Hsririn-Chi. in 

rclritioii to tlie [ives of Cliinsse-Canadiari lesbians living in Vancouver. E3y q~wstitm~ng 

mid trihirig to task the impact of Iiisturicril focus. the test uses ttic Poeress and rlic 

trxiitioriril Fos tii>di ris csrirnples o f  tlie \gays stories about tvomen are liscd as r i  rnerins ot' 

rcgiilriting otlier uumcn. Throi~gli tlie tigure of the fox. Lai uses the mytliical past to 

ciigrise tlic embodied present. Through an exploration of tlie Poetess. the novel. also. is 

;tboiit the process of women questioning their sexuality. 

It is a series ot'caretirlly intertwined lesbian coming-ot'-age storics t h t  sent. to 

clucstioii nut o n l ~  sesiiality. but the systems of regulation esercised on \toineii's bocliclz. 

Ftirtlier 'et. tlie noce1 is about tlie process of Iesbians losing their families. an esperiencc 

nhicli man'. Itsbians go through upon coming out: the îirst of four sections of tlie book is 

clititled "Ho\\ the FOS Came to Live Alone.'. 'levertheless. one of the most striking 

fcriturcs of tliis book is its transformation of the traditionally inauspicious fox figure who. 

alth~i~gli  tr~ubltsome. ultimately becornes a Likerible lieroine. Wliile tlie text's content 

dimpts normati~r codes of sexual behaviour and gender socialization, rts fonn disr~iptr; 

\\cl l-established idem and theories about narratives. 



I i i  this test. Lai transforms the fox of traditional Chinese rnythology from n 

iilonstrous lieterose'cuai woman-spirit into a monster-trickster lesbian. The figure 

iindergoes a transformation from inauspicious to heroical ly resistant. Lesbian is 

stirirricterized as resisrant in the sènse thrit she does not neritly tit the categories avaihbie 

t l i  Iicr ~iiider pritriarchjr. This transformation means tliat uoinen nho do  iiot riasil! fit into 

or promorc pntriarclial ends are transformed botli for. and by. tlie reader. Becausr tlie 

iiot cl is tt rittcii froin the perspectiw of tliose nlio do tiot tit iiito or s i ~ p p ~ r t  pritrinrdi! . 

11ic ~ C I  clupineiit of tlie fox as a likeable clinrricter is. simultaneously. the de\,elopmeiit of 

tlic rcsisiririt \iomari 4s liliabls and knot\,able. In order ro ricccss the po\ver of the 

Jisriiptiori txprcsscd througli tliis tcst. i cliriosè to tocm on the Itsbirin rispcçts ot' its 

it)iltcIIt aiid its tbrin. Lcsbintiism is ri crucial clerneiit in k: the test centrcs on tlit. 1ivt.s 

:ilici liistories of Icshirin cliriractr'rs. I t  also estabiislies a itay ofcircurnveiiting traditioriril 

iiarratii c ritructure iu a inove I \ \ i l 1  argue ris distinctiy Iesbian. 

PIic no~el,  itsclf. is cornposed of a numbtlr of interlockinp. intenvoven sliort 

.;ter> xyiiicnts. Ttwnty-two of tlirse --sliort storics" are narrated by tlie fox tigiire. and 

itimc ot'tlicse storics licite ttnibedded uitliin tlierii totrilly self-containcd short storics. folk 

talcs. i'lic fox introduces tliese stories 3s means of both entcrtaiiiinrnt and educaticin. Iii 

t'ict. tlit' tin rcportedly tends to tliink o t' hersclf "ris ri teacher witli certain principlcs tc 

iipliuld" ( 177 ). Some of tlir stories shr introduces are love stories betlveen women. anci 

tlicsc storics arc onès in wliich tesbians survive. "even dter  the gvei Io came froin 

O\ erscas and tricd to convert them to Cliristianity" (209). Thesr embedded narratives in 

th\'% jtorics art. set in  ancient China. 

Tlie Poetess. ris Lai calls hrr. has only nine stories. and al1 of lier stories rire set ii i  

aiicieiit China. Slie is ri monal living in the nintli centup. Hcr stories. narrated in t l i t  

tirst-person. are an account of her life s top in relation to her trial and ssecution date. 

Tlir stories tell of lier romantic affairs with women. They also stand in to affirm the wri>,s 



.;lit. esplriined to herself the compromises she made in order to live her life as an 

i iidepende rit person. 

:\II ~irinarned. omniscient narrator narrntes tlie tind set of stories. Tlittrt. rire 

t u  ciit? - ti\ t. af tliese stories. and they ail take plricc between Seattle and Vnncouver in the 

c.x-l> niiictics. nit11 brief tbray to Hong Kong. FormaIl>. tlicse stories are ùtittii 

iiitroliiiccd. interriipted. or supplemented by conversations on the phone. The use of 

plioiic calls i i i  tlie iiovel ernphasizcs the sipiticance u f  contemporary price: for this same 

rc;i~i~m. tlicrt. are considerably more cliriracters in tliis set of  narrritit.t.s. 

..\ltliori$i tliis iirirrritivt. strnrid dcals uitli tlie lifi and esperience of iiiany clia:actt.is. i t  

ti)c'ilscs cm Artcinis 1C'otig. -Plie rerider is privy to lier process of coming out. She is in n 

+~rclriti~risliip" ~ v i t t i  (someonc to \viiom i refer ris) a Say nian for some time behrt. tliey 

horli cime oiit .  Hc dors not rcrid ris sa' until mucti Iriter in the stop. and in this \va! the 

iitncl ctic~inp;isscs Ilis coinitig-out stoc: Iionmw. it is not the focus of the novrl but. 

ratlicr. s m c s  ;is a parallcl to the Iiistories of tlic Iesbirins. Tlius. tliis tliird n;irrntivt. strniid 

1lc:il.; iiiorc carctùll~ \vitIl the processes LI t' people questioning and rit.i~otintin~ rlieir ';c.xii;il 

idcntitics. Tlie text questions the foouridat ions upori \vliich its clirirsictsrs estnblisii. 

rcgulatc and maiiitain tlieir identities. 

Tlic iirimcs of the ciiaracters in the tliird narrative tend to reveal their relatiotisliip 

t l i  ..\mm is. .-\nemis means "v irgin Iiuntress." and tlir cliaracter ponders over the 

~ i g i  ticniic~ of the very Greek iiame Iier Cliinesr-Crinadian birth motlier gave Iier. ln tlic 

~ c n x  t l m  Lai uses the cliriracters' rincient narnes to invoke a serise of bùtli Iiistoricril 

riipturr' and continuity. tlit. stories in al1 of the narrative strands arc investrd witli  an 

interest in tlie process of historicization. Artemiç' own past is mostly unknown to her. 

bccriiise six !\ris adopted by a ivhite family siiortly afier birth: conversely. long rifier the 

1~oc.tt.s~''; body becornes the body o f  tlie fos. the tàs and Xrtemis botli \vant to knon 

~iierc nborit tlic Poetess's body. nhere it came from. In an' case. tlir test explores tlit: 



idcri of essentiril. embodisd identities by xay of asking about tlie arigins of t l i c  body and 

[ I I C  liin itntions of an tiistorical explanation. 

-Plie novel problematizes tlie riase with wliich historical narratives are put 

togctlit'r by \va>* of a mise en abvrne effect. That is. the workings of the novel's form 

rctlcct its tlir~nritic concerns (Hutcheon 67). In its treritment of Iiistory. tlie text evinces a 

"rccurriiig iiitttrrial duplicrition of images of [ i t s j  artistic ii.liole" (Ha\ctliornt. I3S). 

\ \ ' i t l i i ~ i  the test t l i m  is ari endlesslq. reitcrxed rcproductioii of Iiistoricril narrnti~.e iii 

ii~iiiiatlirc ~ ~ i t l i i i i  tlie scenes tliemse1vt.s. Moreover. tlie no\xl ol'tcii addresses tlie 

discrcprincics h c t ~ e e i i  diffèrent accounts of singular evonts. By doing this. the novel 

hcgiiis tci grnpple kvith tlie difficultits inhcrent in tlit. processes of historiogrriph>. In ttiis 

\ \ a> .  \i Iicii tlie ccmtcinporary narrative is troiibied b). contlicts bet\\.et.ii its clirirrictcrs. and 

cli:ir;tctcrs iirc rilionrd to Iiave rndicrilly diffcrent accaiints of tlic sniiw è\.ent. the ric)ic'l 

i-iiris rcpcrits ritid csprinds iipon coriccnis esprcssed in rinotlier narrative strand. -T'Iic tict 

tliat tlic iio\t.l is composed oftliree intenvoven short stopr cqcIes mrrrins that i t  i s  int.esttid 

iii \i Imt Linda Hutcheon r e t r s  to ris "inan]t.[. . .]frqmentriry points of view" ( Hutcheon 

b5 i. This use of the fragmenteci voics ris a uriy of interrogating tlie legitimacy of 

Iiic;tc~ric:il n:irrativcs effectivdy dcmonsrrrites a forma1 aspect of Zimincrinan's dc'tiiiitioil 

of Icsbinii. bccriiisc Iiere the narratike "disrupts Iiett.rost.siiality. ttstriblisties ii prcscricc 

iiutsidc: of tl i t .  convcntioiis of pritriarch).." disnipting the binac  of gender ( Z i m m m a n  

4 ). Tlie test intcrrogates the interwoven nature of htrterosexual ity. patrinrc hy. gender 

dual isiii. aiid Iiegemonic Ii istoricizrition. 

Tl1e jtriicture of this paper is based on a combination o f  Bonnie Zimmerrnrin's 

detiiiition ot- I~sbirinism and tlie narrative composition of Fos  itself. For sach of tliese 

tlircr :ispttcts o f  lcsbian idsntity. 1 present esamples from r x h  of the three voies:  tlie 

tirst-pcrsoii narnt i1.e of the fox \$-hich spans a mil lenn iurn. the ninth-crntury poetess. and 

tlie third-person narrative set in twentieth-century Vancouver. focalized by Artemis. I set 



oiit drtiiiitions and illustrate thern ivitli examples from the ten as a way of defininp 

lcsbianism tlirough and against the text. The range of meanings I forward supports my 

c lai in tiirit tlie lesbianism renders categories of meanin9 unsrable as a way of elucidating 

m d  iiitcrrogating conccptual. linguistic. and Iiistorical containment. 



Lesbian 

For the purposes of tliis project. lesbianisrn refers to the scsual dssire for nuncn 

b> tioi~icii. Iii  order to refer to a ivork of literature as '-lesbian" it remains ilriperative tlint 

it riniculiitss Issbianism in both its content and its form. Xdrnittedly contrary to the 

iiiipcrativcs iif man' conternporary attsrnpts to broaden the lesbian canon so that it 

i t~cl~dcs  riiorc t e m  from mucli sarlier periods. I Vonvard that a Iesbian test is one tvhich 

n c i t  oiiI> pr~scnts ttornen ivlio desirc nomen. but establishes tlicse tiomeri n.itli rlit. 

;igt.iic> to bc ccritrd figures in tlie movernent of the plot. In Tlrc SLI~L' . $ k i  of CC'onwjr. 

Liniiiicrmiin clliirns tliat a Itsbian novel is tlisit ~vliich "places l o ~ x  benvtxn u\.onieri. 

iiicl~iding sesuril passion. at the center of its story" ( 15). What 1 perceive as the urgency 

\\ irli n liicli soii~c leshian scholars seek to decode lesbian literature froin books pub1 ished 

hcti,rc tlic tiiird and me ri ni ri^ ot' "lcsbiriii" i\t.rc ;icct.ptablt. scrrws oiil> to rnLidJ> [lit 

.ilrc:id! ~iit't?cult pr4)jject ut' ;illo\\.in~ cuiitinuall>. nciver and more rctiried itieniiiiigs ( i l '  

--lcsbi:in.-- Altliougli nor speciticall>. n i t h  retèrcnce to lesbian. Homi Bliablia rekrs tli 

rliis i;riitic iinportance of the retvritten term when hr says.  "if !ou krep referring t h s e  

iicu sites to old principles. then you are not rictuaily able to participate in tliern tùlly and 

prciducti\el~. and creatively'* (Bhabhri 216). The site of lesbian in relation to 

wiitenipurary literature is çhanctrrized by its potential to destabilizr itself and its field. 

Iii tliis na'.. Ittsbian littrrriture offers resistaiice, and tlirough the torçe ot'tlit: Irsbirin genre 

tlit'rc arc inscriptions that push the reader out of compiacency. Moreovcr. tesbirin tests 

pro\.ide n forrnnl resistance to traditional narrative encoding. and this connection of 

Itsbiaii tests to lesbian people is far Rom arbitrap. Furthemore. it remains clem in 

cimtcrnporary North Arnerica tliat lesbians. as people. represent tliose ~vho have strpped 

t ~ i t  t i r '  liiir.. opted out of the wreful training proffered b? r h r  lictrronormntt\ it> of 

pritrinrclial çulture(s). Perliaps because lesbians are presented as a threat to tliç farnily 



mi econoniy. [rsbian literature represents an active response to demonization and 

gliettoization wliich lesbians suiTcr. While it is no surprise that lesbians esist outside the 

son tlnes of tlir hctero~exual. patriarc ha1 econorny of so-called "productive" bodies and 

wburdinate gendering. and that lesbians are simultaneously rendered invisible. because 

the! thrcaten ~ocial  order. lesbian literatiire variously recovers Iesbirin rigency. 

Plilis. oiic \ta>. of bcginning to access Lai's test is to trikt: ni' clic îioni tlic 

~:irctiil tlicoreticd uork of Bonnie Zimmerman. III  1992 slie pub1islit.d an article criIlcd 

'-Lcsbiaiis Likc i'liis and Thrit.'. in ~vliicli slie notes the mm>- and \,ririous cliariges in the 

hiir~coiiiiig M d  of Iesbian tlieory. Ilcre it is important to note tlirit L Iiave very carcfiill> 

c l i cwn rlic rubric "ksbian" For my own tlieorerical ivork becriuse my concerns rire riot 

;idcqiriitcl~ addrcssed by q u t x r  thcon.. Qucttr theop lias i ts liin itritions. cspec irill! iri 

rcl~itiori t c ~  It'sbian litt'raturt'. One of the main tcncts of qwer  tlit'ory is ~tiri t  it ènibrrices a 

\\ itic raiigc oI'st.siiril expression allowing tlirit sexuai identity iict'd not translate into livcid 

c~pcricncc. (]itct'r theop.. ris touted by critics like Stephen Whittle. is meant to blur 

d ist iric t ions betw een critegories of ses. gender. and sesuril orientation. tlowever. tliis 

diws not scwe Iesbian intsrests becriuse Icsbiari rcading and u rit ing practicts necessari 1'. 

;i..;.ii~~iic wrne cfqrett of discrete crttegorics of  fc~iinltrness. Questioning tlit' cntcgor) 

iiixhcrs ot'iiiak:t'ernriic is not a central concern in Iesbirin criticism. etcn tfiougli it ma' 

plii> a pcriplieral rule. The rnost obvious and serious drriu.back to the use ofqireer theoc 

i.i tliat it criiinot o f i r  requisite sensitivity to the speciticities of lesbian esperience. In 

L'shi~ui ~ i r i r i  tir[! Stirrlills. Vivien N g  writes a cliapter. "Race Matters." in ~vhich shr: 

csprtxxs concem "rliat u.hen crisegories such as 'sender' and -ses' and eLren -race' art: 

dest:ibilizcd. ii here and Iiow does rinti-sexist, rinti-racist ~bork tit ~ v i t l i i i i  the orld ut 

tlicor?. in the acridt.rn>'?" (229). bloreover. querr theoc, ma) c e p  well incorponte 

transgciider. trarissesual. bisexual. lesbian and gay concerns and expressions. but this 

gruuping sences a îàlse sense of security. It ivould seem that queer theory is too bus' 



keeping these identities in play to adequately address and refine lesbian interest. Here I 

I I C ~  3150 t h t  riltliough tliere is oftentimes a refusal of the category "lesbian" by women 

c)t'coloiir. 1 use tlie term in a strritcgic move to tùrther refiiir: tlie comples resonanctts of 

tlic crttrlgop rlirougli tlie creativs \wrk of ri t\oman n 110 identifies lierself simultant'o~isi~ 

as "l&i;lti." "\\ornan of colour." and ris "~\oman-identit?ed-\~'om;1n~~ (Lai, Marcli 1999). 

I ;in1 cl~nscious of using the term in an ricrtdernic seniiig as part of a response to the hct 

tlirit tiiiicli ricridrtiiic work is done an tests by \vliite authors. icliereris tcxts by people of 

iolotir ;KC ~lit'ttoizt'd into the cri tegq of "postcolonial.'- I use tlie rem "lssbian" 

;t.i a nllitc. I~ )ucr -~ t~rk ing  C I ~ S S .  Iesbim academic iiiterested in relining tlic' iisc of ttic 

Icnil as a ua? of rciii\iyating wliat I rcrid 3s tlie imperative of the novcl: [fie rubric 

"lcc;bimi'- ris ont. 11 tiicti signals the requisire pla>fuliiess of dcstribilization N hich speriks 

.;pcciticrilI~ tii lesbians. Tlius. Zirnrnennan's riffirmation of ri rcvitdization of lesbinn 

~iltucst i n  tlicon prok ides a good foiindation for m>. argument about tlir intricncy of tl ie  

~c\~iiiIit> i n  Lai's test. 

f-licrc rire 1 dences of Iesbirinisrri as Zirnmtirrnrin detÏries it. ;ind tliesî: rcqiiirt. tliat 

t t i )  rlctitiition and csposition of Iesbianism in litsrature refrain tiom reducing itself to the 

Ici cl ot'nt'stlit'tic. i-Icnce. it is important to keep in mind that at no time can the detlnirion 

ot' Ic.sbiritiism be separritcd tiom krnale bodies. becriuse sesual practice has implications 

tbr thc n 3 ' 5  in nhich people engage rind arc read as engriging in society. Again. 

Ichiniiisni retérs to the organization of persons along lines of srsual desire for nomrn b! 

nomcri. and it rernains irnperative to üniculate tliat a test is lesbian in both its content arid 

its f'unn. .-1s 1 it i l l  demonstrate. lesbian litenrure ot'tèrs resistance in tems of its content 

;ind its torm. rind through the force of the lesbian genre there are inscriptions that push 

thc reridcr out of compiacenc>. bloreovsr. traditional narratives are not equipped ivitli 

die iiecessa- structural capacity to encourage rlic agenc) of the rerider. Lesbian literature 

ih thrit \\hich ~insetties rhe reader into actitely recidins for scripts of Iiereronomati\ it? 



ririd t h  slippages bet~veen so-called discrete categories of pender. ses. and sesualit> in  

relation to ~Iomen's desire for women, and-as evinced in Lai's test-it often acliieves 

this destabilizütion by way of multiple narration. 



Disruption 

To take rny cue frorn Zimmemian. I support and examine her assertion that 

icsbimisrn is a "disruption of lieterosesualit>.. a presence standing outside the 

c'cm~ ciitions of patriarchy and a fiole in the fabric of gender dualism" (Zi~nrnerman 4 i i i  

rcl:ttitm to Lai's iiovel. ln the very tirst pages. Fos disrupts Iieterose.uualit>.. Lai's tirst ot' 

rlircc iiitcniotcn strands of the novel is narrated by the rnythicril fos figure. and in 

~ ' I I ~ I I C ' S L '  rii>tliolog>' the fos is an inauspicious spirit connoting trcachery and rot (Liu 

2 4 0 ) .  I:l,.\;t.s art. said to inliabit the dcad bodies of 'uung \voint.ti to use tliese bodies tu 

ciicict 1 arious kiiids ot' eniotionnl. econornic. ps~~cliiilogical. and arsual \ ioleiicc oii men. 

..b part o f  Iicr projtxt of l~riting a liistory of mythicril lesbia~is embodied b', the tos- 

~iirirricter. Lai eft;.ctiveIy recasts the traditional tigure as productively disruptive. tlit.reb>c 

questicmiiig tlic apparatus that gains from and thereby xdiies the Fos as an wil. b o d i l ~  

t>iiinlc. Shc rcclriims the Fox. turning her Iiuman giise from so-called fallen ii.oman into 

;i ciiltiiral Iiero t'or 3 pro-lesbian reridersliip. 

[.ai-5 rcsliriping of tlie Fos tiom Chinest. mytliology supgests tlic irtipcinliict. ~ ) t '  

Iicr nork to :i Iesbian rn\.tliicril and literrip Iiistoricity uhicli eseinplitÏes principlcs 

~sprcssed iri Laura Go~ving's article t itled "Histo~." in Leshim trnrl  Gqv Slzdie.s. 

c i ~ > \ i  in- States tlirit "claiming lesbiari and gay tiistory means re-imagining tlie past. 

t;>rciiig tlie personal ont0 the public stage. asking questions of the sources" (53). Hence. 

vlicn Lai tilakes tlie fox sympatheticall~. disruprive. she begins to ask exrictIy ~rl iat  

function rlir Fox fias sened in rnaintainin~ heterosesism. Lai re-imagines the past as 3 

place in i~ hicli the Fox can have tlir agency to disrupt an rntire paradigm. nor just an 

iiidi~idual man's fortune. Again. Lai rnakes tliis Fox disruptive of patrinrchal. 

Iiett.rosesual economies of the femrilc: body. and here it is important ta keep in mind that 

Icsbian bodies are otien conceptualized in patriarchal and Iieterosesist paradigms ris 



Irisci~.iuus and escessively sesual. While Iieterosexud fernale bodies are rilso construc ted 

;is csccssi\~t.l~. sesliai in some pandigms. it is not ~ b i t l i  the same s!stematic regularit~. 

Hetèrosewal uoinen al\vays have recourse to sanctioned expression of tlieir desire; in 

m~itrast. Icsbians h a ~ x  a more problematic access to desire. because it requires some 

degrcc of stib~wsion. Lai d rms  attention to the historical institutionalizrition of violence 

qriirist. md oppression of. \romen ivhen she divests tlie Fox of its evil and enlivens its 

iibilit' to Iiri~.c Icsbirin-identitled. and so fiinale. Etgencp. Wlien Lai esposes the anti- 

\ititiiaii ,'stems at uark in the cultural encoding ttiat is m>tliology. she clocs so in sucli a 

\\a! ;is to rc\ ml injustice \\hile irnmt.diateI> reinvesting the Fos i b i t l i  culturril agenq. In 

c~seiicc. Lai d~ists off the Fos and finds the sq-mbol as it is convcntionrilly deployed in 

I~l;itiiiiig rlic \ ictiiti. I i i  tlit: in~tl.iicri1 Fos. she locrites the objectiticrition rind esploitrition 

L I I '  \ ~ o i i i c ' ~ ~  ;ilid III 50 doing diti rc-irnagines tlie hs-charmer uitli the po1bt.r ta clii~osc 

Iicr cicstiti>. b'lilit. in  ct't'ect. Lai lias donc is pinpoint n lo~içtil t iss~~rc i i i  the Ii~tt.roscxisr 

p;ir;:iiign~. Hcrc 'il*ierosesism rcfers to the sdciril and rnaterinl bene tits con tèrrcd iipon 

tl~osc \s Ili> rtct ivt'l!. perpetiiate lieterosesual ity t i  li ich carries the impl icit rendering of 

Icsbi:iiiisni as secondan. The assumptions upon which the heterosesist paradigm are 

prcdicated art. tliosc of self-lorithing. .As is iilustrated in the case of m. there is an 

oI,JcctitÏc:itiori 01' the tinale bod' rind of kmale jesualit). tlirough the act of ptirçiiasiny 

wx 31 uork in pritririrchal mqtliologies. Thruugliout the nowi there arc retsrenctrs to 

p:i) iny tor ses. The fox-character visits a Teû House in hopcs of tinding lesbian ses 

i 104): Eden piircliases ses for himself tiom 'wng boys on Homer Street (99). Tlie 

Pot.tctss l i \  es i r i  ri  Te3 House wtwe  most of lier CO-inhabitants i~ork  the ses trais ( 3 2 ) -  

l'lic objcctitlcation of the panner by those is ho purciiase ses is rsempliîïed in the 

tra.iitic.sial Fox in'th \\hich Lai d r m s  attention to ris anti-woman. A s  ri stipplrment to 

F s .  tlie Feminist Cornpanion to Litrrature is a reference test whicli indicrites that \\ hile 

F o\ . -  bpirits are sometirnes considered in tnditionnl Chinese mythology to be agents 



capable of supplying sufficient luck for men to win money at pnbl ing tables. rhey are 

inostly looked upon as evil. In hct. 

the term 'Fox spirit' is still used as a form of abuse for women who are perceived 

as ses~ial temptresses, ri view derived from the folklore \vliich rilso ernbodics an 

i i n ~  illingness to see tvornen as ovenl! sexual. .As sesud creatiirts. iiot onlr do 

tlicy jtri~id on tlie other side of the line tiom 'vinuous wumen'-[vives and 

inotliers-but the! rire rictuall\. tlioiiglit of ris being non-human. (Liu 240) 

T'lic rckrciicc test-s esplanation ot'"Fos spirits" emphasizes thc importance of wliat Lai 

does to pr~blcniritizt' tlie foundationril underpinnings of tliis rn>,tliicril crcature. Mer test 

1-aise.; tlic cfcbritc c)\.c'r 11 Iietlit'r or not t h t n  is rt'alit>, [c) the binar) dcpictioti ~ i t '  \ionien as 

i r i  r I r .  Hcr test iiurks actii.elq. to dcstabilize tlie falst. dicliotomies of t;.iii;ilc 

.;cstinlit> iipon nliicli traditional rn>thotogy is to~inded. The t'olklore in question is 

prcdicatcd on the notion that prostitutes do not count 3s people. wliich is made clcar 

tlirougli [lit. rn! tliulogicd con tlation of tlic Fox ris the inhabitor of dead fernale bodics and 

t l l ~  Fos as sedi1ct.r of men. Tlirou@ tlie traditional Fos rnytliology. prostitiites art: 

c i ~ i i s i c f t x d  dead sirtuo~~s u omcn \i l i ~ se  bodics are ail irnated by et i l  spirits. i ricitxd. i t' 

tiilhliirc is bascd oii the tindcrstanding ot' prostitiites as evil and alrcrid? derid. tlien ilitrrc is 

r t u i i  for ssriws abuses o f~vornen. 

Lai pries open this fissure in heterosesist logic and reveals a cliasrn wherein the 

rcylatiuii of thc teinale b o d ~  implies a fear of the female body. Whrn Lai makes the 

Ii~s-cliaractcr ri Iitxoine, die botli redeerns and problematizes the position of the su-cdled 

\\ liorc. \\'iiat Lai rcbuffs is that tliese rn~dwlogized abuses agriinst wornen could be 

Inbeled pan of ri cultural heritage in urder to give credencr to continued abuses of 

nmien. Lai-s test implicitly critiques the trci hoc logic at work here. for sirnply because 

~iolencc against women occurs in folklore in the form of measures which regulate female 

.;esualit> does not mean that such hostile regulation should continue to be actualized. In 



linè N itli Jeanne Smith Rosier's use of Estella Lauter's "contention that rnyth is 'part of 

tlic d>narnic of Iiistop instead of being one of its reservoirs"- (3). Lails use of the fox- 

c11:ir:ictt.r rci.itrilizes and updates rnqtliolog~~. as dit: retroacti~dy crcrites ri rii>,tliic:il 

Icsbiriri brickdrop ripiiist ~vhich coiitemporary cont?gurritions of lesbianisin corne to lik. 

Lai's on ri tropes of history revolve around this same idea of history as a resertoir tliar is 

iiiadt' dyiiariiic. TIie fox clairns that "[other] hses  don3 know Iiow history gathers like ri 

rcscri oir dcep below the gound[. . .]stars dreaming like sleeping tïsh at the botrom(. . 

. ~ i t i t i l  [ciiougli ni> tlis have collectecf to te artrint tiew coristeilations*' ( 1 8). ratlier self- 

i ~ m ~ & ) u s l ~  cratt's t i e ~  ~onstcl1;ltion~ tliroiigli its use of Fos rn>tliulopj. Lai's saiisc is 

m~tirriic'd in tilt '  textual moments in icliicli stie rccontigures tlitl Iesbim ris tlie ciiitural 

.;~in.it or. tlic ciinning t r icher  blundering tontrird and backwrird in tirne. rippreçiatins 

Iiittiiri~i prudence. but enarnoured of human greed. One of Lai's richievements is that die 

problc.itiritizcs tliis construction in sucli ri 1c.a). as to cal1 into question tlic foundations of 

~ 1 1  l patriarcl~al III! t h .  

t:\c.ii tliuii$ the Fos is considcrcd clever ( L i u  240). i t  is iiot traditionrilI> 

prcscritd ris ri trickster tigurc. but in Lai's ieork this rnonster becomes ont.. Tliis is 

hccnuse tricksrer tigures are knoic-n for tlieir insistent disruption and questioning of 

cultiiral \.aliles. In The Trickster Aestlietic. Rosier notes tliat tliey rire "at once marginal 

uid ct.ntral to the culture. Tricksters challenge the status quo and disrupt percei\.ed 

botiiidrirics" ( 1 ). T lius. Lai ricticely recasts the Fos rnyths as important markers in lesbian 

Iiistop. b> invigorating the fox-cliaracter as an agent of social change. In this moce. .;lie 

rccoiitigurcs an Iiistoricril narrative of Iittterosesist suspicion and distrust of women in 

erder ti ,  effcct an acrive questioning of heterosexist assurnptions. Wowever. this 

iriiestigation is not one-sided. for the interest she expresses in questioning the 

tonnularion of jocial groupings rnerins tliat slie also initiates the interrogation and 

rcc\duatioii of contemponry lesbirin scripts of jo-called lesbian-identit?.. Tlir 



iiiiiiilt:int.it> i>f these selitle interrogations rnakes Fax an important site in lesbiati li teran. 

~tuclics. tùr the drive Iiere is to draw attention to. and complicate tlie boundaries between. 

Iit.tcrost.sist rnetliods of consolidation and lesbian rnethods of social consolidation. Lai's 

test is ilioroughly disruptive because it simultaneously questions fiegemonic and 

'iiib~.crsi\,e discourses. In hct. in Iier test. Lai "attempts to go beyond the assumptions 

iipon u hicli [the test] is based and wliicli (if not challenged) it u,ill reprodirce'* ( Hnwliorn 

2 5 0 ) .  I I I  tliis sense. the test is trrinsgressive. Furthermore. the test denriturdizes social 

c i~ i i \ c~ i t i~~ i s  b> i i a ~  of die disruptions dttlivered through content and torrn. 

