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of several books and articles about Internet
culture, art and sexuality. Her work can be found
on www.libidot.org/blog

ROBE (EPR19664F) B—UBEE ~ BT
HEFHR > REREERXKREBERIFIR—
B o hEFAME R AT BB L -
B RMEEE - tFR A BN EE AR
www.libidot.org/blog

S s

HwmLtERE—EAATRREHAMNEZENGE - BENR EBEREENS
ABHH EFANET  IBRMAERNES - THREWNESE - RMR
HAMRRE—EMNIAR - RER—BENFES - ABRMEXEREHEH—
# EACIAEBEHRCEEGE  WAEDTBEEAH (knowledge) ~ HF
(information ) MUK (data) WA RI - ERIE AR —EHM BB RICHARLLR
2% MER—EBEXZBH - BER HKAAEERHEBEREMNERBN
SERNEZIL > TREBRMFULURI - LERFENELE  BERMBERE
MR ELER  CRREREE

KRG —AZXERENEZEERMED (FEFME ) WAHEM T RE
(Weltanschauung) » MAREBE "HRE. (now) WEM - EEBBNE
£ HEREABRUAI—KEHE MM - LE{REGoogle® AZ(EME -
CREMTEEIREMS - BASRTNERALERNENNBERALRR 2
EREEETREINER  CERMEENEZAYFZERARZMNHEE &
HE—EEBHEREELLEEHNEBEREII—K BRAFLEHELAERERS
MFLVEMMNATE R (life style) » BB R—EEEHE (a way of life)
KMEEERTM —RERUEHMEZERENME  TERAFRRMEEZ
EZEEEANER HHBREESNER  MARZHEERERAREN "X
By °

EER—BARINTSE  BREARIRZIEHELAEIRNEARL

(synchronize) » EFRBUMLEEZTEARNER > ARANEE - EFH
AOBRERENNEHRYE  BAFESLER  AEAZTHES - Y¥E
AP+ 2R - MERERE—RBR LB HFME K H AR (Roundtable
Publishing) — & —# » HFEREFER > BOAKENES - BEEH
BMyRENEE  ZFELFNEENFNIENRE SOANEFEE  Had
HHRMEN "HR . 2F > RMARRER—EES  BENEREREN
Fis > BIERMEABRERATEEEIERE - KALESES AR - &
P AT AR B4 It #B = B A (contemporaries) » BRREZHESR > FHtd
FTEREBINEXE - RMEHE  UERF  E2—@AFNER X RHFE
BERMPRE—EFNRE -

ILIERE BRI
=EER FOE



Preface
Wandering Dolls

Preface
Eric K.W. MA

Preface
Travis S.K. KONG

Introduction
Travel Guide

Chapter 1
Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

Chapter 2
Hong Kong: Subterranean Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

60 -

Chapter 3
Beijing: Communist Events Organization and Artistic Cooperation

Chapter 4
Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

154 -

Bk Jek 9 W

ol

F
BB

a(llg

F
T4 #

fi o
=59 Mt

L
S N A3 B

BE
Bl AR WRERH T RN TIKE

B
kxR EEFETEHREFAE
=
BR:EERSEESHENEARE

«155{_v



| have pleasant memories of a particular evening in Amsterdam when artists and club
personalities were hanging out in a backstage room of a major concert hall. They were
arranging their outfits and make up for a series of performances and music concerts
that would occur later that night. One of those backstage personalities was a remarka-
ble cross-dressing blonde who walked by with a bouquet of painted tree branches and
flowers weaved into a hair bun. Another was taking pictures of himself while sucking
female nipples. Many others were sprawled over the chairs and couches of a tiny dress-
ing room. The stage events were too far ahead in the evening for people to really both-
er about them, for there to be any degree of stage-fright. Then Doctor Zhivago (Adam
Zaretsky) popped in to say hello. He was wearing rubber overalls underneath a long fur
coat. Speaking for myself, | was making a moustache with hair stubs from my friend the
Warbear's (Francesco Palmieri) overly fetishized beard. | tried to glue them onto my up-
per lip but they kept falling off. This was meant to be a loving exchange of bodily par-
ticles but one that was having “technical problems” My friend Emily Schwartzwald was
there as well, and advised me that | needed to wear a different pair of shoes. She gave
me her male leather pointed shoes and helped me to coordinate the rest of my outfit.
I walked in her shoes all night long and, indeed, they pushed me in the right direction.

I want to share this memory with all the costume players and doll players who are
featured in this book. They are the wandering, amorphous personalities who are head-
ing towards their appointments with eccentric self-display, love, and devotion. It is a
high luxury, a sensual interlude, an intensely symbolic moment to be slowly prepar-
ing to become a fictionalized entity, to become "another you”. My journey focuses on
the “foreplay” of this type of social ritual, looking at people gathered backstage or at
the margins of sanctified entertainment and cultural venues, getting ready for a show
while making the world their stage.

It is impossible or very difficult to make the journey alone, into these regions of affec-
tation and identity information, so | am highly grateful to my companion informants
and wonderfully strange allies. My travels in the East Asian region took place between
2009 and 2011, while I was living and working in Hong Kong. They encompassed eth-
nographic investigations into the sub-cultural ambiance of four different cultures. They
show a new type of erotic bonding and cognitive intelligence among those who love
Japanese and Korean ACG (animation, comics, and games) culture.

At one point during these travels, | fell into admiration for a Korean ball-jointed doll. |
bought the doll for USD75 and named him Zaphy, after the Turkish Deleuzian philoso-
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pher Zafer Aracagok. Zaphy is presented here as the main interviewer of ethnographic
subjects, though in actuality these interviews were prepared in collaboration with oth-
er researchers, and often carried out by assistants and translators. Zaphy stands for the
many individuals who garnered data, who asked many of the questions in many differ-
ent languages, and who helped me document the encounters. | constructed Zaphy as
a charming interviewer to preserve consistency and flow among a massive amount of
chaotic data and to, yet again, bring forth another possibility into the playful game of
identity transformation.

Thank you Gary Wong, Miu Chan and Peter Kong at Roundtable Synergy Books for mak-
ing a dream come true and for thinking through the details of this odd book.

| would like to thank all those involved: Jing Yang for being an impressive genius in
pulling all these research efforts together as coordinator, in addition to translating the
text into Chinese; Anne Peirson Smith and Andrew Guthrie for conceptualizing and
co-organizing the conference —"Extra/Ordinary Dresscode: Costuming and the Second
Skin in Asia”at City University of Hong Kong.

I thank all the designers, artists, videographers, and photographers: Henry Chu, Ignacio
Garcia, Andrew Guthrie, and Kal Ng. Thanks also to the team of transcribers: Carole Liu,
Bing Czeng, Yang Jing, Elaine Kustedja, Nicola Tsang, Diane To, Dominica Yung, John
Yeung, and Carmen Tsui.

My deep respect to all the costume players, doll players and cross-dressers who are fea-
tured in this study: Maggie Leung, Joanne Leung, Omena, Natalie and Max, Franseca,
Atomzi, Phoenix, and Woody, all members of the Renmin University Cosplay Team, Miss
Ma and all members of the Lunar Cosplay Family, more specifically Anggia Angling
Kusuman, Maulana Yudha and Kazu Huyn.

Special thanks to Bonni Rambatan for guidance and expert feedback when we touched
down in Bandung, Indonesia.

Also thanks to Antonia Hernandez and Gabriel, Shu Lea Cheang, Sarah Van Ingelgom
of Blue Lotus Gallery and the Hong Kong fashion designer Ma for helping me prepare
special outfits for our interviewer, the ball-jointed doll, Zaphy.

Very special thanks to my husband Andrew Guthrie for his love and support, and edit-
ing the English texts.

