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Abstract

My thesis interrogates the complex and indeterminate nature of Taiwanese
identity as it is articulated in post-1980s Taiwanese theatre productions. I argue that
Taiwanese 1dentity is negotiated in a ‘diasporic space’ that has manitestations
through cultural hybrdity, spatio-temporal disruption and homing in travelling.
Initially, I establish the conceptual framework of diasporic space through critical
investigations of the sociality of modern diespora, post-colonial notions of cultural
difference and hybnidity (Homi Bhabha) and space-time dynamics as elaborated in
Foucault’s conception of heterotopias. The subsequent chapters consist of
performance analyses and provide dramatic illustrations of these theories as they'
are imbricated in diasporic space.

Subsequently, I examine the appropriation of Beijing Opera aesthetics in a
Taiwanese context, and argue that it engenders a hybrid 1dentity by defying the
totalising force of Chineseness. I also consider how national space and its attendant
essentialist identity is attempted via a sacralised home of homogeneous constitution,
thus arguing for the impossibility of 1dentifying a stable national cultural identity
due to infracultural differences in the diasporic community of Taiwan. To fully
account for the lived experience of the Taiwanese, I tlien explore the dialectic force
E)f history that shapes the cultural imaginary of home and identity in ten theatrical
productions. I argue that, rather than being bound to a fixed home/land, Taiwanese
identity is mediated in the spatio-temporal difference between the homes in the past
in China and the present in Taiwan.

In addition, I examine the internal conflicts in present-day Taiwan that are
unfolded through stories depicting everyday life. The Taiwanese constantly travel
in and out of the present locality, and each journey in its own particularity touches
upon broader cultural politics of locating home identity. Probing the various
manners in which these chosen performances locate Taiwanese identity, I evaluate
their achievement in presenting a multiplicity of theatrical pessibilities and
alternative perspectives of cultural reality that helps envision a ‘new’ ‘diasporic’
understanding of homing through travelling, inhabiting shifting moments and
movements when/where identity is always being re-configured.
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Preface

This thesis addresses the politics and polemics of Taiwanese 1dentity in
contemporary theatre practice, examining the extent to which Taiwanese 1dentity 1s
constituted in a dialectical relationship with Chinese cultural history in terms of its
mapping of notions of home. This theatrical scheme of mapping identity involves not
only a relative positioning of present-day Taiwan to the other space of a Chinese past,
but also a positioning to a self-differentiated Taiwan in the future. In the last thirty
years, Taiwanese identity has been an issue of debate in many cultural arenas such as
the grass-roots literature and Taiwan New cinema. However, critical discussions of
the role of the theatre in constructing Taiwanese identity remain scant. My research -
project 1s thus motivated by, though not limited to, a particular ‘national’ ‘cultural’
context. In this Preface, I will sketch out the main themes and arguments that will

figure and develop 1n the following chapters.

il

My principle argument posits that Taiwanese identity is negotiated in a
‘diasporic space’ characterised by thre¢ cultural phenomena: cultural hybndity,
spatio-temporal disruption and homing in travelling. These axes are referenced in the
dislocated experience of the Taiwanese, and they are evidenced in contemporary
Taiwanese theatre practice. Due to shared linguistic and cultural backgrounds, Taiwan
has a close yet difficult relationship with China which imposes an ideoidgy of ethnic .
nationalism upon overseas Chinese communities. However, this overarching Chinése

identity is differentiated by native consciousness which evolves from local cultural

"
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practices in Taiwan.

In Chapter One, analysing two specific texts which seek to define the Taiwanese
- theatre by an exclusive origin located in either Taiwan or China, I suggest that the
nature of Taiwanese theatre is diasporic, and not fully accounted for by any single
cultural origin. Then, by investigating the genealogy and sociality of diaspora, I
locate the major thematics which constitute the performance analyses which I will
undertake throughout the thesis. Present-day diaspora has emerged as an alternative
collectivity to the modern nation-state, challenging the organic link between land,
people and identity and hence allowing for new forms of solidarity to develop beyond
national and cultural borders. I use black diaspora discourse in British cultural
studies to illustrate that diasporic identity is constituted by changing history where
spatio-temporal difference is considered. Having dealt with the implications of the
diasporic, I explore the three features of diasporic space by first discussiﬂg the
conceptualisation of ‘third space’ in relation to hybridity in Homi Bhabha’s post-
‘colonial theory. Third space is produéed in the ‘time-lag’ of signification, during
which cultural difference is negotiated through the articulation of a new hybrid
subjectivity. In a post-colonial‘ conte_'xt,i cultural difference is hybridised without
collapsing into essentialist identity deﬁn‘ed by cultural purity and origin. I argue that
modém Beijing Opera in Taiwan exemplifies the operative dynamics of cultural
hybridity. In Chapter Two, I show how traditional Beijing Opera 1s appropriated n
modern Taiwan. Here, the process of modernisation breaks the semiotic closu;e of
Beijing Opera, in which I suggest an abstract space of China and a Chinese national

identity 1s imagined. To elicit a sense of Taiwaneseness, The Taiwan Trilogy, a
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project of nativisation, applies Beijing Opera formulas in the dramatisation of
Taiwan’s historical heroes. Their dedication to protect Taiwan from foreign intrusion
evokes a place-bound Taiwanese identity that is nevertheless estranged by
Chineseness, internalised in the opera formulas that aesthetically unify the
performance style. This project thus highlights the hybrid dimension of Taiwanese
identity.

In addition to traditional opera, the essentialist construction of a Taiwanese
identity is also pursued in text-based theatre. The image of Taiwan 1s wrought as a
utopia where racial and cultural differences are homogenised and historical
contingencies are discarded. Chapter Three offers an analysis of two productions
(Mundane Orphan and Little Town of Tamsui) that attempt to locate Taiwan in a
mythic time and space. Mundane Orphan ambitiously offers a theatrical
reconstruction of Taiwanese cultural history. Taiwan is presented as a multi-ethnic
community and infracultural differences between various ethnic groups are
illustrated. In Little Town of Tamsui, Taiwan 1s represented by an ideal heritage town
of Tamsui where a shared past incites nostalgia. In Tamsui, the continuing
transmission of cultural customs and family values enables the construction of the
home-nation and cultural identity. But the temporal continuity and spatial enclosure
essential to the making of national space 1s problematised by the questioning of the
spatio-temporal limit of theatrical representation. Also, the singular national identity
in these two productions is destabilised by internal conflicts in the representation of

Taiwan. To fully account for the diverse complexity of Taiwanese identity, I argue it

"
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is necessary to investigate the past of migration and the subsequent experience of
dislocation for the Taiwanese that 1s interwoven and re-inscribed in the pfesent.
Chapter Four and Chapter Five analyse ten productions by the Performance
Workshop (Love for Peach Blossom Spring, The Island and its Other Shore and
Chinese Comedy in the Late 20" Century, Look Who's Cross-talking Tonight and The
Complete Version of Chinese Thought (Cross-talk version) ) and the Ping Fong
Acting Troupe (Half-Mile Great Wall, Beijing Opera: The Revelatfor'z and Can Three
Make It? Parts III, IV and V). Chapter Four tackles the historicity in which
Taiwanese 1dentity is produced. The past homeland in China, its history and cultural
tradition are examined with respect to their implications for the Taiwanese 1n the
present. I suggest that the present home in Taiwan is mapped in contingency with the
past homeland 1in China. In juxtaposition, differences from both places converge in a
heterogeneous site, whose spatio-temporal dynamics I investigate through Foucault’s
heterotopias. Not unlike the notion of third space, heterotopias privilege
incommensurable difference in a di;fém'sive space, working against homogenising and
centralising orders. Heterotopias invoke a transient space where all the adjacent sites
are simultaneously represented and also contested. Time in heterotopias is
heterogeneous as illustrated in Foucault’s example of the Polynesian vacation village
whose reconstruction abolishes time, but the experience of Polynesian life in such a
village compresses the entire history into an enclosed site. As such, the temporal
division 1s disrupted between past and present, contained in the same site of
heterotopia where the real (the present) space and the imaginary (the historical) space

i

encounter each other’s difterence.
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In a diasporic context, home is not a universal construct but has to be considered
in contingent historical cultural contexts. The diasporic Taiwanese move between the
past homeland in China and the present home in Taiwan, which converge in the same
site of heterotopia where original identities are re-constituted. The Taiwanese 1dentity
is not grounded in either place but is negotiated in a diasporic space where 1dentity
bound to the essentialist ideas of race, nation and home 1s unsettled. This travel
between past and present enhances the understanding of the impossibility of having a
solid home within which a fixed identity is available for the Taiwanese as the past
homeland in China and the present home in Taiwan are constantly and mutually
displaced. I finally argue that the Taiwanese are homing in travelling and their
identity is constituted by this movement.

After discussing the polemics of identity in historical cultural contexts, the lived
eXpeﬁenceS of the Taiwanese become the subject of concern in Chapter Five where
not only China in the past but also Taiwan in the present is denied as a home of safety
and stability. Chapter Five first presents the serial performances of cross-talk, the
Chinese cultufal trgdition framed w&thin the beef-show, a commercial entertainment
representative of Taiwanese pop culture. This Chinese tradition is displaced as the
cross-talk master(s) invited from China remains absent and the Taiwanese beef-show
hosts conduct the cross-talk under the shadow of Chinese masters. The modern cross-
talk performances proffer a thematic discussion of home 1n various formulations as
they appear in the refugee experience of people in China and Taiwan. The
Mainlanders having left China have yet to settle in Taiwan, whilst their hometown in

China has already changed from the past. The homes in feudal China are already
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destroyed in an earthquake; the homes in modem China and Taiwan in conflation
with the nation are not firmly established.

