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Carnal Transformations

The translation into Japanese in 1705 of the erotic novel The Carnal 
Prayer Mat (肉蒲團) is a well-known example of the rich cross- 
cultural currents between Qing China (1644–1911) and Tokugawa Japan 

(1603–1867). Written in 1657, only thirteen years after the northern Manchus 
took over Beijing, the novel is generally attributed to the playwright Li Yu  
(李漁, 1611–1680) even though his name did not appear on the cover of the 
book.1 The novel is replete with graphic descriptions of the sexual pursuit of 
the protagonist, Wei Yangsheng (未央生). As the front page of the Japanese 
translation indicates (Figure 4.1), the book was considered by many in the 
early modern period as “the most promiscuous story in the world.” Given 
its explicit content, the book still cannot be sold to minors in Taiwan and 
continues to be banned in the People’s Republic of China. An examination 
of the representations of intimacy and desire in the text provides a useful 
introduction to the historical context and the main concerns of this chapter: 
the translation of homosexuality as a sexological concept in early twentieth-
century China.

The Carnal Prayer Mat can be situated in the genre of literary pornog-
raphy similar to the way in which other erotic novels have been perceived 
in and out of China’s past. The late-Ming The Plum in the Golden Vase  
(金瓶梅), for instance, which appeared only a few decades before The Carnal 
Prayer Mat, is perhaps the best example of this kind of literature. What these 
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seventeenth-century erotic novels capture, some observers have argued, is 
the hedonistic and amoral urban behaviors associated with the growing con-
sumer culture in the waning decades of the Ming.2 Feminist historians and 
other literary scholars, too, point to the loosening of gender boundaries and 
sexual mores of the time, as reflected in the blossoming of women’s cultural 
creativity and alternative arrangements of love and intimacy, especially in 
the south.3 But the most striking thing about these novels is the considerable 
degree of popular interest they continue to attract in contemporary Chinese 
culture. The plots of The Carnal Prayer Mat and The Plum in the Golden 
Vase have been adapted time and again in the production of new computer 
games and films, including, most recently, 3-D Sex and Zen: Extreme Ecstasy, 
a three-dimensional cinematic adaptation of The Carnal Prayer Mat released 
in 2011.4

If one focuses on the book itself, certain episodes of The Carnal Prayer 
Mat appear surprisingly queer. Granted, as many critics have pointed out, 
the story brings a sense of closure to Wei Yangsheng’s erotic adventure, 
reinstating a normative sense of Confucian discipline through eventual 
punishment. Having mistreated all the women with whom he had sexual 
relationships, including his wife, Wei eventually castrates himself and be-
comes a Buddhist monk to atone for his sins. However, as Angela Zito has 
suggested, it might be more compelling to foreground Li Yu’s narrative 
method and the protagonist’s constant subversion of Confucian orthodoxy: 
“Li Yu presents [the choices of male characters] as the ineluctable outcome 
of their karmic fates, using against the patriarchal norm, even queering, a 

Figure 4.1: Front cover of the Japanese 
translation of The Carnal Prayer Mat (1705)
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Buddhism that, in complex ways, shored up patriarchal familial arrange-
ments in this time.”5

Indeed, the homoerotic contents of the novel are as explicit as the hetero-
sexual ones. After leaving his wife, Wei meets a stranger who would even-
tually become his buddy, Sai Kunlun (賽崑崙). Spending a night together, 
naked, Wei insists that Sai share stories of his past sexual encounters with 
women. Sai accepts the request, and his stories fulfill Wei’s desires:

At this point, it is as if the voice of a promiscuous woman comes 
from right next to Wei, causing his body to tremble. He suddenly 
ejaculates a dose of semen that he has kept to himself for too long. 
Unless he is asked otherwise, it is unquestionable what has just  
happened.6

Similar to the kind of male–male intimacy that Eve Sedgwick uncovers in 
English literature, Wei’s homosocial desire for Sai becomes intelligible by 
being routed through an implicit triangular relation involving women.7 And 
before he acquires a hugely expanding dog’s penis through surgery, Wei 
makes love to his sixteen-year-old boy servant one last time.8

