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Where is Chinese male homosexual subjectivity to be found in China’s modern 
history, which is plagued by records of political turmoil and seemingly endless 
social upheaval? Hee Wai Siam’s book pounders this question. Was Chinese male 
homosexual subjectivity located in the yanshi tradition (amorous history, 艳史, 
which concerns both women and homosexual men), in which men’s beauty could 
be appreciated and enjoyed by men? Did Chinese male homosexual subjectivity 
develop out of imported western pseudoscientific sexual discourses of the early 
twentieth century, or was it rooted in the contemporary capitalist-modernist 
narrative, which was also a reluctant import? And, to what extent has the 
dominant narrative of nation-building, which tormented every Chinese person in 
one way or another, influenced homosexual narratives? 

Hee’s book documents the male homosexual literary tradition from the late 
Qing period to the early twenty-first century. Chapter One discusses the 
lesser-known homoerotic writings of Wang Tao (王韜 1827–97), who is famous 
in history mostly as a pioneer of western learning in China. Wang dedicated 
homoerotic poems to the male prostitutes he visited. He wrote a work in the 
yanshi tradition in which he eulogised and ranked same-sex male prostitutes, and 
even edited a series of books on yanshi, which situate his unorthodox tastes and 
writings as a subculture in the Confucian world. The yanshi tradition had its own 
world order, and Wang cannot be named as gay or bisexual according to modern 
European categorisation schema.  

But Hee expresses disapproval of Wang’s homoerotic activities because, in 
Hee’s view, the yanshi tradition ultimately participates in the patriarchal order, 
whereby high-class male prostitutes were admired in exactly the same way as 
were female prostitutes, and physical sexual intercourse was considered 
unnecessary, if not degraded. Yanshi was about the pleasure of the mind; the 
body was to be appreciated by the eye, and this was then expressed in words. 
Yanshi was, in fact, a form of youth worship in the patriarchal order. 

Chapter Two documents the relationship between Chinese homosexuality and 
the imported pseudoscientific discourse. Zhang Jingshen’s (张竞生 1888–1970) 
Xingshi (History of Sex, 性史) is the best example of the pseudoscientific sexual 
discourse of the early twentieth century, which approached sex exclusively in 
terms of reproduction and eugenics. Homosexual men were seen as the end 
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product of incorrect sexual intercourse between their parents, which produced 
weak and perverted males, while sex between men was regarded by Zhang as an 
unforgivable waste of the vitality of the nation. Zhang’s sexual discourse was 
undergirded by an obsession with China’s nation-building: Masculine men were 
regarded as the foundation of the nation, while feminine male homosexuals were 
a sign of national demise. In narratives like Zhang’s, there is a discernible change 
in the image of Chinese male homosexuality, from the praised male femininity of 
yanshi to the condemned decadents of the feudal. 

Chapter Three focuses on the ambiguous and at times overlapping language 
used to describe both homosexuality and male friendship. Yu Dafu’s biographical 
short stories represent this type of narrative, in which protagonists are confused 
about the nature of their feelings, while sexual intercourse is vaguely suggested. 
Hee reads Wang Xiaobo’s “Love in the Time of Revolution” (Gemming shiqi de 
aiqing) as an exploration of Yu’s self-repression. Wang describes extensive 
physical contact between the two protagonists, in which, while wrestling, their 
bodies twist together and they get erections. But these homoerotic activities still 
fall far short of homosexual subjectivity; the protagonists never say the word 
“love” to each other, as if their subjectivity are forbidden to enter into the 
symbolic realm—the language of the father—in French psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan’s sense of the words. 

Hee charts, in Chapter Four, how Guo Moruo’s (1892–1978) personal 
homoerotic history interacted with his role as a Communist revolutionary. Guo 
experienced sexual enlightenment as a student in a traditional Chinese school, in 
which friendship between pupils was expressed in the language of lovers, and 
sexual intercourse became an unofficial coming-of-age ceremony for a young 
man before entering into an arranged marriage with a woman. Guo’s short 
biography “My Childhood” (Wo de tongnian), published in 1929, detailed these 
encounters and became a best-seller, most likely because it captured the 
Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies School’s market for romance novels.  

Guo’s colourful past caught up with him when he participated in the Chinese 
revolution and nation-building process. Guo struggled to find a place in the 
nation-building movement, and he turned this thwarted ambition to creative 
writing, earning himself further fame, which then, in turn, became his cultural 
capital, enabling him to participate in nation-building in his own terms. After the 
1949 revolution, Guo became the deputy prime minister of the new People’s 
Republic of China and played a key role at the centre of power, right until the 
very end of his life. Even though Guo entered into an arranged marriage and 
raised children, he maintained homosexual relationships throughout his life. In 
his seventies, Guo fell in love with a young man and wrote more than one 
hundred letters to him, many of which explicitly expressed his love. Hee argues 
that homosexual love was a tender space to which Guo escaped when he grew 
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tired of political life. Hee further argues that, by denouncing his homosexual past 
at the same time that he secretly engaged in affairs with other men, Guo turned 
his homosexual desire into a fascist drive—just like Hitler, as documented by 
Andrew Hewitt (1996). To Hee, Guo’s repressed homosexuality played a role in 
China’s post-1949 violence. Hee implicitly uses Guo’s case as a warning against 
the oppression of homosexuals. However, to what extent Guo channelled his 
repressed desires into the advocacy of fascist policies is questionable. Guo is 
perhaps better understood as someone engulfed by China’s revolutionary fervour, 
rather than as someone who played an active role as an initiator of violence. 