In order to draw links benveen the tricksrer and the disruption uliicli Zirnmerinan 

poiiits t i ~  ris constitutive of lesbiariism. I uill cspand an analj.sis ut' the trickster by 

oiitliiiitig its jliapt. and function. In fact. the triclister is. parridosiccillq enougli. 

~Ii~ir~icrcrizcd b> ;III ~incontninnbilit> tliat is pnniculiirly relevant to contemporu->, lcsbinii 

nririiig. ..ls Icsbiriri ivriting refuses to btt containcd eitlier in rerms of its content or its 

timn. 50 100 ~ O C S  tht: tricksttx refuse censorsliip of hisjher desircs. Tlie trickster is widrly 

iiiidcrstoorl as disruptivc even ofcategories of gender identitication. 

h'liilt: it is triie that Lai rareiy rekrs to the fox-chancter as female. slie never 

rciCrs to hcr as male. On papes sistcen and seventeen die fox narrritor reports tlic 

traciitioririlist consolidation or' lier tos peers: in so doing slie reports lier gender. She srarts 

{iiit  h! sn>ing -'[oltl~er foxrs are strange not me" ( 16). This statemenr prepares the reader 

tOr the snrcnsttc riiid pained autobiographl. of the narntor. Shr goes on to report that Iier 

pccrs arc fearfui of seeiny themselvrs too rnucli in Iier for the? say. "'Sec. here are tlir 

thiiigs 1h3t mnke u s  civilized. here are the things that make 11s nor likp /ter ' "  (- 17). 

li'hat [lie fus-cliaracter parodies. here. is the mentalit' of a majorit! concerned ivitli the 

~rirctiil delinution and maintenance of its homogeneity. 

%.hile it m a  be possible to argue that tlie fox retains the ambiguity of lier 

bioloyical ses as part of a trickster identity through her animation of female human 



bodies. this argument certainly is not evident in the work of critic Lynn Van Luven who 

~inribaslit.dly rekrs to the fox as male (Van Luven 270-71). Certainly the tàct that the fox 

does not liave a human body of lier own makes her sexual congress with rnortats 

c.oiiiplcs. Thc fox animates young. most O ften beauti fu i. female bodies. However. Van 

L u i  c'ri's trcmiènt of Fair ignores the frict tliat tliese female bodies are aiiirnrited in order 

t h  tlic fin to seduce nomen. Morecnw. the fos reports other foxes of lier community 

rcttlr t o  Iicr as t'cmrile. or rit least as "slie" or '-lier" (b 17). Again. the hct  tliat the 

hi1il~)gical ses o f  lier t'os b o d ~  is iiot mentioned ma! ver'. well mean that Lai questioris 

tlic rcgulatioii of the boiindaries betweeri ses and gcnder. for tlie tno arc not riticttssririly 

.;>riori> tnow i-lcntciw. Van Luten does not do Lai justice wlicii slie so cxelessl~, rckrs 

tlic tbs 3s rnalc. In hct. the inove Van Luven inakes Iierr reeks of the veq, kind ot' 

Iioriiopliobia tlie test takcs to task: itit.isibility. I t  ~vould seem that Vrin Luvcn's 

:il;sui~iptioii stands its gound tirrniy. Wlien slic claims tliat tlie t9s is male slie overlooks 

otic 01'tht. niairi hci  of the test. in effcct. clriiming tliat an' charxter tliat desires sesual 

i r i t i i t ~ x > .  wit l i  a ibomrin is male. This is problematic in a tcst \vliicli su criretiill! 

dc.liiic;itcs tlic clialleii~es Iesbians face. past niid prcseiit. Tlie 1:ict tliat Vari Liiveii iiisists 

oii ilic tùx 3s nide means thât  slir 2 h . e ~  a grossly neglipnt misrrading of the entire [est. 

L';iii Lii\cii's rcading of the test refuses to concede tliat there is any value in a lesbian 

rcndiiig of the tcst. and she omits mention of tlie undeniably Iesbian content of tlie test. as 

ocIl. \Vliilc Lai may problematize the intersections of sender and sexuaiity bu w q  of 

tllc L)x. die does not do so esplicitl).. and Van Luven does iiot rickno~ledge the 

prissi bili ty of tliis reriding. 

The fox is knoun as fernale bu iier cho ie  of body. as slie is known as lesbian by 

Iicr dcsire for nomen. ln h c t  the fox is rnost clearly rnarked as témale and fesbirin in the 

';cent: in ithich the fox mistakes a cross-dressed man for a woman. She states that she has 

tiirgotten lier prostlietic. her olisboi. Thus. tlie çhancter most cenainiy retains the 



tluidity of Iier sesual preferences because she does have sex witli the cross-dressed 

person and die tells the reader she is penetrated by him ( 107). The disriiptiveness s ~ o k e d  

tlirwgli tliis use of a trickster figure lends vibrancy to the precarious "balance of cliancc 

md cit.sigii" on nliicli the trickster's composite questioning of assertions of ciiltiird 

;iiitlienticity is prcdicated (Smith 107). Lai transforms Iier from the traditional and 

lorirliwine Fos to a contemporay. charismatic fos-cliaracter. Similarly. this signals 

iiitcrcst iti tlie recoiiceptualization rind ree~aluation o f  Itsbian ris culture. The theoretical 

; i d  l i tcrrir!, rccl:im:ition of les binn as clevrr signals the recupcrat ion o t' les bian pcopie. 

Lai..; trnnsi'ormation of the t'os maires it possible for lesbirins to pnnicipats as citizcns t ~ t '  

;i Iic.tcrogsnei~i~s iiatioii. Again. tlie move from loathsomr to charismatic serves as an 

Iiil;ttiric:il riccount of tlie treatrnerit of lesbirin people. 

I'lic ticrit containinent of fcmalr rind Iesbian bodies has a long-sranding histoq,. 

\\'Ilcrici cr tlic feiiiale body is Iiigtil> regiikited tliis plicriomt.noti is rclated to tlic p w e r  ot' 

111~1 t;'tii;iIc bod! continiiously tc, transgrt'ss its w n  bcxindarit.~. Ir1 "Pntri;irclinl 

I'crriiurics: TIic Bad‘ Encloseci.'- Peter Strill>.brass gcnders Mikliaii Baklitin's notion of 

d;iss as tbmalc. Srall>.brass rekn to rhc Renaissance assurnption tliat the t m d e  body is 

crotcsquc. and lie says tliat the fernale body is a l w p s  and naturally on the verge of 

"irûnsgrcssing its O u m  lirnits" (116). In tlcterosesual Plots and Lrsbian Narratives. 

I I a r i i~n  R. Fari\cfl points out that becriuse the frmrilt: body is perceked as oii the vergr 

of rrnnsgrcssion it must ali\ays be policrd (33 ). Heiicr. kmalr srxuality is percei~ cd as 

c q i ~ d l ~ )  t.xcessi\e iihen it produces a cliiid and menstruates. and wlirn it engages in non- 

proçrcati~e ses. In the case of non-procreative sex. the kmale body refuses to function 

it itliin a contained and reguiated tkld: patriarchy. This sesual transgression of patriarchy 

is rcprcsented as inonstrous in the case of [lie m>.thoiogical Fus. Tlir perceived rxcrss of 

tkni;ik desire. eien tor heterosesuril ses. is institutionalized as rnonstrotis in ordrr to 

.;t.risitizc nirile and fernale subjects to the regulation of female desire. The move to makr 



tliis inonstrous character less loathsome and more charisrnatic signals lesbianism in the 

torm and content of the text because tlie lesbian trionsters are the funhest estrerne in 

Iictt.rosesist patriarchy. and making this rnonster charismatic serves to reciaim her. The 

cliririsrnnt ic iiionster siinu ItaneousIy sheds her usefulness to the dominant system. her 

c i ~ l t ~ ~ r d  capital. and rctains lier c~ilturall> inscribed heritage when slie becomes 

:ii~tlioritatitx. Lrii's m o w  is distinctl~ Ittsbian becriuse slie recontigures Iesbianisni from 

iiionstrciiis tu sanietliing necessary to cult~iral production. Tlie fox becomes interesting. 

i;itlicr tlian a prrilous detormity. 

L i  reiirites tlie Fos out of the liistorical scrap-lisap of tigures ivlio scned ta 

i+ciriti~rct. p:itrirircli>. aiid in so doing slie reieases the supposedly tamed monster as a 

c f ih rup t i~  t. ibrcc.. Kritlicr cunningly. slie tames the seiiopliobiri in  ttic rcridsrsiiip. I i i  hct. 

Rosier-Sril ith's description of tlie trickster 3s rcconceptualized and uti 1 ized b>. Yortli 

..\iiic.ricnri iwrncii of culour sumises that "[tlhe trickster-s poiwr lies in disruption of 

pattcrii. in :in ability to negotiate betueen the known and the inchoate. rerninding u s  tliat 

;il1 Iiiiitiari design is rirbitrap" ( 107). In liglit of SmitKs riccuunt of the tricksters in 

I.iuiisc Erdricli's ~\orks. 1 Iiold tliat Lai-s use of the trickster negotiates betivt.cn 

p~itriarcti> and Iesbiririisni as the know and tlie incliuate, respectiveI>.. Tlius. Lai's t'os- 

iliarxtcr x t i t . ~ I >  disrupts the binary of knotsn and unknow-t b> inaking tlie lesbi:m 

hriourible. git ing lier a liistory. The pattern tliat the h s  disrupts is tlirtt of lieterosesisni 

iirid pritriarcllj. The fox's autobiography. ris it is presented in the tÏrst narrative strand of 

the iim el. gii es a detailcd account of her rsperiences of discrimination. because she 

~icscribcs the other foxes as a h i d  of being too rnuch like herseif ( 17). Tlie fact that the 

Li\- eliarricter reports on the reactions of lier peers means that Lai is filling in the caps 

brtnern is known and wliat is not lino~vn about discrimination from the point of 

\ ien o t' the cultural Iy encoded deviant. the Iesbian. The fox is disconcerting to her family 

riiid cornmunih precisely becausr they sse thernselves in her. Hence. Lai provides a link 



betireen the known position of the majority and the supposedly inchoate position of the 

lcsbinn. This is to say that the lesbian fox is unknown relatively. but she is also unknown 

iii  tIic SC'IIS~' that slie does not have the same ideological imperatives as those with ~viiorn 

slie lit es for so long. Lai does more than attempt to describe the l ik of thc fox: iieit1it.r 

dws tlic tOs describe fier l i k  to the readcr. Here 1 use "describe" in tlic sense tliat Utna 

r i  u s  it. 1 rekr to tlie details of esperiencing discrimination. Wiiat Lai dots is 

lia\ c rlic tos siinultaneously "describe" lier experience and "explain" it. In  Nrirriyati's 

[c'kt t 1 1 ~  ubilit) to csplain one's oppression is alrnost exclusively reserved for the educated 

opprc'ssor: \rIicrcas. the ability tu describe tlie oppression is necessarily the prcrogativt. ot' 

tlic opprcsscd ( 36). l n  et'ièct. Lai manases to undercut tfic containmerit of the opprcsscd 

b \in> of' tliis continual move on the part of the Vos to move from the position of the 

iiiciiixitc. to tlie kno\\n. By $vins  the fox the agency to write lierself a history and make 

Iicrwlt' hno\iriblé. Lai etTectivek altus tlie trajectory of a dominant cultural pattern 

t;u~iiJcd itpoii rlic s~stcrnatic oppression of wmen.  While the compulsion to rnakc thc 

tijl kiiin\:tble nia' scem couriter-iiituiti~e in terms ut' the importantfy disriiptite rolc riil 

i u ~ l i  tricksters plri>.. the fox Icsbian is alrtladc rnrirgirializcd in relritiori tu 

Iicteroriormriti\.it>.. so the move to Iiavt' lier take an active part in the discourse rnakcs t'or 

ri ~iicaiiingtùl occupation of her disruptive space. If Lai were to refuse the fox the agency 

iicccss;ap. to make lierself knowable. slie tvould only abjectil an already disen francliised 

bubjcct position. The trickster figure rnay traditionally disrupt the ve- idea of thrre 

bcing a "lino\vnbit.." but in the case of tlic lesbian fox it is ri necessriry csprttssiori. ont. 

\\liicli tnakes lier able to be lesbian. Wlien she changes the fox tiom an inauspicioiis 

cimeri of t . \ - i l  to a liberatory "trickster-inspired view of identity." Lai shitis the grounds of 

tieterosesist. patriarchal regulation of the female body (Smith 73). Tlie charisma of the 

tclx ~ g g e s t s  that no fernale cultural trfure should be used to regulate women's sesuality. 

\lcliii~\hile. the instability of the fos's identit). is winced literally in the sense that slir is 



ziintiriuousl> in seiirch of new bodies to inhabit and socially i i i  the sense that slie engages 

otlicr ~ I ~ a r a ~ t e r s  \ b i t I l  a cuiining pencliant for rolr play. in this w y .  tlie fos registers ris a 

sign of rscess. for slie ha-qu i te  literally-to exceed the boundaries of I~er body and 

iiito otliers in order to survive. Moreover. the fox registers as the embodirnent of 

ilisrtiption. brcriuse the fox successtùlly rnrikes the "inclioate" knowable in such ii wny as 

tii rcridcr Iiritrrosexist patriarchal homophobia "rirbitran;." 

N'licri slic crists the fox 3s trickster more tlim morister. Lai ducs tmo things. 

l'irst. slic gi\t.s rigt'~ic>' to the t'os;'lt'sbian. b'liere t'oses rire associated i ~ i t l i  prostitutioti 

~ i i i d  dctbnucliery. shc reçovers the agency of kmrile resisrance to patrixchd 

ioiitigtir~tioris cif wrnan. Noi only does the novel ernbody a recontkyration of 

pscistirution and stt'aling. but the test hcilitates a closer look at tlie contlation of tliis F o l  

:i.; .iiiiiuItmicotisl> dcad, spirit. m d  prustitute. TIie tos is considercd ri spirit in trriditiond 

c'hi iicsc ni> tlir>log>.. bccausc. ';lie inlinbits ncn 1'. dcrid > oung \voiiièn's bodies. Tlic 

c~iiiilation rit uork Iiere means that Cliinese ni>diolog>~ supgests tliat pr~stitutes art. riot 

ali\ c. ririd tlirit the spirit tliat rinimates tliem is iiot tlieir own. This denial of humanity to 

prostitiitcs a l l u ~ s  for rnyriad abuses, pliysiçal. sesual. psycliic. For. again. if folklore is 

briscd on the iindersmding of prostitutes as evil and alrecldy dead. then tliere is ruom for 

.;crjo~ls ; I ~USCS ot'ivomen as part of a cultural heritage. Laisr; test \\orlis to ristriblisli ruoni 

tijr \ to twn tc) rccorisidirr the conditions tinder i\iiicli rill women arc deli~iinriiiizcd. but slie 

riiririqes tu do so in ';uch ri way ris to ensure tliat \\amen inriintain rigency. The iio~.el 

cs;tnblislics tliat tlit're iç an alternative ivay of Iooking at one-s cultural and social tiiston.. 

Lai rewnstructs rn>.tli in such ri ivay as to foster the important realization thrit there is no 

rciison for \tomen to believe rhat the fox spirit engages in activity destructive to anything 

tiut ptitri;ircli>,. 

Tlic Ln-character is lesbirrn. so this transformation of the fox tiom purtrly 

inonstrous to emphatically trickster-like facilitates a critique of the lieterosesisr 



coristructions of lesbianism. Lai makes the fox less a monstrous object and more a 

inonstrous srrbj~ct when she makes her more trickster-like. Certainly the fear inspired by 

tlic rnonster is based on her agency as a subject. of sorts. However. the degree of agency 

g i w i  the fos is drastically different in Lai's text than in traditional Cliinese folk tales. 

Tlic los in Lai's test lias a Iiistory and ri scries of n~otivations to ~vliicli the reader is prit.>-. 

Drispite rlic fnct rliat Iesbian monsters rire. n ith Lai as a distinct esception. tirriied acccss 

to tlit' rolcs as iiarrritors. contemporrip Itsbian tlieorists tia~ve made rooin for tlic 

iiionstrous drudge-cibject as lesbian in lssbian reading practices. 

This riccomrnodation dr2~c.s attention to the timeliness of Lai's move from object 

to siibjcct. for the trrinsformation froin rnoiister to monstrous trickster marks rit1 

iri~io\nti\,c iiiwc in Itsbinn riamtivc.. For csrimple. in '-Tlic Lt'sbian '<:mative." Farucl1 

:t';scrts ilint "the Icsbirin hero miist be tlic rnonster. but also the monstrous female tnust bc 

rcid as Icsbian" ( 166- 167). Again. the lrsbian is perceived ris monsrrous because lier 

x s i i n l  x t i k  ity r i t f i m i s  an escess in the heterosexist sesual eçonomies. Here the tlieorist 

ideiititks thc rnonster and claims lier as a s?.mbol of lrsbian esperience: the cliastized 

Icstiim rcncicrtd int,isible and wiceless i n  Iieteronormati\,e patriarchal prirridigm 

bcc~mit's t ; h i o .  ;i iiiurister. but Fanicl1 ttitmrizt's lier n;i> ;iroiind tlic n ~ g a t i ~ c '  

iicrcoi? ping 01' Iesbians as evil by including the inonster in theo- ratlier than abandoniiig 

Iicr. Tlicre is ri celebration of sorts rit Ivork here. Fanvell claims the lesbian rnonster. 

c ~ c i i  tlioiigh [lie construction of the lesbian as dangerous and monstrous is a patriarchal 

projection and çonveniently created other. In this move there is a hint of the grotesque 

becriuse Fantell claims a monstrous lesbian as a tvay of reclaiming the pritriarchall>. 

dctincd and coiitained lesbian. In e t k t  lier tlieory recognizes lesbians- disruptioti ri5 

ciripoweriiig. 

Cleiiriy. lesbian rxperience of patriarchy reports exclusion. suspicion. and 

rf is loçat ion. Here. there are important distinctions betwecn where FanveIl locates 



csclusion and where Lai achieves an interrogation of suspicion itself. for whrre Fanvell 

striws to iticlude the monstcr. Lai transforms the monster. The traditional mytli uses 

st~spiciori of wmeti's sexual drives to socially regulate ~vornen's ssxucil and social 

rclariorisliips. LVlieii Lai disrupts monstrosity she transforms and iipdates lesbian theory. 

\ci loiigx ri one-dimensional pariah. the monster becornes an active asent of a cultural 

iiiilt.rirning. When the monster becomes a monster-trickster in Lai's test. the literriry 

dctiiiition and agency of lesbians necessaril~ changes. for tliere is now a certain amount 

ot'mitliority contrrred upon the Itsbian. Tlirough Lai's test. Iesbians brcome questioners 

oi' ciilt~ir:il rissiiriiptions N liose questioiiing t'wms tlie brisis of ctiltiiral iinlerirnin~. 1-lcrc 

irii1c;irning rckrs tu the proccss by niiicli a culture rerissesses and renegotiates its vnliics. 

I i i  paniculrir. the h s  questions the srinctity of the connection between mind and 

ho*. H> wiiitiatin~ k m a k  bodies and engaging in mustly Icsbian ses, the fox questions 

ciiclid rirgiiiiients of biolugical determinism: tliat Icsbians tire "bom rliat ivay." This 

qiicsti~mirig ';iinu 1 taneously riddrcsses tlic qua1 l cl icliki. polarizcd positioii tliat 

.. - 
I c b n i  i a c l i c  Tlie t'os swns  to be botli born Iesbian and clioosing tu bc 

Icshi;iii. 1-lie fox-cliliracter draus attention to the impulse on tlic part of her famil! to 

drai\ rill-too-neat lines around ller sesuality. Her interest in anirnating women's bodies in 

ordcr ro engage iritli wonien sesuall! is simultanrously a trait that has run in the farniiy 

tbr gcncrritions and a choice. The implication is that shs could. as ri Issbian. inliabit maIr 

bodics iti order to sesually engage witli uomen. but tliis so-crilled option does not esist 

t i x  tlic tos. 'Flic fox's narrative challenges tlic usefulness of tping tu apply tliese vagiie 

:irid idcoloyically loaded çategories of genes versus çhoicr. Tlius. the fox lesbian as a 

iiioristttr-tricher Iùnctions to problematize the easy generalizations. Through Lai's 

transformation of ri lesbian monster to a lesbian monster-trickster. lesbians are 

rcei aliinted and nrtvl- valued. Wlictre Lai endows tlie tnditional Fos's monstrosity witli 

trickitrr-likr inquisitiveness. lesbianism in litenture malies an imponant move liom a 



resistnnt. but invisible and subordinate position. to a resistant. visible. and disruptive way 

OF beirig. 

Fos is not tlie tirst work of fiction to reread the lesbian as monster. but it stands - 

aiit as riil overt complic;itioii of the trope of the lesbian as monster and monstrous. Lai 

dots Inore than inobilize a rnonster: she mobilizes a tricher-monster. This distinction 

iiic;ins tliat flic iiiotister-trickster has not only the agençy of tlie rnonster. but jhe lias tlic 

iiiipcrriti~ e of' tlie trickstcr ris yuostioner and (cacher. Wliile the fox's monstrosity is a 

ircipe tliat 10c;ltt:s the ~iovel ii.ithin Iesbian 

the tisiirc tc. bt: a trickster-n-ionsrer. 

I~unlicr in support of Frtrwell's 

iiioriL;troirs kiiiale sesualit!,. "iiot as ri subst 

iterature. Lai's innovation is lier retïning of 

interrst in reçognizing and clriirning the 

tute man[. . .]but sis Icsbisin" ( 166-67). I N i l 1  

oiitliiic tlic na's in nhicli tliis prinicular "lesbian narrative. tlien, crin be cfetiiied as a 

ilisriiptiw star‘ in uliicli the fernale is $en si~bjt'ctivity[. . .las an ovcrsized. monstrous 

wnian" ( 166-67). t1u~vtivt.r. in order to maintain the integrity of tliis project 1 have also 

t o  dcrnoiistrrite thrit "tlit: narrative systern. not simply the charmer images. must be the 

 rit^ ut' transgressiun" (166-67). While tlie fox-character and narrator are monstrous 

Icsbiriiis. su-tuo-are the' trickster-like Iesbians in tht'ir interest in disruption. The fçrs 

rctiiscs to bc entircl>. trust\\ortli>. and tliis senes to keep the s top in tlie liands of tlic 

re;idcr. Hcnct'. e\.cn the siibjectivit'. of tlir skeptical rerider is presened in Lai's 

ii;irrativc. for it vigorousfy refuses a disçoune of dominant-subordinate, the known and 

tlic inclioritr.. and . c t  it mrikes irsslf known. In this simple move. the: -'narrative system. 

riat uirnpl>. tlit: cliaracter images [are] the site of transgression" ( 166-67)- From dit. 

oiitsct. F o s  is disruptite. 

Tlir test opens bvith an instance which is of the disruptiveness to heterosesuality 

rhnt Zimmrrrnan identities as a pûrticularly lesbian cliancteristic in litenture. In this 

case. the fox narrator does not instiate or suggest that the actions of the cliaracters are 



clirectly intluenced by any suggestions made by her. In the opening scene, the fox 

Iinrrrttor rctells a story in sucli a way tliat she cannot be held accountable for the sudden 

dei iation of tlie feiiiale ciiaracters she outlines as being othenvise in Iier counsel. The to.u 

iiarrritor disrupts 3 Iieterose.uua1 and parriarcha1 econom! by couiiseliiig riil iiriliapp 

1i~iiisc.w it't. to bu!. tlie "cold. calculating tinger[edl.' Iiusband a concubine ( 3  1. Once tlic 

sciiicubinc. is nèII at work. the hoiisewiîè redizes tliat lier otvn autliority in the liousehold 

n:iiic.s. I i i  311 cf'fOr~ to regain her domestic autlioritj.. the liousew ife takes advice tiom tliis 

ti,s tliat inlinbits an ugly body. .;\fier appearing in bcautiful robes before the Iiusband and 

rlic c~miibiiic. liiiiiscu ik runs into ri bedroom chriinber: the ttto Iovers fullon tlie ~ i tm 1' 

rai isliii~g \i ik .  A t  tliis moment the coricubine raises one "ciirious eybroi\" ( 4 )  tc) the 

Iiciiisc.t\ itC to tbrcsliado~\ the tluid se'iualit? that makes it possible for the Iiouseivife niid 

~.i)ticiibine to rtin ritiay togetlier ( 5 ) .  In tliis retelling of a s top  tliat takes place in ancient 

Cliiii~i. tlw fOs fisure contirrns tliat Iier projwt is tu rt'tell storit's of the disruption of 

Iic.tcrosesuril i t j  . 

C~itlicririt: Stirnpsoii sa's tliat ri Itsbian test is not determinrd b!. political 

s' mprttli!. but b' the bod?.. d i a t  "panaktts of the tlesli"126J). This qiiote lias amusing 

rcsunnnccs in relation to Fox because the fos ticturilly panakes of wmen ' s  tlesh in n 

iiicirc litcrrrl scnstt tlian the rnetriphoric implications of the quotation. Here Lai lias 

otcrdcitcrmineci symbols of fernale ses in the sense tliat tlie fox has quite literally to 

inhabit a kiiiale body-or  partake of the tlesli-in order to live. Alsu. the way in uhich 

'ilit. reports cloins this rnetriphorically stands in for Irsbirin sex. III the tinal lines of the 

tclt. the t'os r e l a~s  lier discovep of Ming's bodi. and her consequerit animation of it: "I 

iiiidged tlir mouth open tvith my snout and blew my sou1 insidr" (235). The fox is rend 

as tkmde tlirougliout tlie t e x  especiall> in tliis accessible metaphoricril report of 

cunn i l  irigus. Lai lias compl icated lesbian l iteraq. theoc  with this rnetapliorical use of the 

bud'. ancf in so doing she dra~vs attention to arguments abolit ~vliat constitutes 



Icshianisrn. Further. in relation to tliis quotation. the fox narrator presents a comples 

%cries of arguments for embodied lesbianism. Here the test confronts. and contirms the 

pre~.rilcncc oK various assumptions and essentializations of lesbianism. The t'ox 

~iarrator's tirst argument is that her family may not be supportive of her behaviour. but 

t l ic~ cannot --disou.n [her] for a trait wliich Iias run in the hmily for generations'* (3 ) .  

\i'liilc tlic narrator is talking about the hauntint of temale bodies. the test draivs attention 

to  cirid problematizes lesbianism as ri biologically dètermined identity becriuse Lai ~iscs 

tlic' tropc of tlie tcmporary body to empiiasize tliat tliere are spaccs in betiveen tlie tbs's 

pcrids of cm bodimcnt 3s a Iiiiman and as a t'os wliereiri slie has to go bttyond the 

c.urit?ncs of Iicr "naturai" body in order to successtully csperiencc desire. This 

prch1crriatizt.s tlic ideri tliat Iesbiatis are biologicrilly determincd bccaust: tlie fox Iias to 

clil gage t lic so-cal [cd "unnaturd." and biological determinisni seems to demrind ri certain 

dcgrcc ot' discrett'ness and simplicity tlirit the aiiiriiations ciisrupt. Herc Iesbirinism is 

prcscntcd iiot as ri clioice. but as in relatioii to a gent'tic disposition. Wliilt: 1 concede tlirit 

rlic rclt Jocs not make tliis link rsplicit, tliis allegorical move in the novel forcshaduws 

iiitcrprcrations o t' Iesbianism. AS it does so. it prepares the reader for a transformation of 

Icsbiariisi-ri fiom monstrous to monstrously trickster-like. for not only does the fox 

;in iiniitt. fernale bodies to Ilaunt SC tiolars. but sile counsels wornen who i\ ish to "escripc 

rliat 11 i tCI>. dut! tliat Iiad btxome increasinglq. disagreeable" ( 3  ). ln order to perform 

il Iirit FrimeIl itould cal1 a "poiitical sympathy" with Iesbian cliancters. tlie fos inhabits a 

Icsbiaii body(36-l). One important note here is the work the text does in terms of 

disrupting caregories of sesual identities. Lai goes some distance to question the 

iricaliiti~ of the uord *'lesbian." because the fox-ciiaracter may mimate kmale bodies. 

tiirthcr fernale plots, and kel desire for women. but ~iowhere Joes the rnagicril fus 

cliaractcr opcnly engage in Iesbian ses. Hoivever. the way in nhich this move in the 

narrriti~e is accomplished is interesting. because Lai rnakes the hct  that the fox Iias had 



ses \\ itli biologically male people an event the fox deems worth recounting. Hence. Lai 

~ r i t t s  the fox-character in such a way as to rnake her read as lesbian. The fox extends 

political sqmpatliy to female chancters in the text. but slie does so as a lesbian figure 

N Iiose means of embodirnent rnetapliorically stands in for lesbian sex. Breathing a 

tk~i~alt' sou1 into anotlier kniale body is a transparent metaptior h r  oral se'c between 

wt1ic.n. Tlie literriry tenor here is Icsbian ziex riiid the litt'rary vt'hiclt' is the animation o t' 

~i dcrd body b', brtxtliirig. 

BJ riddressing modes of lesbianism and tiomophobia. the test voices the ansiety 

~ j t '  Ichiaii rcriders in the tint parrigrapli. and it calls attention to and disrupts the 

itixiisit i i . i t>  OF 1ictt.roscsisin. For esample. the tOs reports a cliclitid response from lier 

p;ircrits: "'Duri't >ou k ~ i w  y i r  actions retlt'ct on 11s aII'.' If . O U  het'p making tlicsc 

i isitations. otlier.. . families will talk about us. Tliry will criticize t:s t'or not k i n g  . o u  

prapcrl> "' ( 3  ). Tlie parents go on ro sussest that the fox take up a more respectable 

wc~ipation. and at this point the- are reportcd as tliinking tliat almost anytliing would be 

tiiorc respcctablt'. t'or the! susgest die consider Tishing or sreriling chickens"(3). This is 

:iii;ilr~gous ro tlic stcreotypical rcsponse of parents of Iesbinns siipcesting tliat tlieir 

~ 1 ~ i i i ~ l i t c . r ~  herp quict about tlieir supposrd "litst>-le.'- .-\ i c n .  simple. rcding 01- tlic tcst 

rcicnis tlint thci novel reads as 3 problernatizaiion of the -'lifcst>.les" argument. u lierein 

1ic.tcroscsists clairn that liomosexuality is a fad-like choice. as opposed to a biologiçrilly 

dctcrinined idcrititj--the supposed truth-clairn of heterosesuality. 