Neither the implicitly homoerotic nor the explicitly homosexual scene 
appears in any of the twentieth-century adaptations of the story. Despite their 
prominence and wide circulation in contemporary popular culture, the mod-
ern versions of The Carnal Prayer Mat and The Plum in the Golden Vase in 
film and other media are notorious for being consistently marketed as com-
modities fulfilling the heteronormative desires of men. If one treats these 
“texts” as immediate historical evidence of sexuality across time, one might 
be inclined to conclude that homoeroticism “disappeared” in the twentieth 
century. Or, more specifically, the juxtaposition between the seventeenth-
century novels (with their frank and open homoerotic depictions) and their 
modern, more conservative variations seems to imply a neat discrepancy be-
tween the presence of same-sex sexuality before its twentieth-century absence. 
It is perhaps more accurate to conclude that the afterlife and proliferation 
of these pornographic texts in the contemporary period rely on an indirect 
censorship of their homoerotic content. This censorship exemplifies what 
Sedgwick has called an “epistemological privilege of unknowing,” a success-
ful concealment of certain ways of thinking within the broader structures of 
knowledge.9 In Sedgwick’s words, “many of the major modes of thought and 
knowledge in twentieth-century Western culture as a whole are structured—
indeed, fractured—by a chronic, now endemic crisis of homo/heterosexual 
definition, indicatively male, dating from the end of the nineteenth century.”10

Similarly, we can interpret the evolving cultural representations of such 
novels as The Carnal Prayer Mat and The Plum in the Golden Vase through 
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the lens of this “endemic crisis of homo/heterosexual definition.” By high-
lighting the rise of sexology in the 1920s as a pivotal turning point in the 
history of sexuality in China, this chapter offers an alternative explanation 
for the disappearance of homoerotic representations in their modern ad-
aptations. After all, what the trajectory of this historical evolution reveals 
is not so much the coincidental “disappearance” of homosexuality, but its 
very emergence. With the removal of their homoerotic contents, Ming-Qing 
erotic texts have essentially become heterosexualized in today’s mass cul-
ture. The heteronormalization of The Carnal Prayer Mat, therefore, points 
to something more fundamental to the conceptual transformation of sex 
in the twentieth century: the emergence of its scientific designation as the 
subject of desire.

Translating (Homo)Sexology

From the late Qing period on, biologists and other life science writers trans-
lated the epistemological authority of natural science through the production 
of anatomical, morphological, and chromosomal images of sexual differ-
ence. These images affirm a certain kind of distance from the viewer, making 
it possible to decipher truth’s relation to nature through their means of vi-
sual objectivation.11 However, a different kind of relationship between truth 
and nature and a different type of distance between the subject and object of 
knowledge emerged in the 1920s. By that point, biological sex had become a 
commonsense in the popular imagination. With that commonsense, some 
iconoclastic intellectuals began to contend that the hidden nature of erotic 
preference could also be discovered and known. Sex, they argued, was no 
longer something only to be seen, but it was something to be desired as well. 
They participated in a new concerted effort, though not without friction, 
to emulate European sexological sciences. Their translation and appropria-
tion of Western sexological texts, concepts, methodologies, and styles of rea-
soning provided a crucial historical condition under which, and the means 
through which, sexuality emerged as an object of empirical knowledge. The 
disciplinary formation of Chinese sexology in the Republican period, there-
fore, added a new element of carnality to the scientific meaning of sex.

In the aftermath of the New Culture Movement (1915–1919), an en-
tire generation of cultural critics promoted sex education and sexological 
studies in an unprecedented, systematic fashion. Among the famous May 
Fourth iconoclastic intellectuals, some not only translated texts and adopted 
methodological rigor from European sexology but also developed their own 
theories of human sexual behavior and desire. They frequently engaged in 
heated debates over the meaning, principles, and boundaries of a science 
of sexuality. In the 1920s and 1930s, they greeted high-profile European 
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sexologists, including Magnus Hirschfeld and Margaret Sanger, in major 
cities such as Beijing and Shanghai. Questions of competence, credentials, 
expertise, and authority preoccupied those of the early twentieth-century 
urban intelligentsia who spoke seriously about sex in public. By 1935, dis-
parate efforts and conversations converged in the founding of such monthly 
periodicals as Sex Science (性科學). For the first time in China, sexuality was 
accorded a primacy of scientific “truthfulness.”12