These formulations of home in China and Taiwan are projected in disintegration,
echoing the disappearance of traditional cross-talk represented by the Chinese
master(s). The authonty of the Chinese master(s) is constantly denigrated and finally
displaced by a local in Taiwan, which is framed as a culturally inferior place to
China. In these cross-talk performances, the Taiwanese move to the other space of the
Chinese master(s) but only to find no real master(s), no authentic cultural tradition or
original homeland 1s accessible there. The travel into the other space of China
transposes them back to the beef-show restaurant, a metaphorical site for Taiwan that
1s on the edge of total destruction and has a dubious future. A home-bound identity is
not secured either here or there. The ‘disappearing home/land’ is also the central
motif in Can Three Make 1t? Parts III, IV and V developed around the capital city of
Tarwan, Taipei where people lead a detached and anxious life. The Taiwanese have
split opinions rg:garding Taiwan as-a permanent homebase. The young people are
eager to emigréte and the old people lack common or firm identification with Taiwan.
Near the end of each of these performaﬁces, events of destruction take place. Though
staged in a playful mode, these events blast the Taiwanese out of their safe homes and
seemingly drive them to an escape from the city. A spirit of homelessness permeates.
This escape from Taipei however, leads the Taiwanese back to the same city where
the home construct still keeps collapsing. Escape, it seems, does not result in another
home grounded elsewhere, but invokes a return to the same city that is marked by the

hope that 1t will be different from its present state. Chapter Five illustrates the manner
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in which present Taiwan fails to serve as a centre of belonging. The Taiwanese are
homing in travelling between the falling city in the present and its double in a better
future that is however always delayed 1n a theatrical loop of serial escapes.

I suggest that Taiwanese 1dentity cannot be fixed by an invariable past in China
or an imaginary future in Taiwan. Taiwanese identity is, I argue, constituted in a
diasporic space where the past in China is re-1nscribed in present Taiwan, which itself
is re-considered 1n differences brought out via self- escape. Such escape enables a
further exploration of the internal differences within Taiwan. The diasporic
Taiwanese travel without a pre-determined destination. The wholeness of time/space
in the conventional meaning of homefland and 1ts pre-ordained identity is fragmented
in travel, as movement interrupts the linearity of time and fissures the totality of
space. Home and identity for the Taiwanese are, therefore, mapped in the
configuration of movements through disjointed times and places; home is inscribed in
their experience of dislqcation, both mental and maternial. Home 1n this diasporic
context pertaining to Taiwan emerges where the ontological forms of home
disappear, displaced by an act of homing through travelling.

Through 1ts interrogation of identity in the diasporic perspective, my thesis raises
a new alternative to the binary options (pro-China and pro-Taiwan) heated by
political identity discourses about Taiwan. This alternative has an especially critical
as well as theatrical focus that 1s unique in the following ways. In terms of theatre
literatures in Chinese, books about Chinese classic drama almost all discuss either
aesthetic values or historical developments within the operatic tradition (Fu Gin 1995,

Zeng Yong-y1 1986, Zheng Chuan-ying 1995). For {he two genres considered 1n this
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thesis, Beijing Opera and text-based theatre, there are books detailing the evolution of
Beijing Opera (Mao Jia-hua 1995) and its modernisation in Taiwan (Wahg An-qi
1996), but none yet examine the role that modernised Beijing Opera plays in the
constitution of Taiwanese identity. The existing books about text-based theatre
examine how Westemn aesthetics or colonisation affect its historical development and
particularly in terms of fringe theatres (Chung Ming-der 1999, Ma Shen 1994, Qiou
Kun-liang 1992,Yang Du 1994). However, no critical work has been published under
the subject of identity about what I view as the two ‘major’ players in contemporary
Taiwanese theatre, Performance Workshop and Ping Fong Acting Troupe, except two
semi-biographical documents about their artistic directors (Hou Shu-y1 and Tao Xiao-
mei1 2003, Lee Li-hen 1998). These companies are ‘major’ in the sense that they
present to a relatively largé and steady audience, and their works are influential
cultural practices. Using mainly these two theatre companies’ work analysed 1n a
systematic fashion, my thesis maps the heterogeneous trajectory of Talwanese
1dentity, and in this way attempts to restore an important part of the theatre
historiography of contemporary Taiwan.

In investigating theatrical perfonn_éncc in the constituting context of identity, my
thesis takes anminter-disdiplinary approach, as required by my research matenals, 1.e.
the migration history and its consequence of infracultural differences that inform the
production of Taiwanese identity. Therefore, I apply the invigorating concepts of the
diasporic in relation to hybridity and home mapped in contingency with travel. I
propose this inter-disciplinary research 1n order to fully address the complex nature of

Taiwanese 1dentity, employing theories of post-colonialism, de-construction as well
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as ideas in human geography and cultural studies. My thesis in studying Taiwanese
theatre and identity in the diasporic context also gives nuance to understanding the
cross-cultural phenomenon of diaspora, a distinctive global sociality. The
contribﬁtion of my thesis lies not only in taking the initiative to investigate Taiwanese
identity performed in theatre. By contextualising this work in the diasporic, my thesis
explores the dialectical dynamics of 1dentity and theatrical performance from the
contingent perspective of the diasporic. Identity in the diasporic rubric is always in
flux, uprooted from a pre-determined centre of origin and re-inscribed in the routing
through different times and spaces. Taiwanese theatrical performance is diasporic in
the sense that the very enactment of representation necessarily causes ruptures in
1dentity. Such i1dentity relies on the mimetic reproduction of reality, which 1s always
refuted by the indeterminate process of theatrical signification.

Although my thesis abides by a firmly anti-essentialist stand, I acknowledge that
strategic essentialism 1s sometimes required in specific situations to contravene
neo/colonial oppression or dominatioh. However, such a strategy and its potent
political efficacy are not of direct relevance to Taiwan, where Han-Chineseness
though 1t tends to exercise an oppressiveipower, 1s constantly neutralised 1n multi-
ethnic differences. This procéss 1s evidenced throughout the thesis. Limited by the
space of this mésis, I am unfortunately'not able to discuss extensively the differences
marked by class, gender, sexuality, age and many other powers that I acknowledge
throughout the thesis are also constitutive of Taiwanese 1dentity. As Taiwan 1s

inevitably absorbed into the network of globalisation, more and more indices of

difference arise and continue to unpack and re-configure the content of Taiwanese
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identity. Mapping the many and changing facets of 1dentity 1s never a finished story

and it has increasing critical currency in a diasporised world.

10
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Chapter One

Mapping Out Diasporic Space

Introduction

My thesis aims to interrogate the construction of Taiwanese identity in a
theatrical context. I argue that since Taiwan 1s an immigrant society where the
majority of the population 1s of Han Chinese ancestry, Taiwanese identity 1s located
in a diasporic space. China has always insisted on its territorial right over Taiwan, in
spite of their formal separation for more than half a century. However, although
Taiwanese culture has evolved separately, Chinese heritage still bears influential
marks on the construction of Taiwanese identity. The self-assigned status of China
as the motherland for all the ethnic Chinese l1iving outside Mainland China is reified
through the cultural imaginary fabricated 1n the-popular media. Since the late 1980s,
the Chinese film industry has prospered on the international market. In those films
by the so-called fifth-generation directors' (Zhang Yi-mou and Chen Keige among
others), China was delineated as a totalised nation space where ethnic solidarity was
cohered by a naturalised link between people and land as the ongin of life. Red

il

Sorghum by Zhang Yi-mou 1s one well-known example. This unitary Chinese
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identity geographically limited to Mainland China may exercise oppressive power
on Chinese diasporas and overseas Chinese communities such as those in Hong
Kong and Taiwan. However, the notion of a Chinese identity bound by one nation,
sharing common ethnicity and inhabiting one land, cannot possibly account for the
diverse lived experiences of the overseas Chinese. The question of the integrity of
Chineseness 1s of course crucial in relation to the Taiwanese cultural production of
national identity. Chapter One will discuss the manner in which the native
consciousness which develops in the cultural practices of the overseas Chinese
disrupts the integrity of the Chineseness directed towards racial and cultural essence.
Hence, the tension between Chineseness and native consciousness of Taiwan is
explicitly addressed in theatrical contexts. Analysing two texts by local scholars
(The Two Western Currents in Modern Chinese Drama, Ma Shen: 1994 and

Taiwanese Theatre and Cultural Transformation: Historical Memory and People s

- m—

View, Qiou Kun-hang: 1997) that seek a ‘clean-cut’ definition of the Taiwanese
theatre, I hope to 1llustrate that both texts stress the exclusive relationship of
Taiwanese theatre with either Taiwan or China. However, I will argue, through a
comparative analysis of these two texts, that the nature of Taiwanese theatre is

wif

decentred, i.e. diasporic, as a consequence of the unique socio-political history of
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Taiwan.

My central argument 1s that Taiwanese identity is contested in a diasporic
space, the anti-essentialist spétiality of which will be demonstrated in my
performance analysis throughout the thesis. At the beginning of my analysis I
delineate the transformation of Beijing Opera in Taiwan, then I investigate the
problematic mapping of home-nation in text-based theatre. As manifest in
contemporary Taiwanese theatre, diasporic space, I will argue, is characterised by
three distinctive phenomena: cultural hybridity, spatio-temporal disruption, and
homing 1in travelling.