M'hctii  the novel goes on to introduce the unhappy Iiousewife. it begins to 

clucidritc anorlier argument for lesbianism. The fact il; that the Iiousewife is '-liandled[. . 

.]the \\a? [lier hiisband] Iiandles mune',. \\i th culd. calculating t'ingers" ( 3 ) .  Through lier 

test. Lai offers resistance in the face of heterosexuril economies predicated on tlit: 

objectiticntion of wornen. The housewife "respond[sj the icay one does to winter. 

droit iny the blankets tighter and waiting for it to end" (3 ) .  What Lai presents here is 



iornetliing sim i lar to the constuctionist view that seituality is socially produced. not 

iriiiritt' ( L w i s  21 ). According to Le\vis. u.liat is stressed cire the "discontinuities of 

I i~~t i~~scsu; i l  ttsperisnce and social role. arguing tliat tlie very concept OF lesbirin[. . .lis 

i oc i r i l  1'. contingent. produced by the ernergence of an individualism and a socio-rnedicril 

cliscmrse of sesuality" (Lewis 21). Sht: dots not argue in favor of tliis panicular 

position. and neitlier does Lai. per se. However. the thematic concern with the innate 

w r w s  wci;llly constructed is retlected in tlie v e p  opening pages of tlie novel. In this 

i I I ~ ~ ; ~ I I C L ' .  Ics biatiism as a social constriict i i i  response to rlie patririrc hy of lieterosestid 

i'c~i~iiiriiir'.; rc;ids 3'; a more rridical rirguiiicnt tlian rlic hiologicril drterniinism also 

i~itrocluccid in tlic iiovel's opening: lience. tlic iiowl docs nor tc. to give ci detinitiit. 

a i s w r  to the niirture-nature debate. but it d r a w  out and nuances some of the 

~ ~ m i p l c s i t i t . ~  in the field. 

rlic no~ t ' l  I T I ~ ~ C S  narrative spricc for lesbian dcsire: it does so in the opening 

pissngc?;. I'llc. ti.malt. cliaracters are immediately cndoned wirh inorc ngenc?. rlim maIr 

o r  1icttlrosc.s~iril c liaracters. TIie liousew i k '*ran cl t'f witli the concubine"( 5). and in 5o 

doiiig cspresses more agenq, tlian the Iiusband. In Tlie Lesbicin Bodv. klonique Wittig 

ctaims tliat the lesbian bodfs entry into the text signais ri struggle with the narrative 

bccriust. the lesbian is neitlier traditionally male nor kmale and the traditional narrative 

I;triicturc cmnot absorb lier vision (Lesbian Bod~. 150). Fos centres not on "fernale" 

cqwicncc  i i i  Lb'ittig-a sense of the traditional. but it focuses on lesbian e.\perieiict.. t r  

tlic hou se^ ife becornes a Iiero in its opening, Sht: breaks the bounds of the narrative 

csptxtation. In relation to this notion of krnale and lesbian agency in lesbian tests. it is 

iinp«nmt to take into considention tlie ivork of Teresa de Lauretis. ln her 

croiindbreaking test enîitled Xlice Dossn't. de Lauretis discusses the importance of 

t rna lc  rigttnc! in a novel. The rigenc). of fernale characters is traditionail! reserved to 

.;tippon the cjuccrss of male cliaracters. bloreover. male cliaracters rire traditionriIl> 



rcprcsented as tlir hrro. and if there are remale chancters tlien their role is to support tlie 

siiccess O!' the hero. If ri tèmale chmcter is "good." she works to tiirther the cause of the 

niale-initiated plot. and if a female character is "evil" she works to inhibit his success. In 

tliis crise. Lrii's transformation of the fox spirit fiom monster to t r icher  makes a new 

kirid ot 'wise. If ri novei is to centre on tlie remale esperience thrtt means thcre is room 

for tlic. teinale cliaracter(s) to irnpt.de larger. systttrnic male plots. and tliis meriils a 

WC\ ;diiati~~i of so-cal led '-evil" frmrile cliarricters. 

Lai-s tcxt pwducés a forrii of lesbian rc.k ision of an entirc tradition of mq,tIi- 

iiiriking otheni isc interestcd in furthering fcmalr subordination. The traditional evilnsss 

i ~ t '  [lit' Fos is due to Iier reluctancc to riid in rnale-identifled. patriarclial projects. Tlius, 

rlic reciciiiption ot' the fos-clirinctcr as cver-qiiestioniq trickstcr rcla>s the message tliat 

rlic Icsbirin iiistory of m>di-rnnkiiig Iias just begiin. Tlie (os inoves from t . l . i l  to 

t~issiiiatirig in tliis traiisformetion. and this move is hçilitated by the focnlization of the 

test tliroiigli the fos. Now. rarher tlian siiun the çounterproductive fox. the narrative tales 

iip wrnc  LI^ lier questions. for a border Iias been crossed. Through tliis brief 

iiarratological foray 1 interid to relate ont: aspect of the signiticance of the fox-character's 

cli:1risma. Lai-s test is partly made up of an aiitobiogrriph? b>- the tos. Indrrd. in tliis 

bcctioi~ tlic fox rclatts lier exploits. and ris slic dors so lier reasoninp, impulses. aiid sense 

ot'liiitiiur siirfaçc. In tfiis scnse. the cliriracter. both tlirougti wliom and by \\ hoin the ston 

is iold. takes on a grrat deal of impon. ln tlie case of the fox character. she 

riiniiltniicously tells tlir s top in hrr oan  words and re la~s  emotional responses to Iier 

cil\ ironmcnt. This is important beceuse tlir traditionai Iiistop of mgli making and m)-th 

tclliiig Iias objrcti tied the Fos and made her into an object. This Iias happentrd becaiise 

tlie F u 1  Iias brrn discussed in tlie third prrson: tlius. the tnditional narratives have not 

tjcn1izt.d tlirough tlie Fos (for funher discussion of focalization ser Haw-thorn 

I i i  orcier to take an cxomple from the text at hand. I will consider the third 

169- 170). 

narrative 



strand. narrated in the third person in order to nuance the significance of moving from an 

objcct. to a focalizing subject, to a narntor. Wlien a character focalizes a narrative. his or 

llcr motions and responses are at tlie forefront: tlie character's responses are sornm.fiar 

-;~ibtl> i w w n  into tlie iiarrative in tliird-person narratives b' uay of witences wcli ris. 

"f-or 3 iiiotiient. [rlnernis] could have snorn sorneone was watching Iiei' (Fox 7). This 

W ~ I C I I C C  rcpom some of .\nemis' inner Lborkings. and-in effecr-the s t o ~  focuses 

tliroiigli hcr expcrience of the social and ph>sical setting. It is possible to tell a s t o p  in 

tlw tliird pcrson nitfiout focalizing. but ~ L I C ~  a test rcads like a iiistorical chronicle rathcr 

tlimi ;i riokt.1 (bec Bal aiid Scliolmitli). Tlie point Iiere is thnt tlic t'os riarrates lier o n  ri 

,top. xid iri a 0  doiiig slie conveqs more tlian the bare facts and more tlian sttbtle innrr 

\iorl,iiigs. An intcgral pan of lier tirst-pcrsun narrative is tliat die reports oii the \rorld 

:iroiiiid Iicr i n  lier oti n words. Tlie fox both tocalizes and narntes. and in the context of 

tlic. rradition of m>th and stoq.. fos-s narrritological agency is radical. The ovcrnll 

ti)c:ilizritic>n is not riiale. lieisrost'siial. patriarchal: instctrid. tfic project is the ttstnblishin~ 

o t ' a  Icshixi cetitre h m  \chich it is possiblc to elucidrite tlie social \ ~ I L I c '  ot' téitialt'iirss ;ici 

Iicrciic. h'lieii fernalc characters t'urtiier onIl feinale plots it is fair to u.onder if indcrd 

rlicrc is Icsbianism afoot. Again. Iesbian space in narrative depends on the valences of 

lcsbian t9rrri and ksbian content. 

I t  remains important not to septirate form from content. nor to separate the use of 

Icsbian a'; n litcrap terni from its red-life application. X t  no timr is it fair to dismiss thc 

irnpurtritict. of Iesbianisrn.~ reference to tno  fernale bodies. Tlieir v r p  union clisrupts 

Iicterost.xurilit~.. because it is anchored in sameness. Lesbian/ism is not primaril~ XII 

ricstlietic \due:  it is a fom of desire and an embodiment of resistance to various patterns 

ot' subordination. Lai addresses the idea tlirit lesbian writing has Iiad to persevere under 

tlic pressures of çrnsorship by botli familx and cornrnunitj~. In the case of the fox hrrsrlf. 

,lit. is cliastized tor mritinp about her lik and esperiencrs as trickster and lesbian. 



Iiided. "the foses of [her] hole got used to wliat tliey called [lier] unniitural behavioiir in 

illit. tirne. 'But.' tliey said. 'do yoii Iiave to ~vrite about it'?"' (5). Heteronormarive 

wiiceptiuns of lesbianism see it as an excess: the idea is that two suppiemrntal. 

.;tiborditiate bodies cannot Iiave agency. Thus. lesbian writing such as Lai's articulates a 

rcspunse to tliese perceptions. I-ler text is an inscription of the retùsal of lesbians to 

rcinain si1~'nt. Hers is of particular interest because it introducrs and repratedly relieanes 

tlic trope of tlie Iesbiilii as N ritcr tlirough tlic ks's report tliat lier coinmunit) sot iiscd IL) 

Iicr sc~-crtllt.d ~uiinatiiral belia~.iour" ( 5 )  but nonetheless risked. *.-do !ou have to \\rite 

Liboiit it'.'"' ( 5 ) .  This kind of mstatictionai moment signals recognition of the silencins 

\iliicii Icsbiaiis have expericnced. \\hile it seizes the oppunimit). to gikc ~ o i c e  to tlie 

~lcitic)nization of Iesbians as agents. 

Flic pl* ftil parody in the voicc of the fox is ri re\t.aling if not xatliiiip. critiçisrn 

t Il i t r c  r r t i  Earlier on tliis sanie page. rlit: fox clnirns tliiit "[II Jun~aii I i i j t o~  

b(,iAs I I K ~  n u  room for foses" (5). and in keeping nith mu t.rtr1it.r reading of roses. 

licrc. Lai points tu the absence of lesbians from Iiistoriçal narrative. The text makes a 

cIc\cr rtxoup in its assertion that *'any gossip on the strerts or any popcorn-munching 

iiio\ ic-gocr(. . .lu i l 1  te11 )ou tiiat foscs of my disposition have been xound since before 

ilic lirst d'nast?" ( 5 ) .  Hrre the tcxt continues to disrupt tlie Iirteronormativit) ot' 

Iiistoriçd narrati\ c b) presrnting it as biased not simply rowrd foles but %ses of m,v 

disposition" (5) .  tlence. tlie tirst cliapter of Lai's test establislies the Iiistorical 

impurtancc of Icisbian trxts ~vhile it makrs roorn for Iesbian form and content. Tlie 

opctiing of Lai's text reiels in the importance of lrsbian bodies loçating historical 

recognition. 

Lai's test is a çomplrs \teaie of narratives. Wliat t refer tu as the second 

riarrnti\ c is also narrated in the tint person. and this tirne the narrator is entirely human. a 

nintli-centun poet. Yu Hsuan-Chi. Dealing with the stnnds of narratives in terrns of 



tlicir type of iiarrarion. rather than their order or frequency in tlie text. more easily 

facilitates m), examination of the text in tenns of Zimmerrnaii's sumrnap of the modes of 

Icsbianistn. For the second narrative strand of the text aiso narratologicaily disrupts 

Iictt.rosexism and Iieterosexist assumptions of malt: access to the female body. 

0111:  of the most obviously disruptive ctiaracteristics of the Poetess's nnrra t i~ ,~  is 

rlic t'rict ttiat it is predicated on tlie re-iinagining of 3 specific liistorical narrative. Whcre 

i i i  rlic tlrst narratitx strand the fox is re-irnagined ris a monstrous trickster. tlie second 

11rirr;iti~ c strnnd bcgiiis to qucstion the autliority of historicnl narrative by rewaluating tlir 

,top tiiid x t u i l  figure. In tliis second iiarrativr.. the Poetess's actual Iiistory is invented 

bcicai~sc the rccords t iom tliat per id  do not ktxp crtretiil enougfi trnçk of Iicr for s 

~ o r i  tcin porriry ivriter to report Iier circumstances ticcuratel>.: instcad. Lai invents the 

cir~i~rtistmçcs of tliis ~koman*s lik and death. klot\.tiver suspect it inay be for a tbritrr to 

N iiiit to  recoiistruct a liistorical moment. Lai's project pieces togethsr an important 

analog> to wntemporriry a-oinen-s livss. Tlie hc t  tliat Yu Hsuan-Chi is a poet is clerir 

c'ilo~rgli. but t h v  of Iier ttorks iiaw sunived. 1L'hrit becornes interesting is lier relative 

;ibsciicc fruin record. ttere tliere is ri lirik Iwc to itlotiiqut. LVittig's clriim tliat. "ibr dl its 

prctcnsiori to bcing universal. \vlicit has bwn until  now considered 'human' in oiir 

U'cstcrii pliilosopliy concerns onl? a small fringe of people: white men. proprietors o f  the 

iiicaiis tif prodiiction. along ~ v i t l i  the philosophers ulio tlieorized tlieir point of view ris tlie 

oiii> and t.sclusit~c.ly possible one'. (Straight Mind 46). Although this part of Lai's test 

cciitres oii the sxperiences ot' a \t'Oman in nintli-century China. the East-West 

coristruction in Wittig ma!. prove ri faIse dichotomy in tliis instance. Tlius. Lai srerns to 

Iiiglilight the t c t  that the regulation and production of historical narrative and scholariy 

uork is ri class-based. male domain. The biasss of record keepers had-before Lai- 

ct*I'riceci tliis perliaps lesbian poet. Hence, this narrative is based on the problem in 

rissertin$ tliat there is an- true stoqr ofa  poet esscuted for the murder of Iier maidservant. 



mA the test retclls the somewhat contlicting accounts of her arrest and execution while it 

also rct'risliioiis these accounts to fit the fox-spirit presence. Here. not only does Lai giire 

'r'ii 1-lsrian-Clii's stoq- deptli by exposing the possible narratives one coiild constriie. but 

51ie rlirsll~s the reliistoricizations: she places the fox rind the Poetess in a relationship. of' 

5orts. 

Laias rn) tliologizing of history demonstrates anotiier instance of Zimmerman's 

disriiptioii bccritrst. it enables ri lesbiari reading of the Iiistorical accounts ii.liere historical 

1 1 m ; l t i w  is i)tIi~rwise criretiilly tieteronormative. Lai \vritcs tiction based on Iiistoricril 

records in tfiis second narrative as a wa! of foreprounding histop's clairns to objt.cti\.it>,. 

Ilic problematizing of Iiistorical narrative is particularly compelling in m. for througli it 

hi qiicstioiis the scripts that perpetuate pritriarcfiy. Slie makes the Poetess dynamic. the 

t i ~ i i s  of tlic nrirratiic ivhcreris traditional historical narrative rcserces the interesting 

r-olcs ti)r rii:ilc ririri rnnle-identitieci 1it.roc.s. .-\gniir, u itli rcferenct: to de Lniiretis' nork 

tlic Ocdipus star‘ and Mediisa. tlic so-criIlcd good tmalt. charzrctcrs arc made w t  to bc 

tliosc ~ 1 1 0  tbr\\rird the male quest. and utien tirnes tliis is accomplislied by tlie presence 

ot' ri dcrrin2t.d princes tvho stands b~ in hideous obscurity. The Sphinx rind Medusa are 

krirsornt. and loathsome, like the Fos of Cliinese m>.thology. and in lier test Lai reclaims 

tlic agcnc) of ttir Fus i n  tandem ivitli the agency of the Iiistorical tigure: Yu Hsuan-Chi. 

1l1c I'clc'tess. 

Tlie poet is given a full-and ridmittedlq imagined-biograpliy in Lai', n ~ ~ c ' l .  

iiiid the tact tliat little of lier poetp survives speaks to the seeminp importance of the 

projcct of rewriting lesbian histoy. Lai is right to point out that the fact tliat very little of 

rhis naman's  postry sunived is indicati\-e of a lost or forgotten Iiistoq. A s  1 Iiace 

ii~rrodiictxi througli Wittig-s remark. nien are traditionalIy funded to do scholarship. and 

tlicir I x k  of interest in Yu Hsuan-Chi lias meant her ~vorks rire larpel! Iost. This 

obscuring of the Poetess is foregrounded in Lai's text. as the reports of her biographical 



infornirition are ~ i l d l y  incongruent (b 23-27),  Lai's text works to situate the Poetess 

as a Iesbian figure. and she links her with the fox by detailing the narrating fox's interest 

iti rinimathg and inhabiting the woman's body. 

\L'hile tlie fox iriliabits bodies almost at random after Iier fitiietli birthday. she 

i l i ~ i c i t ; t . ~  tlic bcid! of tlie Poetess tQr lierseif ris one to \\hich shc niil rretuni for centuries. 

E l  critiirill the Iesbian fus confronts the lesbian Poetess and trikes oier Iier bod!.. .-\II tlie 

miic. tlic t'os dues riot Iose interest in the origin of hcr body. .-\lthougli she clioostis nut 

to pa) attention at the time. tlie fox later expresses ri good deal of energ  reconstructing 

tllc Ilistorical conditions under tdiicli slie acquired the Poetcss' body. This interest in the 

P L ~ C ~ C S S ' \  Iiistc)r> c'aiinot be satistied because e\+en in  ri nork of fiction focrilized b'.. and 

; C L t S S  rc3 a iiicrliatcd tliroiigli. ri crcaturt: nho is hotli riia@xl and Icsbiari. tlicre is n 0  i - 
ct~iiplc'tc i ieu of iiisto-.. Once tlie fox gains llcr irnrnortril poliers slic socs to tlic 

"Librap of tlie LVestern Herivens" (721). but slie titids out tlirit '-in t h e  days ceq. h i  

rccords k p t  on women, if an- at dl" (224). I n  this exploration of the fox's interest 

in iicr Poctcss body. tlie test indicates that patriarchal record-keeping takes place even in 

rlic rcrilrii of tlic di\.int.. Thus. tlie disruption in tliis part of the test is a disruption of tlie 

~ i c t  it! O t' lictcrosesuall~ controlled iiistortcal record. 

Lai crtxtes a replriceinrnt for zi missing record. and it caiinot be an' tiirt1ic.r ristrq 

tliaii the fragmenteci lieteronormative accounts of tlie Poetess and Iier virgin mriid. 

Iiitcrcstingl>. tlit. conviction of the Portess rrsts upon the virginit) of the maid. Tlie 

:iwiinption is tliat if male killains or tliieves nere responsible tliey surely aould have 

r:ipcd the !oiitli ( 2 2 7 ) .  Lai both contirms and refuses the sirnp1içir~- of tliis anal~.sis. Tlie 

I>~ictt'ss's riccount 3s ibritten b' Lai senes as a testimony to physical violence in lesbiaii 

tirnilies. Here Lai-s test makes one of its strongest claims for anti-utopian images of 

Iesbians. Slie brises one narrative of the novel on an incidence of violence qainst 

\tomen. prrprtrated by a woman. Lai's attention to violence is very important. Rather 



tlian supponing a iesbian feminist mode1 of lesbianism wherein it is possible to assume 

tliat \rlic.ii iwinen are in relationships uith women they do so as a conscious rejection of 

i;uhcmiirirition of women and are. tliiis. suinehow immune to brutalities. Lai-s test 

xl\iionlcdges ~iolence against a partner as ri distinct possibility in tlie case of tlir 

i'wtcss. To portray the Potttess as entirely innocent of the violence \vliicli Ied to Iier 

l o ~ c r ' s  deatli \touId not be ûltogether fair. for much of LaiSs project centres on the 

d i?;ruptioii of assumptions about lesbians \\hile ~vriting a histop of lesbians that includes 

ni>tliolog>.. Lai's test disrupts heterosttsism. but it also disrupts misleadin- 

cc~i  tigiirritioiis ot- Itsbians. 

l:iirtlicr. i i i  terms of the Poetess' narrative's inwstment i t i  disriiptions of  

Iictcrose~ualit>. tht. test at'fords a certain amount of latitude to fatalism. A s  pan of tlit. 

blcnding of content and forrn. die earliest of the Poetess's narrative strands refers to a 

pnmisc made \\liilt. site was as >.et unborn. Her parents were herbalists. and the! 

cc;t;iblisli a contract of rnarriage tvitli oil rieIlers \i,liuse baby \tas rilso nut >,et borti i 25 1. 

L h r i i  itiotlicrs givc binli to girls. and rlit. hmilies are said ro bc curseid or hnuntcd b'. 

T-oscs. This moment of the Foses possibly having an impact on biological sex is 

iii tcrcst iris becaust: it implies that Foses nould intentionally ma t e  lesbians. and in tliis 

iiionicnt lcsbiiins are given a rnqîliological Iiistory. a place of origin in folklore, 

The text is rigain explicitl~ disruptivr of Iieterosc'iualit~ when the Poetess sells 

licrself to ri tcrihouse. She does this in ordcr to relieve lier father of tlie burden of liaving 

io coitie iip tvith a dotvc for hrr. because her oun motlier is dead and her fatlier lias lost 

Iiis: busiiiess in Iiis grief. When the Poetess sells Iierselfto the teahouse shr does so n i t h  

the agreement that the housemother will not encourage Iier to sel1 Iier body. Instead. the 

Portrss sells Iier patrons visits of poetp and singing. The fact that her v i rg in i~  is 

presen-ed bttgins later to speak clearly to the class to \vliich she is permined to attain. for 

the Paetcss is u.ooed b'r ri visiting professor \vho p l q s  chess witli her. and wliose strange 



1i;inds intrigue lier (53). One niglit tlie protèssor siiows up  in a typlioon. rind tlie 

Poctcss-coritrary to the services she is accustomed to providing-offers a wam bath. 

Hcrc tlie book is again explicitly lesbian in  its content, because the professor turns out to 

hc 3 w m r i n  dressed in man's clothing. and tlie two fall into the bath together (55).  The 

cross-drcssttd lesbirin cornes to be known as Lu Ch'iao. and she arranges for her so-called 

I N  i i i  brotlirr to buy the Pocttess. AS \vitJi the oprning s top told in die fox's narrative. ttic 

cioiii,iii>. 0 1 '  Iictcroscsuality is t'oregrounded. rind again tlie tcotneii nianage to escape. 

i'liis is t cry c l cx l~ .  a case of disruption to the s>.stemç of heterosesuality because tlic 

wiiicn cscaptl Ïroin botli ri heterosesual market-tlie Tea House-and ri heterosexuai 

iiistit~ition: tnrirririge. The added t\vist in this stop is. Iiouever. that this timc the tvometi 

c..;c;ipc tioiii a tninily ot' Foses ratlier tliaii as in tlie tirst stop in tvliicli women escape 

\\ i t l i  rlic aid O Ï  the tos-cliarriçter ( 72 1. The hct tlint the lieterosesual Foses arc. the 

d:iiigcrcws ones is an interesting turn becriuse Iiomosesual charxters rire traditionnlly 

ioiiccii cd of ;is dcrringed. rnurdttrous. and self-loatliing. Furthemore. through the test. 

Lai builds on rarlitir image?. of lieterosesuril ses as çuld. In etl'eçt. this functions to 

disriipt tlic Iiotnopliobic view tliat lesbian ses is somehow not as "real" or as interesting 

;is lictrrost.sual ses or that lesbians jiist nced to tlnd tlie "riglit" man. Tlie description ot' 

1icrt.rciscsual ses reports ri cold touch: "[nlot ict: cold. but just ri thouglit colder tlim 

coiii Lvtrible. like tlie still ivarm tlngers of a man just moments dead[. . . )no ivarmth carne 

to it ct.t.ii as the Iiours \tore on'. (65) .  Xlthougli this is a report of a tvoman having ses 

n itli ri dcad man's body (because the so-called twin brother of Lu Cli'irio is actually a 

1-0s animaring ri dead bod?.). the trope of coldness is carried over from the husband in the 

tirst stoq. In this sense. the r a t  presents lieterosesuril ses as unplerisant. ~ v h i l t r  ii 

presrnts lesbirin ses as a spiritual i in ion. Ttie test is esplicitiy disruprive at' 

tit.tt.rostrsudity because it carefully illustrates instrinces tvhere women are forced to tlee it 

in ordcr tu keep themselves safe from misery. Thus the test goes a long way to present 



lcsbianism so tliat it makes itself visible not merely as an alternative to heterosexuality. 

Plirougli no uncenain amount of irony for the lesbian reader. lesbianism is presented as a 

ti-ee-standing ident ity which only circumstantially constirutes a liberatory act. Overall. 

tlic sccoiid nnrrriti\.e provides a radically disruptive lesbianism. Sot oiily does lesbirinism 

r w  ri te Iiistoricd iÏgures. but it rcçon t igres tlie marketability of bodies in a lieterosesual 

ccoiioiii>: the Poctess is saved tiom working in a Tea Housc by ri woman ~vho manages 

to trick Fo?;es. Tlie fatrilism. signalrd by tlirir marriage contract. works in this thread of 

[lie nm cl. or series 0f short stories. to resist tieterosesist e'ipectations of meaninghl long- 

tcrrii coriiiiiirtncrits betwen Iesbians. The lesbian cliaracters in tliis narrative threrid of 

tlic tcxt arc prcscnted as invc'stinp in ri particular kind of' scrial monogainy and tliis is i n  

d ircc t con tlict ii itli charges of prorniscuity levisd rigüinst al1 -'deviant" women tlirougli 

tiic trciditionril Fos m>.thology. 

The tliird narrative strand is rcported by rin unnamed tliird-person narrator. and it  

Ilisrirpts Iictcrosrsurilit~ in the sense that tlic main cliaracter scrms to tp to dign Iicrself 

iri ;i Iicterost.suril rririiiner. but she cannot bu' into the roles rii.ciilable to lier ris ii Ç l i i n t x -  

C'ati;idian Iicrcroscsiiai numan. In tliis portion of tlic e s s q  1 \r i l 1  disziiss tlic itnplicritiotis 

01' ..\rtcinis' rclritionship uitli Eden. The tmo scern initirilly to configure themselvtls ris ri 

Iicteroscsiial couple: liowever. it later becornes somtwhat more likrly that both parties 

arc tiotiiosesual. The disruption that happens here hnppens in terms of the seeming 

para1 let tack tliar the friends take in relation to heterosesuality. The t\vo are not se.uuall> 

x t i \ c .  Notribly. one of tlie things .-\nemis likes best about being \c.ith Eden is that the'. 

';lirirc a quiet A i n  to that rifier loiemaking. save Iàr the f k t  tlirit tliey are never 

pli) siçall> engaged. so the "lu11 [goes] on uninrempted. gentle and continuous.' (20). 

rlic pi\-otril sccne for their understanding of one another's sesual socialization takes place 

\\ IiiIr tlic tno uatch the movie Blade Runner. The scenes that play out before Artemis 

oii the screcn sene  to objecti- her as the? rerrify her. The signals she sends to Eden as 



tlicy l i t .  sidc bu side on Iiis futon are those of fear: she sees a Cantonese man killed. a npe 

WL'IIC presented as lieterosesual lust and ses. and a Geisha advertising breath mints ( 1  5-  

161. Eden squeezes Arternis's Iinnd: lie throws his Ieg over her ( [ 6 ) .  Eden reads cuftiird 

~ n ; ~ r k c r s - ~ ) r  social scripts-whicli implicate Iiim in a mode of heterosesual masculiiiity 

\ilicr~in objectitkrition and potential violence is ri response to women. The scene in 

t3 lade Runner con tlates violence. heterosesuality. and objecti tication through this 

~ t i i x k n o n d  tape sequeiice followed by an ridvertisement for breath rnints. Edcn 

2ct.s tlic rapc of someone lie is not obliged to tliink of as a human. He is permittecl to 

ttiirik o t' Rric1it.I ris ri replicant. a machine. so her tripe does tiot r a d  ris ri serious crime. .-\t 

[lit. ' ;me tirne. Dcckrird does not rerid as a rapist because lie is the film's hero and the 

:iiidicnct. is to irivest tlieir desire in his goals rathcr than Racliel's. Lai points out the 

ohjccti ticrition of Rachel in this scene and the tvay in which it is compounded t'or 

C'liiiicse-C';itiadisn \vonien b> rnirrorins t.lemeiits of the scene in lier nuvcl. l n  tliis scciie. 

ECJCII grrihs rit .-'irternis in uliat Iic percei1.e~ to be the n « m d  male bttliriviour rcitifimxd 

h' ttic tÏlrn. This can only b r  rcad ris ri tlircat b~ Anernis. U'lien Eden rcalizrs tlie script 

tliat is Iriid out bctore Iiim and he cliouses to act on it he artempts to subordinate Artemis 

b! iiiitiating 50-cdled sesual play. Hwvever. in tliis sarne moment. Artemis reads tlie 

icript 1 aid out before her. one of subordination. cornmodification. ritid dehumanization. 

Tlic moincnt Eden is lurcd by the posw of male heterosesual dominancc. .-Irtemis rejects 

tlic subordination of i\omen that coiifers privileges to men. As a protest. die hIls risleep 

( i0) .  

Blade Runner provides an access point to much of the novel's thematic concern. 

J'lic mention and discussion of' the film take up only two pages in Lai's test. but these 

pages rcwd that tlie characters are on the verge of the crisis of negotiating multiple 

intcpries of identity. The? are coming of agr in a transncial. supposedly Iirterosesii;il 

rclrit ioiisliip. 50 the tïlm provides necessac culturai context for the quandaries that tlie 



fiictids ~ i l l  encounter. The îàct that the film clip discussed is also very short points to 

tlie mitmess of its impact. Through the scenes mentioncd from the tllm. Lai 

tkrcs1iadou.s tlie novel's concern with the formulation and regulation of sexual scripts. 

TIic scmr  also erriphasizes the interconnected nature of violence against women. people 

1) t'colour. and Iesbians. 

Tlic tirrit rict of violence is tied u p  in a perhaps not-so-subtle mcism. Leoti riiid 

Ru'. rlic cliriractcrs questioning Cantonese T~rell. eventually crus11 liis skuli (Fos 1 6). .\s 

;in action niovie. tliis scene gloritïes if not directly motivated racial violence. certaitily 

io~llctlling nliicli strikes a cliord \vit11 s>sternic racism. TireII is the suspect in the scene; 

lic ~ccms. to bc N itliliolding information. Here. .-Irtcmis sees a person of lier own race 

h i l l d  arid die s e m s  gratefd tlirit lier fricrid Eden is therc to Iiold lier Iiand. 1-Iouwer. 