In my previous work, I have explored the intellectual journey of two 
pivotal figures in this rich tradition of Republican Chinese sexology: Zhang 
Jingsheng (張競生) and Pan Guangdan (潘光旦).13 Here, I would like to 
use their oeuvres as the historical background from which to offer more 
in-depth remarks on the historiographical significance of sexological trans-
lation. First and foremost, their writings on homosexuality provide an 
important resource for extending and revising the limited scholarly litera-
ture on the history of Chinese sexology. In his earlier study of the medico- 
scientific constructions of sex, Frank Dikötter argues that early twentieth- 
century Chinese modernizing elites did not fully grasp or reproduce 
European concepts of sexual “perversions,” including homosexuality.14 
Similarly, Joanna McMillan asserts that while “sexological studies of perver-
sions were widespread in European medial circles, the literature in Republican 
China remained almost entirely silent on these enquiries.”15 More recently, 
in response to Dikötter’s thesis, other scholars such as Tze-lan D. Sang 
and Wenqing Kang have exposed the ways in which selected May Fourth  
intellectuals—through various debates in the urban press—actually contrib-
uted to the increasing awareness of foreign categorizations of human sexual-
ity in early twentieth-century Chinese mass culture.16

Nonetheless, taken together these studies tend to depict Republican 
Chinese sexology as a unified field that treated homosexuality merely as a 
social, rather than a personal, problem.17 According to Kang, for example,

Whereas in the West, sexological knowledge pathologized ho-
mosexuality as socially deviant, thus reducing it to an individual 
psychological problem, in China sexology as a form of modern 
knowledge was used more to diagnose social and national prob-
lems . . . As Chinese writers and thinkers introduced Western sexol-
ogy to China, male same-sex relations were stigmatized more as a 
disruptive social deviance than a personal medical condition.18

Sang’s analysis, too, seems to support the claim that no effect similar to the 
European “individualization” of homosexuality took place in Republican 
China. In the context of the May Fourth era, Sang observes, “tongxing 
ai [‘same-sex love’] is primarily signified as a modality of love or an  
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intersubjective rapport rather than as a category of personhood, that is, 
an identity.”19

On the contrary, a more critical attention to issues of knowledge transla-
tion shows that this interpretation is an oversimplification. The view that ho-
mosexuality was only a social problem was not consistently shared by such 
pivotal sexologists as Zhang Jingsheng and Pan Guangdan. In the process 
of establishing sexuality as an appropriate object of scientific inquiry, they 
held different opinions on the etiology, prevention, and significance of same-
sex love. They even disagreed on the fundamental principles of sexological 
research. Given the multiple perspectives competing at the time, it is perhaps 
more compelling to suggest that homosexuality appeared to Chinese experts 
and popular audiences to be as much a personal problem as it was a social 
one—an explicit issue of personhood, subjectivity, and identity. Open com-
munications between “sexperts,” their readers, and other “sexperts” further 
enriched this incitement of a discourse that found truth in sex. To borrow 
Michel Foucault’s insight on the incitement to speak about sex in modern 
bourgeois society, “Whether in the form of a subtle confession in confidence 
or an authoritarian interrogation, sex—be it refined or rustic—had to be put 
into words.”20 Sexology in Republican China was indeed a new system of 
knowledge in which, literally, new subjects were made.21

Ultimately, participants of this new discourse established for China 
what Foucault has called scientia sexualis, which first distinguished itself in  
nineteenth-century Europe: a new regime of truth that relocated the discur-
sive technology of the sexual self from the theological sphere of pastoral con-
fession to the secular discourse of science and medicine.22 From the 1920s 
through the 1940s, the conceptual space for articulating a Western-derived 
homosexual identity emerged in China precisely from the new regime of 
truth circumscribed by the arrival of European sexology. Moreover, whereas 
Dennis Altman, Lisa Rofel, and Judith Farquhar have respectively claimed 
that “gay identity” and scientia sexualis first appeared on the China scene 
only by the post-socialist era, my historicization suggests that both have 
deeper roots that can be traced to an earlier epistemic turning point—in the 
Republican period.23