However, prior to examining the manner in which Taiwan is mapped
theatrically, I will attempt to construct a conceptual framework defining diasporic L
space, where I consider Taiwanese identity to be located. Diaspora, the migrational
phenomenon and its geopolitical and cultural implications, in my view, are resonant
with the formal dynamics of diasporic space. Through investigating diaspora
discourse, I suggest that diasporic space defies the totalising space of nationhood,
opening onto an anti-essentialist space which exists in the dialectic between the past
and the present of diaspora. Defining this term within the context of contemporary

Taiwanese theatre, I apply Homi Bhabha's notion of third space and cultural
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hybridity to the performances of modernised Beijing Opera. I then utilise Foucault's
ideas of heterotopia to map out a heterogeneous space where real and imaginary
geographies are both accounted for. This space is theatrically illustrated as the
Taiwanese engage the spatio-temporal disruption between past China and present
Taiwan; both places are mutually constituted but also deviate from the original.
Finally, moving outwards from the idea of identity as constituted in historical and
cultural contexts, I argue that the Taiwanese are located in a state of flux, that is,
their home and 1dentity are configured in the movement of travelling through and
between places and spaces.

The Taiwanese live on the border of Taiwanese and Chinese cultures and
negotiate their identity through cultural differences that are combined yet set off
against each other. The conflicting dynamics of cultural hybridity fracture the
pre-given 1dentity that 1s bound by land, race and cultural tradition. This hybrid
dimension of Taiwanese identity will be illustr;ted in the modernisation of Beijing
Opera 1n Taiwan. Beijing Opera and its internal Chineseness is confronted in the
cultural climate of modern-day Taiwan, which seeks to renovate Chinese heritage.

Furthermore, the nativisation project of Beijing Opera in Taiwan takes as its

premise the configuration of a place-bound identit;/ based upon portraying the
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Taiwanese as a unified community fighting with one heart against foreign intrusion.
This community 1s aesthetically unified by opera formulas, which nevertheless
invoke a facet of Chineseness that jeopardises the integrity of the place-bound
Taiwanese identity. Conseqﬁently, a hybrid identity emerges, mediated by cultural
differences. Besides Beijing Opera, a similar intention to formulate an essentialist
Taiwanese 1dentity is also expressed through another important genre, text-based
theatre. In the narratives of home (and its conflation into nation) as staged in
text-based theatre, I will first demonstrate the problematic of a Taiwanese national
identity built in an empty time and mythic space. Then, to fully address the
dislocation experience of the Taiwanese, I will examine the production of diasporic
space 1n specific cultural and historical contexts. Through analysing the theatrical
reconstruction of the refugee stories in Taiwanese and Chinese history, I hope to
1llustrate that the Taiwanese engage the spatio-temporal disruption of both the
present home in Taiwan and the past hpmeland in China. T will argue that the
Taiwanese thus occupy a heterogeneous space where their identity is negotiated in
the spatio-temporal differences between past and present, and in two locations.

In this chapter, in order to elaborate the conceptual foundation of the thesis, I

will give a historical investigation of diaspora focﬁrsing on its genealogy and
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modem application as a result of cross-cultural and transnational movements. In the
late 20" century, the increasing mobility of population, capital and culture
engenders numerous variants from the classic diaspora, as seen in Jewish exile, for
example. Diaspora has become a phenomenal happening in the post-colonial age,
and it contests the essentialist formation of the modern nation-state, that
presupposes a domestic territory confined within rigid boundaries. Diaspora arises
as the other of the Nation, designating an interstitial state of existence, a space in
between cultures, where new modes of spatial affiliation and cultural identity are
developed. In diaspora, any definition of identity as attached to the bounded
territory and singular national culture is problematised. The work of Stuart Hall and
Paul Gilroy with particular reference to black diaspora will be useful in this respect.
For, as 1n this thesis, in black diaspora discourse, diaspora constitutes an alternative
social space outsid-e the fixed boundaries of the modern nation-state and the
diasporic identity is constituted as the effect of clashing cultural discourses.
Diasporic space, existing in an interstitial margin where cultures meet, has
been anticipated in post-colonial theory, especially through Bhabha’s notion of third

space. Drawing on Jacques Derrida’s notion of différance, third space fractures any

fixed identity of nation as bound by an original culture and singular ethnicity. Third
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space seeks to dissolve colonial discourse where an arbitrary binary is imposed to
secure the colonial authornty by excluding the different other. According to Bhabha
(1994), the enunciation of subjectivity in colonial discourse is unstable and
indeterminate as this enunciation as a process of cultural signification is mobilised
in the economy of difference’. Bhabha pursues third space via the notion of cultural
hybridity. This heterogeneous space arises during the ‘time lag’ where cultural
difference is articulated in contention. Third space highlights the translational
understanding of culture and identity informed by the unsettled process of
signification. This is particularly relevant to the modemised Beijing Opera
performances in Taiwan where Taiwanese 1dentity is negotiated in contention with
Chinese heritage.

Besides the contentious articulation of cultural difference, Taiwanese identity
in the theatre context is also addressed in the problematic of ‘home’ which is
mapped as a heterogeneous time and space as a result of the collapse of the
spatio-temporal division between past China and present Taiwan. I will analyse this
notion of indeterminate geography through Foucault’s heterotopia, a discursive
space of difierence which can also be socially produced and located in real sites like

b

museums, cemeteries etc. Places, in both real and imaginary geographies, are
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contested by each other’s difference 1n sites of heterotopias, in-between spaces
where time and space are engaged dialectically. In heterotopias, spatial binaries are
unhinged and the subject is affected by spatial disruptions between here and there.
This in-between dimension of heterotopias is revealing to the mapping of home and
identity as indeterminate geography negotiated in the intertwining yet antagonistic
relationship between the past homeland and the present home as delineated in the
selected performances of contemporary Taiwanese theatre.

Home 1n diasporic space 1s not a place constituted by rigid boundaries, but is
configured throu gh the movement of travelling through various times and places in
cultural history. This chapter finally seeks to engage a notion of travel in order to
map diasporic space. This theme of travel will be further explored in the final
chapter which explores the discursive significance of travel in a particular relation
to the alternative mapping of home in a process of motion, which in my view
constitutes a poetics of diasporip space. Through travel, the diasporic subject is
spatially dislocated and re-located through the encounter with the spatial other
whose difference is constitutive of his self-identity.

Differentiating Chineseness: an anti-essentialist view

In his historical research on diaspora that now has an international si gnificance,
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Robin Cohen identifies five categories of diaspora: victim, labour, trade, impenal
and cultural (1997: x). Classic diasporas, such the Jewish and Armenian, are
representative of victims of forced expulsion, whilst labour diasporas are formed of
such people as the indentured Indians during British colonialism. The extension of
business networks creates the Chinese diasporas in south-eastern Asia, and the
Caribbean peoples illustrate how literature, music, and life styles cohere the
community of a cultural diaspora. However, in modern times, the diaspora
experiences have developed and become much more complex and diversified.
Admitting the arbitrariness and ambiguity that any method of categorisation could
induce, Cohen consciously examines the possible overlap among these different
categories. For example, the Chinese in different historical contexts have formed
labour and trade diasporas. Not only do some diasporas carry distinctive characters
of different categories but also the term itself has been extensively appropriated.
Cohen’s book mainly discusses the Chinese in the category of trade diaspora, whilst
Taiwan 1s not discussed as a case in point of diaspora but together with Hong Kong;
both are quoted as examples of “overseas Chinese in precarious situations” (ibid.:
92 emphasis mine). The situation 1s precarious because of China’s claim of

sovereignty right over Taiwan. However, the overseas community is considered as
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one variant of classic diaspora among others such as expatriates, immigrants,
refugees etc... (Khachig T6l6lyan 1991: 4). Considering the complexity of diaspora
in its modern manifestations, it is highly difficult to reach a definitive model. In this
thesis, Taiwan is viewed as a location of culture that presents unique cultural
symptoms of a ‘diasporic’ nature.

The long history of Chinese migration® indicates that the diasporic
phenomenon has never been absent in the ethnoscape of Taiwan. But long before
the Chinese outcasts exiled to Taiwan on a large-scale in the Ming and late Qing
Dynasty, aborigines had inhabited the island. Taiwanese scholar and historian, Chen
Fang-ming (1988) distinguishes three features that underline Taiwanese history.
Being geographically marginalised, Taiwan has always celebrated a tradition of
resistance against central dictatorship, a history that consequently brings out the
desire for autonomy and an openness to foreign cultures throughout 400 years of
colonialism®. Receptive to influences from China as well as foreign cultures,
Taiwanese culture has long retained a hybrid aspect. The location of culture in
Taiwan takes place in an interstitial space between the homogenised centre of China
and heterogenising margin in Taiwan. Taiwanese 1dentity, as I will demonstrate

through the analysis of theatre performances, 1s mediated in a diasporic space
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affected by Chinese culture. China stimulates the longing for the lost homeland and
its associated past that is re-constructed in imagination and mediated in the ‘situated
knowledge’ of Taiwan. This mediated diasporic space is manifested in the
narratives of home in Taiwanese text-based theatre. The delineation of the home in
the present is always underscored by the Chinese past which continues to live with
the Taiwanese.
While political activists of the independent movement demanded that a pure

Taiwanese identity be re-discovered and pressed for a complete break with Mother
China; others insisted on their ‘thicker than blood’ bond. Another faction proposed

5

the umbrella term ‘cultural China’’ as a convenient replacement, under which

regional differences of the overseas Chinese risk being silenced. Taiwan as an
independent country seems only a futile slogan as this questionable status 1s
acknowledged by few countries and China remains adamant on its territorial
authority over Taiwan. Demographically speaking, Taiwan 1s composed of
immigrants from various areas in China who amrived in different historical periods.
However, the desire of the Taiwanese for a collective identification has always been
present though the centre of identification has changed in difierent historical

periods. The target of identification in the history of Taiwanese literature changed
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three times to accommodate different socio-political contexts of colonisation and
modernisation (Chen Zhau-ying 1995, You Sheng-guan 1996). The Taiwanese had
been identified with pre-Communist China during Japanese colonisation when
Taiwan was deemed as a province of China. At the beginning of the Nationalist rule
in the 1940s and 50s, Taiwan deemed as representing China propre (in opposition to
Communist China) was the centre of identification. From the late 1960s, Taiwan
has gradually been alienated from the signifier of China and become the centre of
belonging as an independent entity since the 1980s.