Ectcri's ricr o f  frieiidsliip is soon blurred by the sesual script playxi out on tlie scrcen 

hct01-c tlicrn. ' ihxc is a s1et.k packaging of oppression rtt work in this series of scenes. 

mid Laai hrcgroiinds the interlocking nature of racism and sexism. Her critique is 

itiipiicit. First. tlie Cantonese man is kiiled: then tlicre is a rape scene. f he rape sccne 

qiialitriti\.cly compounds Artemis' discornfort. Deckard slarns Rachel into ri wall saying 

"Kiss mc" ( 16). and evcriturilly rapts tlie uoman. in rn). prcsentrition of tliis scene to a 

Icctiirc ot' tliree hundred tint-year Women's Srtrdies students (Autumn 2000. University 

ut' tiiielpii) 1 foiind that this scene is not ividely read as a rripc. A s  students began CO 

q~icsriùn esrictly ~vho it is n4io sets to decide when a n p r  is called 3 rape. tliey were 

hetter able to ricccss this scene as representative of a patriarciial discourse. Indeed. this 

.;ct.rie is indiçriti~x of the heterosesual monopoly over ~vhr t t  counts as ses and tvhat counrs 

lis ses>-. Tlie scene. itself. opens nit11 Rachel kissing Deckard but then tq.ing to lerive the 

bui iding. Deckard forcibly stops hrr (Blade Runner 1 : 1 1 :08). At this point in the novel. 

.\nemis is  in Eden's apartment building. and the assumption is that the tilm and Eden's 

hrliat iour tell her she crtnnot try to leave. As Deckard attacks Rachel the music track in 



tlie film clianges from the standardized escape-track to a likewise standardized romance- 

trncli. complete u.itli sasoplione. The sliift is abrupt. The scene is made into a love 

.;cene. tclieii act~~rilly it is a rape. 

Bot11 tilm characters are rneant to be sornrthing called Replicants. Tliat means 

tliat tilt.!. rire not realiy humrin. An intercsting note here is that these vtiritable robots are. 

tlittn. parroting liuman beliaviour back to the tïlm audience. However. at the same time 

ilic> rire eticoding certain scripts of lieterosexuality predicated on rape narratives. The 

tiiiril cotiiponciit of tliis streamlined package is tlie immediate u t  to the next sceiit. 

N I;crciri ri \ idco billboard displa's a Geisha ridvcrtisins brecitli mints. Lai focuscs on tliis 

titial scciic. Iritcrtesually 1 note t h  tlie tvorncin puts ri niint into lier mouth tliree times in 

111~' ti'n scconds shc is on screen. ln tliese few seconds. the tvoman is recognized ris n 

.;estid coriimod ity in a lieterosexud economy of sesudized bodies. Slie is constructcd as 

;t coiniiiodit~- sclling scsual allure via breatii mints. but ~vliat she is actually selling is the 

( kiciitalimtion of norncn. lk'onlcri arc conicnicritl> 0tIit.r in this ~ t t t i c .  for Racliel is ii 

t<cplic:iiit u litxi it serves the intercst of tlie audience to dcliuiiiaiiize and violate lier. k r e .  

Rriclicl is a means of consolidating heteroscsual male violent prrpetrators. bccause 

[)ccliard's raps is supposedly forgiven as male (human) sexiness. becciuse tlie audience 

gcts to clioosc wlicn they do or do not uant to tliink of Drckard ris Replicant. too. He is 

tlie constimcr. ritid lie qmbolically consumes Tyrell. Rachel. and tlie Geislia. In her 

positioriiny of tliis scrnr. Lai disrupts normative scripts of heterosesuaiit>,. ;\nemis 

cliiioses t i i  hl1 asleep in tlie face of the culturally condoned tiirerits transmittèd to her 

tlirougli botli the film and Eden. in so doing. she quite literally opts out of tlie 

hctcronormati\.c script. Rather than struggle with Eden and thus seemingly condone and 

CL cri pro\ oke the now rehearsed chase and rape. Artemis keeps her ryes closed: "ln a few 

iricirc itiiriutcs slie [isj asleep" (Fos 16). In tliis moment the! rire botli effectiveiy escrised 



of tlieir cibligatory ridherencr to compulsory 1ieterose.uuality. because die kigns slcep. 

C~~iisequeiitly. the', neter tatk in detail cibout tihat Iiappened. 

Lai hnher disrupts Iieterosexuality by presenting this same couple in a 

rcwaluarion of their roles and the rneaning of their relationship. This disrupts 

Iit.tt.rosesuality in tlie scnse that the so-called couple seems to Iiave given heterosesuality 

a i  arcna. because tliey have rrither graciously entertainrd the ideri tlirit tliey rnight bc 

Iicitcroscsual. For rnonths on end tliey sleep beside one anotlirr. Lai disrupts 

1ictcroscsudit~- but also the sesual econom-, tliat goes with it in the scene in ivhicli Eden 

t?iiall>~ sa";. *'[i]t can't be l i k  that between me rind j90u" (77). When the topic of wliy it 

is tliat t l i q  continiie to sleep together does tinallq corne up. the! decide to stop doing it. 

I I I  i'rict. at tliis point Eden is presented ris the Iiunted. ratlier tliaii ris tlie pursuer in tlic 

I3lil~& I<iiiiricr ';cerit.. Iricfrcd Lai crists him ris "a dcer tliruugli tlic siglits of :i ritle" ! 7 -  1. 

I Iwic\,cr. t h  tiunting metaplior. here. is not tlirit simple. This is not a mere reversal. 

Edcti  produces and esercises a gaze very similar tu the Orirntalist gaze Iie trains on 

.-\ncmis in  the earlier scene. Here. it is important to take note that "his eyes froze tiers'* 

i 7'). tbr q r i i r i  Eden lias the rigency and the power. The Iàct that Eden has the power 

~\liilc .-Irtmis is portra~ed ris tlie hiinter indicates an important cornptexiry in tlie trlt. 

l.:ii'.i LISC 01' Arternis' name adcis soiiie depth to the reading of tliis scene. ":lrternis" 

incails 1.irgiii huntress. and she is presented as a huntress of sorts in htrr relationship with 

Edei~.  Tlic dieme evidenr in tliis moment is tliat of tlie conspicuous empowerment of 

cotiteniporary uomen. She may be the one to put lier hand on sleeping Eden's belly for 

the tirst rime. but Eden is the one \vho lias already decided that the two of them crinnot 

uorh outside the script of heteronmative \.iolrnce. Tlieir relationship runs parrillel to 

Iicterosc.sua1 norms. lcss the se'c act. t'or months. Wiien the- ~vitness the sesual script. ris 

CL ident in Blade Runner. Eden decides that because the! cannot act out the script of 

i iolence that the? cannot be in a heterose'iual relationship. One tvay of reasoning this is 



thrit tlie characters need an excuse not be heterosexual. and this one serves them well. 

The characters have reached ri crisis point in their relationship when the- begin to realize 

tliat t l i q  rire riot interested in one another sexuaily. i read tliis scene as indicative of a 

barcl' cimscioiis dccision by Eden not to rape Artemis. Hoivever. Eden does not scem to 

c.\pt.ric.nct. the sctine as rcipe: instead. lie seems to be looking bec. hard to a c c w  

croticisni and ignore its contlation with violence in Blade Runner. Lai's use of this scene 

ci'fcctii cl' librrates both characters. but Lai duly notes Eden's use of the controlling gaze 

in tliis: samc scene. He tries to cowr up the racist comment about .-bternis's 

iiitcrcst lias bccn introduced. and Eden pa's o f f  .-!nemis in order to dismiss lier. This 

~ c q ~ i c i i c ~ '  disrupts Iietcronormative sexuril scripts of violence by articulating them througli 

cli;irxtcrs cinl? barel' mare  of the complesity of their actions. 

.\Itlioiigh it is Eden ivho does the gazing in this scent.. thri moment of tiis and 

. \  rrciii is' wparation is carc tiilly tocrilized tllruugh lier b!. n tliird-person nrirrator. 

r r t l g i c ~ l l .  ttiis tiicdizritioii tlirougli Artein is riccenturitcs tlit: ct'kct CI t- ;i 

ciiscriibodicd contempurac. ivornan. becriuse die is esprcssed in dialoguc ratlier tlian 

prudiicing the discursive tield throush ~vfiich the account relay events. Lai's use of tlie 

tliird-person narrritii-e in tliis section vivifies the disen franchisement of contemponry 

nomen. .-\nemis resorts to using her body to escape Eden's psyctiic infringement on lier 

in  rh i s  nioment: "[hlis q e s  ca[tcii] hem likt: a surveillance liglit. Slie struggle[s] visibl! 

to set frcc of Iiis gaze: "We çhouldn't do this anyrnore" ( 79). In tliis moment Lai tïnally 

casts ,%-temis as an agent capable of dismpting heteronorrnative scripts predicated on the 

\iibordination of i\.omen. Artemis lias said that they shouldn't engage in the power 

ci>iirimic that victirnizes. punishes. and subordinates her. ln etfect. the use of third-person 

ilartritive in tliis particular scene eventualIy ivorks to emphasize the difticulty of the mo\e 



.-lrtcrnis niakes in  removing lierself from tlie lieterononnative. t-ioIent script so neatly laid 

out before lier. Once Artemis leates. this Iast narrative of the novcl's tliree voices rio 

Icir1gt.r assumes heterosexuality. Xrtemis trundles to the bus with her symbotic 

opprcssor-the robes-in "an elegant brown paper bag" ( 17): here the character cans off 

5igiiikrs of the lieterosesual rconomy. and Lai describes the bag as "ha(ving] the weight 

i,t' tlesli" (79). 1 note tliat slie Iias not siain tlie oppressor. but slie lias cvacunted the 

1 ti liicrriblt. i;igni tkrs of oppression. SIie makes the transtormatioii implicit in th  is 

qLicricc riccessiblc in the sense tllat the cliaracter tices lierself t T m  violent. 

lwtcruiioriiiati~c scripts and cominodit?cation bc taking fiold the robes. --likt. iirtle rabbit 

cm-casscs. quite limp and dead" (79). Xnemis has rejectsd Eden's Blado Runner-inducrd 

ad\ rinces and slie has taken hold of the robes so mucli like those of the video-billboard 

Cicislia. Slic has recaptured the robes and tlirougli Iiis capturing slie Iias soriiehou 

tiwrrnlizcd tlic tools of Iier opprcssioii. 

rlic robes fcel like a de3d tteiglit in lier Iiand. becriuse Lai rcpeatedly t'ocuses on 

cliarxters ~ i i o  caiinot. in Xudre Larde's ikurds. use the master's tools to dismantle the 

iiirister's Iiouse (380). Tlie robes cm be read I im ris both tools of oppression and tools of 

~urnrnoditicrition and txoticizrition. The cliaracter cannot use tiiese garrnents to 

ciis~iinnt lc hcr oppression. because by deciding tc, seIl tliern slie re-inscribcs tlieir 

:iiitliorit>. riutlienticity. In ttffcct. :\rtem is only temporarily deçommissioris [lie robes 

!Tom tticir oppressive tenacit~ when slie rakes [hem tiom Eden ris a paning gift: tlius. die 

ml' tcmporarily disrupts the sexual economy of an exoticizing heterosexuali~. Tlie 

point Iicre is thrit \\ ithin the discursive bounds of heteronormative rnyth. lesbian access to 

po1Lt.r is restricted to decommissioning sipitiers of subordination. Lai-s test drmvs 

iittcntiori to tliis discussion of lesbians- ability to use tlie master-s tools when she presents 

ri C'liinese-Canadian woman quttstioning Iier oktn sexuality and in possession of robes 

u liose sale could finance a trip wliicli distances her tiom the conternporary pressures of 



dcclaring lier sesuality. The robcs are. thus. herrrocoiunÏai[v charged. because they 

irnbiiri the otvner with the intertehted privilcges of heterosexism and colonialism. The 

1iett.rosesist pritrilege of the robes is that tliey are symbols of cornpulsory heterosexuality 

ht 'ca~~st '  tlw robes are (i \.estige of possessing and cuntrolling the tvomen ~vlio wore. and 

iicrir. tliern. Tlie robcs are associated ivith tieterosexuality tlirough tlie text because tht. 

I'ot.tt.~s rcports tliat Iier fox fatfier-iri-law uould suspect her of th& if dit. wore the robes 

titriiislicd Iicr b' a torrnsr patron. and the fact that she tvorked in a tediouse must remriin 

sccrct i i i  ordèr ti, a\.oid dishanoring Iier new farnily (69). CVIien Artemis has control of 

tlic'ic robcs die lias control of Iier sesucil idcntity. In order to obtriin rnoney h m  these 

rohcs. ..\rtciiiis lias tirst ru tirid ri colleçtor ttlio \vil1 bu!* tliem. Slie is iiitroduccd to ;i 

iollc~tor's son bj Diane. \tiiost. name Latin version of Iier Grcek rirrrnt. irnplies the 

rclatic~ri bc t~ecn  the two iiornen. Tiie \ionien mirror one anotlicr as virgin-huntresses in 

tlic tcxt. Tlitiy rire not virgins in tlie ph>sicril sense. but in ri spiritual scnse. i-tere. 

..\rtciiiis goes tu an estreme in lier netv-hund control of h r r  scsual idcntity and her sesual 

:tcti\ it). ul ien slie is rtfadj, to dispatcli uitli the robes: die: hns crisucil ses tvith onc of 

1li;iric's so-called bo>friends. Diane's interest in dating men is almost ptirely tinancirif. 

tijr .;lit: retiiscs to %oITo\~~ '  money from anqonri othcr tliari thcse ricli boytiiends: to 

.-\nciiiis slie s n p  --'Yeu don't ivant to be Icinding me inoney. babe"' (62). In this sccnr 

..\rtémis' interest also seems to be relrited to rnoney; hmvever. it is also a way of 

~iioitrning Dirine's depanure ( 117). CVhen die reenters thrse robes into the economy of 

clillccturs through Saint's tather. shr reinçtrites rt coionid and Orirntalist interest in so- 

c:illt.d forcign uomen-s bodies. Xnernis' disruption of the sexualized econom!. is 

tein porary. 

The weight of the robes further srnphasizes tlieir historicd signiticrince. because 

tliese robtts rire symbols of the social divisions that separated the aristocracy who wore 

robes rnuch like these tiom the women ivho more frequently and systematically suffered 



w-vitude. rape. and assault for being tèrnale and therefore always of a lower class than 

tricri iri patriarcli),. For instance in the Poetess' narrative the butcher's drrughter is forced 

to lerive lier farnily because die is raped by a government ofticial who makes tlireats on 

Iicr t'riiiiil>.'s siin ival to insure her silence ( 176). This ~ ~ o u n g  woman i s  not able to speak 

mt agriiiist Iier attacker because her hrnilfs livelihood is on the line. and the hmily 

.;clerns iiot onlj- to accept her sacrifice. but to demand it while punishing hsr. In this way. 

iiot oiiI> does slie uork i i i  her fatlier's butcher sliop: part of lier sen.itilde is to endure 

rapt. ririil tlic ~c rba l  assaults of the villagers. Everi tfiough tlir robes niay not coint trorii 

tlic hi~tclit'r '~ dauftiter. tliey are ern blems of the struggle al1 women endured. inc luding 

Iicr. \i'lit.n Artcmis decides to seil the robes Ha\vkesuortli. t l~e collecter. asks if shr is of 

;iristocrritic lieritagr ( I 15). This indicates that the robes are considered to be of some 

~aliic. pcrii;ips a particularly fine matcrial. Tliiis. thet mat belong to the Poetess ~vho 

I~~ i i~scs  t h  r i ~ n a ~ a j . .  The inomcnt in ii liicli tfriu kcs~iortli risks Arteitiis abrii~t ilrr 

Iicritagc inarks 3 contlntion of .-Irtcmis' racial signitïcation aiid Iier background. ln tliis 

iiioincnr tlic old man performs a mode of s>*mbiiiic rnpe: fie denudes her of lier 

iiidi~ idiialit>.. lier rigenc).. and her right to be as ignorant about lier lieritrige as many non- 

.\ciixi Crinadians claim to be. Servitude tveighs heavily on the slioulders of oppressed 

\\orlien. 'Tlir: robes mark rigidly rnaiiitained caiegorics of identity based on bioiogical ses 

:is gcndcr and plij.siological signiîïers as race. Thus. tlir robes signi- East Asian 

\ionien's i;ociall>, coiistructed inferiority and consrquent abuses. Rape and assault rire 

likrn ise etoked througli images of sesuallq- accessible uomen in these robes. Tliese 

robes fiinction as rerninders of ~vorncn-s Iiurnility and guilt for supposedly inherent 

iiikriurit).. espeçiall>- as vulnenble rabbit carcasses. The robes rire loaded markers of 

pritririrclilil organization of wornen as subordinate. In a sense, rlie clirirricter passes on the 

rcsiduril bodies of \bumen \vho u.ould have liad no names of tlieir ou n and no gra\ e 



ii~arkcrs. and in so doinp she disrupts an age-old economy of se'rualized and caretiilly 

contriincd témale bodies. 

%'lien lie ot'fers her the robes. "[hlis eyes ca[tch] hers like a surveillance light. 

Slic struggIe[sj 1 isibly to break free of his gaze" (79). By gazing at that which he 

.;iiiiiiItanrously kars and \\ islies to coiiqiier. Eden espresses a range of the priv ileses 

cuiitkrrcd upon Iiim that are Iiistorically linked to the subordination of ibomen. Ho~vercr. 

i i i  tliis L';LX. Arteinis' silence does not make her compticit. The fact tliat she: fails risleep 

Jiiring Blade Runner signais lier protest: nhen she accepts the valuable robes from Eden 

Ar. la).; claiiii to the h)mbols of an uneas!. legacy of containment. When she takes the 

r~ihcs 4ic cspresscs rigency. and die ülso faces ttic g i l t  inlierent in the social construction 

o t  Iicr grccd. [lie cliüraçter ri-rntiirill) develops the tipeiicy to dig the robes out of lier 

cllwt and scll tlicm to ri collcctor in order to tinrtnce lier tlrst trip to China. .-\rtt.mis 

dccidcs to attcinpt to use the rnaster's tools to hcr advantage. but as I have demonstnted 

blic criiiiiut do tliat N ithout compromising lierself 

Tlic tcst nuances cumplex systems of power. and disruption is one \boy of rûising 

cimiciu~isrie~~ abolit iinerirned riçccss to poncr. Lai disrupts meclianisnis of rnaintnining 

p o l i  cr b! de\ eloping chancttm n lio rire not entircl- auare of tlicir oir n self-replation. 

Thiis. j l i ~  acliieves literary iron); rrhcn die presents charactefi who slowly beçome 

sunsçious of tlic iFstrms of privilege and oppression. For instance. in Anemis and 

Edcn's Iast con\rrsation as a so-called couple. he makes her breakfast and she nther 

Jr:iiiiaticnll> insists upon the cumins staying closed and his giving her a cigarene. "but 

,lie L r i w  ii lien slic lit it that al1 die rrall? acinted \vas to s r r  the match tlare bricrtl) ii i  the 

i i ip  of lier Iiand" ( 78). The trope of the Haring match is one Lai carefully reheanrs at 

uthcr moments on the text. Here it is used to signif) the longing Anemis has for sociall) 

smctioned. heterosesual desire. The implied rneaning is that she just wanted to see what 

dcsire For a man would feel like. or that she rvanted to see if she could access the 



pri\ ileged sites of signifying as heterosexual. The fact that in this instance she has 

xtliall>~ to srr a match flare signals a qualitative difirence between the allure of 

Iicttirosesuality and the reality of Iiornose.uuality for both of these charncters. Indeed. 

c.\ Cr>- tiiiir .Arternis kisses a woman it is described ris a '-match flriring in the dark" ( 50). 

;itid the use of t l ie  match k i n g  here signals lier first recognition of desire. In this case. 

Iwr desire is misplriced as heterosesual and is unconsummated. 

.-\s the sti~ry progresses Eden "cornes out." but only in the loosest sense of the 

plir;iac. bsç;iuss die text subtly questions the nst of coming out. .-\ltliougli Eden is 

i.\t.iit~iall~ rcportcd to have found a ccnriin niche in the ga!. cornmuiiity Iic does not conic 

oi i t  to ,\nciiiis. per se. Likeirise. ciltlioi~gli tliere are se.\: scenes brtueen ;\nemis and 

otlicr wrncn. thcre is no one scene in tvliich dit. declares Iierself "lesbian." per se. Otlier 

~liiirricters go tlirough distinct "coming out" processes. but in the case of hling and 

Di;iiis's bri~tlier. tlie çliaracrers do not live to tlie completion of tlir process. Through the 

iisc o f  tlis tlnring rtiatcli. Lai forcgroiinds the uniticdiatr.d desire klt b> tlie cliarnsters. 

\\'liilc tlic clinractcrs rxpcrience the sensation of tlie inatcli tlariiig ulisn 11iq t e l  

prissiuii. tlic csûpseratrtd proportions of the sensation serm to itidicate that tliere is 

wiiiciliing suspect about the argument that lesbians clioose thair sesuslip more than 

Iictitrosesiinl people do. Lesbian desire is naturdized in the novel through the use of the 

ilriring iiititcli imagrp*. Houwer. at the same tima. Lai presents the rrnder with characters 

\\ 110 citxm [O cotiie to terms ivitli their desire by nay of a process of ttlirninrition. S o t  

t i i i I >  are Aneinis and Eden not passionate about one another. but slso the' seem to realize 

tliat t h q  cannot participate in the scripts of heteronomativit)- as the). are set out before 

tlicni tlirougli Blade Runner. Through the intertexual referencrs to the film. 

Iicrcroscxualit~~ is rendered rather transparently as sornetliing culturally encoded to meîn 

,pccitis kind of predatoq- behaviour. Thus. the symboliç allure of the tlaring match is 

i i i  pan its çapacir>- to burn up the holder's residual self-doubt and in pan its capacity tu 



iilrirrn the dominant heterosesist priradigm. Tlie tlaring matcli signals the rupture of tidily 

dcliiic~itsd categories of containment by undeniabte desire. The limitations on 

Iictrrosesuali~ wIiich Lai announces. in tems of a systematized series of violent scripts 

of dominancc and submission. are aptly captured by the tlaring match. Through her text. 

die clcarly announces tliat lieterosesual scripts such as the one so sleekl! presented 

i i i  Bladt. Kunner are prediczitcd on culturd mytliotogies of consurning the Other through 

1 :iriciris tbritis ot'pli>.sical. sesual violence. Tlir trope of tlie tlriring match relies on same- 

.;cs dcsirc ris ri consumption of the self. just ris ri match consunics its oun stick. Tlie 

~liarlictc'rs t.sperience desire dong lines cd same ses sexuril object-choice. and through 

tlici r rcicogn itiori of tlie undesirabilit~ of violence and tlieir redization that rhey are riot 

iicccss:irif! ccintained b'. prinicuiar niodcs ot' viiilttncc: the' corne to r~coyiizc 

Ii~,iii~,t;lisiiril &sire in themselvcs. Tliis is tspcricnced ris a sudden rcalization. a lighr ot' 

wlt-rccogiiitioii tiirns on sornewlierc. .-\ matcli tlrires. Lai's hçus on Arternis coming to 

rcrnis \i ith lier Icsbian sesuality reveals smphnsis on issues of heterosesual privilege in 

rcl:ition to tlic Iesbian rsperiencr of coming ut' age. This particular aspect of the text 

rcsciriritcs witli Adtienne Ricii's arguments in "Compulsive Heterosesualit~ and Lesbian 

E~istcricc.'~ bccausc tlie charxtcrs assume in itially thrit tlie! themselves are Iieteroscsual. 

OIICLL the! c~pc'riencc somerhing as unmistakablt: as tlic sensation oKri mritcli tlaritis. t l i q  

. ictm morc rcridi and more inclined to re'rtlize tlieir desire. 

In tlie sccne in \\.hich Eden and Xrtemis break up. the discursive inclination 

tonard consuming conirniently constructed Otliers found in Bladct Runner is invenrd. 

I i i~ tcr id  of Eden pla>.ing out tlie role for ivhich tie !iris so criref~rllj. been socirilized. lie 

rctiiscs to consume Artemis' "esotic** allure. In fact. die is the one nlio consumes the 

tropliics of Orientalist practice: valuable robes. Horiever. the fact thût Chinese-Canadian 

.-11-ternis takes tliese valuable ancient Chinese robes from white. male. upper-class. 

coloriialist-descendant Eden again asks rhe reader to consider how possession of these 



robes actuall~ works in terms of cultural capital. Clearly. the robes lose their power once 

i i i  .-\nemiss possession: she doesn't use them as costumes or decorations. for-to her- 

t l i q  are at once wry much alive and vrry dead. As Xrtemis lerives Eden. she lieads for 

tlic bus \\ i t l i  the smocks "caretiilly rolled. like linle rabbit carcasses. quite limp and dead" 

i 80)  iri the bottorn of her bag. In some scnses. Xrtemis Iays the robes to rest wlien slie 

rcnio\ CS tlicrn h m  Eden's carc. a rnercq. killing. 

b'1it.n Artemis takes the robes tiom Eden. Iio\vever. there is a tùrtlier 

winpliccitioii. for with [lie robes and their brcakup cornes a surveilling gaze frorn Eden. 

1 lc ir; no Iorigcr lier sesual predator. nor slie Iiis, but he continues to Icvy n Iirteroscsiiall~ 

ciitbr-ccd parririrclial rind Orientalkt gaze against Iicr. In one instrinm. "liis q e s  tiozt. lier 

lihc a dccr rliruugli the sights of a rifle" (77).  The gLin similc. Iicre. makes the vioience 

Iiittnt. No longer invesred i n  quite literrill~. oçcupying Xrtemis. revealing both 

Iictt.rusc\iiai and çoionializing drives. Eden has still ail interest in controlliny :\rtemis' 

incn cnicnts. 

..\gaiil. Lai presents a fimalt. cbancter N ho. in this case. takes the robes and dl 

tlic poucr thcy s ip i -  out of circulation. onl! tu sliow- the limited choicrs availablc to 

nlmcn. Lai puslies on tlie rnyth that namen are inore moral tlian men and that lesbians 

;ire iiiorc moral tlian strriiglits by presentin~ a complicated greediness in Xrtemis. 

I to\\c\rr. alic cliallengrs the premise of the mytli. for Artemis hris no means other than 

wlliiig tliese robes to get to China. to break away from Eden. So \\hile the novel does 

prcsciir .-\nemis as greed? and çrude in lier treatmrnt of the robes. slie is ker) clrad> 

i i d i n g  3 drcision based on the options i t i th   hi hi ch she is presented. The cornples 

i> stem of po\\ er that Artemis navigates malies her clioice a disruption of the haerosesist 

econurnies. 

This section demonstrates the wa's in which the rext can be read through rind 

:igaiiist tlir idea of disruption. The rest of the paper retèrs to the novel as disruptive i i i  



order to rissemble a multivalent analysis of its modes o f  Iesbianisrn. For instance. the 

pripcr COL'S on to discuss the wajs in wliicli the novel is read as disruptive not on14 of 

cas i l  identitiable modes of patriarchy. heterosesism. and so-called "gender." hly 

ar~uttiènt is that the test uses a disruptive t o m  in order to emphasize disruptive content. 

. \ I I  at'rliis disruption is pan of Lai's ability to snliven the rsader frorn the cornplacency of 

prcscriptcd and stereot'.ped roies, uliether they be especially lieterosesual or lesbian. 

Hic t'ict thrit slie disrupts the idea of Izsbian i s  cruciat tc, a broad iinderstanding of tlic 

[CI-111 '-lcsbian" itst'lf. Lai mobilizes the literriv ltsbian ris trickster-like in lier 

c~~iiiiiitiiicnt to Jisruptins assumptions and constantly reevaluating so-callcd sciçiril 

ncmiis. 



Presence 

.--\rternis rictively establishes her presence. While she may be a relatively passive 

agent in the expression of a lesbian disruption to institutional heterosesruality. she does 

assert lierself as a presence. Witliin lier active rote as a presence outside patriarchy. tlie 

~'inphasiti. is on the diftèrence between disruption and presence ratlier tlian any distinction 

bctn cen licttlrosttsuality and patriarchy. There is c w y  little di fference bet~veen 

Iictcroscuiality and patriarchy. whereas the differencr betwen disruption and presence is 

iiixic clcar throu~li Lai-s no~vel. A funlier note. honeter. is that tliere is no reason to 

Iicild tlirit Iietcroscsuality and patriarcti) are entircly s)non>rnous. for ga?. maic 

i i l i t i i t i ~ i t l i  tics lia\ t tlic pou er tc, impose c alues and prejudictls on Iesbirin coinmuii iries 

tlirriiigli. for esriinple, s'stems of gcnder bias and salary discrcprinçies. Tlie idea Iiere is 

rcliitcd to Limmernirin's discussion of Iesbian ris privileged signi tÏer ( l O). Indeed. Icsbisin 

nia! \ c c  ncll bc i i i  a position tihich is more privileged in tcrrns of its position from 

u li icli it cari critique patriarctiy. because lesbians cannot "pass" in pritriarcliy to the same 

c ~ c t i t  tliat sri' rncn crin. Hone\-er. tliis technicd distinction bettictln Iieterosexurifity anci 

piitrirircli? aside. I note thrit ~bithin Fox Artemis is more activrti "present wtsidt: the 

c r , t i \ ~ ~ l t i ~ i i ~  01' patriarch>'- tlian shc is "disrriptive of lieterosesualir)" (Zirnrnerman 4). [ 

Iiri\e discusscd tlie disruprion of heterosexuality as cvinced in FE, and I have 

dciiionstrrited tlie t\a)s in N hic11 Lai caref~illy nuances normative scripts in wder to derail 

ri Iicgemon ic discourse tl~rougli disruption. In order to facilitate a transition into 

Liiiiiiiernian-s iiecoiid plirase delhiring lesbianism-"presence outside the con~~entioris 

ot- patriarcli>" (4)-l need Iiere to point out that Artemis' trip to China serves aiso as a 

l inh io a tliernatic interest in reclaiming space in a dominant discourse. Thrit means tliat 

n lien Artemis goes to China she reciaims ~bhat her white adoptive parents earlier present 

Ili her ris ri package tour with dl of the accornpanying trivializations (96). Artemis 

rcîiises to go ibith ber parents to Cliina \vlien she is a teenager. but as a Young ridult she 



dccidcs to $0 tliere on her own. Her trip functions as 3 symbolic reclamation of her 

age~ics.. tieritage. and personal history. working to dispel any myths of an- golden rigr. ri 

tiiiit .  ii lien die supposedly tined i i i  to life in Cliina. She is an awkward foreigner in rvery 

but Iier features: "[ilt's not so much that slie is srnall as that sbr walks 3s though slie 

titre. tla\.irig livsd so long in the land of gimts. perhaps it's hard to adjust[. . .s]liè knows 

tlicst. arc tliings tlint ri Western tourist wmld sec. This disturbs lier" ( 1 18). 