Readers with some familiarity with the history of sexuality in China 
would perhaps turn to the rich history of male homoeroticism in traditional 
China, a topic of in-depth scholarly discussion, as a potential counterpoint 
to my argument.24 This history, however, is not static but dynamic: over the 
years, the social significance of same-sex relations in premodern China 
evolved according to the relevant historical factors. As Matthew Sommer’s 
work on Chinese legal history has shown, sodomy appeared as a formal leg-
islation in China only by the late imperial period. During the eighteenth-
century Yongzheng reign (1723–1735), male same-sex practice was for the 
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first time directly “assimilated” to heterosexual practice under the rubric 
of “illicit sex.” This Qing innovation, according to Sommer, fundamentally 
reoriented the organizing principle for the regulation of sexuality in China: 
a universal order of “appropriate” gender roles and attributes was granted 
some foundational value over the previous status-oriented paradigm, in 
which different status groups were expected to hold unique standards of 
familial and sexual morality.25 But whether someone who engaged in same-
sex behavior was criminalized due to his disruption of a social order orga-
nized around status or gender performance, the world of imperial China 
never viewed the experience of homosexuality as a separate problem.26 The 
question was never homosexuality per se, but whether one’s sexual behavior 
would potentially reverse the dominant script of social order. If we want to 
isolate the problem of homosexuality in China, we must jump to the first half 
of the twentieth century to find it.

The relationship between forms of experience and systems of knowledge 
thus occupies a central role in this historical problem, if only because what 
we have come to call “sexuality” is a relatively recent product of a system 
of medico-scientific knowledge that has its own unique style of reasoning 
and argumentation.27 In the European context, Arnold Davidson has identi-
fied the emergence of sexuality from the new conceptual space conditioned 
by the nineteenth-century shift from an anatomical to a psychiatric style 
of medical reasoning.28 The historical specificity and uniqueness of sexual 
concepts cannot be overstated, especially since our modern formulation of 
homosexuality, as the classicist David Halperin reminds us, does not anchor 
on a notion of object-choice, orientation, or behavior alone but “seems to 
depend on the unstable conjunction of all three.”29

Indeed, if we consider homosexuality not as a strictly “modern” category 
but as a by-product of a contested historical process that yielded specific 
cultural associations with the traditional, the modern, and the authentic, 
we can begin to take the growing global hegemony of Western conceptions 
of health and diseases seriously without necessitating a full-blown self- or 
re-Orientalization. By that I mean an intentional project that continually 
defers an “alternative modernity” and essentializes non-Westernness (in-
cluding Chineseness) by assuming that the genealogical status of that deriva-
tive copy of an “original” Western modernity is somehow always already 
hermeneutically sealed from the historical apparatus of Westernization.30 
Now that studies in the history of sexuality in non-Western regions have 
begun to mature,31 historians should be even more (not less) cautious of any 
effort to view the broader historical processes of epistemic homogeniza-
tion as having any lesser bearing than forms of local (or “Oriental”) resis-
tance.32 The idea that “local” configurations of gender and sexuality cannot 
be overridden by modern Western taxonomies of sexual identity is by now 
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a standard interpretation of both the historical record and cultural archive 
of non-Western same-sex desires. But a variant of this interpretation has al-
ready generated controversial repercussions in the field of Middle Eastern 
sexuality studies. Consider Joseph Massad’s infamous claim that all social 
significations of homosexuality, including internal gay rights activism, reflect 
the growing penetration of Western cultural imperialism: “The categories of 
gay and lesbian are not universal at all and can only be universalized by the 
epistemic, ethical, and political violence unleashed on the rest of the world 
by the very international human rights advocates whose aim is to defend the 
very people their intervention is creating.”33 It bears striking similarity, how-
ever ironically and uncomfortably, to Lisa Rofel’s adamant critique of a “glo-
balized gay identity.”34 Whether the target of critique is global gay or global 
sex, post-Orientalist critical thinking should not deter the historian’s interest 
in the condition of the translatability of such concepts as homosexuality es-
pecially since they were frequently invoked by historical actors themselves.