This project was partially funded by the Hong Kong University Grants Council, through
the GRF Grant - “Gothic Lolita Unchained: The Appropriation of Japanese Animation
Narratives and Gender Discourses in China Digital Media Contexts”.
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e Preface = Erie KOW. MA s«

This book offers a very compelling and readable visual ethnographic account of cosplay,
with a strong sense of “being there”. The writing strategy Katrien adopts is the very kind of
expressive style of ethnographic writing that | admire. Rather than hiding inside the shell of
academic jargon, she chooses to stand at the edge of life worlds. Following her narrative, |
can actually see the writer little by litle—her sentiment of being “out of place’, her virtual
endeavor in the imaginative world of dolls, her generous friendship and empathy for her
interviewees—all of which tells us readers about the changes and progressions she has
experienced both intellectually and emotionally during this journey.

At the same time, her exquisite and sensitive depictions draw readers into a deeper involve-
ment with the characters and stories in this book: the eccentric youthfulness of that doll
with his blinking eyes, the agonized boy applying cosmetics in the confined Tsuen Wan
room, the erotic foreplay and games lingering in the grey zone, constrained by the political
and religious regulations of Beijing and Bandung... The author’s detailed articulation leads
readers to step back from their quest for exotic novelties, helps them to enter the daily life of
transgendered people and cosplayers, and hence invites them to start their own interpretive
re-rereading and rediscovery and reflection. The abundant dialogue and complex networks
also make it possible to shift one’s perspective from a fixed angle to that of an embod-
ied investigator. | have a number of friends who are dedicated to the study of the cosplay
communities, but very few can transcend a judgmental viewpoint in their work and make
the subjects’ voices heard; Katrien's Wandering Doll has successfully achieved these goals.
Maybe it is the kind of emotion and the desires that Katrien directly projects onto her virtual
doll identity which enables her to experience the subjectivity that her interviewees embody.

What is particularly encouraging in this book is the extensive adventure the author under-
takes. With rich data collected in mainland China, Hong Kong, Japan, and Indonesia, she
conjectures several trans-bordered, non-Western tendencies in the process of comparison.
Such trans-bordered flow radiates from the “visual center”in Japan and has its potential to
develop a regional and comparative perspective, modifying popular globalization theories
centering the "West".

Today, everyone is more or less used to imagine and construct him/herself with “visual fan-
tasy images”. Doll lovers, cosplayers, and even cross-dressers are just sub-cultural groups
inside the big family of consumers. Other popular cultures like slimming, fitness, cosmetic
surgery and various forms of “life styling” are also different ways for people to superimpose
their visual fantasies onto themselves. With a focus on visuality, body and identity, this book
also helps readers understand body politics of consumer culture in general. | believe the
author will offer a more theoretical account in her other publications related to this research
project.

Thank Katrien for her efforts in publishing her work in Chinese and her willingness to com-
municate with Chinese readers. | believe this book will not only help the general public
know more about the nature of subcultures, but also encourage more scholars in the writing
of visual ethnography.

Eric KW. MA

Professor, School of Journalism and Communication
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

May 2011
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Katrien is queer!

In a very “straight” sense, this does not seem to be the case as she is married to a man,
predominantly heterosexual, European, middle-class, etc. She thus embodies all the
“identity components”in terms of gender, sexuality, class and race that potentially ne-
gate, deny and erase any queerness of her. However, to me, she is definitely queer. This
can be seen from her “incestuous” relationship with her own created gender-bending
son Zaphy, her passionate engagements with her “perverse”research personalities and
cosplay characters, her provocative “pornographic” pedagogy, as well as her artistic
works on (auto-) eroticism and digital cultures. It is through these practices that she
challenges the boundary between good/bad, normal/abnormal, healthy/sick, science/
fiction, reality/fantasy, etc. that demonstrates what queer actually is. Queer, for her, is
more about attitude than it is about identity and less about reasoning than about hav-
ing an affective creativity that is always unsettled with the norm, constantly dissatisfied
with normativity and persistently resistant to normalization.

Katrien's Wandering Dolls is such a pleasant queer read. | love Zaphy (and would love to
meet him in real life!) and | am totally drawn by his enigmatic charm. This little creature
is like a queer Little Prince who is born in the Queer Planet and arrives to Earth full of
curiosity. Always in his best designed outfits (), he brings us to see different sorts of be-
ings — humans, post-humans, cyborgs, avatars, androids, dolls, Lolitas — and travels with
us to many different places such as Hong Kong, Beijing, Kyoto and Bandung. This jour-
ney nicely unfolds through the four chapters of this visual ethnographic travelogue.

In an interview, sociologist Ulrich Beck uses “the family” as an example of a “zombie
category” — one that once had life and meaning but for many now means little or
something very different. Katrien revives the very meaning of the family in her own
life. Her family includes not just her blood family in Belgium or her immediate family of
Zaphy, her husband and her Facebook “daughter”but also a new circle of friends whose
desires, identities and behaviours have been rejected and excluded by their own fami-
lies and whose performances, communities and alliances have been marginalized and
stigmatized by societies. This new circle of friends constitutes a new definition of fam-
ily = or what we may call “family of choice” Katrien seems to be the mother of this
"brave family”and constantly gives love, care and support to these queer kids, thereby
expanding our limited understanding of family and kinship.
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Hong Kong needs Katrien. Not just due to the fact that she is famous in using provoca-
tive and controversial materials as a tool of pedagogy in helping students understand
digital networks, media technologies, arts and censorship but also because of the fact
that her work brings a new direction to academic endeavour. She always embeds her-
self with her researched personalities, challenges conventional research methodology
with creative and audiovisual documentation, blurs academic disciplines with artistic
creation, and expands our imaginations of the impossible. Katrien’s works are passion-
ately charged and ethnographically rich, and more than that, her obsession with the
‘otherness” and “performativity” reveals the queerness and creativity of our everyday
life ordinaries.

Wandering Dolls is ideal for people who are into animation cultures, digital arts and
cultural studies. A must read.

Travis S.K. KONG

Assistant Professor , Department of Sociology
The University of Hong Kong

May 2011
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----------- Introduction -

This book of journeys started many years ago when | expanded my cultural boundaries
and made my first trips to the East Asian region. | started observing types of masquer-
ade and social rituals within the popular arts and animation cultures. More specifically,
| became fascinated with people who artfully recreate themselves as individuals or
collectives through visual fantasy figures such as Cosplayers, avatars, androids, dolls,
and Lolitas.

This travel diary offers samples of the photographs and video footage of different
people and places. They can be seen as my ethnographic fieldtrips into the uncanny
imagination—a quest for a new social order as it is developed by different artists and
subcultures. But these fieldtrips also reflect my own journey into a “fantasy family,” or
my ongoing need to spin stories as a way of dealing with alienation from my home
country and traditional family life.