China located on the other side of the Taiwan Strait, having never been
colonised by foreign powers, retains a self-imposed centrality. This is well
1llustrated 1n the totalising landscape charted in Chinese cinema during the 1980s.
Most of it described events happening to ordinary people in remote areas (often
poor and agricultural) and connoted an invisible nation (Communist China) to
summon a ﬁJll-hearted devotion, which helped people transcend individual
tragedies 1n lite. Thus, ordinary men are transfigured into quasi-heroes through
working collectively for the ideal nation. In these films, the vitality of China is
indicated as the camera swoops over boundless lands of opulent agricultural

productivity. One exemplary sample is Red Sozglm;;z, a telling story of a woman’s
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life at a winery in a remote village. In 1930s China, a young woman is sent by her
father to marry an old leper who owns a winery. In the nearby sorghum fields, she
falls for one of his servants. When the master dies, she and her lover take over the
winery. When the Japanese invade and rule the area, they cut down the sorghum to
make way for a road; the local community rises up and resists as the sorghum grows
anew.

By utilising the point of view of the woman’s grandson as the off-screen
narrator, the important theme of genealogy is established. Her personal growth is
framed in wine-making by which the vitality of Chinese people is symbolised for
the survival not only of livelihood but also of nationhood. The film starts by
scanning the sorghum field where a love-making scene takes place, metaphorically
alluding to the myth of genesisin a Chinese context. A patchy field is cleared to
claim ““a sacred place for sacrifice” (Zhang Yingjin 1994:31) where the mother
figure (the bride-to-be) lies on mother earth while the father figure looks up at the
blue sky. Human reproduction is metaphorically represented through the vibrating
sorghum leaves in the wind with practically no female body exposed. The female
body plays an important symbolic sign for the liberation of female desire (Wang

™

Yuejin 1991). In such a revealing moment, avoiding corporeality is perhaps less a
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conservative treatment of sexuality than a deliberate device to assert the pure and
celestial image of mother/China. Red Sorghum saliently invokes the carnivalesque
celebration of natural earth and the primeval body. It appears explicitly political in
the connection of the sorghum-wine to strengthen the labourers’ fighting verve
against Japanese invasion. Zhang Yingjin (1994) suggests that this film breaks the
division between the private (biological, obscene body) and the public (agricultural,
productive community). Taking his view further, I suggest that these two spheres
are fused for defending a notion of nationhood. The individual body in its collective
form rejuvenates the body of the nation.

Chinese film critic Chris Berry observes in the films by China’s
fifth-generation directors, a common narrative where China signifies a coherent
nation while a more fractured identity appears in Taiwan New Cinema® (1994:
42-65). Through an integrated reading of J ames:on’s critical essays (1986) about
China’s novelist Lu Xun, and a pioneering urban film of Taiwan New Cinema,
Terrorizer’ (1992), I suggest that Jameson offers a similar view regarding the
different formations of identity in China and Taiwan. In his erudite reading of the
‘third-world’ literatures, Jameson’s strong Marxist stand prompts him towards

making a problematic conclusion designating ‘national allegory’ as the ubiquitous
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character of ‘all’ ‘third-world’ literatures. This coercive interpretation 1s refuted by
Aijaz Ahmad who eloquently explicates that varied social conditions and different
ideologies underlying the production of the third-world literatures seriously
undermine Jameson’s national focus (1992: 95-123). Terrorizefr illustrates such a
different third-world sociality in metropolitan Taipei, the capital of Taiwan.
Jameson fails to locate the political unconscious in a national format in Zerrorizer.
Instead, he detects the absence “...of any ostensible worry about the nature of
Taiwanese identity, of any rehearsal of its very possibility” (1992:117). Shifting
from Jameson’s observation regarding the cinematic absence of a Taiwanese
identity to the context of contemporary theatre, I will argue throughout this thesis
that Taiwanese identity is constructed against the grain of a totalising national
identity as conceived in Red Sorghum.

Red Sorghum is one example of the films by China’s fifth-generation where
Hong-Kong born cultural theorist Rey Chow identifies “primitive passions” (1995).
These primitive passions directed at China as a totalising signifier convey the
violence of *...Chinese imperialism vis-a-vis people who are peripheralised,
dominated, or colonised by Mainland China culture, in places as Tibet, Taiwan, and

Hong Kong* (ibid.:51). Similar to Hong Kong beﬁ;re 1997, Taiwan also faces the
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imperialist discourse of nativism, completed in one pure ethnicity — the Han
Chinese. Chow (1992) proposes a strategy to un-learn colonial knowledge for Hong
Kong locals via a post-colonial self-writing based on “double impossibility”. Both
the root of pure Chineseness and the hybridity of combining British and Chinese
heritages are negated in this discourse. Conducting a semiotic analysis of popular
music in Hong Kong, Chow emphasises how the Chinese root like a classic text of
literature is decomposed and recomposed to reflect the “substance of contemporary
city life in East Asia” (ibid.162). The pop music that circulates between Taiwan,
Hong Kong and China underscores a diasporic cultural network. And Chineseness
based on the political manipulation of blood, race and soil is disintegrated 1n this
diasporic network where hybridity is not synthetic, but inscribed by the
indeterminate articulation of cultural differences.

Cultural identity is not a matter of political administration but 1s implicated in
recognisable sets of cultural practices. The cultural imaginary of overseas Chinese
communities consists of ideas and images that are continually re-staged across the
stable national narratives of Chineseness. Thus, diaspora discourse can form a
particular threat to the dominant culture of Chineseness because it is not only the

voice of the different other but also the voice of hybridity. It disrupts the
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homogeneous nature of Chineseness, opening up a space of negotiation where
cultural differences are not assimilated but re-articulated in a mixed form. As I will
illustrate later in detail, the ambivalence of coded formulas in the modernised
Beijing Opera performances in Taiwan cultivates the possibilities of narratives
where identities are constantly produced and reconfigured through appropriating
Chinese cultural tradition. The modern appropriation of the Beijing Opera
aesthetics where the dominant discourse of Chineseness is generated, hybridises
this discourse and reconfigures the notion of cultural identities as fluid and
heterogeneous. Thus, the effect of these modern opera performances is to challenge
the static status of any fixed national cultural identity whereas Chineseness is
re-inscribed through “the catachrestic modes of its signification, the very forms of
1ts historical constructiori.” (Rey Chow 2000:18)

I have explicated that Chineseness is not a monolithic given but an open
signifier whose modes of signification are reconsidered in differences produced in
the cultural historical reality of diaspora and overseas Chinese communities. The
history of colonisation and modernisation in Taiwan challenges the immutable
content of Chineseness grounded in the essentialist construction of ethnicity and

culture. Taiwan 1n its local context produces cultural differences that problematise



Mapping Out Diasporic Space 28

Chinese heritage as the invariable origin. This cultural difference in contention will
be further investigated in Chapter Two where modern Beijing Opera in Taiwan
fractures the semiotic enclosure of Beijing Opera and its inherent Chineseness.
Negation of Chineseness 1s not a total denial of Chinese origin but an articulation of
the difference subsumed into the totalising Chinese identity under one race, one
civilisation, one people and one nation. Taiwanese identity 1s mostly defined by the
inability to articulate a stable identity as 1t is constituted in a clash of differentiating
discourses. In the following analysis, I present a debate where the diasporic nature

of Taiwanese theatre 1s underscored.

Defining Taiwanese theatre: a diasporic perspe;:tive

I have located above two established academic texts (Ma Shen, 1994 and Qiou
Kun-liang, 1997) which attempt to clear a field for the Taiwanese theatre. Ma’s text
stresses the transitional relation of Taiwan’s text-based theatre to ‘spoken drama’®
initiated in China long before 1949, when Taiwan was officially separated from
China. Qioﬁ’s text accentuates the local cultural practice for which the ‘local’ 1s
strictly defined by its bond to the land in Taiwan. Ma mainly deals with text-based

il

productions in the institutionalised theatre while Qiou writes about a wider range of
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productions with a stress on the plebeian cultural phenomenon as denoted in Victor
Turner’s social drama (1982). Comparatively speaking, Qiou’s theatre 1s widely .
dispersed and has more intimacy with the everyday life of the locals like the ritual
practices in the country area. There 1s a tension between these two texts: the gap
between the ‘elite’ high culture and ‘popular’ folk art. Spoken drama is praised for
its ‘intellectual’ content in contrast to the ‘vulgar’ entertainment that folk art is said
to provide. Despite the above differences, both texts express a similar desire in
naming a pure and exclusive origin for the Taiwanese theatre. On the contrary, I will
argue that Taiwanese theatre 1s, in my view, essentially diasporic.