The Threshold of Scientificity

To redress the analytical conundrums concerning the relationship between 
transnationalism and sexuality from a strong historicist viewpoint, what we 
are concerned with, then, is not a social history of homosexuals in China 
“from below,” but an epistemological history in the Foucauldian sense that 
“is situated at the threshold of scientificity.”35 In other words, what is at stake 
here is “how a concept [like homosexuality]—still overlaid with [earlier] 
metaphors or imaginary contents—was purified, and accorded the status 
and function of a scientific concept. To discover how a region of experience 
[such as same-sex intimacy] that has already been mapped, already partially 
articulated, but is still overlaid with immediate practical uses or values re-
lated to those uses, was constituted as a scientific domain.”36 In Republican 
China, what constituted the socio-cultural foundations for the establishment 
of sexology was the creation of a public of truth, in which the authority of 
truth could be contested, translated across culture, and reinforced through 
new organizational efforts.

In the context of Zhang Jingsheng’s sexology, whether it is the dualism 
between literary representations of love versus scientific truthfulness of sex, 
or the juxtaposition between Daoist cultivational ideas in Chinese medi-
cine versus the bio-psychological language of Western biomedicine, two 
registers of truth production on which sexological claims operated always 
proceeded in a reciprocal fashion: one concerning explicit claims about the 
object of scientific knowledge (human sexuality) and another concerning 
implicit claims about cultural markers of traditionality, authenticity, and 
modernity (modes of narrating sex, theoretical foundations of medicine, 
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etc.). But Zhang’s project quickly turned into the antithesis of science and 
modernity in the eyes of his contemporaries, including Pan Guangdan 
and Zhou Jianren (Lu Xun’s youngest brother). Moving beyond the limita-
tions of his work, they aimed to establish an independent discipline with 
greater resemblance to European sexology. By the mid-1930s, disparate ef-
forts in making sexuality a legitimate subject of scientific discussion and 
mass education culminated in such projects of disciplinary consolidation as 
the founding of Sex Science. Similar to its Western counterparts such as the 
Journal of Sexual Science in Germany and Sexology in the United States, Sex 
Science functioned as a textual archive reinforcing the specialized authority 
of sexology across culture. The founding and circulation of this journal—
alongside other periodicals famous for their introduction of foreign ideas 
about feminism, mental hygiene, gender relations, individualism, and other 
cosmopolitan concepts, such as New Women, New Culture, Ladies Journal, 
Sex Magazine, and West Wind—thus marked an important episode in the 
intellectual translation and disciplinary consolidation of scienta sexualis in 
Republican China.37 These unprecedented achievements gave rise to a radical 
reorganization of the meaning of same-sex desire in Chinese culture around 
a new psychiatric style of reasoning.

In the politically volatile context of Republican China, the introduc-
tion of Western sexology often reframed same-sex desire as an indication 
of national backwardness. In Sexological Science, after documenting the 
prevalence of homosexual practice in different Western societies, the author 
Zhang Mingyun concluded that “the main social cause for the existence 
of homosexuality is upper-class sexual decadence and the sexual thirst of 
the lower-class people.”38 And this, according to Zhang, should help shed 
light on “the relationship between homosexuality and nationality.”39 “For 
the purpose of social improvement,” according to another concerned writer, 
“the increasing prevention of homosexuality is now a pressing task.”40 Pan 
Guangdan expressed a similar nationalistic hostility toward the boy actors 
of traditional Peking opera: since they often participated in sexual relation-
ships with their male literati patrons, Pan described them as “abnormal” 
and detrimental to social morality. He explained that their lower social 
status prevented them from participating in the civil examination system, 
implying that a modernizing nation in the twentieth century certainly has 
no place for them.41 The physician Wang Yang, known for his expertise in 
human sexuality and reproduction, went so far to identify homosexuality as 
“a kind of disease that eliminates a nation and its races.”42