Travel Guide

e 3,
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Chapter 1
Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

B
R AR ERE YW

- Visit to the Home of Angels -

- FRE K2 % -
- Yoko I & i I £ -

- KRR K R B AT -
- Kitsunetsuki : i 9 { % f -
- W R PR
- KRB G -

U L AR -

- il B R A -

- Blythism.net -
SUMEREMEREEIEE? -
- Zaphy i £ # i & -

- 5w X M t¥ (Heinrich Von Kleist) -
- NG BE A BB T IR R R -
- il E 255 bl -

- U5 BCRE R 0 % fir -

- Memory of Doll Yoko -

- Inari Fox Shrine and the Supernatural Fox -
- Kitsunetsuki: Being Possessed by a Fox -
- Gay Boy With the Mask -

- Madonna Surrounded by Her Angels -
- Knock off Doll Models -

- Interview with Hong Kong Doll Owners -
- Blythism.net -

- Sleeping Angels Are they Dead? -

- Zaphy’s Veiling -

- Heinrich Von Kleist -

- Android and Geminoid Science -

- Innovation 25 -

- Cross-Racial Procreation -

Chapter 2
Hong Kong: Subterranean Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

B
Tl R WAE RO T kA

- Departing from New Town Plaza -

- B ok o R B B -
- WA TR R G Maggie @ & -
-MERREEES -

- R A e -
SRR (Mizuki) MR & -
- A -
Sl KRG -

- EHEE -
-RERANLBE N -
SAEE B 2R LK G -
- bR R R -

- B R0 R -

- Meeting Maggie with Her Suitcase -
- Otaku and Rotating Stage -
- ACG in HK Convention & Exhibition Center -
- Mizuki & Hell Girl -
- Gothic Lolita -
- Transformation in City University of Hong Kong -
- Tsuen Wan the Old Town -
- Secret Apartment of Cross-Dressers -
- On the roof of IFC -
- Queer Family in Sheung Wan -

- Inside a Closet with a Revolving Door -

18




Chapter 3
Beijing: Communist Events Organization and Artistic Cooperation

B-E
r: HEXREHALEKAH

- [ W Lk A0 -
Sy WAL AMZA -
- fE B L B A USRS -
SRR Al R O TP A -
S R R
- Kk B ot e R A -
- AE AR A HE MG R e -

- %% b M Cosplay 4 ¥ -

- A Glance Back at Belgium -

- Divine Comedy & The Lukewarm Person -

- Getting Married/Divorced in Animation Garden -

- No Homosexual Marriage on Nongfu Mountain -

- Yaoi: Love between Beautiful Boys -

- University Hotel & Communist Management -
- Imagining Families in Renmin University -
- Mr. Lei & Branches of Cosplay -

- ChinalJoy - - Chinaloy -
- N B A B TR -
- NKLN % j -
- WesE N M -
- Vocaloid -
- fET98 4 1925 F M H A -

- Male Sex Workers Rivalries -
- NKLN Family -
- Miss Ma the Tailor -
- Vocaloid -

- Shooting Japan 1925 in 798 -

Chapter 4
Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

L
BE:FERSEESEMEARE

- Lost in Bandung - - kB
- H 3 Bonni -
- AE ED R RO 6 AR -
- Fadhila: # i # fhcosplay & 4 & -
- % A AG % R -
- i B f R AR T B €O k-
- ¥ B E (i Poppish Lovish#t M -
-REMOBEADR -
SRR KT -

- Bonni the Guide -
- Publishing Boy Love in Indonesia -
- Fadhila: a Cosplayer in Veil -
- Polymorphous Perversity -
- Peterporn Scandel €& Pornography Law -
- Poppish Lovish in Lucky Square -
- Crossplay in Indonesia -

- Fire-Breathing in the Garage -

20







Chapter 1

Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and R NP % g >
the Deity of Transformation




Chapter 1 - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

| am heading to Kyoto and taking my ball-jointed doll Zaphy with me, donned in his
own graduate student outfit designed by a Hong Kong fashion expert. | wanted to
buy him his own tiny suitcase but it turned out to be too expensive. | bought this
ball-jointed doll when visiting the mini-malls for Japanese and Korean commodities in
Hong Kong. | interviewed several shop owners and doll lovers and then fell for a male
doll of the Korean brand Pullip. It also made my work as a researcher much easier when
| started making appearances with this enigmatic creature, my own imagined “perfect
son”and alter ego, as people would be drawn to his charm, his immaculate outfits, and
his gender-fluid personality.

We are traveling together to a special place in Kyoto, Tenshi-no-Sato, the Home of
Angels, or the museum of Super Dollfie dolls, owned and managed by the Japanese
company Volks. These are expensive ball-jointed dolls that have recently gained great
popularity, establishing a global fan base. Their faces and bodies are made of a hard
type of resin that resembles porcelain and are painted in delicate shades of cream.
Some of them have very pale complexions, combined with red or green metallic hair,
thus, they radiate an air of violence and/ or death.

I have become immersed in the fantasy
families of ball-jointed dolls, with all the
titillating manipulations of their lives
and emotional significance. My bound-
less curiosity is unfolding here, and a
desire for animating these humanoid
forms is building up so elegantly and
slowly that | don't even notice it. | am
gazing and snooping around the doll
zones like a happy tourist, splurging
on these Japanese dioramas filled with
human replicas and their awkward
manners of living. | feel drawn to these
scenes of beauty and human excess and cannot easily control my movements, but
there is no hope of ever really melting into the scenario. | will zip through sceneries,
but I am excluded from the core of their physical existences and cultural histories. This
perspective stems from my own unique traveler’s point of view and reminds me that |
carry along my own cultural baggage and individual obsessions, my past experiences
of my little homeland and native language, complete with a large Belgian family and
an unusual educational upbringing.
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| first came to Kyoto in 2001 after | had talked to my Australian friend and fellow schol-
ar-artist Francesca da Rimini. | had interviewed her about her work with avatars and
her charming alter ego - Doll Yoko. She told me that she had invented Doll Yoko while
staying in the pristine hills near Kyoto and through daily online conversations with her
friend Ricardo Domingues. Doll Yoko has invented her own mythology. She is a little girl
who was drowned at birth and came back to life as a ghost that sought revenge. As the
slogan on her web site indicates, “All women are ghosts and should be rightly feared v
Doll Yoko is a powerful and beastly little girl
who “swims up from the crater mud pond of
dead girls... and places her moss damp lips
on yours and kisses you tenderly... Her pale
hands perform gentle inquisitions upon your
flesh form as she haunts your imagination,
bruising your skin with her words”. Her words
and stories are dark prophesies yet she was
constructed as a fragile, cute or possibly in-
nocent little sister. She is a ghost who can
hover around and observe unknown or mys-
terious environments without knowing all
their ancient histories or cultural force fields.
The myth of the ghost was a strategic inven-
tion to denote an agent who was compelled
to traverse the spaces that would normally
be off limits and regulated by taboo. Some-
times da Rimini dressed up in the Japanese
doll-like outfits of maids and Lolitas in order
to make her alter ego more present.

She talked fondly of her stay in Kyoto and advised me to pay a visit to the Inari Fox
Shrine, which is a large Shinto temple devoted to the god Inari and guarded by Kitsune
or the supernatural fox. In Japanese mythology, the fox is a spirit which takes on dif-
ferent female or male guises and is considered to be a deity of transformation (Henge).
The fox is a shape-shifter which can take the form of a human and especially prefers the
look of a beautiful woman. It was common belief in medieval Japan that any woman
encountered alone, especially at dusk or night, could actually be a fox. When visiting
the Inari temple or Fox Shrine near Kyoto, one enters through a majestic exhibit of fox
statues and an elongated gate of bright orange poles. The old country trails around
and leading to the temple are plentiful and lush. One can inhale the greenery and
vapors of these old hills while encountering hundreds of fox statues.
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Chapter 1 - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

The fox is also known to sometimes enter a human being. Kitsunetsuki in Japanese
literally means the state of being possessed by a fox. The victim is almost always a young
woman whom the fox enters beneath her fingernails or through her breasts. Those af-
flicted with this demonic force would sometimes behave like wailing witches or hyster-
ics (exactly like those from Western folklore). Japan scholar Hearns writes that besides
these symptoms of madness, a strange kind of drifting lump would sometimes appear
on the body:

Strange is the madness of those into whom demon foxes enter. Sometimes
they run naked shouting through the streets. Sometimes they lie down
and froth at the mouth, and yelp as a fox yelps. And on some part of the
body of the possessed a moving lump appears under the skin, which
seems to have a life of its own. Prick it with a needle, and it glides in-
stantly to another place. By no grasp can it be so tightly compressed by a
strong hand that it will not slip from under the fingers”.