‘Indigenous’ aboriginal ritual performances existed long before the Han
Chinese moved to Taiwan. Early Chinese immigrants brought folk art such as
Che-gu from their hometowns along the coastline of China. Before the Nationalist
Party announced its rule of Taiwan in 1949, some Beijing Opera as well as spoken
drama troupes from China gave performances and incited general interest among
the locals. The history shows that Tgiwanese theatre had engaged in interchanges
with Chinese traditional theatre due to shared languages and cultural background.
But after 1949, the political opposition between Taiwan and China largely reduced

the frequency of such theatrical exchanges. Taiwan has since then developed
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differently from China in both traditional (operatic) and modern (text-based)
theatres.

In Ma Shen’s (1994) study on Chinese modern theatre, 1949 serves as an index
of periodisation of spoken drama in Taiwan that henceforward had a different
development to China. The initial development of text-based theatre in Taiwan was
dominated by the practitioners who came from China with the Nationalist Army.
Ma'’s historiography underscores the ideology of the Nationalist regime, which
eagerly retained the cultural link with China meanwhile degrading Taiwanese folk
art such as the native opera, Gezaixi. In this ideological climate, the contrast
between ‘native’ opera and ‘modern’ spoken drama was highlighted. Spoken drama
regarded as a sign of Westernisation had the positive connotation of being ‘modern’.
This specific opinion of spoken drama was imposed by the intellectuals and the
ruling class mostly composed of Mainland Chinese who came with the Nationalists.
Identified with China as the motherland to return to, the Nationalist regime’s
scheme of maintaining ‘national’ culture in Taiwan focused on promoting Beijing
Opera originating 1n feudal China. To the Nationalists, Beijing Opera represented
‘authentic’ Chinese culture which Taiwan as part of China also belonged to.

i

Regional operas or folk art in Taiwan were consequently marginalised.
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Ma Shen’s (1994) principle argument is that ‘Chinese’ theatre has been
Westernised twice. The first Westernisation took place in the last phase of Qing
Dynasty or to be more precise around 1919 as part of the May Fourth Movement’,
which called for a thorough Westernisation of Chinese society where the traditional
culture was blamed for its corruption. Defeated by the West then, the Chinese
intellectuals were suddenly forced to recognise the excellence of the science and
democracy from which it was believed that the West had gained its power. This
‘revolutionary’ spirit spread into the realm of culture where a vernacular style of
writing was advocated to replace the classic style. Thus, spoken drama that used
colloquial language was promoted in order to modernise the sing-and-dance opera
tradition inherited from feudal time. The second modernisation in Ma’s
historiography referred to the Little Theatre Movement in the 1980s when Taiwan
instead of China moved to the central stage. At that point Taiwan’s theatre,
influenced by the aesthetic changes in Western theatre, revolted against the realist
tradition. This time, Taiwanese theatre practitioners went overseas and learnt
specific training systems of acting that they consciously applied 1n local
performances upon their return.

Ma delineated how different historical contexts affected these two occasions
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of Westernisation, led by the intellectuals in China and Taiwan separately. I suggest
that Ma’s historiography places Taiwanese theatre in the genealogy of Chinese
theatre, in arguing that “[t]he theatre in Taiwan played a herald role in the second
Westernisation of Chinese theatre as a result of history”” (emphasis mine, 320). Ma
gives full attention to spoken drama in Taiwan, while the operatic tradition like
Beijing Opera or the native operas of Taiwan were only mentioned as a cultural
background. However, he notes the ‘Chinese’ impact of traditional Beijing Opera
on spoken drama in Taiwan especially in the ground-breaking performance of the
Little Theatre Movement, The New Match for He}*-zu, which adapted the narrative
of a Beijing Opera episode and the stylistic operatic gestures and movements.
Taking the participant-observer position in anthropoldgy, Qiou Kun-liang
(1997) provides a quite different historiography from Ma’s to define the Taiwanese
theatre. He claims that the ‘authentic’ Taiwanese theatre originates from religious
rituals and folk performances that have been commonly practised in many regions.
Qiou sees Taiwanese theatre as having strong connections with the land, people and
their everyday life in Taiwan. His book expounds the criticism that cultural
practices immersed 1n the everydayness of the Taiwanese people are marginalised

by the elite class of Mainland Chinese. The habitual attachment of this class to
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Chinese culture prevents it from acknowledging the significance of folk art and
rituals that are developed from the native ‘soil’ of Taiwan. Qiou’s book directs our
attention to this important yet often neglected aspect of Taiwanese theatre; i.e. the
constructing forces of situated knowledge and life experience in the location of
culture, where a distinguished ‘Taiwaneseness’ could be evoked. Qiou’s stress on
Taiwaneseness regretfully claims an exclusive ownership of Taiwanese theatre. In
his problematic remarks below, the intention of excluding both Chinese and
Western influences from the constitution of the Taiwanese theatre is striking. For
Qi1ou, 1t 1s clear that after 1949,
Taiwanese theatre refers to the regional theatres such as Luan Tan,
puppet theatre and Gezaixi... while Beijing Opera, other regional
operas from Mainland China and spoken drama belong to Mainland
Chinese and the intellectuals... (16)
Although he then amends his position to conclude that Taiwanese theatre should
include all the theatre genres listed here, he expresses his discontent that most
theatre researches focus only on Beijing Opera and spoken drama (26-29).
Furthermore, in a tone of dissatisfaction, he points out that research on Taiwanese

i

theatre has been conducted from the restricted historical perspective of the Chinese
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theatre, which as I pointed out above underlines Ma Shen’s research approach.

The paragraph above may be an over-reaction to the militant intervention of
the Nationalist regime to canonise Beijing Opera as the ‘authentic’ theatre tradition
in Taiwan. But Qiou’s personal background as a Taiwanese-native growing up 1n
I[lan (where Gezaixi, Taiwan’s most popular opera matured as an independent genre)
also explains why his ‘authentic’ ‘Taiwanese’ theatre is limited to the vernacular
culture of Taiwan. But he precludes the fact that besides Beijing Opera and folklore
performances he prefers, there are other theatres thriving. Hakka Opera'®, for
example is one of them. Another prominent example is the ritual performances in
various aboriginal communities, the oldest inhabitants of Taiwan. To construct a
pure Taiwaneseness, Qiou sets up a conceptual binary where not only Chinese
heritage but also the multi-ethnic culture in Taiwan 1s deliberately overlooked. This
essentialist definition reveals his intention to fix a pure origin for the ‘Taiwanese’
theatre in opposition to the ‘Chinese’ origin imposed by the Nationalists through the
canonisation of Beijing Opera. Ma and Qiou’s rather different texts prove mutual
insufficiency in dealing with the infra-cultural as well as intercultural differences
that infiltrate the historical development of Taiwanese theatre whose complex

"

nature is, in essence, diasporic.



Mapping Out Diasporic Space 335

Qiou accentuates the local flavour of the ‘authentic’ “Taiwanese’ theatre whose
operation is nourished and realised in everydayness and naturally activates a sense
of Taiwaneseness. Qiou’s text is predicated on the organic relationship of theatre
with land and the space of daily life in Taiwan. Ma instead stresses the genealogical
connection of Taiwanese theatre with Chinese theatre in the field of spoken drama.
Examining theatre history by linear continuity, Ma highlights Chinese intluence on
text-based theatre in Taiwan as he sifuates the latter in the genealogy of Chinese
theatre. In this problematic positioning, Chinese theatre is posed as a source of
originality, although Ma’s book does at least acknowledge the ‘difierent’
development of spoken drama in Taiwan.

Spoken drama from the West was introduced in Taiwan receiving not only
Chinese but also Japanese mediations (Lii Su-shang 1991, Qiou Kun-liang 1992
and Yang Du 1994). Though noting the Japanese mediations, Ma Shen’s '
China-oriented research focuses more on the Chinese connection. In contrast, Qiou
seeks an exclusive definition of the Taiwanese theatre which longs for cultural
independence of Taiwan from Chinese heritage; he thus deems spoken drama a
privileged genre of the Mainlander Taiwanese and thinks it 1s not so much

i

connected with Taiwan and its people. These two texts 1llustrate a dialectical
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relaﬁonship between Chinese culture and local knowledge in Taiwan as two
contesting forces that affect the shaping of cultural identity in Taiwan. There is an
oppositional tension between these two forces which are nevertheless intricately
engaged with each other in the historical development of Taiwanese theatre. Both
Qiou and Ma try to locate the subjectivity of Taiwanese theatre in a specific place as
a singular cultural origin endowed with absolutist value. But I will argue that it is
impossible to obtain a stable cultural identity of Taiwanese theatre 1n a diasporic
state where the essentialist construction of any origin is inevitably problematised.
In the above debate on defining the Taiwanese theatre, I show the problematic
of defining Taiwanese theatre by the essentialist nofiop of cultural origin. This
debate gives a diasporic perspective in relation to the differentiation of dominant
Chineseness by native consciousness of overseas Chinese communities as I
outlined earlier. In this chapter, I hope.to map out a diasporic space where I see
Taiwanese 1dentity as being negotiated. I will bring out the implication of the
‘diasporic’ via an analytical examination of the sociality in diaspora. Diaspora
reflects a disseminating culture which rejects any designated centre or origin,
testifying an anti-essentialist space where 1dentity formation is scrutinised in

"

relation to history, nation, homeland and cultural difference, all of which are
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important propositions in my investigation of Taiwanese identity, as mediated
through contemporary theatre practice. Below, I explore the social phenomenon of

diaspora first through tracking its genealogy.