If we take the insights of Lydia Liu and others concerning cultural 
translation seriously, the transmission of scientia sexualis to China ulti-
mately characterizes a productive historical moment.43 When Republican 
Chinese sexologists viewed the dan actors and other cultural expressions of  
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homoeroticism as signs of national backwardness,44 they in essence domes-
ticated the Western psychiatric style of reasoning and turned it into a new 
nationalistic style of argumentation about same-sex desire. In addition to 
staging certain elements of the Peking opera field as being out of time and 
place, epistemic modernity occasioned an entrenched nationalistic plat-
form, on which other aspects of this cultural entertainment also functioned 
as a powerful symbol of quintessential Chinese tradition and authentic-
ity. Rendered as a prototypical exemplar of the modern homosexual, the  
twentieth-century dan actor became a historic figure signifying a hybrid 
embodiment of the traditionality and what Prasenjit Duara aptly calls “the 
regime of authenticity” of Chinese culture.45

It is therefore possible to contrast this new nationalistic style of argu-
mentation with the culturalistic style of argumentation that underpinned the 
comprehensibility of same-sex desire in the late imperial period.46 For this 
purpose, we can turn to the late Ming essayist and social commentator, Zhang 
Dai (張岱), who reflects on his friend Qi Zhixiang’s fondness for a young man 
named Abao in his Tao’an mengyi (Dream reminiscence of Tao’an). Tao’an is 
Zhang’s pen name, and this collection of miscellaneous notes serves as a good 
window onto the literati lifestyle circa the Ming-Qing transition, since Zhang 
is often considered to embody the bona fide literati taste of the time. An ex-
ample from the late Ming is also most apt because the period is infamous 
for marking the peak of a flourishing “male love” (男色, nanse) homoerotic 
culture in late imperial China. The title of this passage is “The Obsession of 
Qi Zhixiang,” and because it places seventeenth-century male same-sex love 
in the context of multiple desires, it is worth quoting in full:

If someone does not have an obsession (pi), they cannot make a 
good companion for they have no deep passions; if a person does 
not show some flaw, they also cannot make a good companion since 
they have no genuine spirit. My friend Qi Zhixiang has obsessions 
with calligraphy and painting, football, drums and cymbals, ghost 
plays, and opera. In 1642, when I arrived in the southern capital, 
Zhixiang brought Abao out to show me. I remarked, “This is a di-
vine and sweet voiced bird from [the paradise of] the western re-
gions, how did he fall into your hands?” Abao’s beauty was as fresh 
as a pure maiden’s. He still had no care for decorum, was haughty, 
and kept others at a distance. The feeling was just like eating an ol-
ive, at first bitter and a little rough, but the charm is in the aftertaste. 
Like wine and tobacco, the first mouthful is a little repulsive, pro-
ducing a state of tipsy lightness; yet once the initial disgust passes 
the flavor soon fills your mind. Zhixiang was a master of music and 
prosody, fastidious in his composition of melodies and lyrics, and 
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personally instructing [his boy-actors] phrase by phrase. Those of 
Abao’s ilk were able to realize what he had in mind. In the year of 
1645, the southern capital fell, and Zhixiang fled from the city to his 
hometown. En route they ran across some bandits. Face to face with 
death, his own life would have been expendable, but not his treasure, 
Abao. In the year of 1646, he followed the imperial guards to camp 
at Taizhou. A lawless rabble plundered the camp, and Zhixiang lost 
all his valuables. Abao charmed his master by singing on the road. 
After they returned, within half a month, Qi again took a journey 
with Abao. Leaving his wife and children was for Zhixiang as easy 
as removing a shoe, but a young brat was as dear to him as his own 
life. This sums up his obsession.47

This passage also sums up what a man’s interest in young males meant in 
the seventeenth century remarkably well: it was perceived as just one of the 
many different types of “obsessions” that a male literatus could have—a sym-
bol of his refinement. For Zhang, a man’s taste in male lovers was as impor-
tant as his “obsessions” in other arenas of life, without which this person 
“cannot make a good companion.” Despite all the hardship, the romantic 
ties between Qi and Abao still survived, and perhaps even surpassed Qi’s 
relationship with his wife and children.