The lump keeps slipping away from underneath our fingers, keeps defying our anxiety
and challenging our care for the afflicted person. But this person is also building up a
new life, as s/he easily acquires new languages and will start to get very hungry, crav-
ing specific types of food:

Possessed folk are also said to speak and write languages of which they
were totally ignorant prior to possession. They eat only whal foxes are
believed to like—tofu, aburagé, azukimeshi, etc.—and they eat a great
deal, alleging that not they, but the possessing foxes, are hungry 4

In old Japanese medicine, kitsunetsuki is still listed as a specifically ethnic psychosis.
Symptoms include hunger and “cravings for rice or sweet red beans, listlessness, rest-
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Chapter | - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

lessness, and aversion to eye contact™
Some foxes are like vampires who feed
on the life or spirit of humans by means
of sexual contact. The lustful fox has
the ability to melt into unsuspecting
humans and once settled there, will
concoct endless manipulations that
closely resemble his/her life. The fox’s
supernatural abilities include “posses-
sion, mouths or tails that generate fire
or lightning (known as kitsune-bi; liter-
ally, fox-fire), willful manifestation in the
dreams of others, flight, invisibility, and
the creation of illusions so elaborate as
to be almost indistinguishable from re-
ality™

The demonic and lustful fox later
morphed into a popular character in the
stories of manga and anime. The motif
of lust and possession is reinterpreted in the animation sub-genre of Yaoi, which are
homosexual love stories between men but written for female readers. These stories
show idealized effeminate males who are prone to complicated, tortured, and uneven
relations. For instance, a manga entitled Kitsune no Yome (The Fox's Bride)® is a good
example of how the fox figure has entered a modern decadent fiction and fantasy
character. In this manga, a boy named Akane from middle school is cornered at night
and molested by a human male wearing a fox mask. Three years later, he is still suffer-
ing from his trauma and he is thus incited to remember and relive its violent erotic
variations. The different pages and frames develop and recall this scary and abusive
encounter. It is left open as to whether Akane is going through another memory blast
or having a new physical encounter. The story slowly develops into a theme of ongoing
lust and overt sexuality between the two gay boys.

These overtly or more subtle erotic yaoi animations are mostly marketed to women,
who sometimes call themselves fujoshi or “rotten” girls and have existed as a specific
fan group for about 40 years. Their obsessive and perverse inclinations have allowed for
the creation of DIY products that are distributed all over Asia. In the story of Kistune no
Yome (The Fox's Bride), one can see that the tropes of illicit desire and identity transfor-
mation are deeply embedded in Japanese folklore.

4 Witham A Haviland, Cultural Ant

T. Yonebavashi, "Kitsunetsuki (Po

oqgy, 10th ed. (Fort Worth: Harcourt Callege Publishers. 2002), 144-145

n by Foxes)” Transcultural Psyctuatry (1964), §:2

5 Kiyoshi Nozaki, Kitsune, Japan's Fox of Mystery, Romance, and Humor (Tokyo: The Hokuseidd Press, 1961), 25-2¢

6 The Kitsune No Yome manga is available at

htty e manaat m/managa/kitsune_no_vame 10_ rming=1
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Chapter 1 - Kyvoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Daolls and the Deity of Transformation

A

4 WhlGo BRI

¥

We are now ready to fast forward to the venue that houses a massive collection of the
large (70 cm) ball-jointed dolls that are made in Kyoto and purchased by fan groups
all over the world. In actuality, they are strictly created for the adult lovers of the doll.
Children are not allowed in the museum, as one of the guards explained. They would
simply make too much of a fracas, damage the collections and disturb the worshipful
ambiance. The Super Dollfie dolls are not overtly sexualized fetish objects, but they
cater to adult fantasies of constructing and owning a family. They are called "our an-
gels” or “our daughters’, but they actually look like tiny replicas of young adults. These
miniature humans have immaculately groomed appearances, while cultivating a mel-
ancholic and refined artsy or hipster personality. People travel to Kyoto to buy these
“daughters” of sophistication or they have the option of playing with their already pur-
chased Super Dollfie families within the museum. When the new dolls are ready to be
picked up, they are offered to customers in a specific kind of birth ritual. The museum
has a statue of the Madonna surrounded by Angels, and she is considered the mother
of these families.

The museum has a designated play room furnished with high-class chairs for the dolls
to sit in and engage in their own kind of conversations. To play mostly means to end-
lessly dress and position the doll in order to take photographs for private photo albums
or galleries on the web. These dolls are expensive, costing about USD1,000 a piece.
They consist of different components and body parts such as glass eyeballs, eyelids,

34

REFERMBAREABBRET HBEAN - ARBPRENIHRS 1
BHEBENARL (70BXT) AWEEBYHEE FEL EHRNEEER
ERRAZBTEMEN - —URZAEBEFH > IWUFAWRERK > B
AR ER  SRREANSFRS  EURSEEER - AEERS
BRERBERETY  EEMBRERE T RFABERINEEREND
B EEMRRE "HRANRE, X "HMANKZR, - FTREMELEER
REMABEAERR - EERMARIRTERR  REEBBMAGTEM
RAMEEHR - AMERRE  REATBERFREXE "ZR, ARELEAA
EERIRMEERENE - E—ENMNEEREER  BYUEeREEEE
FE-EEEREER  BYUEBRE - EXEREESHE  ESRHRAE
2 KM -

EYEEREEMNER—AESE  ENEEERERETAKS®E - &
B THEE. REAMRT BEA AR E LR E B E it 4 5 i
MR MERAMRNR - BREEB+HARE » EEAKNEI 000XTESR °
BEEAXNBHRSBEBER  LMKERR - B - REE - BE -
Effi - AAEENEIBRANARZENFHNES - BEHATER "2@E2
BONAGEBEELB —NEeBETUACRIEE S BN ARAA

35




Chapter 1 - Kyvoto: Anmimaring Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Pransformatiog

eyelashes, hair wigs, hairpieces, facial molds in different skin colors, and hands and
feet in different shapes. All of these components are purchased through a “Full Choice
System"—as customers can individually pick and choose, assemble and disassemble
the existence of the doll. The doll parts can be either purchased in a store or ordered
online through the Volks web site. Doll owners can browse endlessly through these
collections until their eye settles on the perfect miniature object: a dark purple eyeball,
a leather belt or mini skirt, striped leg warmers in bright colors, an expensive designer
purse or flamboyant sunglasses, sneakers or high-heel boots. There are real gems to be
found here and one is hard placed to avoid the trap of diving into these tiny replica
collections. The Super Dollfie web pages are some of the most beautiful and tantaliz-
ing displays that | have ever seen, as are their counterparts in the material world of doll
stores and assembly labs. The store in Tenshi-no-Sato Kachu-an carries all the necessary
elements of the perfect department store. It looks like it was a designed by a happy
bouncy child who went out of his/her mind. It has shelves and racks full of neatly
packaged doll parts—tiny shoes, socks, blouses, breasts, hair, shirts, glasses, stockings,
lingerie, briefcases, suitcases, wardrobes, chairs, couches, and so on. It feels strangely
liberating to shop for a doll as one easily un-
derstands that it is a totally useless activity.
Indeed, these tiny products refuse to serve
the adult world as either useful tools or as
super deluxe commodities. These products
are simply made for fake little humans; the
question being, do they come alive through
the interplay with caring consumers and do
they have a (real) life of their own?

