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“Gender performativity” is a renowned theory proposed
by Judith Butler in her work Gender Trouble. Butler ar-
gues that gender is not a fixed essence or an intrinsic
attribute, but rather a social construction. The reason
why Butler employs the term "performativity" instead
of "performance" is that she believes "performativity"
better emphasizes continuity in culture. It is not about a
single act but rather a set of continuous actions, a repeti-
tion and ritual through which gender acquires its mean-
ing via naturalization in bodily framework. Taken to the
extreme, it produces a hallucinatory effect of naturalized
gestures. Butler herself mentions in her book that the in-
spiration for this theory initially stemmed from philoso-
pher Derrida’s interpretation of Kafka’s work Before the
Law. In the story, the protagonist sits and waits before
the gate of the law; it is his waiting itself that endows the
awaited law with power. By analogy, could it be that the
essence of gender is similarly subjugated to authorita-

tive expectations?

Returning to the East, the female body historically faced
such extensive concealment and restriction within main-
stream contexts that it could only appear through narra-
tives of “metonymy”or“metaphor,” swith "metaphor" par-
ticularly becoming a common and essential approach in
Eastern gender history. Due to differences in concepts
of subjectivity, ancient Eastern views on gender and
identity did not hold absolute ideas of "naturalization,’
but rather generated multiple imagery regarding bodi-
ly categories and gender variations. Gender différance
of ancient women was not limited to transformations
between male and female but was often depicted as
conversions between animals and humans in myths and
folk narratives, thereby escaping the confines of imperi-
al authority and patriarchal systems.In the earliest Han
Dynasty version of Legend of the White Snake,the Green
Snake character was originally male, initially intending to
marry White Snake before their battle; ultimately defeat-
ed, he was forced to transform into a woman, experienc-
ing the involuntary gender transformation. Since as early

as the Sui and Tang dynasties, symbols of "fox spirits"



and "Heroine" have been interwoven. Notably, "fox spirits"
represent not merely foxes, but rather a broader ecolog-
ical-cultural group known as the "Five Great Families,'
encompassing foxes, weasels, hedgehogs, snakes, and
sometimes rats. Anthropologist Ju Xi notes: "Fox-spirit
tales are able to be thrived partly because city walls, sym-
bols of social power structures, provided habitats for wild
animals, and also because people at that time believed
humans and animals shared a unified cosmic order." As
recorded in the Mengxi Bitan (Dream Pool Essays): "Sang
Jingshu from Gaoyou was naturally gifted in music. Ac-
cording to old legends, there was a type of poppy flower
(Lady Yu's Flower) that, upon hearing someone perform
the Song of Lady Yu, would sway its branches and leaves
in response; however, it would remain still when other mel-
odies were played. This tale originates from the legend
of Lady Yu and Xiang Yu, wherein Lady Yu committed sui-
cide after performing a final song together with Xiang Yu.
According to folklore, the grass that grew from her burial
place was able to dance upon hearing the same melody.
Although this claim had already been refuted by scholars
as early as the Song Dynasty, numerous similar tales have
continued to circulate through textual transmissions into
the modern era. Over time, through iterative annotation
and de-annotation processes, these tales have evolved to

create a sense of a naturalized illusion.

The Yuan Dynasty represented another significant phase
in which local gentry and clans compiled "narrativized
histories". Cross-gender stories deliberately mixed with
local shamanic beliefs, along with singing and acting that
dismantled thousands of years of entrenched thought,
eventually formed a complex intertextual relationship
between singing (QU) and its execution (JIE), concretely
represented in Yuan drama. Similar to ancient Greek plays,
where many female roles were performed by male actors,
Yuan drama often featured young courtesans playing male
scholars, some meticulously portrayed as forms of "god-
desses". These symbolic domains, synthesized through

bodily movements, gestures, singing, and dialogue, ren-

dered their bodies and gender identities ambiguous. In
The Peony Pavilion, there is a provocative juxtaposition
that shockingly aligns the Thousand-Character Classic,
a Confucian text, with the genitalia and anal anatomy of
Stone Daoist nuns—figures depicted without vaginas. This
portrayal is narratively paralleled with the sexually capa-
ble body of Du Liniang as well, creating an inseparable
psychological effect in women, simultaneously disrupting
Confucian tradition and proposing new forms of gender
performance. Artemis worship found fertile ground in Yuan
drama, illustrating how "they," as legends in "disposable
herstories," concretely existed. Such compound narratives
are replete with stories and legends about gender trans-
formations, thereby fulfilling the narrative of pre-modern
society across literature and mythology. Narratives like The
Peony Pavilion invoke connections to ancient Greece's
quadrennial Panathenaea Festival, where prostitutes and
homosexuals participated in festivities through alternative
forms of singing and performance. This led to the tyran-
nical uprising of 514 BCE, marking the beginning of hu-
manity's diversity (QU) and liberations (JIE) of gender—a

process that has continued to ripple into the present day.

Between "QU" and "JIE" lies a fantastic speculation about
gender and species, as well an ineffable combination of
misunderstanding and connection within dialogues be-
tween Eastern and Western. In this exhibition, we begin
with a distanced reading of Eastern mythology and drama,
seemingly misinterpreting Butler's notion of "naturalized
illusion," but rather specifically addressing the Esterized
boundary of this illusion. From today's "hybrid" (Latourian)
perspective, we seek to uncover a distinctively Eastern
metaphorical and metonymic rhetoric emerging from But-

ler's concept of performativity.
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