To assess the epistemological transformation of same-sex desire in 
Chinese culture from an indigenous historical perspective, then, we can be-
gin to reconstruct some of the polarized concepts that constitute two opposed 
styles of argumentation. We are presented, for instance, with the polarities 
between literati taste and sick perversion, refined obsession and pathological 
behavior, cultural superiority and psychological abnormality, markers of elite 
status and signs of national backwardness. The first of each of these pairs of 
concepts partially makes up the culturalistic style of argumentation about 
same-sex desire, while the second of each of these pairs helps to constitute the 
nationalistic style of argumentation. These polarities therefore characterize 
two distinct intellectual modes of representation, two conceptual spaces, two 
different kinds of deep epistemological structure. In mediating the transla-
tion of the foreign category of homosexuality, Chinese sexological knowledge 
had not only pushed the concept of same-sex desire over the threshold of 
scientificity, but also left a distinct legacy in catalyzing an internal shift in the 
indigenous conceptual paradigm of same-sex relations.

Historicism Uncontested

In light of the prevailing criticisms of Foucauldian genealogy, many his-
torians of sexuality have refrained from advancing a claim about the 
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occasioning of an epistemological break in the Republican era by showing 
that earlier concepts associated with male same-sex sexual practice (e.g., 
nanse or pi) jostled alongside and informed the new sexology discourse.48 
However, it has been my intention to show that the congruency between 
earlier and later understandings of same-sex practice is itself a cultural phe-
nomenon unique to the Republican period and not before. Wenqing Kang, 
for example, has argued that preexisting Chinese ideas about male favorites 
and pi “laid the ground for acceptance of the modern Western definition of 
homo/heterosexuality during [the Republican] period in China.” His first 
explanation is that “both the Chinese concept pi (obsession) and Western 
sexology tended to understand same-sex relations as pathological.” He then 
relies on Eve Sedgwick’s model of the overlapping “universalizing discourse 
of acts and minoritizing discourse of persons” to suggest that indigenous 
Chinese understandings shared a comparable internal contradiction in the 
conceptualization of male same-sex desire. In his words, “The concept pi 
which Ming literati used to characterize men who enjoyed sex with other 
men, on the one hand implied that men who had this kind of passion were a 
special type of people, and on the other hand, presumed that the obsession 
could happen to anyone.”49

My interpretation of Zhang Dai’s passage on pi suggests that isolating 
both a pathological meaning and this internal conceptual contradiction 
of pi represents an anachronistic effort that reads homosexuality into ear-
lier modes of thought. Zhang’s remark precisely reveals the multiplicity of 
the meaning and cultural significance of pi that cannot be comprehended 
through a single definition of pathology or an independent lens of same-
sex relations decontextualized from other types of refined human desire. 
Kang therefore seems to forget that the very semblance between what he calls 
“the internal contradictions within the Chinese indigenous understanding 
of male same-sex relations” and “those within the Western modern homo-
sexual/heterosexual definition” was made possible and meaningful only 
in contemporaneity with the emergence of the concept of homosexuality 
in China.50 In this regard, the following statement confuses his interpreta-
tion of historical sources with the very colonial landscape it claims to ex-
ceed: “When Western modern sexology was introduced to China in the first 
half of the twentieth century, the Chinese understanding of male same-sex 
relations as pi (obsession) was very much alive, as evidenced in the writ-
ings of the time. It was precisely because of the similarity between the two 
sets of understandings that Western modern sexology could gain footing 
in China.”51 The claim is confusing because the similarity Kang points to 
would not have made much sense in a context without the epistemological 
salience of the very concept of homosexuality itself, that is, before the twen-
tieth century. Treating the discursive nature of discourse seriously requires 
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us to pay closer attention to how old words take on a new meaning (and life) 
in a different historical context, rather than imposing later familiar notions 
onto earlier concepts.52 A distinct problem with Kang’s reading remains the 
way he turns a blind eye to the hierarchical nature of the invocation of pi in 
literati discourses. It might be useful to rephrase this problem by borrowing 
David Halperin’s remark: “Of course, evidence of conscious erotic prefer-
ences does exist in abundance, but it tends to be found in the context of 
discourses linked to the senior partners in hierarchical relations of pederasty 
or sodomy. It therefore points not to the existence of gay sexuality per se but 
to one particular discourse and set of practices constituting one aspect of gay 
sexuality as we currently define it.”53