Doll owners and their fetish daughters socialize with each other on an international
basis, expressing an unconditional attachment to their fantasy families, and their love
for the brand and the Volks company. Their spiritual center is in Japan where they can
show faith and devotion to their particular obsession, but the commodity has also pro-
duced a wide range of shadow industries and knock-off doll models in the greater East
Asian region and beyond. | first spotted these dolls when visiting the mini-malls in the
basement of Ginza Plaza, Hong Kong. The doll fad having spread to China and Hong
Kong, fans have opened tiny stores and doll houses to manage and sell collections of
ball-jointed dolls and doll clothes or accessories.

Most of these small businesses operate primarily through web sites or online auctions
houses. Other doll merchants have stacked their wares in tiny stores where they are
able to fitin only about four to five customers at any one time. These shops are artfully
designed as their private collections and spill over into a retail service. Some of them
offer cheap doll clothes that are manufactured in China, while others sell delicately
hand-made outfits knitted together by their moms and grandmoms, things like hats,
scarves and mittens for a wintertime outing. Even though one would hardly be able
wear this type of winter clothing in the extreme heat and humidity of Hong Kong, our
dolls may desire to wear these beautiful outfits when going out on a fantastic brisk
autumn walk.
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Martin:

Asuka:
Zaphy:

Asuka:

Martin:

Asuka:

Zaphy:
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(The young couple arrives in my apartment and opens a box designed espe-
cially for the Super Dollfie dolls)

The wigs, eyeballs and hands of the Dollfies can be changed. These two
Dollfies know each other and they are friends. They are both our first dolls.

Yes, and his doll is bit like “his other half” with her blue hair and blue eyes.
How did the two of you meet each other?

We know each other from a ¢
BJD (ball-jointed dolls) forum
on the Internet. We started
talking on MSN and took pho-
tos regularly with the dolls.
Then later we fell in love. |
think that we really fell in love
because of the stories that we
were making up about our
dolls.

And then | also started an extensive photo album for my dolls so that | could
develop my imagination. Because everything has to be beautiful for this doll.
| first needed a doll for my photography project during that time, so | de-
cided to buy this doll. And now | already have 17 dolls, and each one costs
between HKD6,000 and HKD20,000 (USD771-2,570).

The components are also expensive, like a wig would cost you HKD300
(USD39). And the glass eyeballs are very special and expensive; they would
cost a couple of thousand dollars. | know that Martin was really drawn to the
blue iris of one of his dolls. My doll was custom-ordered in Japan. | also plan
to make some clothes for them myself since | want to be a fashion designer.
| made this one into my daughter as the doll is as pretty as an angel. And so
| gave her the name “Angelic-Smile”.

So how would you describe your relationship with the dolls?

Asuka :

Asuka :

Zaphy :

Martin -
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Chapier 1

Martin:

Asuka:

Martin:

Asuka:

Zaphy:

Asuka:

Zaphy:

Asuka:

Martin:

Zaphy:

Martin:
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Each doll has its own personality.
And they are friends and part-
ners with other family members
of the doll. For me it is like the
relationship with photographers
and models.

Yes, each of my dolls shares a cer-
tain aspect of her own personal-
ity. My Pink doll emphasizes my
sweet and cute side. My Gothic
Lolita doll expresses a negative
and dark side of my personality.
| try to bring out their personali-
ties through their outfits and by
applying makeup.

All my dolls have something in common with little parts of myself, except
for this one here in my arms. She is the queen of the family. She occupies
half of me and thus she is special.

Yes, she is his female part.

Did you also have dolls when you were children?

No, we actually did not.

| see that you mostly have female dolls. Are there also male dolls?

Yes, male dolls are currently a big deal in the doll community. But | am not
ready to have a male doll. First of all  am not psychologically prepared. And
secondly, it is very difficult to make male clothes.

[ don't like male dolls at all. But yes some of the male models are currently
very "hot guys”among fans. They also believe that one of the male models
resembles the famous Japanese rock star Hyde of LArc-en-Ciel and Vamps /.

Are there also many other male doll lovers?

Yes, actually there are quite a few now and the females are very accepting
of that.
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Martin :
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Chapter 1 -

Zaphy:

Martin:

Asuka:

Martin:

Asuka:
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Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Translormation

How do you feel about Japanese culture in general?

We love Japanese culture and we also just want to dress and behave in our
own weird way. This is still an unusual thing to do within Hong Kong cul-
ture, so we see it as making a real cultural difference. But of course, in the
virtual world, we've already met hundreds of people who are really into it.

(The young couple moves to the computer where they plan to show the
Volks web site.)

The purpose of this Volks web
site is to sell these dolls and to
announce news. There is a Full
Choice System, which allows cus-
tomers to buy the doll as different
components, but she will then
be assembled in Kyoto and sent
to you as your special “daughter.
You can also go and pick up your
daughter in Kyoto when she is
ready and they have a special kind
of "birth ritual”

Here is the doll that was appar-
ently the first female doll of the
president of Volks. There is a ru-
mor among fans that he actually
invented the head mold based on
his own head.

Some dolls are standard models and some are special editions or limited
editions. Those special editions are much more costly. Sometimes when
a limited edition is launched on the web site, it will take only one to three
minutes before the edition is sold out.

So you can see that there are all these different head molds and some
are much more feminine than others. And some of them have their eyes
closed, which is a very popular feature among fans, who consider them to
be “sleeping angels” You cannot really open these eyes very easily.

Zaphy *

Martin :

Asuka :

Martin :

Asuka :
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Asuka: And then of course the eyeballs are colored in all kinds of ways, like there
are pink or purple eyeballs. My mother once observed me looking at all
those eyeballs and she found it very creepy. This trend has also influenced
people in real life who are now all starting to wear tinted contact lenses.

Zaphy: How do these different fans socialize with each other in real life?

Martin: We go to doll gatherings. Sometimes we organize conventions for people
to sell and buy doll clothes and accessories, like the one in Hong Kong
called Dollism Plus. Or we may meet in a café in Mong Kok and bring along
our dolls.

Asuka: We really hope to grow up with our dolls and we just hope that if we have
real children that they will like the dolls as well.

One can buy products for female and male dolls but females constitute the vast major-
ity of dolls. Most male dolls have a very effeminate look. | traveled to Tenshi-no-Sato
with Zaphy, my own male doll. Zaphy is a knock-off version of the Japanese ball-jointed
doll. Priced at about HKD700 (USD90), Zaphy was made by the Korean brand Pullip.
Zaphy is a stunning blue-eyed male but most people would mistake him for a female,
with his slender pale face and shoulder-length ash-blonde hair. | also shopped around
in some of the doll rooms in Mong Kok, where | had discovered local Hong Kong de-
signers offering the most lovely outfits and accessories at much cheaper rates. | had
bought some nice Calvin Klein underwear for Zaphy and found him a locally designed
T-shirt with the famous logo by American artist Barbara Kruger, “Your Body is a Bat-
tleground"”
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Chapter 1 - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

One Hong Kong designer of doll clothes, Blythism.net, offers a line of clothes and ac-
cessories specifically made for his type of male doll called “Tae Yang”When | browsed
the lush winter collections for Tae Yang designed by fashion design student Milky, |
realized that | would never think of dressing like that myself. Zaphy has a luscious
skinny body and is simply more of a poser. Dolls are almost always dressed up better
than their owners. They are replicas of human potential and become a substitute for
personal identity management. Dolls manifest the owner’s sublimated dandy-esque
fashion crisis while the owner actually is an average dresser or slob. The doll is one of
the most essential expressions of the kawaii culture and indeed this angel needs to
be properly cleaned and clothed, carried around with love and pride, to be seen and
cajoled under the gaze and commentary of others.

| had made an appointment to visit the Japanese
"home of angels” and received confirmation two
days later. | make my appearance on June 24,
2009. | am greeted by a friendly museum guard
who gives me a basket in which to carry my doll-
friend, Zaphy. The museum has several floors with
museum displays but photography is allowed
only in the main hall, where doll lovers gather to
play with their dolls. On the right side of the room
is a huge sculpture of a Madonna surrounded by
a family of angels. She looks like a Christian Ma-
donna but the guard explains that she is a rep-
lica too. She does not signify the actual mother of
God but the idea that children are born here and
bring love, joy, and wealth to the family. At sched-
uled times doll lovers will gather around the Madonna to receive a newly born angel.