A genealogy of diaspora

Etymologically, the word diaspora combines the Greek verb speiro and the
preposition dia, meaning to sow over, signifying a state of dispersion from the
origin. The familiar application of diaspora refers to Jewish exile. The positive
meaning in the act of scattering to grow elsewhere however 1s reversed in the
Jewish context to imply the traumatic experience of ethnic expulsion. The
Armenian is another classic diaspora associated with atrocious ethnic absolutism.
Diaspora is, from very ancient times; charged with a strong political resonance that
addresses the complicity among nation, race, and space. Although diaspora in the
classical context signifies the forced dispersion of a certain race, 1ts meanings in
modern times are rather stretched as the moving pattern of people and configuration
of community is complicated by the global phenomenon of high-capitalism and
post-colonialism. The global mobility facilitated by advanced technology,

e 3

de-colonisation and rapid and large capital flows in a free world market since the
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1960s enabled the emergence of various forms of diaspora including expatriate,
immigrant, exile, overseas communities, and refugee groups or individuals.
Diaspora now can be used to refer to for example, the Irish immigrant community in
America as well as the expatriates of international firms all over the world.
Diaspora has become a “metaphorical designation”, expanded so widely as to
represent a segment of a people that lives outside the homeland (William Safran
1991: 83). The loose definition above seemingly sides the diasporic with the figure
of the nomad, hailed by some post-modern theorists, who adorn this figure with an
indefinite subject configuration. But, this definition ignores the crucial fact that
diaspora 1s always historically contextualised. I will not attempt to look into the
specific historicity of different diasporas that is beyond the parameters of this thesis.
In this thesis, through investigating into the genealogy of diaspora in its
evolutionary context, I will demonstrate how the constitution of nation and culture
as a natural and stable given is critically questioned. My investi gaﬁon reconsiders
the concept of national cultural identity and its problematic link with race and land,
which is contingent on my discussion of Taiwanese identity negotiated in
contention with Chinese nationalism connoted in the past homeland in China and its

-

related cultural memory.
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In the founding issue of the journal Diaspora, the term is defined as “an
alternative cartography of social space”, proliferating in the infranational and
transnational movements (Roger Rouse 1991:12). Diaspora exists as alternatives to
the nation-state from which evolves new forms of collectivity. The nation-state
arose in modern Europe in the 18" century and its establishment relied on the close
and unproblematic ties between ethnicity, ferritorial right and nation. Nationalism,
which flourished along with the modern nation-state, helped the emergence of
European Imperialism, under which the colony was constructed as the different
other excluded in the distance. In Imagined Communities, Anderson (1983) shows
how the essentialist nation that was deemed a primordial given is discursively
constructed via collective imagination. By ways of religious power or racial lineage,
Anderson explicates how nation 1s imagined in classic times. Furthermore, in
establishing the link between printing capitalism and the rise of novel-writing,
Anderson 1llustrates the ‘modern’ ‘cultural’ way of imagining a homogenous nation.
National space 1s imagined through media, like newspapers. These media bear the
mark of the clock time that co-ordinates people in different times and places into a
simultaneous time of the Nation. In this time, the individuated difference of lived

i

experience 1s conditioned into sameness. The associated national identity is thus
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constructed and accepted as ‘natural’ and ‘real’.

Anderson exposes the constructed and imaginary nature of the essentialist
nation, and under the scope of constructivism, there 1s no entity of essence that can
be identified as immutable and transcendental human nature. Essence is historically
constructed and discursively produced; it 1s a notion defined in relation to difference
prOduced in the social historical contexts. Anderson makes clear that nation, a
discursive construct, i1s formed in the public sphere, collectively imagined and
cohered as a stable whole. This imagined community 1s transmitted through various
cultural products circulating among the public. The individual’s need for belonging
is integrated into a qniﬁed nationhood. This collective identification with the
abstract space of nation is in a singular format premised on the full presence of a
thing called Nation. The presence of Nation is imaginary and paradoxically built on
the ontological absence of the thing. This full presence of Nation is sustained
through synchronous temporality and abstract spatiality artificially imposed
through the cultural imaginary, overriding individuated differences.

Along with European Imperialism, this abstract idea of nation was spread out
to the distant colonies. After the colonies gradually gained independence in the late

19" century, the old hierarchy in the binary of the Euro-centre versus the colonial
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margin was destabilised. Capital flow in the global market results in an accelerated
immigration from the old colonies to the first world metropolis where the absolutist
formation of nation defined by geographical borders and racial essence is brought
into question. Furthermore, advanced technologies of communication and
transportation precipitate cross-cultural exchanges, which cause changes to the
cultural morphology in both local and global planes. Various forms of solidarity
develop beyond geographical borders between nations and cultures; diaspora is one
distinctive example.

Because diaspora is generalised to describe all forms of human movements,
many discussions try to raise a clear definition. Most of ti1em mark the distinction
between modern diasporas along the lines of colonialism_ and capitalism, both of
which trigger a large systematic human movement on a global scale. Robin Cohen’s
book on diaspora (1997) provides a preliminary typology by looking into the
historical developments of some exemplary diasporas, but this typology encounters
its limits in grappling with the constantly changing constitution of diaspora in
different historical contexts. Cultural anthropologist, James Clifford in his
influential essay also views 1t as impossible to define diaspora “either by recourse to

essentialist features or privative oppositions” (1994: 310). He instead investigates
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the diasporising conditions of diasporas and boldly declares that most communities
in the 20" century are saturated in the global phenomenon of diaspora.

Although it is almost impossible to reach a resolute definition, there are some
commonly shared characteristics among different forms of diaspora. Modemn
diaspora 1s mostly associated with a community that is physically displaced (by
force or by choice) and caught in between cultures. It presents a highly complex
cultural landscape where new subject positions are produced and this further
complicates the over-determined process of identity formation. I would agree with
Clifford in his insight about the difficulties of defining diaspora, which cannot be
done through a simple act of exclusive comparison with the classic diaspora, as
diaspora 1s constantly re-inscribed in changiilg histories. The notion of diaspora
agitates actively against the essentiaﬁst thought of setting borders and creating
categories, the basic premise behind any definition that is hard to achieve without
exclusion through clean-cut borders. I suggest the attempt to define diaspora is
anti-diasporic as it brings to the fore its internal dilemma. Diaspora defies
essentialist division, as in the modern nation-state defined by geographical and
cultural borders. Diaspora discourse problematises national space and unsettles its

i

recognised totalising identity, the thematic concern in my performance analyses of
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contemporary Taiwanese theatre in the subsequent chapters.

To fully explore diaspora as a cross-cultural phenomenon, it 1s important that
each diaspora be examined in the specific historical context where it is produced. In
the case of Taiwan, the earliest immigration of the Han people in the 17" century
was to escape famine in the poor provinces in southemn China. It was a voluntary act
to look for a better chance of survival, not a forced dispersal as in the classic
diaspora, nor a purposeful act to extend the business network like in Chinese trade
diasporas. The last wave of large-scale Han immigration to Taiwan arrived in the
late 1940s as a consequence of the Chinese Civil War (1945-1949). Regarding the
driving force of capitalism in creating diasporas, Taiwan has been industrialised
rapidly since the 1950s and played a major role in the prosperous economics of the
Asia-Pacific region from the 1980s. Some Taiwanese have immigrated to North
America, Australia, etc but their motivation is not so much about financial gains but
the anxiety over the unstable politics of Ta_ifwa{n‘ under the threat of China’s ‘military
liberation’. In terms of colonisation, the Dutch left no influential marks of European
legacy. The influence from the recent coloniser, Japan is more obvious but no
emigration was induced as a consequence of colonisation. Although separated from

-

China for a long time, Chinese culture has exercised a deep impact on Taiwanese
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culture. After the economic reform in the 1980s, China 1s playing an increasingly
important role in the world economy. The recent rapid rise of Chinese economy
attracts foreign capital including that of Taiwan meanwhile stimulates more cultural
exchanges between Taiwan and China. Because of this special socio-political and
economic background, it is difficult to place Taiwan comfortably in the neat niche
of either post-colonial nation, classic or modern diaspora.

The Taiwanese share with many people in diasporas the experience of
dislocation, collective memory about the past, nostalgia towards the homeland and
also anxiety about making a home somewhere. Therefore, instead of pigeonholing
Taiwan as a Chinese diaspora, I will alternatively pursue the engaging relationship
between Taiwanese identity and diaspora discourse. I will mobilise the term,
‘diasporic’ because it covers a wider range of diaspora experiences and does not
take on the impossible task of distinguishing for example, between the modern and
classic diasporas, or between the refugee and the exile since they overlap at many
points. The Chinese nationalism that Taiwan faces gains its currency from the
problematic natural link between nation, land and race, a key issue in diaspora
studies. In diaspora discourse, I suggest that an anti-essentialist sﬁaee 1s enhanced.