This description cornes tiom the narrative of the ios. t'or at tliis point in the 

IIOI cl. tlw t i ) ~  ;fctivel>, spies on Iier. The narrritologicrtl de tinitioti o t' t'ocalizatio~i is tlic 

tcclinic~~ic iii  i~iiicli tlic narration reports on tlie inner workings of ri charactèr. TIius. the 

tirirratirc tocuses tlirough ri chancter. and the narrative is seen througli the rsperiences of 

c1i:irnctt.r despite this cliarrictsr not Iiaving a voict. beyond dialogue. The kiiid ot' 

tiicalirnrion iiliicli ~rikes pince Iiere. uliere the fox reports on ivlirit "disturbs" the 

L';iriwti\critt'. rt'\.eds ;L sliift in  the devt.Iopmt.nt o f  tlie narratiw. for it clvinces ri 

rr:irisgrcssion ot' nrirrritolugical boundaries or catsg~iries. The narratives rire tio Iutiger 

il ilicrctc.. Tlic test ricliievcs tliis crossing of othcnvise distinct lines tlirougli the fox's 

inqical po\it.rs. Tlir Fos of rincient Clrinese rnythology has insiglit into people's desires. 

;iritl su tlic Ios iiarrritor reports Xrternis' esperiences. In tliis mow. Lat cornplicrites ideris 

abolit appropriation of stocr. perhaps because Artemis does not rcport on her trip to 

C1iiri;i i n  tlic sanie \va>. the t'os does. Further. the reason Arternis does riot retlect on ticr 

trip to China in the tliird narrative is closeiy related to the constraints of tiiird-person 

narration. Thus. in order to access Anemis' esperiences in w1.s otlier than the retelling 

of CL t.nts. the test pushes the fox into the lifi of the Foung woman in a more tangible way 

tlian to rcport tlirit Artcmis feels she is bsing watclied from the branches of a trer f 7). 

\\'hm tlic ios and .Ammis seem to Iiave ses in a dormitory in China. the fox prestimes 

h t  --II i n e m q .  rushes at [Arteinis]" ( 12;). TIie fox goes on to detaii tlie contents of tlie 

iiicrnup. Tlir trickster-like monstrosity at work calls attention to the rigidity of narrative 



constructions by transgressing tliem. This subtIe prodding of narratology encourages a 

rcevaluation of Nellie Diengott's claim that namtology is a scientifrc study which has no 

relation to the field of interpretive poetics (42). because in Fo.u the structure of the 

ririrrriti\cs and their intermingling foci impact on ~ h a t  the test means as weil as  ho^ the 

tclt ~n~rins .  .h-temis becomcs increrisingI>. an are of exrictly hou slie does not tit in to lik 

iri Cliiiiri in the contemponry narrative. Tlie reader becomes increasingly nware of tlie 

hct tlirit .-\rtcmis crinnot report tiow she feels about the espcrience. This is not so mucli 

bccxisc of the caiistraints of the narrative, but because the narrative fonn stands in for the 

i~ica t h  :\rtt.mis is not uell ablc to articulate the complexity of lier position. When slie 

iriects ail old xqiiaintaiicr: of lier ridopted t'rit1it.r. .-Irteinis* distailce troin an essctitializcd. 

liic;itriblc wlf is cnipliüsizcd. Tlic ri~ed \t oinan-s grmddriugliter trmslritcs tlicir 

c'cm\ crsatioti. 

'-[s [lit. is ants to ~velcome ?ou brick" 

--Back"'- 

.-Slie hnc>\\s y u ' v e  ne\.er been here bet'orc but she means it as a compliment" ( 120). 

Plie noiiiaii s l io does the translnting dso Iias ri classical Greek nnmc. Lcda. Tlie hct tliat 

o w  ot' Ilcr curitcinponries \\ho is born and rnised in Cliinri Iias a Grcek nnme jpcriks: tu 

the toit. tliis generation plays in tcrms of spanning temporal planes. Lai presents w m e n  

i r  Iio link tlic past to the present as though it were the divine to the mortal. by giving these 

u omen ciiicient names. Tlie choice of name is interesting in this case because Leda is not 

a \ irsin huntrtiss. like Anemis or Diane of Vancouver. Instead of belongins to no one. 

I .da--iii trict-belungs to rnany. ris slie is considered the motlier of 50-called büd \ V I L  es. 

likt. Helttn of Tro! (Smith 73-76). Ledii \vas nped by Zeus. ~vlio Iiad turned himself into 

ri surin in order to siveep her away. ilIjth has it t h  Leda is already pregnant with nvins 

N lien Zeus rapes her. and so she gives birth to two sets of nvins: one set mortal. the other 

irnrnortal. Leda's irnmortai daushter is Helen. known for her beauty and her infidelity. 



So \i hile .Artemis and Diane are free and singular entities in the west. Leda-by virtue of 

her iiams-is ripe \fith the potential for chaos. In Hong Kong. Leda can be read as 

txiblt.niatic of tlie island's double allegiances to Cliina and England. Here Lai's test lias 

;i tku tliings happening rit once. but the f'cr that Leda is tlie "interposing body bcttveen 

rlic Iiuniari and divine" ( I 18) ties this passage to the prcvious one in which the divine fox 

rcpons an Ii~irnan Artemis. Xgain. this passage reveals the complications of longing for a 

Iioiiicland. ris it ~imultrineously prob lematizes and nuances tlie act of claiming and 

rccI;liiiiiti= < r  :p h ncc. 

Lai coiiiplicrites Arteinis- trip to Cliina b> rcporting on tlir statr of rtiiiid 

ncccs';;ir> to jubrnit one's seIf to the C>ricntaIist gaze so interested in buyins the garments 

\I li ich tinanct. the trip. \t'hile in the den of a colltxtor. Artomis is reported to "cast her 

q c s  tc, tlic tloi\ered carpet so as nat to set. ttiose long tingers wandering over the fabric. 

thci ci11id1 bright q - e s  rnissing not1iing'- ( 1 15). The esperience is &in to submitting one's 

,cl t' ai; prc! i t i  3 1iriivk.s nest. for irideed the collector "took [tlie robes] in those Iiri~vk-s 

1i:iids'- t 1 15 1. ;ilid "lie sat perclied" ( 1 15). and .-bternis is prescritcd as tliorigh j l i ~  

",~icldciil> tklt sorp fcir tlic little rolls ut' fabric in Iier bag. as tliough the'. \vue alive. (is 

tlioiigli die \vas delivering them to an rinknowri unplcasant hte" ( l 15). Slie srllr tlirm to 

tliis cullscror. (il1 tlie same. The gaze tvith Lrhich Eden stares at Artrmis as he gives Iier 

tlic robcs in tlie c'arlitr scene is Iiere reinstated. for. ris the collector. >Ir. Haivkes~vortli. 

rnhes tlie tirst robe lie '-scrutinize[s] it \vit11 an dtnost p o r n o p p l ~ i ~  gnze that made hrr 

slii\cr" ( I l  5). 'Tlie fact that the collector is presented as using a pornogrriphic gaze is 

rciiiiniscent of Eden's gaze in the carlirr scrnr that relies on similarly interlocked 

Iicrerost.sud and colonial Iiistories of privilege. but here the gaze is Iabeled pornographic. 

The perplesing part of this construction is that the gaze is not reported as pornographic 

\i Iicii Eden turns Iiis crimen on Artemis and Diane. Lacer un, wlien lie gazes at Artemis. 

bcfore git,ing lier tlie robes. Iiis gaze does mediate Iiis mvn riccrss to pouer. Hot\e\t.r. 



dis carlier scene is ont: the reader might expect to read as --pornographie." because it 

tbciiscs iiti Iesbian bodies newly inîàtuated with one mother. Tlie scene is not labeled 

pornograpliic because i t does not generate the dehumanizat ion or objecti fication 

clirirrictcristic ot'pornognphy. but the scens is not entirely unproblematic. For the gaze is 

rcportedly somsthirig Eden orchestrates between the women. even ttiougli he is the one to 

 nt II tl ic irnazc.. Eden .'placed them face to hce. stnring into one another's e>xs" sq*iris. 

"'1 h r i ~ i \ t  it's titikward, You tv0n.t Iirive to hold it t'or long.'. and .4rtemis rcportedly 

'-coiilcl sce occans bubblins beliind Diane's broum irises (and slhr ~vondered what Diaiir 

,a\( iri Iicrs'. ( 2 5 ) .  Tlie eroticisrn commissioned by Eden is composed of potentiall). 

por~iogrripliic components. tciiich become charged as suc11 iclieii nionetary value is 

;issipxi to tlic robe. Again Lai disrupts rissurnptions aboiit power w r r  Iesbians. Tlie 

text rc!iisc.s to posit Itisbirin dcsire as pornograpli ic: instead. i t tocuses on tlic 

c~iiiiiiiodit?cation ;ind erotic csoticizarion thrit senes as tlie hiindation for a pornogrripliic 

III ind. 

Plie link bt.t\\.een ~.iolence and pornograpliy is made implicitly tlirougli tlit. 

liC;t.iit.ss bctitceri the Geisliri in BIadti Runner and the rollcd-up robes prcsented to 

I l t i ~  kcst\ortli. .-lgain tlic lesbian \vornen tvlio look deep into one rinother's ryes rire ncit 

piirnogrriphiç. t.\.eii tliey sport robes ivhicli are s ~ b o l s  of tvomen's oppression 

( 24).  I i i  th  is same àcene. rlrtem is' expcrience of the robes ris S O ~ T ~ C I I O W  dive renders in 

Iicr botli n kar  and an attraction. .As she changes into the robe in Eden's studio she 

c.spcrit.nces the con klicting encoding on the silk: "[iltes tlesliiness sliucked hrr. Like a 

nipplc.. rollitig brttkern her tliumb and index tinger" (31). Slie is reluctant to change into 

tlit. robe and tt.islics slie liad on ri bra to remind lier of tlie sepriration betuxen lierself aiid 

t11c yrrnent. lierself and the original *-ou.ner" (22). The hct that she esperiences the top 

biitton of the robe as a nipple enlivens the sense that Iesbians crinnot access the master's 

tools unproblematically. for lesbians are immediately implicated in the objectification of 



an'. wmari. In  order to constitute a presence outside of patriarchy. lesbianism is often 

î'ramed ~i irhin the dominant discoune of sexuality and so is never entirely independent of 

tliis dominant discourse of patriarchy and heterosexism. ln lisht of tliis funher 

c~irtiplication. the photo shoot can read as a complex reclamation of fernale scxuality. 

iritxliated by ri gay man invested in stepping outside whar 1 lime. tliroiigh Lai's 

disriiptivcness. nuanced ris Iieterocolonial violent scripts of oppression that othenvise 

iiiipli~atc' him. .-\nemis' rigency increases as slie becornes increasinply more a\care of Iier 

>cuial and ';'.ni bol ic containment. 

I'Iiiis the transition necdtid Iierc relates tlic ;la of' rcclriiming a pliysicril jpact.. t h -  

~l ic  SCCUII~ pan ~>iZimmermnn's oiitline of lrsbianism rekrs to i t  as a "prrscncr standing 

oiirsidc the corit.~'nti~ns of patriiirç II>-' (1). I n  the contcrnporrip iiiirrative focalized 

t tiroii$i .-\nem is. the reclamation of spact. takes the form of radical tesbian sex: tisting. 

Jiist as .-\rtemis forcefully '-rcturns" to Cliina to \.kit a space from which shc: lias quite 

xp; lb l> hccti colonized tlirougli the poverty of lier birth-parcrits' imniigrattsn xid 

~iihscqrtc~ir posting OF lier h r  adoption. su too does Artcmis use t'urct. to reclriim tlic 

\ agiria itscl t' as n sprict. otlienvisr: qiiitc literali~ occupied and tiguratiwly colonized by 

p r i r c l .  Tliroiigli the novel Lai irnpl icitly problematizes the slogan "m ight equals 

riglit." Iri relation to reclaiming space. stir does this by showinp tlir simultaneity of 

(rcitisitatioti and rr-inscription of forms of çolonialisrn. That is. in urder for ri 

Cliiiicse-crinadirin !cornan to (re)claim her herirage slie need not go to China; Iikeu kt.. a 

Icsbirin ILornan rieed not take part in tisting in order to (re)claim the ~.riginli. Lai 

Jt.rnoristratt.s tliis perceived need for reclamation throuph her test as she presents 

cliriracters coming to terms with tlieir identities. These chancters seem to go through ri 

period of reaction to their various experiences of colonization before the. corne to 

rcspond to their colonization. That is. as a reaction to her transrrtcial adoption, Arteinis 

rchses to $0 to Cliinri ivith Iier parents. but later decides to go ro Cliina on lier o w ~ .  



Wliilc slir is tliere slie tinds that she botli tèels and looks like n Foreigner: "she knows 

tlicw are things a tourist would see. This disturbs her" (h 1 1  8).  The trip marks the 

b q i  nning of Artemis' response to colonialism because she cornes to realize that she does 

iirit lia! r ~inproblematic access to ri homeland (see h g ) .  Her insistence upon going to 

Cliiiia is similar to her interest in tlsting: bot11 are radical acts involving a supposed 

rcclrtmation of riri othenvise colonized space. Through this series of s top segments, Lai 

i i i i  tblds tlw ide3 tliat rushing back to a never before visitsd. so-called Iiomelriiid is; 

nwcolonirtl. I I I  tliis \\au die also says that fisting is neocolonial. Wliat 1 refer to Iierc ns 

iicc>coloiiial acts represent one mode of establishing presence. Lai points out that thése 

ini~dcs h a ~ x  priniciilar repercussions. 

.-\rg~iably (i radical stance. tlsting can be read ris ri symbolic and literal 

rcclmritioii o f  knialc rigency and km& jpaw. This so-criilcd radical Iesbian ses is. 

itidccd. :i prcsencc oittsidc patriarcli>,. Lai positions the tisting sct'nc in the conteAt ot'oiit. 

Icsbian sliarint,! Iier ston* of gang rape and incest i b i t l i  another ( 146). In su doing. slic 

t'xilit;itt"i 3 series of questions about the implications of sexual aggression in lesbian 

rckit ioiisliips: l iuw\tr .  tlie lobe-tnrikinp scene ivhich ensues is presented as ri necessa- 

3ct ot' Iicliling. Lai describes the ivomen's love-rnrikins: "[flucking tlie way liorses or 

~~t l icr  large creritures fuck. Claude's man' broad tïngers inside Artemis' Iiol luit. srickii~g 

cuit and the irind outside ivailing. There \vas sometliing about the l a r ~ n r s s  o f  it tlirit 

\ \as gentle" ( 147). That Claude's name seems unusual for a uGornan indicates that lier 

riaiiic and Iier role in the sesual act question sender stereotyped roles. Lai is not evasive: 

lier ccititéi\tualization of the sex scene rnakes connections between pacriarchal violence. 

Iictcrcise~uril cuntrol. and coionial greed. Colonial greed is evoked Iiere because the 

.icctil. is n literril replacins of presence. dominant presence. The cliaracters rire Iesbians 

nliost. Iicritayes include regulation by the interdependent colonking presrnces of tlie 

Cr«\\ n and hrteronormativity. This heteronormativity crops up in the s top  w hen Claude 



is brutalized by lier brother because he catches Iier "making out ivith [a] girl in the 

cloakrooin [at agr thifleen]" ( 116). His violence is related to his sense of ownership over 

I;.iiinlr bodies. and his repeated rapes of Claude relate back to Wittig's critique of 

Iictt'r~scSist systems of knowledge u-hich "tlieorize their own point of view as the onl', 

arid csclusi~~cly possible one" ( Straiglit .LI ind 46). Tlie \.iolence the brother enacts ori 

C'laiidc is 5yrn bol ic of the violence historically visited upon lesbians constructed as 

clct innt .  \Vtiile Lai does articulate some of the complexities of tlic violence inherent in 

rliis x t .  t l~c ~nitial presentation of tlsring i s  an i lf irming 011s. Tlic scenc represents a 

dislocrition of hiials bodies tiom the patriarclial .;esuat economy. because tlirougli tlicir 

C I I ~ ~ ~ C I I I ~ I I ~  i n  \iliat otien is assumed a radical Iesbirtn scstial practicc (b) non-1cl;biari.s 

;iiict Icshitiiis rilike ), .-lrtemis and Claude construct tlicmselves as outside patririrchy. 

rlic i.iolcnce iiilierent in tisting as a sesuril and political practicc is made clex in 

tlic 1 ; ~  line of tliis segment. Lai forcsliado\vs the later emotional and psycliologicril 

\ iolcnccs Claude \vil1 perpctrate agair~st .\nemis when she writes that, "sornewliere. rit a 

Ici\\ I c t d  likc ri jourid I;O deep >ou can't Iimr it. there \bas ri violence tliat travelled from 

otic to the othcr as surely ris violence a l \ tay passes betwen tliose ~ I i o  luce eacli otlicr'+ 

( 147 ). 7'lius. Lai problernatizes tliis sesud pnctice. wtiilr: at the snme tirne normalizing 

i t .  I r i  tlic same moment die toregrounds the idert tliat al1 ses is related to violence and 

tlii.; t'cicilitates ri questioning of the idea. Here die presents violent lesbian sex as a 

rcrictioii to Vernale subordination within pritriarchy. and !et the text maintains its 

disriipri~ t' intcgrity b>. not giving detinitive ansivers to tliese potLer am b i y  ities iri 

.;t.sciaIit'.. 

Tliese tno cliaracters îùrther animate this presence through their intimacy. 

.-\mmis and Claude recognize the societal eapectations, especiaIly an expected interest in 

nliite people as lovers. employers. and teachen. Furthemore. the two women see their 

rclritioiisliip ris a confrontation of racist social expectations. Lai emphasizes Iier 



problematizntion of violence tlirougli the following passage. for the couple is on the brink 

d a  break up. Tlie women have been in an abusive relationsliip. and if it were not for the 

fact tliat Anernis lias just rnissed the 1 s t  bus. the two might not have had sex again. Tlir 

Lcrbal violence Claude exercises on Ammis seems related to the sexual violence 

cxprtsed tlirougli tlie earlier tisting scene. However. tlirough this next scene. Lai links 

1 iolciicc tu dit. escitement of tlieir relritionship as reportedly in some senses related to the 

~ c r !  t . x t  tliat tliey rire not ri transrxial couple. The ses itself is less t~ioleiit. bu t  

xct~rdiiig tii the preceding scene ivherein Claude dismisses Arternis N itli "Go home. wliy 

dori't >LNI'- ( 170) it ~ o u l d  seem the love is gone. and uddly tlieretore tlic violence. too. is 

gone. :\ccording to the earlier sex sçene. violence prisses betwen people wlio love each 

otlicr, 5 0  in tliis scene ~vliere there is no sesual \,iult.nce tliere is love re~vritten. The love 

licttwm t l i t x  t w  wnien is carlier dependrint upon viotence. and ris tilt. beginning of the 

ciid ot'tlicir rclritionship it scems to mark the erid of tlit'ir kind of 1oi.e. Tlie \\.omcn :ire 

houtid to@t.r o r i l  tlirough their supposcd recognition tliiit tliere is somcthing iilicit aiid 

clcspcrritc about tlieir ses. The scene probtematizes ~riolence \vhere it locrites desire in 

:ibiisc. and si1 bordinrit ion. Here. the third-persan narration al lows for an explmat ion of 

t tic. sigiii ticance of tlieir sesual relationsliip: 

Iri the brertth and in tlie itmntli tfiat moved from Iiaiid to beil'.. histop itseli' 

passsd bet\c.een theni. Impossible thrit they sliould be Iiere like tliis. in this plricc 

nlirrre the- nwe  meant to compete for ivliite people-s attention. for ivliite 

people's money and knowledge. The'; talked about this as a deîïance of gender 

and racial expectations, and this made their passion iilicit and dangerous. wtiicli 

in ttirn made it \veigIi more like a   va ter-heavy melon. bursting with sugar about 

to turn. ( 170-7 1 ) 

Rrithsr than riddress the partern of verbal abuse, the LLornen choose to reLrel in ri 

sort of iiauyhtiness. That is. the' decide that there is sometliing arousing in the blurring 



of stcreotyped gender roles and racial expectations. In place of expressing love witli one 

rinother. the' express their anxieties. In  et'fect. they invite the figurative colonizer into 

the bedroom ulirn the literal occupation has ceased. Tlieir relationship is not doorncd 

bwaust. t1it.y are .\sian Canadian lesbians but brcause the- decide to stop seeing each 

titl1t.r 3s ilidi~iduals and start seeing one another as political s>vrnbols. \vliicli Lai esposes 

1 i t . r~  is an iiisidious forrn of objectitïcation. This does not read as a presence outside of 

plitriarcliy precisel>. bccause it is more political than personal. 

Aneinis' agency is rnuch more active in the cspression of her presence than in 

rlic ~'rirjicr section devoted to disruption. Lai continues to disriipt readerly assumptions 

; i b t ~ i l  1csbi;iiis tlirougliout the test b> estsblisliiiig tirid problematizing tlic perceÎ\cd 

~ I ~ l ' i i t - c  tiir ci,iisalidritic>n of ri stable set of rolcs ctm terring idc'ntit>, for lesbians. I n  hct. 

tlic project pandits tliis drsire for consolidation. and one rra). in rvhich it does so is to 

ponrri! soine of the cornples drives çoinprlling various kinds of srxual intimacy. 

Yer nnotlier hm of espressing presence outside patriarchy is the practicr of 

yigiiif> ing üs Icsbian. The idra tliat tliere is a lesbian aesthrtic appears in man! forms in 

I!*. l-llc test deiiionstrates the diffiçult> ivith uliicli lesbians take on rccognized foms 

o t '  idcntiticrition. These becorne stereotypes ris demonstnted thruugh Lai-s depiction of ri 

\.a~iwinerite caII~d Merc>,. Slie is renarned by Xnemis- friend Diane ivliile Artemis is in 

Cliiiia. Tlie humour in tliis event of renaming is that the practice of naming a persan is 

L ~ C  of tlic ultimrite scts of colonizins. so for une lesbian to renarne rinotlier seems 

iicuculoiii,zl in mnny \ra>s. Houever. at the same timc tiir act of renûmin, oiie's self 

~ècins iriearit to bt. ri disruptioii of the patriarclid ecoiiom!. \\ Iiicli claims to w r i  \\orticil 

tliroiigli its practicrs of naming (in marrias for instance). The iiumor rstends fanher 

tlian tliis. h r  Diane renames Mercy "Ming". tn Chinese. "Ming" is the temponqp namr 

g i~xn  to Cliinrse girls before they rnarry and funher lose individualip as thcy are seen in 

relation to thrir Iiusband. This m q  seern appropriate in the senss that "Ming" will want 



to cliarigc: lier name at a later date. but it more strongly signais an interest in parody on 

tlie part of Lai and lier use of Diane. Arternis doesn't speak Chinese so she doesn-t 

iiiidcrstand the sicniticance of the name. aiid it is unclear wlietlier or not "hling." lierself. 

nould understand the name. Hwever. in another section. the novel also very carefully 

rcL c;iIs that Diane does not necessariiy speak Chinese. but she is farniliar enough with the 

Irii~giirige to identiîj one dialect from anotlier. In one scene. Diane's ga_v brothsr and his 

librriri;tii partrier arrive rit the brn i iy  Iiouse for dinner. Tlie partner risks blr. Wong about 

tlic ctirrtxt proiiun~iatio~i o h  title. and Diane yt.11~ tiorn tlic kitdien. "[ml> fatlier doesii't 

kriou. It's iiot liis dialcct" (46). Lai mrikès it possible tliat Diane spealis Cliinese. Ot'tlie 

ilircc wincn in1 olbed in renaming %Ierc>." Diane is the one most likdy to understand 

\I Iiat slic is iip to wlien she names her "Ming." Either w a?. it seems as though the text is 

Iriccd LL itli jokes rneant especially for Cliinttse-speaking Canadian readers. Tlie text does 

iiot prercnd tu tcach the rcrider in tlie sensc of "informing" her/liim. The iron- of Ming's 

iiiiriic is iiot iml> intorrnerf b> tlic probable ignorance of tlie cliarrictcrs but d s o  b> ttic 

1110rc tlian probable ignorance of tlte "rnajorit?" readersliip. This d e w r  move f~irtlicr 

bcnsi t izcs tlic reader to tlie simultaneous buttressing and questioning of identities. For 

t~~st; in~e.  Iicrt' the tèxt irnplicitly asks i\ho counts as Chinese-Canadian: is this cultural 

idcritit? socid&. constructed and reinforced'? Or is it ri biologicaliy determined identity'? 

\\ Iiat does it meriii tliat tliere arc slippages bettveen the two concepts'? Docs Diarit: 

parod? ht ing's quest for a neu. "non-I\ estern trad it ional" identity? Lesbian Diane names 

Icsbian 'Lling. and in this sense. the text quite c lear l~  establislies a presence outsido 

pritriarcli>. e\en tliough the presence in m n \ i  ~\a>.s mimics patriarch! or e'tists in a 

purcl> relationai na!. in tems of dominance and submission. Diane's joke takes aL\aq. 

Jling's indi\iduality and it places Xling parodicalli in the aconomy of the rnarriage 

markct. The narne indicates that die is a virgin. just as Diane and Xnemis' narnes merin 

i n  Houever. "Ming" means !oung virgin. \vhile --Diane" and '-Artemis" mean 



1 irgiii huntress: tlius. Diane puts blercy/bIing into a somewhat rxagerated position of 

\ iilncrnbility. Ming is Iesbian, so placing her in the economy of tlie marriage market 

signrils r\ retèrence to various narrative strands witliin the text tliat refuse this traditionai 

ccmti_r~irrition of women as wives. Lai also parodies questions of authenticity tvhen 

Diririt. rèiirimts Ming. If lesbian is signified ris "a presençe outside the conventions of 

pritririrch!." then Ming utteriy and critegorically hils to establish Iierself as lesbian. Slie 

rcfciscs to Ieatr the home of Iier upper-class famil!.. Xltliougli she seems to renounce the 

..\iigio naine thrit p e s  almg nitli Iier fatlier's capitalist ambitions. sht: redl>~ on14 

rciriscribes patriarchy through tliis ntlocolonial act of renaming. Furttiennore. Lai 

timsliiidotts riil intercst in "Ming" as a short-li\.ed character s hen ttie character is given a 

ii;ii~ic connotirig the urgent and teriiporaq state of i.irginity as it is coiistriicted b> sesiiril 

cCllil~lrl1 leS. 

-*Jling" rnakes major  cliangcs KI licr l i t >  wliilc: Xrtemis i s  anri?,. Slic cornes out. 

btit in  so doin- slic grasps for tropes of rebellion. seerningiy cut and pasted on Iier 

tliroiigli lier shaved Iicad. leatlier jacket. and tattoos. Tliese seem to be a ivay of rissuring 

Iicrscl t' tliat dit: signifies ris lesbian. The idea tliat lesbians need to signify in order to 

tiiriii ;i prcscncc' outside patriarcli>. is problematic because tliis seems to irnpl!? tliat tlierc 

Ltrc 1- spccitic nays in wliich Iesbirins access power: reIationiill>., That is. the idea tlirit 

Icshinns have to dori markers of tiieir lesbirinism assumes that lesbians are ri supplernental 

identit!. to a d y d  of heteronormative expectations. Where heteronormativity assumes 

tlirit Icsbians esist only in relation to itself heterosesuiility becomes heterosexism. Lrii 

rtsponds to the idea that lesbians ha\.e to cstablish a visible presençe through Ming's 

';triigglc to corne of age. The fact tliat Ming attaches hrrself to atereot>,ped tropes 

dciiioiistratcs rhat tlie narrarive strugdes ~vit l i  the powertiil aeduction of preformed and 

scriptcd rdes witliin any cornmunit-. especiaily the lesbian c o m m u n i ~  where the image 



of die fernale body srems always imrnediately CO-opted by the male gaze (Mulvey 158). 

Ming attempts to locate her agency tlirough a stereotyped and very readable presence. 

Lai's test also focuses on the disruption ofassumptions about lesbians. and so the 

ciiicrgerict: of a lesbian  ho smbodies al1 of the stereotypical characteristics of a 

'-lesbirin" sesms to tlireaten the momentum and integrity of the plot. In order to contain 

[lie itiomentum of the plot and its interrogation and Iiarsh critique of the process by which 

iarious su-cdled national identities are consolidated. Lai offers another perspective of 

lier rinti-~itopian vision by Iiaving Ming kill herseif. Tliat is. Lai Ievies a \veighty penaltr 

;ig:iiiibt n charncter ~ I i u  subscribes to prchbrictited inarkers of idcntity. I n  ef't'cct. hling is 

rcprcsciited as not being original enough. At the same time. Ming is presentsd ris an 

c'\ample ot' u hrit csn happen \then people leap lierid long into a tétishized appropriation 

ot' iiitirkers of louer-working-clüss identities as tliough tliey arc. ri rnatter of style. When 

Il in: trridcs in lier scliool knapsack for a leather jacket shc has not made any real changes 

iri lier liti.. Slie is still lib.ing at home t k i t l i  lier motlier. brother. and tycoon îàt1it.r. Sling 

c~prcsscs 3 good deal ot' discontent dien lier htlisr's tacton in Cliina burns to tlic 

sruiind. killing tiundreds of underpriid ~torkers: nevertlieless. slic rcfuscs to rnove tiom 

Iicr htlicr's tiume. nor dues slie refuse Iiis money. Thus. she is only visudIy a presencs 

outhide pritririrçli>. Granted. this could be becrilise slie takcs care of her riilinp motlier. but 

the t ' ; ~  remriins ttiat Ming makes only superficial clianges. l n  many wys .  Ming's 

~iiicidc senea ris reminders that rittaching one's self to a ccrtriin look does not 

;iutorntiticall~ merin riccess to the tieedom or poher of the soçiallc cvnstructrd personrie. 