I walk through the upper floors of endless doll displays, elegant creatures with sad
eyes and perfect pale melancholic faces. The large museum is rather empty and has
the atmosphere of a funeral hall, where people can admire replicas or remains of the
departed. Some dolls look like they are indeed dead or asleep as they have closed
eyelids. | have been told that this closed eyelid feature is peculiarly cherished amongst
Super Dollfie fans. In the museum, the references to sleeping angels and death are jux-
taposed with birth and youthful eroticism. One side of the museum is entirely devoted
to younger dolls, where we can admire their prepubescent bodies and nude torsos,
angelic faces, tender buttocks, and delicate underwear or lingerie. Opposite the hall of
eroticism is a space where dolls have matured and are properly dressed to live a life of
fame and beauty. Here we can admire a wide range of doll families and fashion designs
that constitute the history of the brand.
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There are signs that prohibit photography in these exhibition halls and especially in the
“assembly lab”section where the doll parts are put together and the angels brought to
life by engineers. Once | return downstairs to the cozy inviting playroom, | take Zaphy
out of my backpack and put him in his basket. | decide to take him around and act like
a dumb foreigner who does not fully understand the rules of the museum. | wonder
how long it will take the museum administration to spot the fact that Zaphy is a devi-
ant doll, a different and inferior brand called Pullip.

Sure enough, our friendly guard shows up after about 15 minutes and explains that |
cannot carry my doll inside the museum. | apologize profusely and tell her that | did
not understand. She smiles and says that it is alright, then gives me a white blanket to
cover Zaphy head to toe in his basket. | continue my journey and wonder why they did
not decide to remove the deviant doll altogether. Then | realize that it is an elegant and
reasonable solution to the problem, so that we would not give the incident too much
thought and can continue to glide through the vast emporium of superior commodi-
ties. But of course | would not abandon or replace him just because he is cheaper. One
does not need an expensive Japanese commodity to develop an attachment to the
doll as a virtual agent.

These doll cults, whether emanating from the Volks brand or other Chinese and Korean
merchants, are sophisticated as they provide us with a sense of aura and social net-
work. We have collected many testimonies of people professing that their doll commu-
nicates with them, even if s/he has neither voice box nor the ability to simulate human
movement. In his famous essay “On the Marionette Theatre” (1810) Heinrich Von Kleist
explained that the perceived life and aura of dolls is driven by animistic worldviews
and the art of simulating graceful movements. In the essay, he casts an experienced
puppeteer who tries to convince an analytical philosopher of the superior, graceful
movements of the marionettes when compared to humans. As he explains, humans
may have superior bodies and motor skills that might enable them to become virtuoso
dancers, but their actions and performances are frequently diminished or hindered by
a psychic state of awareness, by engrained memory and thought. Humans will almost
always slow down or break down when processing or remembering some aspect of
negative thought. Only dolls and humanoids have the ability to be truly graceful, to
shine more brilliantly, as their performances are less plagued by negative memory and
awareness. The puppeteer also believes that the most inorganic of dolls will be able to
simulate a divine experience:
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Chapter 1 - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

We see that in the organic world, as thought grows dimmer and weaker,
grace emerges more brilliantly and decisively. But just as a section drawn
through two lines suddenly reappears on the other side after passing
through infinity, or as the image in a concave mirror turns up again right
in front of us after dwindling into the distance, so grace itself returns
when knowledge has, as it were, gone through an infinity. Grace appears
most purely in that human form which either has no consciousness or an
infinite consciousness. That is, in the puppet or in the god.

This argument about divine movement in dolls is further influenced by the fact that it
is narrated by a doll lover, a puppeteer who has for many years animated lifeless dolls
in front of admiring humans. No doubt the puppeteer took good care of his fantasy
creatures which provided his artistic well-being and income.

But even the most technologically advanced motions in robots or androids today are
partially animated by the daily care and feelings of love by their makers and owners.
Professor Hiroshi Ishiguro at Nagoya University is a well-known “android scientist” who
makes human-like robots called “‘geminoids” He experiments with these near-perfect
replicas of humans in order to ask fundamental questions about human psychology
and to test his own levels of post-human immersion and attachment. As film maker
Phie Ambo explains in the documentary Mechanical Love, “There is a reason why the
best therapeutic robots come from Japan... Scientists in Japan are always figuring
emotions into the process. What do you expect when you are with another person?
What emotions are in play? Working with androids is incredibly exciting, precisely be-
cause they are something unto themselves. They're not alive, but they're not exactly
dead either””

The documentary film opens with intimate
experiments by Professor Ishiguro. Fine-tun-
ing his "geminoid”doll, which is an exact copy
of himself, we immediately notice that he is
an eccentric individual. The movement of his
geminoid robot can be controlled through ( Fta O

the Internet and his aim is to have it increas- our 085 4 =
ingly look and act like himself. The point of ) Ty
his experiment is to present the geminoid to
his wife and daughter and to table their reac-
tions. He hopes that they will choose the geminoid over himself, and at the same time
he says that he will be utterly crushed by this choice. Ishiguro wants to tackle the big-
ger questions: "How will the family react once you introduce an android? Will it cause
the collapse of or reinvent traditional roles? What effect does the robot have on the
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dialogue within the family?” Again, at first sight the geminoid looks lifeless, dull and
certainly less funky than the scientist himself, but it is exactly the mental connection
between the two beings that triggers our interest. When he finally presents the robot
to his family members, it turns out that his daughter totally rejects the robot, while his
wife testifies that she could get used to it. He explains that his wife does not demand
that much attention in daily life either, while his daughter is very close to him and loves
their daily playful rituals.

A question in the geminoid research is whether Professor Ishiguro would be able to
develop a sense of human “presence” or "aura” (what the Japanese call sonzai-kan).
How do people get a sense of “presence” behind robotic motions? He explains that the
geminoid is a kind of mirror that we are not able to shift our gaze away from. It is an
unavoidable mirror, producing uncanny yet satisfying responses to our senses. Profes-
sor Ishiguro’s newest female android, Geminoid F, will be produced and marketed by
Kokoro, the same company that owns Sanrio and the Hello Kitty phenomenon.