And the diasporic identity negotiated between the homeland and the present locality
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is resonant with Taiwanese identity mediated in memories about the past homeland
in China. To investigate the notion of the diasporic, I now move on to a critical
analysis of anti-essentialist space opened up in black diaspora discourse,

particularly as evidenced in the work of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy.

Nation, culture, and the diasporic identity

The work of two diaspora theorists in British cultural studies, Stuart Hall and
Paul Gilroy examined below illuminates the alternative social space that black
diaspora stakes out and how its spatial dynamics affect the constitution of diasporic
subjectivity. In “There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack” (1987), Gilroy reacts
against the political conflation of nation into a singular configuration of racial
purity by the exclusion of different others, that he observed in England in the 1960s.
His next major work, The Black Atlantic (1993b) has an ambitious aim to theorise
the diasporic consciousness in the analytical context of mo.demity. The dominant
force of The Black Atlantic is generated from the slave ships that circulated in the
Atlantic region where there is a circulation of black vernacular cultures. 7/e Black
Atlantic delineates an imaginary space where the differences arising in the routes of

the travelling cultures are assimilated in a creative fashion instead of being
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homogenised by the common root as invoked in Pan-Africanism. The privileged
origin in a fixed time and space of pristine Africa is problematised 1n black
diasporas whose constitution highlights the ruptured historical time and frégmented
social space. Gilroy criticises Pan-Africanism as it is generalised mainly by
Africo-American intellectuals to apply to all black people, arguing for a diasporic
subjectivity that is informed not by “where you’re from” but by “where you’re at”,
not by root but by route (1993a).

This African-centred Pan-Africanism relies on the invocation of a pure and
stable past in ancient African civilisation. But this recourse to the 1dyllic homeland
tends to bypasses the historicity of slave oppression. To Gilroy, this bypass
overlooks the fact that the once traumatic experience of slavery has already been
transformed and become a positive force in eliciting the black diaspora
consciousness. Gilroy argues that the ethnic absolutism connoted in
Afro-centralism works in complicity with the Western discourse of modernity that
stresses a linear progress towards enlightenment.? Gilro_y reformulates such
progressive temporality ingrained in European modernity whose historical
continuum is disrupted by the temporalities produced in the slave experience Qf

nall”

diaspora. This experience that exists in the cracks of modernity is uprooting as the
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black slaves were forced to leave homes in Africa but it is also re-assuring as this
shared experience provides a common ground for developing affiliations among the
dislocated slaves in diaspora.

The Black Atlantic tracks the genealogy of music forms like reggae, soul and
hip-hop that evolve in historically specific routes. As African music traditions
travel in the black diaspora network, they incorporate regional differences and
change accordingly. The African cultural root is transformed during this process of
routing and as such, the identities of both Africa and the black diaspora gain a
performative perspective. These music traditions in repetition elicit the ‘changing
same’ that for Gilroy can compensate for the agonising splitting of the ‘double
consciousness’ of black people, which in Du Bois’s words 1s “this sense of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others,...” (1994:2). In The Black Atlantic
the African root is no more fixed in an imaginary space of primitive civilisation but
is displaced in the routing process during which qultural traditions are enacted in
difference. Through envisioning a black cultural networking in the Atlantic region,
Gilroy problematises the imposed natural link between territory, kinship and
identity. He makes it explicit that the fractured history of modernity and the

nal"

fundamental ambiguity of historical time is crucial to the formation of diasporic
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identity that is no longer deﬁned‘by the singular notion of ethnicity that transcends
different times and places. For Gilroy, ethnicity cannot be reduced to a single
bloodline and 1s “an infinite process of identity construction(1993b: 223). Thus,
ethnicity like identity 1s over-determined in nature. This anti-essentialist
theorisation of 1dentity and its attendant evolving notion of ethnicity is also
considered 1n Hall’s “new ethnicity”” where the teleological link between ethnicity
and 1dentity 1s problematised. New ethnicity is a form of discursive representation
that contextualises histories, languages and cultures that are also discursively
constructed in specific yet different times and places (Hall 1992).

Gilroy’s diasporic identity is in constant transformation, engaged intimately
with the traumatic past of slavery, a past that is repositioned in the present where it
takes on a different positive meaning. Also discussing black diaspora, Hall
highlights the hybridity of different social presences whether cultural, ethnic or
ﬁolitical and each 1s intertwined in each other’s constitution. While Gilroy tries to
elicit a continuing sameness from a changing and shared past for the black people,
Hall also returns to an Africa that although also situated in the past is already tainted -
with ‘profound discontinuity’. In contrast to Gilroy’s indulgence of the original

slavery legacy, Hall takes precautions in invoking Africa as the immutable origin,
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focussing instead on the contemporary condition of Africa. However, both
illuminate the configurations of diaspora by discursive politics that operate on and
change the constitutions of community, culture, memory, time and space.

Hall states that every subject is enunciated from a certain position like his own
from the Jamaican diaspora in London (1990). For Hall, Africa is the homeland to
which the Afro-Caribbean can never go back no matter how much symbolic power
it may evoke. For Hall, the Afro-Caribbean diasporic identity is informed by at least
Afncan, European, New World (American) presences. These former two presences
and their intertwined histories of creolisation and assimilation mark the New World,
a presence characterised by narratives of displacement and transformation that
constitute “the infinitely renewable source of desire, memory, myth, search and
discovery” (1990: 236). For Hall, it is diaspora that defines the nature of Africa not
the opposite way around. The heterogeneity in the present diaspora re-configures
the African presence that originally constitutes diaspora. Gilroy on the other hand
gives priority to the slavery past and argues that this traumatic experience has
already been transformed after the primary journey of slavery ships. How the
historical past has transformed and defined the present in diaspora is Gilroy’s

i

concern while Hall stresses the immediate reality of diaspora that 1s closely
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involved with the historical past which is already heterogeneous.

Both diaspora theonists defy the oppression inherent in the essentialist
construction of nation, ethnicity, and identity associated with a homogeneous time
and an abstract space in Africa. They anatomise these essentialist categories in the
specific contexts of now and then in black diaspora. The imagination of a mystical,
pure and homogeneous Africa originates from nowhere but a place void of historic
specificity. The static spatiality of a transcendental homeland is problematised by
the diversified experience and fractured historicity of black diaspora. The diasporic
identification has a reference point in the past but it does not come with a pre-given
identity. The above investigation of black diaspora suggests that the diasporic
subject forms affiliations across geographical, national and cultural borders and the
diasporic identity i1s negotiated in thé spatio-temporal disruption between past and
present, here and there.

Despite their different modes of deploying the past in Africa, Gilroy and Hall
nevertheless set in motion the spatial dynamics of present diaspora. Their works
underline the critical role of cultural differenbe in the constitution of diasporic
identity. Hall regards the diaspora experience in the Afro-Caribbean context as

"

defined by “a conception of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite,
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difference; by hybridity’(1990: 235, emphasis mine). The diasporic subject
occupies a space of overlapping cultures and identity is constantly produced and re-
produced by the ‘changing same’, sameness out of difference. For both theorists, the
diasporic identity 1s prescribed by the notion of hybridity, a key critical term that is
further developed in Bhabha’s post-colonial theory that addresses the polemic of
difference, which I will discuss below in this chapter.

Gilroy and Hall use different cultural products to demonstrate their
concepfualisation of diaspora; pop music and black cinema have their individual
historical backgrounds and different systems of representing the diasporic subject.
Therefore, the theorisation of diaspora varies circumstantially with the chosen
medium and its particular mechanics of representation. In Gilroy’s formulation, the
tradition of black music making such as jazz has a principle feature of antiphony
(call-and-response) that blurs the separation not only between musicians but
between musicians and audiences, and facilitates the inporporation of the living
- diversity of black diaspora. In this sense, music becomes Gilroy’s powerful tool in
illustrating how black vernacular cultures successfully cbmbine aesthetics and
politics. In Caribbean cinema, Hall identifies a defining theme of movement and

i

migration. He further suggests that black cinema is not a mimetic reflection of what
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is already there but ‘a form of representation’ by which new subject identities are
constituted (1990). Kobena Mercer (1988) explicates how these new subjects
emerge cinematically through ‘the critical process of dialogism’ drawing on
Bakhtin’s literary theory. New black cinema in England rejects the mimetic
representation of some lost origin, or the past ‘out there’, with an assumed
objectivity. Instead, in delivering the collision of cultures and histories, it engages in
an open dialogue with the dominant cultural discourse whilst it investigates the
internal difference of the diversified black communities. The subject of my thesis,
contemporary Taiwanese theatre, considers the diasporic experience of the
Taiwanese in the narratives of mapping Taiwan as home that I will analyse later.
Examining the extent to which the ambiguous temporality and spatiality of
theatrical performance affects the mapping of Taiwan and its home identity, this
thesis contributes, in a different way, to understanding the dialectics between
diaspora and identity.

The above investigation of black diaspora indicates that diaspora has been
deeply entangled in geopolitics for a long time. It portrays an in-between
community whose spatiality problematises the essentialist space of nation

i

prescribed by exclusive territory and singular culture. The diasporic subject
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constantly transgresses the boundary between nations and cultures and diaspora
foregrounds the instability and productivity of social space. To engage questions of
diaspora is to focus on the instability of the signs of national cultural 1dentity and
the conceptualisation of the homeland, mother country and cultural tradition. The
diasporic Taiwanese negotiate identity in between two cultures; cultural tradition
from the past in China is continued in the present where it is transformed. In my
thesis, I will explicate in Chapter Two how Taiwanese identity 1s negotiated in
contention with the Chinese heritage of Beljing Opera.