.-\Ibo. the suicide funçtions as a public-service announcement of sorts in the novel. Xliiig 

wems to titink ttiat there is no way out of her predicarnent. that killing herseif is the oniy 

Lia' to pet pûst the outngeous contradictions of her family's espectations and her desires 

t'or rcbellion. freedom. and women. 



The hct  that Ming comniits suicide is kept from tlie characters. ~vhich can be 

rend as a irieans of prioritizing tlie reader's information. By way of this literary irony. 

hl ing-5 suicide is coded as very important. The reader knows of Ming's suicide before 

tlic clirirricters. and this forces tlie reader to interpret the suicide before the chamcters do it 

t i ~ r  Iicr. The juiçide is foregrounded in this \vay because-indeed-the suicide rates for 

lehiriri 'oiitli art. more tlian twice as Iiigh as tliose for straight uomen. and tliis is v e p  

III  iicli 3 i i o ~  el about ivomcn's "sexuril passion" and ka r  of cetisorship ( Faderman 54 ). 

Tlic tcst dcmands agency of its readers when Arternis Iirst Iiears rumours of a young 

.-\sian ~urnrin u itli a Ieather jacket having been killed (203). In between hearing the 

riiiiiuiir ;ind recei\ins a phone cal1 from the morgue. hnemis is lured to the fox's Iioiisr. 

!i>r diiiricr. driiik. and sto~tel l inp.  and tiir sliift back to conçern uith Ming and the 

ruiiiotir is stark: "Slic: w A e  i i i  the inornino to tind Iierself surroiinded by tlie fnrnilinr 

Ir ;ills ot'licr w n  bedroorn-Yoiir plione nrimbçr \vas in Iicr pockct. Slie wasn't carpin, 

:in> III. i o  'oii'rc our only lead. l'in sorry to inconveniçncc )ro~i  likr this. but yoii do 

iiridcrstnnd" (209). The reader already Iiad some sense tliat Ming lias dird. so the 

\\ i l  l iiigness on the pan of Anrmis to ignore hçr sense that sornetliiny ma? have happened 

t o  Jliiig is Iisiglitened in the active reader. .\rtrmis' cunpress \vit11 the divine. the fos. is 

~oiiiction iiiiicb niore tiivolous in liglit of Ming's dcriiti. Tlit: dratli is not at tirst a 

.iiiicidt.. $0 the rtxder is led to assume. dong ivith the characters tliat this is on incident of 

b:isliiiig. Tlie çliaracters do not seem to know that Ming commits suicide. for on the last 

page of tlic nowl the fox r e ~ t a l s  to the reader thûr sht: bund Ming's body and that she 

huricd it aftar animating it long rnoupli to visit Artemis (232-36). n i e  reader is privy to 

intorrnation tliat the cliaracten are not- and in this \va>. Lai emphasizes the fact that 

iiiicides ;ire ot'ten invisible as such. 

Tlic lesbian community on which the novel centres begins to split apart just as 

Ming conimits suicide. She has just taken pan in the vandalism of Artemis' apartment 



because Diane is jealous of Arternis's trip to China (195-96). Ming gives herself away by 

';a> ing. "I didn't tliink it would be this bad" (196). As Artemis throws Ming out of the 

Iiotise. Claiide calls. angry that Diane knows about their possession of lier letters. Claude 

\ c11s rit .-lrtcinis. and Artemis Iiangs up on her: the coinmunity is ris mucli as dissolveci. 

.Io one speaks to anyone else. 

.-\fier Ming's death the fox tries out her new-found powers in Xrtemis' 

;ipnnnient. Slie journeys to an undenvorld in search of information to give to Artemis 

coiicerriiiig the circumstarices surrounding bIincs dcath. What the fox does not tell 

.\rtcitiis is tliat slie kiiows Lling \iris tiot iiiurdercd. pcr se. Iti rliis tnomcnt ot'escltisioii. 

i r  Iit.coitics clex tliat tlic fox lias quitr: possibl! interkred u itli .\neiriis and \liiig's 

rt.l~itioiic;hip iri order to secure .+lrternis's riffcctions tùr lierself. hluch erirlicr in tlie test 

ttic t'os's nnrrativc is prefaced \cith a quote from Hsuan-Cliung-Chi ivliich reveals that 

iiiiitiirc thses have tlic power to "derangr 3 I~unian mind and reduce ri person to an 

iiiibtxilc" (98) .  Hence tlit. test presenrs the fos ris untrustworthy. \Vlirit also happens in 

this ~tiurnciit o f  tilt' text is a signalling of suicide 3s 9 form of violence againsr ivorneri. 

I i i i  tiiakcs it possible for the fox to Iiave taken some pan in Ming's deatli. Howver. tlic 

tcsr later rt'vt'31s that the h x  Iiaunts ;h-tetnis: --lt \vas netw m_v intention tu Iiaunt like 

iiiis. f carrie Ior tlie warmtli. the breatli" (233).  Still. it is possible that the fos haunts 

.\i-tci~i is rill tlie better once itling is no lonser tliere. 

\\'lien the fus goes into the undencorld for .\rtt.mis the test explores the brirf 

.;tatetiitliit'; o f  a riiimber of neni'. derici uomen. none of bvhom i s  Ming. Ericli of thc t1k.t. 

iiornrn dies at the hands of racists and sa'. bashers. -'[tlheir faces rire identical. riglit 

dou n to tlic mole beneath the right e>.e" ( 2  16). like the Fox's olvn Portess body ( 146 ). 

i ike hl ing's. .-\II of the women in this undsnvorld space look like Ming and in this w q  

.ille i'i ;l qrnbu l i c  presence. Ho\\-ever. nt the samr tirne Ming is not present. because her 

delitli seems not to count as violence against women. Here Lai signais the lack of 



recopiiition of suicide as an internalization of homopliobic and rscist attitudes. Again. 

nliüt is iinplicit Iiere is tliat Min? is a victim of nndom violence as much as tlir baslied 

wincn ore. 'rling's suicide signais the symbolic and very real punishment of lesbim 

bodies and lesbian codes: ho\vevor, ivhat is of interest is ther Lai should contlrite violence 

clirccted rit iiomen witli violence w m e n  direct at tliemseIves. Tlie move to ricknowledge 

iiitcr~i;ilizcd oppression of womeii in the novrl is clear in Lai's representation of Ming. 

I<cndiiig hling's wicide as pan of a presriice outside parriarcliy is problcrnatic 

hcc~iusc suicide is Iiardly an affirmation of Icsbianisrn. Ming's suicidt: is ratlicr clerirly an 

csprcssion o f  tlic lailure of lrsbianism in this novel. The fact tliat Lai problematizes 

Ir..ihiariisiii tlius is indicative of hrtr intcrest in divrstins lesbianism of its çacliet. When [ 

rcad Jling as txtablisliing e prcsencr outside tlie conventions of patriarchy it is 

pxticiilrtrl! distiirbing becausc Ming's drnth malies lier litcrally outside pûtriarch'.. but 

i i t l r  as a prcsciicc. Tlie kind of containrneiit Lai enacts on Ming is not an original movc i i i  

;i Ihalc-aiiiliored. Iesbian plot. biit it spealis to a problematic tradition of çontaining 

i~iiialc sgcncy in stories. By Li11 in@ off thrir protagonists. autliors like Lai malie it clear 

r1i;it tliere is not ?.et any way to sustain bold. fonhright ivomen. ondlor lesbians. It takrs a 

ctxtnin iiinouiit of boldiiess to disnipt heterosesuality. mtablish a presence outside 

p;itri;ircli). :ind mnke ri Iiole in the hbric OF pndcr  dunlism (Zimmcnnan 4). Ming hils 

t o  JO tlicse tliings. aiid-tlius-die hi ls to bt? Irsbian. In liilling lierself. Ming erascs. 

ratlier tlion esrûblislirs. her prexncr. Sbr serms to kill herself because she docs not have 

ilic rcsolw to ivori; hrr \va)- around tlir Iiold that patriarchal economies Iiave un her 

t.aiiiil>,. Wliilr it ma) serm tliat Lai rliminates the problem of having to imagine a space 

tor \ling. die. in fact. lias before hrr n task a degree more difîïcult than imapining the 

iiiopiû iri \\ hicli sonicone like Ming can live undisturbed. .+\@sin. tliis is en anti-utopian 

notel. It is not about the lives of lesbians \\.ho Iiave particularly privileged livrs. Lai 

reports a social çlimate in ~vhich somaonr like Ming cannot fully recognize or cope with 



tlic contradictions of lier life. Lai imagines lire after Ming's suicide. For a demographic 

rit risk of suicide. Lai moves unafraid into the anguish of those surviving the suicide of a 

tricnd. In so doing. she wams Young lcsbians not to cut and paste together an identity. 

Lai's test functions in some ways like that of tlie traditional tos story because 

~Iicrtf is a kind of regulation o f  fernale expression that takes place. However. rhis 

rcgiilrition is t e p  ditfèrent. Tlie message is that acting out througli preformed scripts of 

.;ocid deviaiicr: is nor neïessarily acceptable. It seems thc reasoning bchind this 

disti~iction is tltlit the crtlculation necessary to live within the contlnes of preforrned social 

~cripts is tiot ticcing or othenvise productive. Ratlier than encourage the rertder to 

itiiirritc. rlie test tunctions to motivate reriders to di~,ine tlieir 0v.m media. Shaving otie's 

1 ic .d .  bii'ing a 1c;itlit.r jacket. donniiig tattoos ot' Cliinesc liieroglypliics. riiicf takiiig 

pllotci'; u t '  ririkèd nomen does nut nectissarily a libtrrated persun makc. Tlie point Iierc is 

t h  Lai  113s \ l in-  kill  Iierself ris a ivay ot' containing lesbian esprcssion. but tliis 

sontainment oiily rcminds tlie readersliip o f  the perils of pushing stereotypes. 

Tlie hct that Ming çommits suicide is important in terms of the power whicli die. 

as Icsbiaii. lias acçess to in conternporcip Canada. In the tinal section of Volume Ont. o f  

Tlie t-liston. ut' Sésualitv. Michel Foucault comments on tlie cultural power of suicide. 

Lcading into his discussion of bio-po~ver. lie Iiistoricizes governmental interest in ki  lling 

;lnd ktieping dive populations. In this section he makes a useful obsewation about ways 

in i\hicli wicide signifies. for suicide became a crime because -'it was a way to usurp the 

po\ir'r of cieath uliicl~ the sovereign alorie. wliether tlie one Iiere or tlie Lord above. Iiad 

the i-igtit to estlrcise" ( 138). Foucault presents suicide ris ri pre-cripitalist form o f  

rcsistaiice to tlie reguiation of and control over deritli. Ho~vever. in ri contemponp 

coiitest more invested in --adrninistering tifes- ( i38). suicide-especially by a lesbian-is 

mort: L I S ~ U I I > .  read ris resistrince to the regulation of the tèrnale body as a site of 

production. Ttiat is. in W. suicide reads as an escape from a narrative schema bent on 



rornmtic fatalism. Ming's inability to take part in a romanticization of lesbians means a 

ratlier literal protest of the plot, Ming's resistance is to the pricitication of the lesbian into 

tlir type of soul-liungry. spirituaIl> predestined creatures churned out by the end of the 

t c ~ .  b'liile her star). ivould dernand a good deal more from the author. Ming quits the 

iirirrritive al1 too literally. The link 1 make here between pre-capitalist laborers and 

writeniporriry Iesbians is not arbitrary. For. like the serf body. the lesbian body is 

sornmodit?cd aiid inarketed in ordcr to iiianikst its oivn subordination. I i i  a 

simtciiip«rriry coiitest. siiicide signais ai nnti-participatory "cscapt." frcirn rtxliniqiies 

cfcsigiicid to gowrn lik ( Foucault 143 ). 

1:oiicault's cvnstruction of suicide is riclily romantic. Pcrliaps it is apt thrit Ming 

~lsc;1pcs tlic r~niriiitic dosure of F o s  only to be consumed by Foucault's own ktisliization 

01' tlie Iwttr-{{orking class. for she ktishizes a contemporary loiver-working class 

;icstlit.tic in Iicr supposed transformation in tlie novel. Tlius. tlirougli Foucault, 1 posit 

Il iris-.i suicide ris estab[ ishing Zimmcrrnrin's "prcscncr: autside the conventioiis i > i  

patrirircliy" ( 4 )  in ri very limited sense. Combining this rcadirig of suicide with Judith 

Roofs argument that absence signals lesbianism reveals anotlier axis alone ivhich 

Icsbirins cniinot completely escape fetishization. Hoivever. the traceable retnction of 

preserict: is  Jift't'reiit from absence. Roof asserts tiiat lesbian images are immediately 

;ipprciprirttcci by tlie heterosesud ririrrativt. and inade into ttishes that -'phallicize and 

iiiiitrol [lie sesuality of the sct.nes'- ( Roof 67) .  hling's suicide is interesting becaiise it is 

preccded by her invigoration of so many stereotypicrilly lesbian signitiers. so much so 

thrit the prearnble to Ming's suicide reads 3s an almost rnasochistic fetishization of her 

o\\n bod?.. Hoikcitr. Ming does not ever achieve or realize a tangible presence outside 

patririrc1i)-. and Lai exposes the logical fallacies at ikork in the construction of sucli a 

rcliearsed resistance. The narrati~~e treatrnent of Ming-s suicide cornmcnts on the tenrtcit! 

o f  tlie drive rimong lesbians to create a presence outside of patriarchy. Ming tails to 



coiis truct a sustainable identity outside patriarc h y and her suicide is an appropriately 

pro b letnatic syn bol of her disavowal of patriarcliy: her absent presence outside 

prttriarcliy is as ineffectua1 as her investment in stereotypes. 

Similar[>. Diane attempts resistance as a presence. Slie does so in the t om of a 

pa>-brick sclime for social wongs. but hcr attempt does not achieve presence becritisc it 

participatcs in t l i e  t r e p  patriarchal economy it ciaims to eschew. Diane quite litsrnlly 

bii! .; iiito rind inscribes patriarclial systems of privilege. Yet Lai addresses waj,s in \vliicli 

Icsbiniis tri to establis11 prcsence outside patriarchy tvhen Diane decides to woo Artemis 

h' stcriling ri man's credit card and taking lier new tiiend on a shopping spree. Diane 

rccoiitiyres tlic Iieist 3s .-bJust creatively balancing one of society's more glaring 

iricqi~aliticl;'- (30) .  Hottever. balrincing a s'stem thrit s~stcmriticdiy disadvaritages 

u imcii is iiot as tas) as srealing a credit card. ln  hct.  Iiere Lai forqrounds the i'act bit 

ootiic.ii iiinkc less tlian men. rind in su duing slir irnplicitl~ addresses the fact that Iesbirin 

zcxrplcs tnrikc Icss than ht.teroscsua1 coup1t.s. She presents tke machinations of 

institiitionaliz~d patriarcli).. but she does su without devoting an csplicitly rigorous 

;incil! sis 10 pritririrçlial s"sterns themselves. instead, die foc~ises on the hundations of the 

cuitcinerit at.ai1able tu those ttho nork t\itliin but not in favor ot'tlie sFstem. like Diarie. 

Tlic scenc settirig up Diane's Iieist is an esample: it exposes the w y s  in t~liicli 

htcrcoti pes about East Xsian women feed into a patriarchal. Orientalist economies. In 

this ,cent. slie tells a man thnt shc: is stud.in2 to be an opera singer becriuse her mother 

,ring the part of "Iseult" (sic) in Tristan and Isolde by Wagner in Tokyo (35). "The image 

ot' ;i small Asian ivoman batrling the octaves through two and a half Ilours ris a trrigic 

(;crmriiiic blonds must have been too much for the nian. X confiised g i n  Sloomed ricross 

111s lace. 'Yciu'll cscuse me. 1 have to go to the john"' (353 ,  and as he turns Iiis bacli 

Diane palms tlie card. Diane's insistence that her mother sans [solde cornes up in 

rcsponse to the man's assurnption that her mother --rnust have made a Iovely Madame 



Buttertl>.'. (35) .  Diane refuses to be contained by the man's backhanded flattes., for 

Jladame Buttertly very clearly sets out a discourse of the Orientalized tvornan in need of 

regitlation by the Westerner. As witli the carlier discussion of Blade Runner tliere is. 

Iiert.. ~1 purposefiil contlation of Orientalism. commodification. sex. and colonization. 

The hct tliat the man says he lias "to go to the john'. (35) cannot simply be rcrid 

ils iciiornatic. for hc is declaring hirnself interested in 3 wornan who hc may well assume 

is a prostitutt.. The nrtrntor reports tliat "[olnly Diane could look so smashing in ri lime- 

grccti spriiidcx dress as slie sliiminitid up to dit. bar and drew lier Icgs over a Iiigli cliroinr 

51~wI. il~mnisig a torlorn look'. (34). Slie rittracts the attentions of ri mari iiiterested in lier 

:is ri .icsiial coiiimodit> and shc tricks Iiim out of Iiis crcdit crird. fliis is \ilicre Lai's 

iinplicit ririlil>sis is a little more explicit. Diane mriy take tlie crird tiom a rich. ~vhite man 

\\ liosc sidc l ine Iiobbies include sesual commodi tïccit ion of wonien tlirough boudoir 

pliotogrnpli).. md stie rnq spend mricli of  it oii Iier lesbian love interest. but she does not 

co~iipletcl- step outside or beqmd the confines of patriarchy. for rhe systeni wliicli 

;issigris creciit !\il1 not necessarily juffcr. and-in fact-the lvoriien boost tlit. ver: 

ccoiiosn y u iiicli pricileges already over-privileged. white men. 

Lai repeatedl). turns around the judgement of evil. for in this scene she presents a 

iniiii u liosc otlier interests include the rornrinticization of colonialism. In hct.  the 

i~iimic'rit in \iIiicli Lai's narrator divulges tlie m a i s  interest is funny precisely becausc tlis 

rclidcr is riiirirt. thsit the v e q  ciiltural violence lie presenrs as unprobieinatic to Diririt. is 

\ c q  nt.arl> the root cause of tlie econornic violence slie is about to enact upon liirn. He 

ba?s lie lias ---got this idea for a Western. about a homesteader who fails in love witli an 

Iiidian ~ o m a n .  But he hris killed Iier brother and she doesn't know.' He laush[s)" (3). 

Jlelinuhilc. Diane has Xrternis waiting at a table within es-shot. and the two are more 

rlirtn read>- to counter his smug assertion of control over the means of cultural production. 

Pliic; man assumes the authorit! of a long histop wliich affirms Iiis way of swing tlie 



itorld as tlie -'only and e.uclusi\iely possible one." to borrow Wittig's phrase (Straieht 

JI ind 46). He sees himself as the rightful recipient of ruling power over all thing he c m  

coiistrue ris fernale: land. people. bodies. etc. The man is not presented 3s at al1 innocent. 

cfctspitr th hct tliat a recogiiized crime is perpetrated rigainst Iiim. 

I n  tliis sceiitt Diane stands in for the traditional conception of the Cliinese Fos. 

aiid Lai i s  uncible to write lier as cntirely evii. for the rich. white man reeks of tlie top- 

1icri\>.. ~yprcssive formulas designed to accrue increasingiy unneçsssary amouiits of 

p o ~  C r .  tlc is irnabashedly Orientalist in his desire to further comrnodi fy and racial ize the 

t2iii:ilc. bodi. His hntasies of interracial desire rire based on oppression and 

Jiscntiancliiscment of women. for tlic IveStern movie fit. wants to produce is a tired plot. 

cii.tirc[. dctoid ot'originalitj'. Tlie fact tliat Iiis proposcd movie plot i s  3 ciicii6 I d s  to ri 

rcidcrl> rccugni tion of inst itutionalized racism. Colonial fantasies of dom i n m x  arc 

clisscmirititcd tlirougli tliis standard ucstern plot. Not only does the ~vliite man in tlic 

proposeci tïliii ILant to steai land. but lie is set up ris the hero only on account of Iiis 

\\liitcnt.ss. Tlic fact tliat the white. male ctiarticter is. by detinition. ril\vays the ont. to 

c.it1ic.r tbcrilizc or outriglit nnrrrite sucli stories means tliat lie is the one privileged with the 

aiitlwrity to t.stablisli discursive tields around wlirit is otlicru ise tioted ris outriglit rapt. 

airl intirdcr. Tlie plot h2 siiggests is one dl too well known. and this kind of exprinsionist 

propngrinciri is jo noted in Lai's test. Wlien Lai presents a sesualized tvoman in Diane. 

jiic rnakes tliis ivoman likable by contrasting her with a man obviously both socially and 

ccononiicall>- in\-ested in rendering the w r l d  around him subordinate. 

S ~ ~ r c l >  tlie gluttony of tliis man. in his poLver tie. \vanring to furtlier reherirse the 

finras>. ot' the vanishing Indian reads as an instance of institutionalized access to 

duminance. Diane-s heist does not change the \vay this man tliinks about tlie ivorld 

riround Iiim. Tlius. although this contemponry colonizer ma? end up with a gigantic bill 

tlom his credit card. Diane does not establish a sustainable presence outside patriarchy. 



Coiitrap to tvhat she says. she does not --balance one of society's more glaring 

iiiequalities" (36). for it is not possible to balance anytliing in an economic system 

predicated iipon tlie subordination of kmale bodies. 

Wliile tlie story presents nome sense of wornen needins to try to establish ri 

preserict: outside patriarchy. it also divulges the t'act that existing outside patriarchy is not 

l ih t l>  possible. In fact. this scene reads as motlier instance of the author invoking 

i-t1rdc'5 ideri that the '-inaster's tools cannot dismantle the master's liause*' (380). Diane 

;ilid :lrtcmis seem to rcalizr tliat t l i q  crinnot change the economy of tlieir raced and 

hc\iinlizcd bodies: thet cririiiot cl ia~~ge capitalibt economy n hic11 zit es long lines of crcdit 

t o  1i1ci1 wmcliou deemed respectable and ~ortli!. Howver. iiliat t1it.y do n lien the> 

htcal :\llrin'i crcdit card mbodies an rittmpt to inake a preseiicr outside patriarcli!. 

Ilic> hiiou tliat he t i i l l  notice the violencc t l i q  snact on Iiim. and to them this represents 

.i prcscncc. 

i n  the sccond narrative strrind. Lai returns IO this ideri of redirecting the t l o ~  of 

c.:ipitnl in order to estriblisli presences outsidr pritriarcli> I\. lien s1ic prcsents the Portess 3s 

ablc tu bu> ri temple with the mone! given to lier b). Lu Cli'iao. This turn at redirccting 

cripi ta1 is more successful because the Poetess açtually establishes rcsidence on the 

oiitshins ot' t o w .  She can. in effect. manifest a presence outside patrinrchy. The gold 

5lic rccri\es from lier tirst lesbian lwer is enougli to secure a temple. She v e q  literaily 

iiiliabiti; ri j p x r  i)iltsidc pritriarcli!. tor slie is not gotcrned b> an! one individual rnrile. 

1 loueter. Lai ~nakes it clear tliat the Poetess rarns lier lit ing by a hrrn o t  prostiti~t~uri. 

and in this srnse the Poetess is ven clearly butrressing patriarchy: "In exchange h r  rny 

cornpan>. [tlie ofticial in charge of espurgating foreign religions] made many handsome 

doriritions to tlie temple[. . .]he asked to stay the nightL . .]lie tried to force me*' (176). 

Tliis is another instance in which the novei includes the rnost unusual instance in arder to 

emblidi  tbliat is rxpected. or normal. This quutation indicates tliat the Poetess dors not 



slettp \ b i t f i  men to inake lier living; she visits witli them. However. even ris such. Lai lias 

coii~plicatcd the idea that lesbians represent ri presence outside patriarchy. Slie \,en. 

c l rar l j .  outlines the fact that patriarcliy is dependent upon a dichotomized conception of 

fcmrile sexuality. The virgidwhore dichotomy is the idea that "good" women are those 

\\ Iici ,ta>. nt home and raise children tbhile "bad" women sel1 sex to tliese same men who 

lia\ c "good" n it.es at home. h'ithout the cirgin/\vtiore false dichotomy prttrixchy is 

t b i l .  b'idiout rn>.tlls si~cli 3s the t'vil-bècaustl-'icsi~ril Fox. patriarcliy coi~lcf tidt Sc) 

c;is i 1' c)pprt.ss woriit.ii. 

Lai addresses the falsc: dicliotomy o f  the virgin/whore split in the temple itself. 

N liicli goes from housing nuns to housing lesbian "prostitutes." The Poetess says. --[w je 

~iscd tu bti reluctrint to admit we snjoyed the cornpan' of men. It was ri living. But lately 

i t  li~is bccii inore ri question of spite[. . .].A crisual observer \\.,otiId sri' n e  crirc for eacli 

irtlicr. riltliougli nt- amuse ourseIves u itli men and qurirrc1ing'- 1229). 111 tliis insrrincc. Lai 

u ritcs t,Fa Icsbirin couple u ho establisli ri presence outside pritrirircli). ivliilc the-. remain a 

part of iiiaintaining it. Tlius. Lai problematizes the idea that there is such a thing as an 

.'~)ittsid~" in r c f  renct. to ri hegernonic s!,stem of social organization. The couple seems 

r ~ i  tliirili of t1ittrnst.lvt.s as enrertaining male guests for tlieir o w  rimusernent ratlier than as 

a na' d rciritorcing the virgin/\itiore diçhotom>. upon ~vliicli patririrchy is t'oiiiidd. 

b'licii the Poetcss refus to enjoying men's cornpan' as a \va> ot' mrikins a living shr 

rctkrs s;peciticrilly to the monies paid to her for visitrttions with men. Early in the text. the 

Poetess ctiaracter moves from lier father's house to a Tea House. There she is not 

txpccted to seIl her body. but she falls in love with a cross-dressed woman who frees lier 

tiom the Tea House. Once she is free tiom the Tea House and tlie Foxes, her lover leaves 

Iicr u irh enough rnone!, to bu? a temple ( 175). Ho~vever. the Poetess seems eventuall) to 

rcsort ro srlling her cornpan! to men. Lai presents tliis as problematic in the sense that 

tlie Portsss falls into a known pattern of sunival \\.ben she drcides to sel1 her body. for 



tlie auilior does not lend the allure of the inchoate made knowable: prostitution is the 

icripted. the known. The Poetess does not develop an altemate plan. and she ends up 

reI>.iiig on male ot'ficials as Iier clients. becriuse she noeds their approval to continue to 

I i i e  on tlic ~iiitskirts of toun. Her temple-cum-brothel needs the clientele of men. and >.et 

[lit. w t~ ia t i  i~isists that ~nt'ti are Iier o s n  fom of  tintenainment. In rekrence IO 

Liriiinermrin's articulation of lesbian. the Poetess is not able to establish ri presence 

~iiitsidc patriarctiy escept in the seiise that she is literrilly outside town: however. she is 

riblc to establisli a presence outside patriarchy in the sense that she thinks of men as a 

w ~ i i d r i q .  elment. lier real relationsliip is itith her maid servant. for she falls in love 

\i i t t i  tliis si)-cri1lt.d subordinate. 

hi drritts attention to tlic patriarchal nature of cietinitions tliat serve to regulrits 

t>tiialc wsiialit> in a \ta>. tliat assumes ht.terosesualit~ ris the nom. This strnves to 

rcititOrcc pritriarclial \vays of concciving of the \vorld. The hçt that the maid servant is ri 

\ i r ~ i i i  \i iien .;lit. dies is raken to bc ri hm of evidencc against the suspected Poetess. The 

i.ict tliat L irginity is merisurcd in terms of Ii>rneii draws attention to the assumption tliat 

1L"jt)i;~ti SC.\: dot's not count in the same na>. The maidserwnt is discovered to Iirivc lier 

Ii>iiieii intact in lier autopqP. and tliis is the judge's reasoning for sentençiiig the Poetess 

to dcritli for rnurder: "He reasoned tliat if robbers had murdered the maid, the- \bould 

ccrtainl> have nped Iier tirst" (227). Here Lai draws attention to the ideri rhat a tape 

\i itliin pritriarcli>. positions the fernale as an object that is akin to property stolen to 

robbcrs. Tlie judge presumes that fernale virgins can die only rit the Iiands of other 

i n i  H o ~ ~ s l  er. n itli this assurnptivn cotnes the revelation tliat the pritririrchal 

ic)i~structioii of t rna le  sesualit>, is such rhat a woman would be espeçted to lose control 

LI\ er Iier bod) or the bodies of her subordinates if she uere "robbed" in other ways. The 

idca is ttirit virginity is a comrnodity that women seek to safe-guard frorn men, and tliat 

rapr is  a form of vandalism that boisters patriarchy. This is an important distinction to 



tiirike. for Lai carctùlly presents the threats patriarchy makes againse lesbians. against 

wineii trying to live outside patriarchy. 

Lai also d raw attention to the contlation of institutions occurring in the nintli 

ct.ritur>.. because tliis contlation of institutions is indicative of the violence seemingly 

itiliercnt i n  contemporary institutions. For exampie. slie informs the reader that the 

'liiiitst.  ~irrnies iwre removing al1 non-indigenous religions at this time. tvhich is how the 

I't~ctcss cornes upon ri temple to piircliase. The hct  tlint the temple becomes a brot1it.l of 

wrrs iiidicatts tliat tliere is ri rclationship betneen cioleiit espansion and the virgin~uhort. 

Jictiotorn>. Tlic interrelateci corruption of the tiamework \rliicli Lai rcverils makts it 

ditlictilt tu iriiagi~i~'just nhat a presence outside patriarchy ivould look like: Iiowever. the 

puiiit  litre is tliat the Poctess reports being able to imagine Iierself outside patriarchy. 

.\i; discussed earlier. .Artcmis and Claude also imagine tliernselves outside 

p;itriarch>. This irnagining Iiappens \r hile Iinving sex. In tliis \Lay. lesbianism txists ris 

s.orncttliiiig outside of patriarch),. Women in bot11 narrative straiids rire k w n l  3 1 ~ 3 ~ ~  of 

p;itrirircli>. and botti sets of\vornen act otitsidc the pre-scripted norrns of that parridigm. 