Even in the case of the ball-jointed dolls, which do not in any way mimic the human
musculoskeletal system, they are able to bring about a therapeutic effect once im-
bued with our gaze and devotion. As shown in Robert lolini's research project about
new developments in android science, some of these recent developments towards
robot-dependent humans have their roots in older types of religion or cultural my-
thologies. In 2007, the Japanese government pledged 26 billion USD to develop a
robot-dependent society, entitled “Innovation 25" Innovation 25 seeks to produce and
sell household robots which would be safe, comfortable, and convenient, and always
ready to carry out basic domestic chores. This program is also driven by Japanese na-
tionalism and the utopian dream that manmade robots would be superior employ-
ees to the migrant workers who currently live and work in Japan. This type of racial
bias underlying eugenic cybernetics naively aims to improve the physical and cogni-
tive abilities of humans, but also replicates damaging biases about race and culture.
Japanese customersdowellatraising dollfamiliesas they grow up with aflexible notion of
the extended family. Anthropologist Jennifer Robertson explains that the Japanese may
welcome androids into the family as they historically “privilege talent and competence
over biology where household succession is concerned... and thus sons and daughters
were often adopted if one's own (biological) offspring were perceived as less capable
managers or caretakers'"” Roberts also believes that the Japanese belief in benign, be-
nevolent, and cute robots is motivated by the animistic principles of the native Shinto
religion itself. As Roberts explains, the vital energies or forces in Shinto are considered to
be presentin all aspects of the world and universe. They are seen as they infuse streams,
rocks, and trees, or insects, humans, and human creations, such as dolls, cars, and robots.
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Chapter 1 - Kyoto: Animating Ball-Jointed Dolls and the Deity of Transformation

That is why dolls can ultimately also be spiritual or divine, as Kleist's puppeteer sug-
gested in 1810. Human creations stem from the same life force and are part of the same
natural worlds as humans. Shinto religion allows for a more harmonious mutual en-
hancement between humans and non-humans, or nature and culture. While Western
Christianity created a hierarchical God and cosmology in which only humans can have
a soul or life force, Japanese Shinto in a sense is more pragmatic as people are able to
develop attachments to immediate presences, agents, and circumstances. Thus we can
become comfortably attached to our cybernetic angels and tiny daughters, hoping
that they somehow will serve our immediate physical, mental, and spiritual needs. And
I sincerely hope my Korean blue-eyed Zaphy will fall in love and procreate excessively
with divine migrants, dark, yellow, or brown skinned aberrations and deviants.
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

I am walking around the densely packed suburbs of Sha Tin, catching a glimpse of the
Central New Territories before heading to the Western New Territories. | will soon travel
underground via the numerous stations and connecting corridors of the MTR subway
system. All signs of mystical old China seem to have disappeared. Tall skyscrapers sur-
render any architectural nuance, though upon closer inspection they reinforce the
distinctions between social classes. Regardless of their social status, their names have
been bizarrely appropriated from the West—The Balmoral, Classical Gardens, Uptown
Plaza, Pristine Villa, The Palazzo, The Beverly Hills. These are the royal captains of real es-
tate planning that have been drilled into the breathtaking valleys and mountains tops.
They have chipped away at the steep mountain-scape and absorbed the older Chinese
villages, leaving tiny remnants of low-rise housing on isolated hillsides or in the center
of older city plazas. It is a curious mixture, a subtropical suburban high-rise sprawl
aimed at housing the bustling masses of people, an ongoing development project at-
tempting to catch up with Hong Kong's population boom since the 1980s.
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| go down and merge with a stream of people who all rely heavily on public trans-
portation, and then move inside the famous New Town Plaza mall, which is typically
and directly connected to the MTR station. This is an overwhelming, gigantic shop-
ping mall with anchor department stores and retails shops, designed by the second
most influential family of Hong Kong real estate tycoons—the Kwoks. The late Kwok
Tak Seng, the founder of Sun Hung Kai Properties, kept it in the family by co-managing
it with his three sons, Walter, Thomas, and Raymond. New Town Plaza was started in
the 1980s and was gradually and extensively expanded. One of its landmark features is
the first computer-controlled music fountain to have ever been built in Hong Kong',
perhaps not so impressive to the outsider, but important for the profile and mystique
of the New Town Plaza. It is a Saturday afternoon in 2011 and people have endlessly
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

(as usual) flocked to the mall. The building has five floors and is a grand cage of glass
that allows natural light to brighten up the store displays. It is absolutely mobbed but
the floors are never less than clean and white. One imagines skating around on these
shiny white surfaces, rolling around on them without getting dirty. People are drawn to
these climate-controlled shopping malls to fight the cramped alienation and introver-
sion of their home spaces, to stretch their legs and to get lost in commodity reveries.

| can sense my own eyes wan-
dering. They fall on a central
display in the main lobby of
the mall, a large pagoda of an
imagined royal court, taking
us back to the times of up-
per class mansions with their
large ornate gardens. The pa-
goda is an outdoors resting
place but is also designed as a
finely laced metal cage, giving
me over to fantasies of a dun-
geon'’s play room. Even though this kind of engineered pagoda is a cheap simulacrum,
it is here to challenge the actuality of dense skyscraper homes where hardworking
moms and dads are mundanely raising their offspring. | am going further off and con-
templating moments of simulated enchantment, as if | were darting around in a virtual
sun-baked forest with large ferns and edible mushrooms. | am brought back to the
actual by a phone call from costume player Maggie who has agreed to rendezvous in
the New Town Plaza.

Maggie is an ardent fan of Japanese animation whose identity has merged with anima-
tion, comics, and games (ACG) stories and characters. | am attracted to Maggie because
she lives in whirling realms of visual fantasy culture and does not deny their impact on
her body and identity. Maggie is a biological male who has a gender-fluid appearance
and transgendered sexual identity. The Japanese-inspired fantasy worlds have deeply
affected transgendered people like Maggie, providing mechanisms for transformation
and escape from quotidian reality. Many animation characters have supernatural pow-
ers and morph between ghost-like and human entities, while also taking on android
intelligence or gender-fluid attributes. Fans construct these types of alter egos and
communicate online within the virtual chambers of the Internet. Sometimes they go
a step further and desire to physically become like these characters by dressing up
and showing off at animation fandom gatherings. | ask Maggie if these acts of identity
changes have any reference to traditional Chinese cultural rituals, but she thinks of it as
a global modern fashion that originated in Japan.
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

| am researching cosplay rituals in Hong Kong and | have ended up in a suburban
shopping mall. Maggie has arrived and is accompanied by her suitcase on wheels. We
hop on the MTR train to Kowloon Tong, where we transfer to another type of subway
line, along with a thick mob of weekend commuters. It is long ride from the Central to
the Western New Territories and we exit about 45 minutes later in a train station adja-
cent to another shopping mall, Tsuen Wan City Landmark. Maggie drags her luggage
through long corridors only to make a stop in a Japanese Home Center (a chain of
branded stores). She browses through the goods and selects a couple of clothes hang-
ers. She pays for them and heads back to the noisy streets, food markets, and hectic
out-of-door pedestrians.

This trip is one of several meetings that | have had with Maggie, making me aware
that she lives out her appearances and fantasies on an “expanded stage!"It is a rotating
stage with several platforms and changes of cultural scenery. She impersonates fluc-
tuating characters, some of whom are online personalities that do not involve physi-
cal contact with the actual environment. But costume players can be differentiated
from the more introverted Otakus (computer geeks) in that they crave to live out their
fantasies as physical experiences in public places. While otakus have been plagued by
the Japanese and Chinese mass media and described with stereotypes of dangerous
introverts and social losers, costume players are thought to be outwardly freakish and
bizarre.

The spiritual center of costume players in Hong Kong is the Convention and Exhibition
Centre in Wan Chai, where they meet at a huge bi-annual trade fair for ACG prod-
ucts. The costume players are only allowed to dress up in the corridors and designated
rooms. Even though some of them also make official stage appearances within the
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterranean Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

ACG fair, most of them avoid the spotlight and stay “backstage” to pose for each other
and for the general public. They hang out and socialize for hours while dressing up
among a mess of makeup, snacks, props, and costumes. When their outfits are ready,
they walk around and pose for photographers, who take hundreds of pictures that will
be uploaded on the Internet. Just like the doll lovers, they carefully document the lives
of their extraordinary alter egos, thus exploring mutual influences between the image
and the physical self.
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When visiting one of these conventions a few years ago, costume players from different
animation stories and their “families” were present, getting slowly and surely ready for
their appearances. Maggie was the one who stood out for me. | liked her friendly face
and her outfit of a school suit and tie uniform. Maggie told me that she was playing the
female character Ashiya Mizuki from the well-known Japanese manga Hana Kimi. Mizuki
is a girl who is desperately in love with a boy who attends a famous all-boys college.
Mizuki cross-dresses to enter the same school and to be close to him. | conducted my
first short interview with Maggie, in which she explained her gender-bending charac-
ter—as a biological male, she was acting out a female character who wants to pass as
a boy.