Notions of cultural difference and hybridity are integral to Bhabha’s ‘third
space’, an anti-essentialist space where the nature of identity is unsettled through
negotiation rather than negation or assimilation of cultural difterence. Third space
in Bhabha’s work is elaborated upon the putative space of opposition, the
non-hybrid space of third-world nationalism. Although Taiwan 1s questionably
recognised as a third-world country—and keeping in mind that the term
‘third-world’ itself 1s controversial—, Taiwanese theatre presents the problematic
narration of national space and identity which cannot do justice to the diasporic life
experiences, social conflicts marked by class and infracultural tension in relation to

"

Chinese heritage. I will examine in detail how a place-bound Taiwanese national
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identity is attempted and ruptured in Chapter Three.

Cultural difference, hybridity and the third space

Investigating the colonial discourse and its construction of the Other, Bhabha

'

amends the binary approach in Said’s Orientalism that foregrounds the opposition
between the obedient Orient and the dominating West. He focuses on the discursive
practice where this oppressive binary is established and argues about the unstable
nature of discursive representation. In colonial discourse, the different other is
represented in relation to the coloniser through a hierarchical binary of
inferior/superior, barbaric/civilised etc. Such binaries are made when the process of
cultural signification is brought to a forced closure. Different from Said who
exposes the violent power operating -behind such binaries, Bhabha interrogates “the
system of the discourse by which the ‘world’ is divided, administered,
plundered...”(Said quoted in Bhabha 1984: 93). Drawing on psychoanalysis and
de-construction theories, Bhabha sees such oppositional binaries as fundamentally
problematic as the self and other leak into each other in the process of cultural
representation. He advocates a third space where the dogmatic meaning of cultural

i

representation 1s destabilised as the signifying process 1s critically examined under
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the scope of negotiating and translating difference.

The de-constructive notion of differance underpins Bhabha’s third space
where post-colonial identity is being articulated. Différance is the key concept in
Derrida’s de-construction project that begins with Sausurre’s linguistics where the
arbitrary relationship between language and parole, and signifier and signified is put
in question. The determinative meaning of the sign is decided arbitrarily not by
essential properties but by differences that distinguish it from other signs. In the
chain process of comparison with other signs, the meaning of signs is deferred
indefinitely in the economy of différance that is referenced on the French verb and
involves a double action: to differ and defer. This doubleness suggests that in the
signifying process, there is already the difference installed, which 1s simultaneously
being mediated in the act of producing difference. Différance alludes to “this
undecidable, nonsynthetic alteration between the perspectives of structure and
event” (Jonathan Culler 1998: 97). This understanding of différance challenges the
conventional notion of identity as self-contained presence via excluding the
difierent and absent other. The binary of self/other and presence/absence employed
to construct such identity 1s dismantled by the unstable force of dificrance inherent

-

in the binary structure. Identity is thus not a natural given or transcendental essence
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but the effect of différance, constituted in an ongoing process of negotiation instead
of negation of difference. Identity is differential as it is being infinitely displaced.
The symbols and narratives via which we live and our identities are located,
are forms of cultural representation, whose meaning is gained via an arbitrary
closure of the gap between the signifier and the signified. Bhabha breaks open such
closure, employing Derridean différance in which the meaning is forever delayed in
the chain of differentiating signification. He also elaborates his third space of
cultural difference via Benjamin’s concept of translation. In the post-colonial
context where different cultures intermix, différance highlights the
‘untranslatability’ of culture that discredits the authority of cultural origin or the
claim to cultural supremacy. In Benjamin’s discussion on language, translation is a
process that displaces the holistic 1dentity and meaning of the original. The
importance assigned to the original over the copy is unhinged precisely because the
original 1s open to translation, an event where difference arises in the repetition of
signs. Because of its translatability, the original is never self-complete a priori and
thus has no sovereignty over the copy. Hence, the transfer of meaning is never
complete 1n translation via which the ‘foreignness’ of language comes out. For

il

Bhabha, translation illustrates the performative nature of cultural communication
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(1994:228). In cross-cultural space such as that occupied by diaspora and migrants,
culture like language when being translated in another cultural text gains an
‘after-life’. There is never a full assimilation between cultures. Cultural hybridity
describes the condition when cultures meet where their translational difierences are
set off against each other.

Hybridity, despite its contentious usage in connection with biological
degeneration and racial control, suggests the “impossibility of essentialism”
whenever it is invoked (Robert Young 1995:27). Bhabha utilises this term in
contemporary critical praxis Wl:lere its internal dynamics of contradiction are
prioritised. Cultural hybridity in Bhabha’s formulation is posed as the counterpart to
cultural diversity (prescribed in the policy of multiculturalism) favoured by
traditional liberals. For Bhabha, cultural diversity signals syntheticism under which
cultural differences tend to slip into a non-differentiating whole and form an
administerable cultural autonomy. All differences are tolerated and accommodated
by cultural diversity, “a containment of cultural differences”, where the pre-given
cultural forms are asserted in a non-differentiating notion of plurality. In this way,
cultural diversity paradoxically allows the concealment of “ethnocentric norms,

wgll™

values, and interests’ inscribed in these pre-given cultural forms (1talics mine,
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Bhabha 1990c: 208).

Bhabha first applies cultural hybridity in explicating the mutual constitution
between cultures and consequently, problematising the stability of cultural identity.
Then, hybridity is used to highlight the incommensurable difierence in the
production of culture. In colonial discourse, the spirit of hybridity is manifest in the
tactics such as mimicry and sly civility, which the subaltern employs to negotiate a
subject position by imitating the gestures demanded by the coloniser. The subaltern
fails to achieve a complete imitation, hybridising the coloniser’s gesture with their
own difference. The subaltern thus performs a ‘resilient’ resistance, defying the
colonial authority in an ‘obedient’ way. Such tactics prescribed by hybridity enable
us to “elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves”(Bhabha
1994: 39). Hybridity signals a third space, a site for the enunciation of post-colonial
subjectivity via disrupting the enclosure of cultural signification. A hybrid identity
evolves from an endless process of translating cultural signs that are difterently
appropriated.

Bhabha predominantly frames the third space as a ‘time-lag’, a temporal break
in representation between perplexing sign and ordering symbol, event and

"

enunciation (1994). However, time 1s not possibly conceived and perceived without



Mapping Out Diasporic Space 59

taking account of its imbrication in space. This temporal break of third space also
designates a concept of spatiality as a “cultural void” to be filled and this is
important for the “cultural survival” of the marginalised (M. Keith and S. Pile 1993:
223). Appropriating Barthes’ experience in Tangiers, Bhabha foregrounds a hybrid
moment (space) ‘outside the sentence’, when the coloniser’s space becomes
disjunctive and the self-other relations are critically dialogical. An inter-subjective
realm arises in a displacing moment of reading a social text in its discursive
ambivalence when words and concepts are wrested from their proper meaning. In a
bar 1n Tangiers, the clash of ‘music, conversations, chairs, Arabic and French’
dislocates the predicative syntax and the intelligent meaning meanwhile presents a
textuality of ‘carnal stereophony’ where ‘ﬂthe language lined with flesh’. In this
realm of otherness where there is ‘eluding resemblance’ of the self and other, this
‘moment’ of ‘spatial’ dislocation opens into a third space, a point of identification
tor the de-territorialised other in a present prescribed by temporal discontinuity. The
post-colonial subject emerges as active agent in social space, an inter-subjective
realm that exists outside the normative interpretation of cultural representation that
was used to affirm the colonial authority.

The notion of cultural difference and hybridity in Bhabha’s third space is
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useful in exploring the cross-cultural phenomenon and the production of culture
itself, which is a colossal and continuing act of signification mobilised 1n difference.
Culture 1s constitutive of an active and present enunciation that is restlessly hybnd
and like language, it is never “plainly plenitudinous’ (Bhabha 1990c: 210). The
originary culture is forever delayed and its holistic identity i1s never secured. Bhabha
seems to suggest that culture is not made or lived as a temporal progress in material
space, but as the fluctuation of meaning characterised by the signifier and
signified’s displacement along the chain of signification. Culture in this formulation
of the lapse of temporality makes analogy to the deferral of absolute signification.
Since the deferral foretells no end, or at best is circular, culture thus can never have
any final fixed meaning.

Migration and its consequent formation of diasporic communities are real
social sites testifying to the notion of third space. The diasporic communities
located 1n the interstitial passage between fixed identities, open up "the possibility
of a cultural hybnidity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed
hierarchy" (1994: 4). In this in-between space, strategies of new 1dentity, both
singular and communal, are articulated. This is especially revealing 1n terms of
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diasporic space, theatrically produced in modern Beijing Opera where Chinese and
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Taiwanese cultures clash, exemplifying the indeterminate signification of cultural
hybridity and identity. Besides the indeterminate nature of culture and 1dentity, I
would discuss how Bhabha’s post-colonial discourse contends the dominant
centralising narrative of the nation to pursue its relevance to the theatrical
imagination of a Taiwanese national identity.

“A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle”, says Emest Renan (1990: 19). This
principle is usually legitimised by a glorious past where the ancestors have made
what we are and continue to be. The nation is built on cultural autonomy through
repeated cultural practices that distinguish one community from its others along
with the strategic ‘fo