Despite how Pan Guangdan’s condemnation of the homosexuality of 
boy actors (and, by implication, their patrons) was informed by the long- 
standing and still-continuing practices of male prostitution, his condem-
nation was made possible—and comprehensible—only by the arrival of a 
psychiatric style of reasoning that construed same-sex relations in negative 
terms. In their study of nineteenth-century “flower guides” (huapu), Wu 
Cuncun and Mark Stevenson have probed the many social taboos surround-
ing this literary genre that extolled the beauty of boy actors, including “rules 
about money and taste and passion and lust, and also rules about the rep-
resentation of social competition.” They conclude that “none of these were 
concerned with fears of same-sex desire or of stigma through connection 
to the world of Beijing’s homoerotic nightlife.”54 The scientific reasoning of 
desire that gained rapid momentum in the 1920s, on the other hand, ushered 
in a new era of the social stigmatization of male same-sex relations. Pan and 
other sexologists isolated homosexuality as a conceptual blueprint for indi-
vidual psychology independent of hierarchical indexes of power relations, 
social status, class subjectivity, and so on, but it was a concept that, unlike 
heterosexuality, carried a pathological connotation and linked to notable 
cultural signifiers of traditionality contributing to, according to these elites, 
China’s growing national deficiency. It was in this context that homosexual-
ity came to set itself apart from gender transgression as two distinct nodes 
of conceptualization in modern Chinese culture.

The twelve cases of male homosexuality and the one case of female ho-
mosexuality that Pan enumerated in his annotated translation of Psychology 
of Sex should be understood less as historical evidence of homosexual ex-
perience in the Ming and Qing dynasties than as a reflection of how the 
epistemological reorientations brought about by a new psychiatric style of 
reasoning culminated to generate the condition of their comprehensibility. 
Here is where I part company with Giovanni Vitiello, who interprets Pan’s 
effort “as if to provide a Chinese perspective on an experience inadequately 
represented in the Western book. These negotiation attempts remind us that 
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the transformation of sexual culture in twentieth-century China cannot be 
read simply as the replacement of one model with another.”55 Two major 
assumptions are embedded in Vitiello’s statement: first, that the internal co-
herence of a unified structure of homoerotic sentiment had always already 
existed in China before the Western concept of homosexuality, and second, 
the congruency between the former and the latter structures of knowledge 
was inevitable and unproblematic.

I would not suggest that the heart of the matter concerns the question of 
whether the contested process of translation is itself fraught with the pos-
sibility of “losing” or “adding” new dimensions of knowledge (because of 
course it is). But what escapes Vitiello’s reading is the way in which the inter-
nal coherency of an indigenous structure of knowledge on which the foreign 
model of homosexuality could be easily mapped and the condition of possi-
bility of this mapping were both themselves historically contingent on—even 
historically produced by—the very process whereby “homosexuality” was 
translated into Chinese in the early twentieth century. Likewise, when Pan 
and other sexologists used examples from ancient Greece to render the mod-
ern category of homosexuality intelligible, the result was a similar moment 
of epistemic alignment in the establishment of scientia sexualis in China. 
Their debates on “true” or “fake,” “inborn” or “acquired,” “natural” or “cur-
able,” homosexuality in the pages of Sex Science already takes for granted the 
new psychiatric style of reasoning and so treats sexuality and its attendant 
disorders, such as homosexuality, as if they were naturally given and carry-
ing broader implications for the modern nation. Simply put, the epistemic 
continuity forged by Chinese sexologists between the foreign concept of ho-
mosexuality and earlier examples of homoeroticism do not undermine the 
kind of Foucauldian epistemological rupture that I have been suggesting but 
actually exemplify it. Before the rupture, according to the normative defini-
tion of desire in male spectatorship and connoisseurship, the possibility of 
having the same (homo)sexuality as either the dan actor or the male favorite 
would have appalled the literati gentleman.

If we ever wonder how to make sense of the prevalence of same-sex sex-
ual practice in China before the rise of an East Asian scientia sexualis, as so 
vividly captured in The Carnal Prayer Mat, we only need to remind ourselves 
that as little as a century ago, the very notion of (homo)sexuality did not fall 
within the possible parameters of Chinese thinking.
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