In rht. t'us s t o ~ .  lesbians are rrllotved the kind of absence so rare]? granted in 

coiitciiiporrip inedia representation. While the test esplores Iesbian sex sccnes in tlie 

tirst person anci iri the third person. die h s  nrirrati~x refuses to objectify lesbinn ses. Tlie 

tijs rit Ierist pays inore tiian lip-sen.ict. to the importance of privric>,. Lai makes it cliictr 

th r i t  tliè x t  of Iesbian ses deserves a private sprice. and tliat lesbians themseives need to 

bc rciurded for ttieir tenacit).. because suwiving on the fringes of patriarcliy &en means 

ail obsctirit! and poverry not equal to a couple's level of education or talents. For 

instaiict: in the narrative of the fox. she tells a story of happenins upon a Iesbian couple 

nlio live on the outskirts of to\vn. One of the wornen invites her in for dinner. and the 

s;c>ciall> staned Fos accepts (91). .\fier rerilizing that she recognizes one of the ivornen 

tiom tlie novel's opening scene. because it is the woman who ran away with her 



Iiifibriiid's concubine (93). the fox sleeps. She d i e s  in her sleep to tlie sound of "two 

\toirien breattiing in unison ...[ she] look[s] at them as little as possible. to respect their 

prit ric' . . .the basin is tïlled witli small gold coins. Pleased. [slie] reven[s ] to [her] four- 

1c.ggt.d self and leap[s] out the ~ i n d o w "  (93). The fox Ilris very caretùlly resprcted the 

uuriicii'c; prik nc). ruid slie retcards tlieni. Slie $\,es them rnone!. and the). rire perlirips 

b i t~cd  tioin hating to srll tliemsel\es to tlie local ot'ficials as ;f source of incomc.. 

\i\.'lilitc\cr the outcorne, the t'os's narnti\,e in tliis scene locates \tomen who live outsidr 

patriarcli>. \tomeri trho have hith in tlieir success as lesbians. Lai etyectively recast the 

t i ~ ~  5 0  as to nirikt: lier a just ctiarricrer invcsted in rnaintaining the integrity and privacy of 

Ic~biriiis. Tlie f o l  is 3 lesbiaii tiero. and lier benetlciaries prob t. tliemselws tcortli> ot' lier 

Littciitions. In some ibats the t'os is a rnntcli-makcr tigure. bccaiisc. slie i s  the oiic u l i ~ ~  

111;iJc it possible t'or the ttbo ibomen tu be togetlier in the tirst place. Hotvcver. tliis 

tiwiiiilatioii docs not entircl' tcork bccriuse tlie iiomrn rire invested with the agent). to 

c~iitiiiurill! wrprise the fos. The privric) ~iliicli the fos rcspccts and r e~a rds  in ttiis levèl 

ot'tlic n;irrriti\c relates closel) to Root's cfriirn tliat lesbians are detined by their absence. 

hcciliiiilc ail' prescncc of Iesbianism is imrncdiatel> rccontigurcd under n phallic sign niid 

iib~irpcd tfiroupli ri pritririrctiat lcns (Roof67). 

Lai's LW of presence is vec. different from her use ofdisniption. beçuase in lier 

use of prescnce she seems to rtft?rrn lesbian ris ri constant. Indeed. from the outset it is 

clcx rlirit rhe test engages in a re-imayining of ttie past and a retelling of rnytii. Lai bases 

Iicr rctèlliiig of m'th on the combination of disruption and presencc. This is unusuril 

bccriust. the attention $\en to disruption means that slie tborks ratlier constant[> to 

Jestribilize critegories and assuinptions tliat propagate 5-stematic disadvantage. Lai by rio 

means promotes one singular definition of lesbirin. neither does she leair 

~inproblematized the scripts die reveals as comrnon. Modes of lesbianism as disruption 

and presence \iork to interrogate assumptions made by tlie stereotvpes about lesbianism 



tliat reify patriarchy's investment in a discourse of margin and centre. Other and self. 

blrick and \\.hite. Patriarchy relies in part on its own construction of '-lesbian" in order to 

de hie  itsel f. In her introduction to 1 nsiddout. Dirtna Fuss discussrs heterosexuali tf s 

dcpcndènce on Iiomosexuaiity. Fuss States that "the homo in relation to the hetero. mucli 

like the hininine in relation to the inasculine. operrites as an indispensable interior 

csclusion-an outside which is inside interiority making the articulrition of the latter 

pcwiblc. a rransyession of the border \vhich is necessary to constitute the border as 

sucli" ( 3 1. Lai disrupts stereotypes wliich sene ml'. to bolster patriarchd aims. 

T l i t x  disruptions ot'patriarciiy ririst. in botli tom and content becriuse tlie Iesbim 

;13 a mcmstroiis tigure is rc~~ttriled as ri c.oiistructioii \t.iiicti subordinates and niarginriliztts 

~ ~ w i c n  tbr the distinct advrintage of pritriarchy. Lai transforms the monstrous lesbian 

iiiio ri trickstsr as n uay of updating configurations of social regulation. In hct. the fox 

crcatcire bcwrnes ri bencfactor to Iesbians ratiier tiian the detriment to men slit. is in 

:iiiciciit Cliincsc m>tliolog>.. This paradigrnatic skifr informs tlie tone of contemporxy 

Icsbirin litcrrtturc. for this re-irnagining of' ttic lesbirin rneans a reevahrition of social 

x r i  pts. n lio exact ly tliese social scripts benetit and how tliey tùnction. 

F 2  rc\.eals ri complesly ia~ered critique of bot11 Iieterosexuality and patriarchy. 

Plic disruptions to heterosesuality maks it conceptually possible to imagine the 

c'mcrgencc O t' a friscinating presençe outside patriarc II'.. bliilt. Lai makts i t c lex  thrit 

rlicrc rcrnaiiis no of entirdi- oprins oiit of patririrch>,. =lit: dors also note thar tliosc 

\\ho lin\ r tciitli enough in tlieir desire i\ il1 1i1.e tlieir lives in sucli a way as to br full).  

prescrit outside patriarch>-. For instance. the Poetess dors not emerge free of patriarclial 

ionstraints. t.\.rn though shr has never to mam. because she supports herself and hrr 

Icbbinn partnrr. the su-called maid senant. by a-orking as a prostitute. She is a presencr 

outside patririrchy. but patriarch) depends on prostitution h r  its systematized 

.;ubordination of numen. Hoviever. the Poetess does create some space for limelf and 



l e  o r .  in some senses. in order to have some space outside patriarchy. lesbians 

engage it. and this requires some degree of complicity. Tlius. Lai problematizes the idea 

tliat tioinen can live '-outside" patriarchy sirnply by living outside marriage. for clearly- 

:is in tlic case of [lie Poetess-dependence upon an economic system ~vhicli capitaiizes on 

;in csoiioiti~ ot'durilisticrilly sexualized and desesualized fernale bodies ccinnot bear real 

iiidc.ptindcncc. Wliilc iiomen nlio work i n  t l i e  ses tradt: arc tiee from tlie limitations of 

iiirirricd Iik. the> are far from free from patriarçh>p. Ttiey rire vital to its **succt.ss." 

In the tfiird part of this examination of the presence outside pcitriarch>-. 1 examine 

I i c i t t  Lai ~iii;lnçc~ the icays in \\.hich lesbians re-inscribe patriarchy as tliey work to 

chttiblisli a prcscnce outside it. For instance. the unniimed woman ~vho runs riway with 

iicr Iiiisbnnd's concubine knows tlint she Iias ro rcmarry a man if she Lkants to live with 

;~~ic)tlit'r t \~i i~al i :  die knons that tliere is rio soci;ill> sanctioned \\ay i i i  tiliich slie crin 

clpress Iicrself as Icsbian outside tlie pritriarchril ststcm in shich sfie lives. Slie is 

corn plicit in the scnse that slir remarries in  ordcr to Iiave the sanctions needed to cfioose a 

iu~ i~~ib i r î c  for Iicr Iiusband t\Iio is ri partrier for lierself. Slie Iias to resubmit Iierself to tlie 

p:itri;irclial .;!stcni in order to rcncgotiatc lier position iiri its rather literril fringes. for in 

[lie Iirst 5Ic)r) sllc ruils 9way ii ~ t l i  the concubine ( 5 ) .  and in the later ston I;[ic has killed 

aiid ruri rina> f'rom another liusbrind \vitli a different concubine to live oti the outskirts of 

i i l  9 .  At tliis point the tirst portion of the examination of presencr feeds into tlir 

riiial>sis because it can bc a ryed  that the type of lssbian sex described as taking place 

bctueen Artrmis and Claude in the contemporary narntive is indicative of ri limited 

presctict. oiitside patriarcliy. The levol of çornplicity in the ancient narrative of the wife 

nlio cliooses iierself ri concubine is ditTerent from the contemporxy scenes in man' 

\irl?s. but the hct that bath navigate thcir way through patriarchal codes in order to be 

n itli tlieir lesbian partnen means that both are complicit with patriarchy and do not exist 

i d e  i t  The argument that tisting is a manner not only of re-inscribing biit of quite 



literally rephrcin,~ the patriarchal phallus serves the analysis' sense that lesbianism is 

ciftcn rnarked as contingent upon both heterosexuality and patriarchy. Had the Poetess 

aiid lier st.n.ant been engaged in a tisting relationship the judge icould have rulrd tliat 

rubbcrs Iiad killed Iier and the murderer nuuld not have been executed and the fox would 

1irii.c been without this particuiar lesbian body. Lai etlèctively problernatizes what could 

bt. crilled neo-patriarchal sexual scripts of prostitution. rnarriage. and fisting by presenting 

cliaracters ~vho hl1 prey to tits of their own violence. Ttie fox rewards Issbians. such ris 

tlic tirst "\\if;." and Iier second concubine. u ho w r k  to maintain their individuality and 

pri~ric!. TIius. Lai trmsî'orms the Fos tioin inriuspiciaiis monstèr to a inonstroiis- 

trichstcr. dangeroiis only to Iirterosesualit~ and patriarcli!. Tlie fox is able to question 

riot only Iititt.rost.'tuality and patrinrchy but tliat \vliich shc seeks to support. for-as a 

t rickstcr tiyre-sht. is permitted the latitude to transgress boundarics of social1 y 

coiisir~ictcd politeness. Tfiat is. the fox can qtiestion Iesbianism because Iier project is to 

~trciigtlicil thruugfi destribilization. and this is in dircct opposition to trndirionalI>- 

rcstricrii c prrictices wliicli are loyal to irnjusti tïable causes. 

Tlirougli the fox. Lai asks about the value of locatin~ a presence outside 

patriarchy ris disruptive to heterosexuality. for the assumption here is that Iieterosexuality 

and patriarcti>. are synonymous. uhen in fact heterosesism and patriarchy arc 

'i>iion~mous. For. indeed. there may not be a patriarchy that is not based on 

Iictcroscsiilil scripts of male and fernale gender stereotypes. but it is the: rissumption that 

tlic norld opcrrites in rclation tu ri lieterosesual n o m  tliat perpetuates patriarcii). 

PlitriarcIl>- relies on subordination. and heterosesisnl's repulation of gender identity 

iiirikcs the regulation of sexuality and gender espression the same tl~ing. Where the text 

ciisr~ipts Iicterosesuniity it also dismpts heterosexist and heteronormative assurnptions. 

ilirou,li this disruption Lai establishes for her text a srnse of presence. "Lesbian" 

bccomes that literature which nives lesbian characters the agency to fonvard their o\vn 



plots. and it demrinds a particular cornmitment to botli multiple voices and multiple 

perspectives. 

Absence 

l n  order to better to understand the repercussions of viewing lesbianism as 

m i t i n y i t  upoti lit'fero and patrirrrclial coiistructions of scisuality and suciai order. 1 \vil1 

11~1ii~)listratc tllc ik.a>.s il1 \~liicIi the test occupies ri positive sprice iii rdatiori to dit. 

ci i..;iiiantl in? o f cwrcive reductions. Ttius. modes of Icsbirinisni are prescnt in the sense 

thr i t  t h q  arc: reprcsentsd ris an ability to escape a Iimiting system in such a as to 

Icri~e a traccable route for others. That is. Zimrnerman daims that lesbianism is 

cliarrictcrizcd ris "a Iiole in the fabric of gender dualisrn" (4). and ris such. modes of 

Icsbiaiiisin ris forms of prcsence rire invested in animaring a disruption o f  socialized 

hinarics. but rilong tt ith tliis cornplex and someicliat contingent sense of preseiiçc cornes 

rlic nerd to not occupy an easily cummodi fird location. Modes of lesbianism disrupt tlis 

wdcs of heterosesuality which tliemselces maintain rigid borders of patriarchal 

rcgulation o f  the fernale body. 

Plie perfurmance uF transgression in Fos takes place in both form and content. 

Lot otil'. do tirirrators cross over the boundarics of tlieir o w  narratii'c's. but cliarrictcrs 

;tep across tlic boundaries of tlieir socirilly constructed gender ris ri sort of play. i n  frict- 

tliis iiirinipulariun of borders takes place so otien in that it seenis that the rroprr of' 

trrinsgrcssion is worn thin. In this way. reads as a text which plapfully ridicules the 

allure of unsuccesstùl transgressivness. In order to be tmiy transgressive a text needs to 

be more tlian an esarnpie of border-çrossings. The text lias to function as a somewliat 

ttiuditkd "self-consuming artifact.'- Thrit is. the test destroys the affects it produces 

i Hli~irlil-irii 209). In the case of m. the narrative tliematizes boundaq esceedi~g and 

slippage to the point that it forces a tnnspression: it goes bryond the ssumption that 



sirnply crossing into torbidden spaces is enough. In order to achieve this. k ' s  sites of 

traiisgression also have to work to fonvard the idea that Lai sign-posts the interrelated 

n m r e  of brm and content in lesbianisrn. Form and content inform one another very 

cloc;ttl>. in Issbian narrative as evinced in &- Where characters cross-dress ris ri 

pt'rtbr~iianw o f 3  tliird space. so too do narratives disrupt one motlier in order to establisli 

prcscnce outside the limiting conventions of traditional narrntological configuratioiis. 

I i i  tlic fc.llo\\ ing section I examine the various modes of lesbianisrn. By way of close 

rcadings of sume of the scenes in whicli characters cross-dress and places where some of 

flic ~inrrritit,t.s scep tliroui$. and transgress. their boundaries. 1 establisli tlie purposetiil 

instability iii\.oked through Lrii's test as lesbian. 

I>crlirips i n  line \\.itli Roofs supposedly postmodern claim rhat Iesbian readiiig 

prr1cticc.s look t'or absence tu establisfi lesbian presence. Zimmerrnan posits lesbian 

icritirig aiid rcnding as contt'~tualized absence. The idea is thrit sornething cannot be an 

; I ~ W I I C C  III I~CSS there is sornething that is ri presence. 1-Iere Zimmerman's assertion is tliat 

gcndcr Jual ism is the presence. and-indeed-it is the sver-prescnt pnradigm. Slitl sers 

up Icsbiriii rcading practices rind lcsbian \\ritin2 as. in some \vri!s. coritinipt upon ri 

biiiarizeci nariii of gender expression. In hct. the daim serms quitc clearly to be thrit 

sender espression. uhen rigidly binarized. is not actually an espression but a tiighly 

rcgiilated. somen.liat coerced compliance of sorts. This is compliance to ri system that 

renards its ridherents and suppresses its tnnsgressors. for transgression constitutes 

rcsistance tu ri social order predicrited upon the systematic subordination of kminine bt  

innsculine. Tliiis. ~vhere Iesbian is read as rupture. Zimmerman reads iesbian as lin 

c.\prcssion ot'tliat \viiicli is supprcssed by the dominant cultuml paradigm. 

Tlic fact that shc cliooses this particular metaphor for what i have chosen as the 

tliird major asis of my analysis reveals an interest in the costuming of gender. and this 

signnls binary gender identification as a performance. ln order to keep from regulating 



the rictual expression of gender. Zimmerman's phrase rnobilizes the image of a hole in 

tàbric. Lssbians have knowable ways of signifjing. so lesbian as signifier is not exactf_ç 

oppositc to tlie costumes of rnale/female. it does Iiave a presence. However, the scripts of 

~ l i a t  \\ould bti the lesbian uniform are regulated in terms of lived e'cperience. as in the 

G ~ S C  o f  Lai's Ming. Lai ~vrites toward a questioning of the scripts of lesbian 

iigiiitication. and shr writes a type of regdation of the tenability of standardized signs. 

Slic u rites agaiiist lcsbian as style. as aestlietic. Slie does tliis in terms of both fom and 

colltcllt. 

I i i  rcrriis of content. Lai seems further to push tlie idea tliat lesbian ris ri traccable 

:inci iitstaiiiablc escape from the: con tines of stcreotyped roles rneans that people seem ro 

\wi r  gctider more often than they Wear dothes. This idea goss in more than one 

dircctiiiii nt a timc. In one ~ a y .  gender as purely supert'icial renders sesuality something 

orlicr rlian gcnder expression. h r  tltere is the possibilit~ that once binarily gendrrcd 

pc~plc  arc out of their costumes the' act dift'erently than tlieir gendercd roIe in public 

lit;.. and tftis is the case when the tOx accidentaily seduces a transgendered ses trade 

iiorkcr in ri Teri House ( 1 O-!). Fos uses cross-dressing to introducc play into the idea of 

risid bitlaries. In this ph!.. roles are qtiestioned for their usctùlness and their social 

tiitiction. Une part of recognizing tlint gender roles serve particular ends is to recognizc 

ttiat r t i q  arc. to a certain estent. 3 cllosen sequençe of bcrliaviours. ln  '-PwtOrniative Acts 

~ i i d  Ge~icicr Constitution: An Essriy in Plwnomenology and Feminist Tlieory.'- Butler 

clniins tliat "gendcr is in no way a stable identity or locus of rigency from which acts 

pruccrd: ratlier. ir is an identity tenuously constituted in time-an identity instituted 

tlirougli n .s[~iizcd repiitiott of ~ ~ C I S "  (170). In order to be effrctive. performances of 

binxized gender are repeated in da>.-to-day li tè. and throush repetition they establish ri 

wisc of coistinuit> in the performer. Eventually tlie performer believes that shr is not 

perforrning her gender as ferninine but the roles are natunl. Tlirough m. Lai 



t.iiipliasizes the pe rha t i v i t y  of gender roles. Lai's test pays close attention to the 

pdormance of gender as a way of demonstrating the uses to which one can put such a 

pcrtjrrnancc. At times the perhrmances are disruptive. but most of the time it seems the 

pcrt'orniances are part of a strategy for survival. For e~ainple. in a Tea House in ancient 

China ri kinalt'-bodied charmer dressed ris male crin seek out lesbian s a  t b i t l i  the 

prostitutes i i k ~  ivork tliere. However. even tliis idea oF "prissing" is played witli in Lai's 

test. Lai Lises various instances of drag to draw attentioii to gender ris "an Iiistoricril 

. < i t l i i l t i ~ i i  ratlicr tliaii a natural frict." as Simone de Beavoir would Iiave it (38).  Throush a 

i-cpctitioii Fus establishes the slippages inlierent in navigriting gender as separate tiom 

SC\. Indeed. rnriny cliaracters carinot quite manage rolrs the- rccugnize 3s performntiw. 

;irid tlicy slip brick into the timc-wom and more t'amilirir pèrt'ormritive roles. ris in tlis G ~ S C  

t)l'.+\rtcniis's t isit to a man-only bar. 

I I I  tcrms of perîorming a gttnder supposedly oppositc to one's sex in order to 

cxprcss sc.sualit>.. Lai's test provides man' examples. The test foregrounds tliese 

c.\ainpit.s 3s notc-i~mli).. TIIL' h. h r  instance. ohen rmms the city for kmale 

coiiipmi! . aiid slic otisn tinds it. This slit. does not dwrn ris note-uonh~ as encountering 

w t ~ i c ~ l i ~  i\ 110 is 3s cross-dressed as lierself. for she reports only ivliat die tiiids unusual. 

Tlic to'r cliaracter reports roriniing riround tlic Western market of the city late one niglit. 

;iiid j l i ~  is struck by the beautp of a ivoman who appears to be a scholar ( 104). It turns 

titi[ 1h3t t l i ~  n.ornan in the ivindow is not ri scholar: she is a sex-trade worker waiting for 

tlic hrotlit'r of her Iast client ( 104). The location of this episode in the sto- emphasizes 

tlic tos's alrnost esclusive interest in femde scliolars. .At this particular point in tilt. 

riarrriti\e. Lai presents a scenario in ivhich male!t'ernale sex is not at issue. but the 

traditional performance of Iieterosesualit~ is. The cl~arxters have sex. but their attraction 

t« ont. anotlier is initially based on the assumption that cach one had in some way 

iicgutirited a sarne sex esperience. For here the cross-dressed fox ends up having sex 



ii itli sotneone ~ 4 i o  "had sornethin~ which 1 had not. and she discovered. since I Iiad no 

olisboi \vitIl me that niglit. tliat 1 lacked something which die Iiad" (107). The 

plriytiilntxs of the language here is evidenced in its circumspection and celcbration. for 

iioi\lit.rc does the fos reîèr to the sex trade worker as "he." becriuse indeed she lives as 

--slit.." At the snme tirne. there is no absolute dependency on the penis for penetrative 

;CL bccaust' if the fOx Iiad hrid her prosthetic witli her it is possible that this would have 

hccti a dit'trent stop. segment. The reader can inkr that Iiad the fox Iier prosthetic dit. 

iio~ilcf 1irit.c peiictrated the Tca House tvorker. The fos seems to oiily sometinies have lier 

prostlwtic n itli Iicr. iiliicli means tliat die regiilarly lias ilon-prnetrativt. ses witli \\ornai. 

I'ti~is. [ l i t .  note is also. perliaps. that had tlie tos met with a person more pliysically lihe 

Iicrsclt: slie noutci not have needed the olisboi. Lesbian sex is not necessaril! 

pciititrativc. .-\gain. the nssumption that lesbian sesual practice is predicated on the 

rcpl;ict.intxit of thc phallus is repeattxily clidleiiged in this narrative. I t i  tlie c;cciit. 

bctuc.cn tlic tos and tlic sex tnde worker. this panicular instance of'gcndcr bending is 

iiriri-ritcd as tliough it is the most rare of experiences t'or the fos. Hoivever. the e'rperiencc 

Ic;i\.cs tilt. t'os rie\vly inspircd. and-indeed-she goes away wirli a sense that the rigid 

sridcr dualisrn \\hich die has abided by is used by others veq  much like Iier: stie "\vent 

Iiimc drcaniing of ali the possible disguises tlie future held" ( 107). This instance of 

zcnder bcnding also substantiates the claim thrit "passinp" constitutes a transgression by 

lia' ot' 1c.q close adlierence to gender dualism. wliereas anotlier ivay of sfial[ciigtiig 

~leiider dualisin cornes more in the form of an expression of gender that does not '-prisse 

3s citlier male or fernale. Ho~vever. for the purposes uf this paper I wiIl use the idea of 

icsbian as ciisruptiht: of sender dualism to signal that there are fieedoms available to those 

\i Iio recognizc that gender is a performance ivhich al fo\vs specific and coded freedoms. 

Bccause of assumed inale predators. the fox could not roam the Western market if she 

ncre dressed as a woman. just as tlie sex-trade worker couId not meet with men if slie 



w r e  hrced to adhere to a male dress code. Lesbianisrn is a hole in the fabric of gender 

tlurilisnl in the sense that lesbianism necessarily dmws attention to and transgresses the 

binary in order to survive. and tliis proves that the binary is far from a "natural" split. 

However. there is value in asserting tliat lesbian is read and reads as an 

c~prcssioii of non-traditional gender. I n  line with tliis assertion. then. is the ideri tliat 

gmicr cspression does not take place ~~i t l i in  the binary of gender dualism: i t h t  takcs 

p lacc is gcnder cornpliance. In "Imitation and Gender Insubordination." Butler clainis 

rlirit drag enricts the very structure of irnpersonation by which any gender is assurned[. . .1 

it iiriplics tliat al1 gendering is an impersonation and approximation" (Butler 21). This 

qtm~atiori turtlier points out thrit al1 gender is a performance. emphasizing the idea that 

gcridcr is ri social construct ~vliich is reguiated throuph pert'omanct: and repetition. In  

i-clation ti, M. the instances in uhicli the chrirricters perform types OF drag tùrictioii to 

dr;in ;lttcntioti to gender as ri system. I n  Fos gender is destabilizcd and its naturalizrition 

is crillt.d into question. 

.-1 good esample o f a  lesbian character who perfoms a kind of dras on ri repujar 

h s i s  il; Clniide. Her masculine name hrestiadows lier tendency to disrupt the t i d ~  

disrincrions bttrwetrn inale and kmnle. Claude's mude of' drag is espressed in lier 

i icilcncc and in [lie n a y  in ~tliicli slie occupies space. When she is tirst introduced into 

t lit. conternporary narntiit strand. jhe reads as reherirsed. teasing Anem is and Saint: 

-'tlicn the tvoman gave her a slow wink, the CO-ordinated kind. where nothing on the 

pcrson's h c e  mmes rscept for one eyelid" (87). Claude is performative from the start. 

aird die is initiaIl>, interested in disrupting che Iieterosexual script playing itself out 

betutien h temis  and Saint. Tivo seasons Iater. Claude-s "grace \vas tliat o f  ri dancer. 

riltliougli slie liad none of a dancer's slenderness, but took up  spact: comfortably. without 

~or r> , ing  Iiow much of it she occupied" (143). The fact that she takes up a lot of space 

speriks to her confidence and it aHirms that she is not traditionally ferninine. In the same 



t;cerie. Claude doubles Artemis on her bike: Claude rides the bike but "Artemis sat side- 

mkfle" ( 144). The tivo represent an oppositiondly gendered scene. although they are 

c. lcrirl> butli the saine sex. Later. il hen Claude tirst verbally abuses Xrtemis during an 

dtcrnoon paddle. the vident urgency of their love making is re\.isited in the rcpeated 

trope of sugars clianging. This time it is the "burnt-sugar smell of summcr." and fox 

transgressing hcr narrative boundaries sits silently at the next table. wearing a notably 

tZrii iniiie --single long diaphanous xarf  around her neck in sky blue" ( 169). The fox 

s c m s  tu bt. tericliing Xrteinis to valut. the perfonnaiice of gttnder in rems of the ferninine 

ils t\cll. 

\L'lien .-Irttrmis movcs into lier n t . ~  apanment she meets Iier upstairs neiglibour 

J~xuiiic. It is in tlie treatment of Jonnnc tliat Lai-s parody of the perîonnativity ot'gendrr 

;i~iicirigst It.sbiaris acliieves perfect clarity. Lai writes that "Lilie Ming, only more 

siicccsstiill~. Jurititie cultivated a tough-girl image. Her Iiair Iirid bcen sfiriven down to a 

hlw-piirplc scalp. Tliick rings of surgical steel sliot througli lier la~ier  lip and Ieti 

c> chriin'* ( 154). Honever the piece-de-resistan~e cornes in the n r s t  line. oozing satire. 

'-:l jt\ itcliblade and a recipe for Molotov cocktails hung out of Iier brick pocket*' ( 154). 

Lai drans attention to the pertormative nature of gender and lesbian as a performative 

and constructedly resistant gender. 

.Another instance in ikhich the holc in pender duatism ptsys itselfout in tlie case 

r ~ f  Fos is in stop in uliich contemporary Artemis soes to a gay nipht club dressed as a 

Ca\  iiirin ( 100). One part of the intrigue in this section of the rext is tl-iat Ammis is 
L - 

cuming to rems u irh the fact that her former "boyfriend." Eden. is gat. Perhaps in order 

to iinpress upon liirn thot she is more rlian sirnply acceptins. she goes nith him and his 

tiitrnds to a club. For tlie othrr men in the group. her presence is both a novelty and a 

iiriught iness perhaps rn istakenly conceived of as a transgression. Here the test thematizes 

its iinolvement Lvith the trope of transgression. Artemis and the gay men are-on some 



Ictel-anare that slie is not sexually involved witli men. and thus. thel. have little in 

coinmon. Artemis is not sure liow to read her companions: "Slie couldn't read Iiis eues. 

uas  hc rimused or !\as lie angry that she had invrtded a territory not meant for her and 

nanted to make sure she got Iier comeuppance'?" ( 100). She senses that the men are il1 at 

t';ise. 2nd that tliey will not corne to her rescue if a man h e s  actually proposition her. In 

c t'tc'ct. dit' siiarts iiothing in commoii N itli her cornpanions: furtiier. she is intruding upon 

,pax i i i  ~iliicli slic crinnot belong. for slie is a lesbian invading a itiale-identiticd space. 

tkrlirips as ri reaction tu Iier sensing tliis liostility on the part of lier companions. 

~n c'r t t~c course of the eveiiing Artcrnis bscomes used to the idea of being in the male 

gaze. Slic is at tirst frightened nhen slie is cruised bv a gaj man in the gril bar ( 100). 

I'liis chniiges 11 hcn later the proup has relocated to a less exclusively gay space. rind slic 

i s  111iabIc' tu rcad the s u e  of a lesbian f I O  1): in façt. slic ends up going home \\.itli the 

plioiie number of ri Iicterosesual man in her pocket ( 102). I I I  this section the disruprion of 

p d c r  is undercut by Artemis' clumsinitss and self-doubt. She is perhaps so traumatized 

b> tlie potcntid consequences of '-passing" in a gay bar that she rushes back to the safety 

r) t' Iicr social I F  constructed gender. The sense of Xnemis' failure is not lost on the reader. 

hccaust' 11 hen slie rushes back to binarized gender slie lias csercisrd an espression of krir 

aiid prit ilqc. and tliis coupling is crucial to understanding the \rilue of lcsbian as an 

c~prcssion of ri uay not  around but througli gcnder d~ialisrn. In this sccne. Xrtemis also 

.;ignriis an exploration and rejejection of qurer garb and querr theop.. On their t\ay to tlie 

wmnd bar Xrtemis reportedly "unbound Iier breasts and shook her hair loose" (101 ). 

.-Id in this moment there is a certain amount of natunlizing of her socirilly conditioned 

gcndsr rolc. In order to "pass" site had to bind lier breasts. but slie also had to tic brick 

lier I~riir rind '*tucked it under a skull cap" (99). In order to plal. tlie part. she has to Iiidr 

rlic w s t i p  of Iier gender. By rertdinz Fox through Butler's pandigm of gender. 1 draw 

mention to the ways in which Lai addresses gender as performance. Lai goes so far as to 



denionstrate tliat the delineation of gender roles is so firm. even within systems like the 

s a >  bar. tlint transgression takes more than one night's half-liearted effort. Nevertheiess. 