Chapter Five discusses the novel and movie versions of Farewell My 
Concubine. The stories revolve around the protagonist Cheng Dieyi 程蝶衣, a 
Chinese opera singer who confused his gender identity on stage and in real life. 
Hee distrusts the narrative of the opera singer’s homosexuality as detailed by the 
original novel’s author, Lilian Lee (Lee Bihua 李碧華, 1959–), and believes that 
Lee’s queer was fake, in the sense that the opera singer was not homosexual but a 
Chinese woman, and a loud and talkative one. Neither is Hee satisfied with the 
film edition, in which the director Chen Kaige 陈凯歌 (1952–) downplayed the 
homosexual relationships and made the opera singer take on the stereotypical 
traits of a “bad woman”, while the real woman Juxian (菊仙 played by Gong Li) 
was presented as a goddess. 

Chapter Six centres on Beijing Story, which was published online in 1998 and 
later made into the film Lan Yu (2001). Set in the post-reform era, the story is 
about a romantic relationship between the son of a Communist Party cadre, who 
used his party connections to get rich in the smuggling business, and a poor 
university student from the countryside, who struggles to make ends meet. Hee 
compares Beijing Story to traditional yanshi narratives and argues that, unlike 
yanshi narratives, Beijing Story celebrates physical intimacy. Like yanshi works, 
however, the narrative of Beijing Story involves the consumption of male 
prostitutes from the lower classes (the university student accidentally becomes 
one) by members of the higher classes (the party cadre’s son). Hee further argues 
that the two protagonists can be understood as an allegory for the troubled 
relationship between the revolutionary past, which had its roots in the 
countryside (the student), and the post-1978 red capitalist reforms (the son of a 
cadre). 

While the six chapters work as discrete entities, each of which provides a 
window through which to peek into the history of modern Chinese homosexual 
narratives, the book as a whole does not form a coherent account. The title, “from 
amorous history to sex history,” suggests that the book explores changing 
narratives of male homosexuality. Yet the subtitle links the history of 
homosexuality to “the construction of masculinity.” While the two are indeed 
deeply intertwined, the book doesn’t properly chart the history of changing 
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conceptions of homosexuality, nor masculinity, let alone the relationship between 
them. The analysis is, therefore, at times confused by the author’s over-ambition 
in attempting to bring together the two narratives. 
  The book title gives the impression that, in the history of Chinese homosexual 
discourses, the imported “sex history” replaced the yanshi tradition. Western 
imported pseudoscientific narratives may have influenced Chinese discourse to a 
certain extent, but they have by no means dominated modern Chinese narratives. 
As the introduction of the book points out, yanshi narratives survived the 
turbulent twentieth century (p.14–19) and arguably still survive well into the 
twenty-first century. While yanshi narratives may now exist in more fragmented 
forms, they can still be found in stories, in the lyrics of pop songs, and in 
traditional poems that are still widely taught and read; they permeate everyday 
life in various mutated forms. They still play a role in dictating conceptions of 
physical and facial beauty and in modern China’s history of emotions and 
love-making. Male beauty in its feminine ways is still appreciated— albeit not as 
much as it was—and the line between homosexuality and male-to-male 
friendship continues to be blurred, either deliberately or not. The yanshi tradition 
has survived the introduction of “western” conceptions of homosexuality and 
masculinity, and the dominant concern with the nation-state in literary narratives. 
It is in the yanshi tradition, a literary discourse of homosexuality with Chinese 
characteristics developed. To be sure, gender relations have changed in modern 
China, but a wholesale adoption of western conceptions, as the book’s title 
indicates, has not happened. 

Hee expresses a deal of great sympathy for a repressed and demonised 
homosexuality. Perhaps because of this, the book’s tone leans more towards 
activism than historical research. The book rightly views homosexuals as victims 
and searches for their modern subjectivity, but this position at times sacrifices the 
historical part of the narrative. This is, in fact, the writing strategy that has been 
shared by many scholars in Taiwan and Hong Kong working on homosexual 
history. On the one hand, they documented the way in which gay men have 
historically been denied their own voice in Chinese literary-historical discourses 
and, on the other, through their writing, they created new forms of homosexual 
subjectivity. These scholars saw the fight for gay rights as part of the general 
anti-patriarchal movement and a valuable ally of feminist movements and the 
fight to end the oppression of other minorities. Viewed in this context, Hee’s 
book provides another guerrilla assault on the patriarchal narrative. Its value lies 
in outing the historically closeted homosexual activities of famous figures in 
China, whose homosexual histories have been covered up or ignored. The 
documentation provided by the book is one step in building queer subjectivity, a 
process that has yet to be finished. In this regard, Hee has made his contribution. 

This book proves that the subjectivity, or lack thereof, of gay Chinese men can 
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be found by examining in the gaps and overlooked places in the narratives of 
nation-building, masculinity, revolution, modernity, and historical events. By 
bringing the homosexual history to light, Hee’s book is part of the movement that 
attempts to end the oppression and demonization of gay men and to intervene 
against the circulation of violence in the symbolic realm. By appealing to the 
educated reader, Hee’s book further proves the value of academic historical 
research in making the world a better place; Hee is both a historian and an 
activist. As such, the book is a much-needed and welcome contribution to 
modern Chinese literature and history. 
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