"drag." such as Artemis'. "is subversive to the extent that it reflects on the imitative 

itruçtiire b> ithicli hegemonic gender is itsclf produced and disputes Iieterosexualit)~-s 

c lliini i i i i  iiaturdness and originality" ( Butler. "Bumins" 125). However. the fact tliat she 

iiiib iiids Iicrsel f on the \Lay to the second bar signals that she is not interested in attracting 

;iii>oiie \rho iwuld read her as male: her txperience is performative. Artemis seems to 

rcülizc tl iüt  sile is not attractrd to gay men through this nperience. and in this sense the 

tcu intcrnally grapples witli the notion of self-consuming anifacts. hloreover. the test 

tlicrnritizcs its interaction ivith su~~essfi l l  and ~~nsu~çt'sstUI trrinsgressioiis. h'liat is 

cliiiiiid as transgressive in queer tlieory ma' not in fact be transgressivr. and Lai signals 

tliis throiigli the novel's parody of transgression. Tliat is. Lai presents various models of 

Ic';biritiisni only to subvert tliem. 

111 tlic tiiidst of the confusion of tlie scene and its engagement of the culturd pull 

\\ Iiicli gendcr roles Iiave w hen conllated witli sesua l i~ .  Arternis relases into tlir pri\,ilrgc 

01' Ociiig ripproaçlicd. and this timr dit! is approaclied bu a straight mûri. Like tlit: ga> 

iiim cruising in tlie tïrst bar. this man is interested exclusively in ses tvith lier. but tlie 

.;ccorid nian reads Iier more as slie seems to want to read herself. When she comes to 

tcrtiis ~ \ i t l l  the fact that Eden is not going to cal1 hrr as often as he once did shr calls this 

Iictcrost.xunl man. and slie tinds that he is only too eagrr ta have sex tvitli her ( 102). 

Dcspirc. tlic tact tliat the novel relays chancters' experience of lieterosesual ses. thc t e ~ t  

.;till ruds  3s lesbian in both its t o m  and its content. For. as I have nored. the test 

mentions the incidences of heterosexual ses as the exception to the rule. A s  i 

cierncmstratt. \vitIl the scene of the fox in the Tea House. heterosexual sex does not a 

Iietcroscsual make. However, in the Tea House scene there is some attention paid to the 

\alue of the fox's purpose in relaying this experience. for it seems a meîns of 



cstriblishin~ tliat male/tèmaIe sex is unusual for her. It takes place under rather specific 

circiinistances. In tliis retelling she distances Iierself from men as sexualty intriguing. 

Heiict. in  tliis adjacent scene. the text presents Artemis as engaging in heterosexual ses 

for a si~n i l x  rcason. That is. Artemis has casual sex with a heterosexual man in order to 

dislocate Iierself from Eden. while finding out for herself what he likes so rnuch about 

iticn. Slie is rcponedly interested in the esperience in "more than 3 vicarious curiosity 

, i b ~ ~ i r  Edcii's lik" ( 103). i~hich implies thrit slie is to some degree in~vested in a vicarious 

cxpcricncc. Shc tinds in the casual ses partner a confidant of the sort slic has r)e\w 

k~ionii. lbr "[llatt'r slie couldn't Iiace said ~ I i y  she frit coinpt.lled to tell Iiim tliings slir. 

Iiad iicLcr spoken of before'- ( 103). In tliis scene. rigain. tlie man's touch is reponed as 

'-colci ;mi clums< ( 103). So then. despite his proving a site on \\hicfi to unfurl many of 

Iicr riiisictics. lit. is nor interestin- to lier. sesiiall~. What lias happened hcre is thrit tlic 

t c ~ t  h;is reptxtrdly assertcd that lesbiaris engage in heteroscsual ses itith Iiettrrostt.uiril 

inen rit tirties. but thcy respond to tlic esperience of tliis ses and its incumbent pouer 

d>nrimic as cliilling. Lai rcliearses tliis moment throughout the test. demonstrating thrit 

\\rmieii across centuries and classes report the same experience of hrterosexual ses as 

~iiiricccptably iinintsresting. 

In tliis sesment of the çonternporap strand. 1 run the risk of troping the trope to 

point mit tliar Anemis literally plays in tlir tabric of gender dualism. This ph>-acting 

\cries to rupture tlir fabric by virtue of the perfonativity itself. but the play-acting nlso 

rcicals to her that the rigid construction of gender dualism will not ultimately serve her 

on 11 intcrests or desires. When she cross-dresses in the gay bar she attracts men; ~vhen 

4ic. crosses back into the fabric of her gendered role she has already tom a hole in the 

tûbric. and this risid role does not an! longer seem to tit lier. Whereas radier her gender 

rcilt. seemed to tit tier. heterosexual sex with a heterosexual man only serves to rtftirm tliat 

';lie is not interested in men. ai dl, The hole in the fabric of gender dualism is the 



location and stracegic anti-location of lesbian. Lesbian becornes a third space: the process 

dqucstioning tlie binary. In this sense. lesbian is that for which there is no room within 

gciider dualism-despite the rote lesbians inadvertently play in reir ing the model. By 

cross-dressing and, consequently traversing the dualisrn. the lesbian creates ri 

priradigniatic rupture in gender binarizing. I n  this scenr Arternis ssptores and rejects the 

qwtx p r b  and. in turn. queer theory. Hers is a brief e n g a y m m  of cross-dressing and it 

w \ x s  s i t i i u l t a n t ' ~ i ~ ~ I ~  contlicting aims reibing and rupturing both dualisrn and "queer.'. 

.-1 ticr iii\.cst igat in5 gay male sesual ity Artem is investigares Iieterosexuai sc.uuali~-for 3 

tiiiic skippiiig uvcr lesbian sesuality. 

Artcmis cannot tind her way out o f  Iioltt in the hbric ot' gender dtialism ~scl l  

crioiigh to sce tlie t'os's intercst in lier. TIie Iesbian gaze trained on .-lrtemis in tliè secoiid 

bar bcloiigs to tlie fox. Here the third-person narration is prirticularly advantageoiis 

bcca~isc. Lai tigures botli the h s  and Artemis as subjrcts in the sense tliat they are not 

ol-ijccts to une motlier. wliile it equally distances tliem from positions of privilege. In this 

~cciic tlic wnrimed contcmporap narrator reports that "[i jf Xrtemis tiad carcd to Iook she 

iiiiglit Im\e stxn ri neIl-muscled stomacli undulating srnootli as tvritcr bensath a littir: T- 

iliirt crit off rit the midrit't: and small dark q e e s  ivatching her every rnove. %se 

t\r itcli ing" ( I O I 1. The fos apperirs in the contemporary strands of the novel in order to 

cinpliasize tlie possible attraction of Artemis to the fox. and to remind the reader of fox's 

iiircrcst i n  Arternis. For it is fox wlio hides in the tree above Artemis in the vpeninp 

iiccncs of tlie contemponry strand: Artemis is at the museum and the t'os wtches her ( 7 ) .  

îliis is ai1 esample of the many instances tvlisre the fus steps b q m d  the bouridariss of 

Iicr narrative contlnement. While the fox has her narrative strrind. she begins to 

appcnr IL ith some regularity in the contemponq strand. The disruption which this 

.jigials in the narrative relates back to the idea that lesbian is disruptive of pehrrnativeiy 

maintained binaries of gender. The transgression of narrative spaces takes place in order 



to Facilitate the attraction of one lesbian to another. and the assumed gender of each these 

Ic.;birins as ferninine. and even ris masculine and tèminine. constitutes a breech of the 

rigid biiiary system constructed ris gender dualism and heterosexuality. Tiiis is an 

appropriate place to make tliis assertion for Artemis' sexual expcrience with the man slie 

iiieets in the second bar marks the end of the period in which she is uncertain about her 

.;csual orientation. When the fos crosses into the contemporary strand in the second bar 

i t  i.; tlie Iast tirne in  which die transgresses to tind Artemis sri11 invested i n  seeing Iierselt' 

as lictcrosesual. or-rit least-interested in inen sesually: slie lias not declared her 

.;csi~alit>.. 

Tlie test uses Iesbirtn drag to illuminate the performative aspects of gender 

cfiirilisiii. This niove inforrns the Iast narrative strand as neIl. The narrative of the 

I'r~ct~ss i s  gi\t.ii coiisiderably less space in the text. overall. Wliile the fox has twsnty- 

i \ io  3llr)t-t storics and tlic contemporary narrative has tuenty-fivc short stories, the Pot'tt'ss 

Iiab iiiil> iiinc. Hoiiewr. ttie text seems to focus a great deal of its rincrgy on the Poetess 

in tlic wnse tlirit it is her pliysical body that the folc inhabits for rnuch of the novel. .As I 

lia\ e alrt'aciy noted. the fox reports to Xrtemis that die is very interested in findiiig out 

mure about tlic origins of tliis bod!.: mcaning, slie wants to detennine the circumstances 

~~î ' t l i c  Poetess' derith. Hence the test is organized in such ri way ris to provide another 

critp point into the question of jiist how Iesbianism is maniîèst in woinen. for the Poetess 

lit CS lier l if'c as Iesbian. The contlation of the lesbian body and the lesbian minci takcs 

place tiiroiigli the transformation of tlie lesbirin body into a lesbian spirit: Poetess into 

tos. 

One \\a-. in ~khich the Poetess reads her lik as lesbian is that lier narrative. much 

IiLc ri series of  Ietters. teils the stories of her tithirs \vith \\omtm. 'iot only is she 

i [il ol\ ed ~t ith the cross-dressing professor. Lu Ch'iao ( 37-6 1.  66-72). but tlie no\ el 

follo~is the Poetess- attraction to the cross-dressing Lu Ch'iao when die is first presented 



rib a rich fernale patron of a temple (27. 53). In this scene the Poetess and the novice nun 

rittcndrint share a moment of apprecirition for the very beautiful patron. The Poetess 

reports tliat "[a]s she breezed past me. something cool flooded tlirough rny btoodstream 

lihc 3 tliausand tiny birds. M y  brerith darted out of my mouth before 1 could stop it. The 

rio\ jcc sa, c !nt. ttiat hnny Iialf smilc rigain. but 1 prerended not ro nocice" ( 2 7 ) .  This is 

tic)[ onI> mi iristanct' in wliicli the Poetess experiences a tlicker of lesbian attrrictiuii. fur a 

i i ~ i r i  wbstrintirites diac die feels. This is not only a disruption of heteroscsualitq: it is 

;ilw ri prcseiicti outsidc patriarcliy (Zimrnerman 4). The nun's atlirmation of Yu  Hsurin- 

'hi's attraction to Lu  Cti'iau questions the assurnption tliat nuns are any less sesual than 

qxmtis t ,  or radical. Iesbians. Lu  Cli'iao is so beautiful tliat the n u n  conspires with the 

I)octcss in ;ipprccratian of lier bt'aut).. Thus. LLI Ch'iriu passes ver! uelt as tfiiirife. 

.-\griiii. tlic t c t  tliat Lu Cli'iao cross-dresses to visit tlit. Poetess rit thc Te3 l-IOLISC 

i~idicritcs thrit tlic "liole in the fabric of gender dualism" (4) is rilso i i i  play. Tlie narrative 

of hcr at'hir nith Lu Ch'iao again t'ocuses on the disruptive potential of lesbian cross- 

ciressiiig to conscitute lesbian ris a traceable rupture of strict binaries. When the Poetess 

,cils Iicrsclf to ri Tcri House in order to lessen the financial burdcn on lier olci and 

u idmtcd t'ritlicr. slic is rcpeatsdly t.isited b). ri cross-dressing Iesbiaii. Lii Cli-ino. Plie 

1 i h i t c i r  passes iindetected because die is assurned male. and tliroirgh tliis scene Lai 

cngriges N itli tlit. idea tliat the critegop of "lesbian.- disrupts otlier categories. 

Lai cliallen~es the category of %aman" in the sense that it is contained through a 

Iicterosrsist paradigm. and she does this by \va? of Lu Ch'iao's visits to the Tea House. 

Tlic Icsbirins do not tiinction as "women-' bvitliin the patriarchal economq. Cross-dressed. 

die Icsbian nornaii eventurilly becomes the Poetess' lover. and she e\,entuall> liees YLI 

tIsurin-Chi of botli the Tea House and the rnarriage arranged to Cet her out the front door 

of the Tea House. White. quite clearlq.. this scene reads as a disruption of 

Iieterosesualit~~. it simultaneousiy i n h s  a reading of lesbian as a disruption of binary 



gciider. Again. lesbian dng serves as a way for women to move freely within a rigid 

patriarchal society. Thus. in this sense. tlie scenc does triple d u e  as another instance of 

Iia\r lesbian establisfies a presence outside patriarchy (4). 

Tliere are other moments in the Poetess's narrative in \\liicli slie expresses lier 

dcsirc hr \tomen. In  hct, tlie Poetess's narrative is b e n  much about the ways in whicli 

die lows other women as a way of keeping herself rmotionally al ive in an othenvise 

iliilliiig Iiererosexist cultural climate. For example. die also pledges lier devotion to a 

prcgriririt no\ ict. nun rit lier o\kn temple ( 176). This particulrir no\ ice is the daugliter of a 

iiic~it cutter in ton n. and nhen slie is raped b> a gowmwnt  oft7cial she keeps tlic secret 

t o  Iicrself. TIic twnspeoplr decide tiiat the ) oung \\Oman has been iinpregnrited by ni1 

ciioriilous pig. and ~\liiie in an abstract sense t h e  are right. the Iiteral meaning of this 

riiiiior Iiurniliatcs [lie y u n g  woman into leabin: toim. The Poetess takes lier in uritil tlir 

bah> is born. and the Poetess seems to fall in love witli the sirl-s plain features. lier 

bIi:ii a i  Iiead r 176). Tlie Poetess is a prcsence outside pritririrchy becriuse slie slielters the 

J oi i i i~  n m i m  trom tlie alrnost institiitionalized txpectations of the tou n. rliesr 

c ~ p c c  tat ions are institutiotial ized in the sense tliat the man \r ho rapes the r oung novice is 

;i Iiigli-ranking government oficial. and the founspeople are suspicious of the sir1 

bccaust. slie is not married. In the end. the Poetess' generosity is not enough to win the 

>ouiig \iurnan's affections. and the >.oung mother leaves. This anecdote d n w  attention 

to the hct that lesbianism is not something in nliich aII uomen can participate. This 

.;cciic.. aptl! sct in a temple. rehtes the irrational patriarchal fear that lesbians have tlir 

po\ier tc, transform tbomen into lesbiaiis. eben though the' may have the intent. Ttius. 

tliis anecdote makes it rather clear that it is tlie state that converts people. not lesbians. 

For this ic a time in which only state religion is srinctioned. and this explains how a 

uoriiaii sucli ris tlie Poetess can buy a temple. Honever. the Poetess-s narratives also tell 

the ston of lier relationship with lier semant. and this reiationsfiip is-in tact-the rertson 



iilie is rxecuted. Tiius. the story of her relationship with her servant forms one of the 

c w t r d  toiindations for the novel (225-30). If it were not for the Poetess's relationship 

\\ itli lier sewant. the fox tvould not have such ii special lesbian body. The Poetess makes 

:i iraceabte but problematic-ternporap-scape fiom the confines of patriarch~. 

1ir.tcrosesism. and gender role stereotypes. for she uses them to her advantagr in cases 

\\ liere die is subjected to tlieir scrutiny. She is cornpliant only in order to survive again 

tiir a tiiiit.. 



Conclusion 

Lai's use of a fantastical trickster wlio animates Iiuman bodies signals the rn',thic: 

in Iiistory 3s not mere "facts" but as fimdamentril elements tliat propaglite culturc. IVIicrc 

Lai's iioiel uses the rn-(tliical in order to engage the present she mobilizes n 

dcstabilization of tiistory as Iinear. In this way stie uses her test to interrogare the ways in 

it li icli II istorical discourses are shaped. Lai's choice of names for her characters 

~nip1.iasizt.s Iier interest in disrupting the convention of Iinear tiistory and establishes her 

iiitcrest i i i  t i lt '  rolc of rnq-tli as Iiistory. as providing the foundation for narratives of 

Iiistor>.. 1-lit. test clt.arl>. foregrounds an interest in the authority of Iiistop. t'or not oiily 

tlocs tlit. riotioti tliat there is a more "traditional" Fos s top permeate and sliape tliis novttl. 

h t  so toc> do tlic sliort stories that the fos character tells Artemis: in hct. the Iesbian folk 

rdcs tlic kn makes iip for Iicr probleniatize tlie idea t h  tliere is a tixed. complcte. and 

I\iiciitablc. Iiiston just out of reacli. The fox tells .-\rtemis stories based in the oral 

trxîition. anci the t.rnt.rgt.ncc. of ri cliariicttir u ho is ri writer and a s top teller rc\srils 3 

tliciiintization of storq and Iiistory in the novel. Tliis is the ibay in ivliich tlie fbs ernergcs 

;i-; 3 prodi~cer of culture ris \tell as a recorder of esperience. In this sense. Lai empioqs a 

kind of iiictrrfiction with the express result of emphasizing the historical silence and 

iii\.isibilit>. o f  Iesbians. bloreover. the character of the fox is one ivho both tells and 

rccords storitt';. and tiicse stories take place ivithin ri narrative tliat retells the traditionai 

.;top of the Fos in sucli a \va>. as to make Iier knowable ris comples and pl~iytiil. 

Suddt.nl>- the fos lias accrss to a new level of agent‘ in the sense tliat Lai invests Iier 

tr itli the pouw to describe herself. Thus. the thematization of the intersections of history 

md s top is such that the fox occupies multiple sites. Lai's text rewrites the term 

-'lcsbim" rvlien slie recasts the fox as iiterate. 



Lai not only draws attention to the Iiistorical institutionalization of violence 

against and oppression of women when slie divests the fox of its evil and enlivens its 

abil it). to have les bian-identified agency. but also re-shapes contemporary concerns about 

Iiistorical autlienticity by presenting a fantastical monster-trickster. one made real by her 

cartiily bod!.. Xs JetTery Cohen puts it: '*the monster's body is both corporal and 

corporcd: its tlirrat is its propensity to shifi" (Cohen 5). Lai rcn.rites the tigure of the 

I:m 3'i 011~' N I I I C I I  crin stiiîi l iom marginal scwenger to disruptik.~. sliripe-sliiftcr: tlic 

iiiniispicioiis Fos of traditional Cliinese rnytliology becomes the ctiaracter of tlir h x .  a 

tcxlitx- O t' critical tliin king. Meanwliilc, Lai's use of the monster-trickster simultaneousl> 

qi~cst ions and fiil fills riny perceivcd nred for liistoricall\. present lesbians. The fox is 

cl im~pti~t.  and prublernatic because lier prescnce drmands rccugnitiun of Iiistoq ris ri 

wciril construct. .-\lso, Lai ven. plri~tiilly maintains tlic importance i)f contiri~ious 

Jcistabilization of cstcpuries. in et'ft'ct. Lrii's novel rt'ads tliroii$i aiid rigainst 

Liiniticriiirin's tripartite explication of lesbian reading and ivritinp practices. I t  puslies 

rt.;idc.rs out of complacency and into active reading practices t h  simuItaneously 

clirillc.iigi: the ideri of norms w li ilr presenting lesbian-identi tied cliaracters whose 

iiarrati\cs rupture tlieir own boundaries and ivhose narrators rire ris unreliable ris 

p;itririrchal record keeping practices. Tlie test focuses on and tlirorigli Itsbians ris a \\ri>. 

ot' Jisrupting and ris ri 1 b . q  of challenging stereotypes mriintaiiied in lesbian aiid 

nori-lèsbiari culture. 

ThrougIi lier test. Lai takes to task the idea tfiat lesbian desires are poverned by 

tiitc. biological deterrninism. or çhoice. She purs the performativity of identity into play 

LL itli tlirse considerably less sophisticated and Iess liberrito- senses of lesbian. Here. slie 

rc\ 4 s  a panicular investment in the viability of the self-consurninp rirtifact and parod?. 

in  order to sirnuittineousiy invoke and chide what in queer theory Iiave become rnere 

tropes of transgression. The nove1.s many and fmgrnentan; voices ernphasize the 



di5ruptit.e value of destabilizing both social and literary expectations. One particular 

cspcctation that the text addresses is that lesbian literature will complacently remain 

u itliin the realm of content. Tlius. by reading the text through and against Zimmerrnan's 

dc t?n it ion of "lesbisn." I Iiave estriblished the necessity of lesbian content and lesbian 

L ~ I .  Lai's iiisistence upon continual disruptions of prescripted and stereotyped modes 

of- gcndcrcd and wsualized behaviour ori rhe part of her cliaracters. coupled i ~ i t h  the 

h lurring of iiarrative boundaries. gives the novel considerable transgressivr: potential. 

I lcr tio\.t.l mscriins ri multivalenced srgment against sbsol utes and the rissumptions 

\tliicli tbstcr thein. tknce. tliis paper lias also established that Lai uses lier text 

strarcgicallj to rcfuse to resolve ilie issues it raises. for the test encourages xtivc reridiiig 

prncticcs ris part ot' the disruptiveness tlirit is its organizing principlc. 

Lihc an'. otlier category of identity or sesuality. lesbian is intierently unstrible. l n  

ordcr ti, cmphasize this instability. the novel is told in tliree uays. .As 1 have noted. tliis 

iiiiilriple ripproacli aiso forrgrounds the mode1 of history as one of non-linertr progress 

~ C C ~ I I S L '  tlic ~I iarxter  of the fox il; t b i t h i n  hisron. s trickster and ri myth. In effect. 

imaginatit c litcrature tliro~igh Iiistoq becornes the açtiial and mnterial nurld in u liicli 

m e  Iitt.1; and is rit tlic same rime t'rintas'. Tlw novel is insistent on Iiistoricd contexts and 

tliis iiitersection of sociaiization and biological deteminisrn ivliich play out as the 

rcpcntcd puformances tvhich constitute identity. 

Butler and Fuss argue rat her fundamentally that Ireterosexuality is dependant on. 

iridced constituted in part b-. lesbianism. Butler serms also to clairn that lesbianism is 

dependent on hrterosesuaiity in the sense that it is "constituted in piin from the veq 

Iit.ttxosesual mstris that it seeks to displace. and that its specitkity is to be rstabiished. 

nut ozr~si~ic or hgond that reinscription or reitention. but in the very modality and et'fects 

ot' that reinscription" ("Imitation" 17). Thus. 1 maintain that Lai rewrites rather than 

reinscribes tlie panmeters of lrsbian Iiisto~,. Lesbian is primarily defincd as desire 



beturen uornen. and the disruptivness of tliis definition and the q e n c y  of its literary 

csprcssion tells the reader more about the liegernonic paradigms governing tlieir oun 

iiitcrprctation than ir does about "lesbian" itself. Lai's recasting of the traditional Chinese 

Fos as 3 monstrous lesbian trickster signals a self-awareness of acting within patriarchal 

ecciriortiies. and lier fox marks out a traceable and playful rupture of stereotyped roles. 

In order to empiiasize rny conirnitment to the investment 1 have made in the term 

"lcihian" tlirough tliis ttiesis 1 would ngain like to reliearse the importance of the 

di tfl.rt.iicc brtiteen "lesbian" and "quct.r.'- Lai-s no\.t.l inakes roarn fiir vririously "queet" 

clmtciit. but i t  is centred on the implications and investrncnts of living and dyins lesbian. 

..\s I liait. srated earlier. tlie rubric of "quecr" cannor adequatelc addrcss the speciticites 

0 1 '  Icsbian. I argue tiint the novel considers and rcjects [lie useiùlness of "quetir" ~r lien 

.\rtciiiis goes to the go? bar in drag. Funliermore. Sagri Dliariprim's "Racing the 

Lchiaii. Dodginr \\'hite Crirics" curnrnents or1 [lie t)pe of  slippage I am norkiiiy to 

FCI cal b> cliooaing the tcrm "lrsbian" over tlie tenn "queer" for rn) rsplonitiori of Lrii'r 

iicn cl. :\s Dliririgam puts it. 

the riibric of queer throry. u hich couples sesuality and t h r o c  and collapses 

Icsbian and gay sesualities. tends to effect a slippage of body into mind: the 

iiioiistroiisly feminized body's sensual eiocations of smrll. tluid. and Iiidden 

iaginal spaces uitli which the name lrsbian rrsonates are cleniised. drseuializccl 

into a "querrnsss" where the bod) ).ields to intellect. and a spectrum of 

resualities again denies tlie lesbian centre stage. (Dliairyam 30) 

Lai Ioçatrs the Vernale as bodily bu \\a) of rewriting the traditional s t o p  of the fox. In 

Iicr no1.t.l jlir posits the lesbian as botli body-the Poetrss-and mind. the fox. 

I l~nic \cr .  the intrrpla) shtr enacts brtueen bodg and mind funcrions to accentuate the 

siirrcnt debûtcs over the supposedi) purel). bodily lesbian. Again. the fox is not v e p  

iicatl! represrntative of mind becausr she is increasingly devoted to pleasure between 



leshians. fernale bodies. As 1 have demonstrated throughout this essay. Lai's text 

grapples continuously with the slippage behveen mind and body through the exploits of 

the traditional and contemporary fox and the fox's obsession with the body of the 

Poetcss. ris the body of history and tiction both. 

Likwise. the ctiaracter of the Poetess can stand in for the iiovel itself. becriilse 

rlic t h  cliriracter as trickster and monster transmits its disruption through both h a -  body 

and tlic riiedium of tliis novel. The Poetess is represented as tlie highlq literate cliaractcr 

tlirougli wliom the t'os disrupts. Slie is an historie tigure  ho hris been neglected badly 

h> Iiistoriugrripliers. In tliis the text addresses the relati~d! closed reccption of 

ciititeinporrir> Iitcrriturt. b' Iesbians of coloiir. Furtliermore. \\lien the Poetess stands in 

for tlic rio\rl itsclt: the fox is more clt.rirl> an entity uiito Iiersdt': this is pan of Iicr 

pn~pciisit> to sliift in ternis of form r3tht.r than content cilone. In  tliis light. the fOs 

inliabits alid seduces in différent registers. occup? ing various forms. Tliis embodying 

rrickstcr cnters the body of a historical figure and tliis relates to Lai's insistence tfirit 

biologicril dt.tt.rrninism and social contest arc cqually important. Not only does the fos 

ii1li:ibit ri lesbian bod'. slie \ariously inliabits the lesbian media of the body and the rcst. 

p:irc~d>iiig tlic ide3 tlirit it is possible to Iocatt' Iesbian ris piirelj biologicrtl or iritrlltictunl. 

1.t.hiaris; Iiaic some thnen t  ot' biological detenninism. but tlie novel thematizcs tlie 

iriiportaiici: of tlie social context and the relationship bet\\een the t ~ ~ o .  The importance of 

[lie wciril contest is best trsemplitkd bu my earlier discussions of Ming. It is the fact that 

,lie is caught in contradictions of biological and social impulses that leads to her suicide. 

I t' Lling hrid iiot had a uealthy father die ma' not have committed suicide. because shr 

ma> li;t\e been better able to reconcile the socirill~ constructed markers of lesbian 

identit) nit11 lier material reality. She ven  clearly could not manage the dispari- 

brtneen the readability of her desire and lier class. Here again Lai ernphasizes the 

intwpenctration of the social and the materiai. 



The test offen the coming out stoties of a variety of people. Al1 of these people 

arc rclatit.eIy young. and in tliis way the stories sente as coming of age narratives. Lai's 

tcst cmainly includes more ttian lesbian sexuali~.. but lier Lvork focuses oii tlie 

ilriprcssioiis alid esperiences of lesbians coming of age. Here the test i s  also iisetiilly 

rc:d as contetnptuoils of the bildungsroman or coming of age novel. In an essay on tlie 

'Tlic Remasculation of Cliinese America: Race. Violence and the Novel" Viet Thanh 

\gii>.cii states that tlie biidunrrsroman is --an enduring if contradictory subcrttegory[. . . j  

bccriiisc so much of tlie literature is concerned LI-ith the education or hmation of tlic 

iiidit idud  and the cornmunity as li~~plienated [citizensj-' ( 134). Lai's cliriracters arc 

Ii>plieiiatrtd in n t.ririttty of \kaYs. For instance. my earlier discussion of .-Irtemis' trip to 

Cl1 iiia points out that she recognizes Iierself ris "Cliinsse-Canadian." not just "Chinese" 

aticr Iicr esperieiicc as an outsider in China. What is at issue hue  is the idea that if i 

~ c ' r t '  tu critt'ipize as a bilduncsromrin+r coming of rige iiovel-t ivould have to 

c~mtci~d u i th  tlw f'ct that the tex[ tells a v t 'pv  troubling story of climing o f  age i i i  :i 

Iiotiiopliobic, rncist sctting. I am interested in cippl'ing Nguyi ' s  comrntints to F s s  

coii~ll~siciii ris t+.t.ll. for Lai seems to 0 th-  "an rittempt to prevent the narrative clostrre 

wiociatcd \vit11 the bildunzsrornan despite formai similarities [it] shares tvith the genre" 

i 135 ). Lai's nmxl may fucus on the lirxs of ~ o u n  j women coming of age in Vancouver. 

biit the Iesbian Cliinese-Canadian characters cannot be presented as engagin$ in the ultra- 

(id) d i n g  typical of the genre. In hct. Lai seems to parod the tidinciss of rndinys 

\L Iitm the fox says that she ~ u i l l  not have to miss Anemis for long because the t\vo are old 

-iouls. t'rited to one rinother (m 236). 

O\enll. tliis project addresses "lrsbian" in a way thût is not utopian. It 

recognizrs what are the sociailp produced limitations of lesbian. Wliili: the novel disrupts 

gcndtx dualisrn. it also aclinowledges that only in a very limited sense is lesbian outside 

patriarcliy. One example of testual self-awareness of. and attentivencss to. the lirnited 



access lcsbians have to acting outside patriarchy is evinced in my earlier reading of the 

prirodic scens in ivhicfi Diane steals a credit card. The scene draws attention to the îàct 

tlirit a crcdit card can only afford a certain kind of freedom. Through scenes such as this. 

Lai asks hoiv transgressive it is to steal credit cards, because the characters remain very 

literatl>. u itliin the pritriarchal econorny ivhich the? seem to want to disrupt. 

Lai also risks liow useful i t  is to ignore the material and social limitations 

itriposd ttiroiigli patriarchy on lesbians. because pusliiq on these limitations blindl). 

.;cries 0111). reif' tliein. Fiirthermore. she pla)futly rcnders the trope of transgression 

wspt.ct t ~ y  csposing it as ri rnostly uncliallengrd script equd to hetero-patriarchal scripts 

iii its sccining rcadiness to reivard passivit),. Lai's text is lesbian wlicre it engages a 

Ics biati rcadcr tlirougli a Iesbian-centercd plot v. liich. in turn. cri tiques tioniogen izat ion oî' 

Ici;biriii socid and materid espression. 
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