I was very much attracted to Maggie’s role-playing and we decided to keep in touch.
Several months later, she contacted me, saying that she was going to make an appear-
ance at a Cosplay Convention at City University of Hong Kong, where | was teaching
at the time. This time she dressed as Hell Girl (Ai Enma), a supernatural spirit who can
be contacted by people who want to take revenge. She helps them by absorbing their
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Chapter 2 Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

hatred and locating their abusers. Maggie was wearing stark red contact lenses and a
kimono patterned with flowers. She showed her cursing doll, lifting up her sleeved arm
to the surrounding audience, just as Hell Girl would do before carrying out her deadly
spell.

My third encounter with Maggie took place at a TV studio also at City University of
Hong Kong. We now had invited her to dress up as her favorite female character and
to explain her gradual identity transformation into Gothic Lolita, a figure whose imper-
sonators are a subculture associated with Japanese street fashions and musical bands.
They are related to costume players but they do not base their identities on specific
characters. Except for their trendy platform shoes, Lolita impersonators look like Victo-
rian porcelain dolls. They wear the clothes of bygone eras. In Hong Kong and mainland
China they are often classified into three “types’—Classic Lolita who wears a simple
white dress outfit, Sweet Lolita who dresses like a doll and in pink style, and Gothic
Lolita who wears a black lacey dress and heavy gothic-style makeup. They inhabit a
world of pre-sexual adolescence, their innocence emphasized through the heavy lay-
ering of vintage clothing and props. They also stage city gatherings, such as High Tea
parties where they eat mini-sandwiches using knives and forks. They are exhibitionistic
and media-savvy, but they also act decorously; their aesthetic of a nostalgic decadence
refers to older feudal bedrooms or secluded rose gardens where sexual seductions
unfold slowly and with a sense of grace. Modes of well-mannered femininity are taken
to an extreme in order to develop performative subjectivities. Lolita-style love is char-
acterized by a kind of uneven relationship between herself and an older male (Weird
uncle), or vice versa, between a cute young boy and an older female (Elder sister)”. In
these uneven relationships, the younger person is the key figure who acts out an exag-
gerated mode of innocence while showing an excessive desire for the lover.

It was during her appearance as Gothic Lolita that she first revealed herself as a trans-
gendered person with an open-ended sexual orientation. She was really different from
the other costume players in that she thought of her nature as feminine or gender-
fluid. She used her female fantasy costume as a venue to express her queer identity
and to be accepted by the general public. She was on a complex mission to discover a
more stable lifestyle and to find peace with her biological family, who did not approve
of her sex change .

68

_;i;
M
2
]

e

PO R R RE LR TR

#o MERBRIELABANNNBRNSRENHERENMMHBRNEIE -
R D R IMaggie LB E —BIMACHBIRE S8R ItHERW
MR - BERM AAENBERBRF AR REE— SRR 4256
SRR EF K -

KREERTABHNERLEZTEEMaggie ETE=ZRMAE - RMB Mt
EIFZEREDEMEZNAMACTNRBHENAZ T S5 HK
B—EFRZEE (Gothic Lolita) —EACMNIEEETE Y A AR ESLE
REBEENAXMCBIER - thFHROER-BEE LNASCHES -
BHALAEHREARACELSNRA - NRARMMEW FEENS
BE REEDBEIEELEZREMASANERNBEEE - MMAZHZEH
LEFEAFRAENKR - EEBNTREAME  wABRETRS A= AREE
(types) — "REHIREEH | (Classic Lolita) BEE2WHEGRRE ; "H
ZBEB%E . (Sweet Lolita) RIZEAKERWRMICE O ; M
BBE%E L (Gothiclolita) AIBHREGEMBEMTERNEY - AEHBEEE—
BEmaEtERNETEERENHTR  BEEEEEBN L EXRE REHWE
—AERFARBENLRERAE - REAMAOUSEATEETRBY » £
SM—ELBEERINZAXM=ENTFRRY - MR EERRED
NESHARE FABURFNARBERNEAE - MY TR EERS
MY ERERNEXBREENPLENTENE N2 MM BRIEE -
MFREELEFEERNBRRLEE - ATRREEXRBERESN TRS
t REEMEBERRABLSEBN LS ERERNTER - MEEERW
ERALFERET (BREF  IRAANEE) NMEHOLRZEANAFERH
BRER BEREREBRAYSHACTUESETESHARAME EE -
HERENFERED  EYH—FREARUAC () MEE—BFRH
CHE—F¥HNERNE > —BERNERELCHMRES -

RENERRTFENRBEMNBED  MaggieB— A BEACE—EAREE
EMERANELIIAL - BABHACIEEBERARA > MaggieRBHEC A
BEEEBLMRE - AELRRBAEMNUEE - M 8L 128 Ren e
REHCHRENNBT  DEARES - TS H hECBER—EEM
REMAEAR XEFBENERKECEMNRATNTLE -

69



Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:
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When | first participated in costume play as a cross-dresser, my family mem-
bers felt that it was nonsense and a waste of time. To be more precise, they
thought | was giving our family a bad reputation. They thought | was an
insult to the family name. Maybe my family is especially conservative and
has a traditionally Chinese way of thinking?

Is it because you are cosplaying female roles? Or are they negative about
the whole act?

Yes, yes! Whenever | am cosplaying any characters, they think that I am in-
sulting the family name... something like that. But they gradually got ac-

customed to it.

(Now sitting in front of the mirror in a TV studio’s makeup room)

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :
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Maggie:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:
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In order to look natural, the fake eyelashes must be very, very soft, as if youy 1
have not put anything on yourself. But if they are too natural, you can't see

their effect. If they are not a bit exaggerated, why should | even put them
on?

(Placing glue on the fake eyelashes, getting ready to stick them on her eyes)

You have to place them on the exact location (on your eyes), and press
them into place.

So beautiful!

Recently, there are cheaper fake eyelashes that cost about HKD100 per box,
with eight to ten pairs per box. The price is very reasonable! Not bad at alll It
is better than just buying a pair of cheap ones. These cheap ones are about
HKD20. But these are good, and the price is very reasonable.

You mentioned just now that if you put on the eyelashes, you will look a bit
slutty. Can you tell us more?

I actually want to look more “pure’, but once | put on fake eyelashes, | feel |
am too girlish and slutty! | look REALLY lustful!

(Checking her fake eyelashes)
What if you use less exaggerated eyelashes? How would you feel then?

It will then look as if | didn't put on any
eyelashes. Then that is useless! If the
fake eyelashes are not present, my eyes
will look dull. On normal days, even
when | put on mascara, it is still hard to
show the contrast in the shape of the
eyes. And also, it depends on the skill of
putting on eyeliner. It depends on the
color you are applying, and how you

are applying it.

(Maggie has now moved inside the TV studio)

Maggie
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Maggie *

Zaphy

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :
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Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Zaphy:
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Can you tell us something about the figure of the Gothic Lolita?

Her outfits are usually darker in color, black colored, and have some roman-

tic connotations. It gives a feeling of prestige, royalty, and nobility. At the
same time, it also has the feeling of “"death.”

Do you feel very different when wearing this costume? We'd like you to talk
about how you feel today.

| feel that | can be my true self after putting on the outfit.

What about your dress? Did you buy this, make it yourself, or is it ordered
to be tailor-made?

This costume is custom-made. | ordered it from a shop called Spider in
Mong Kok; they have their own brand called Spider. This one cost me about
HKD700.

Does your character have a life? Does she have a story of her own?

I don't think so. I think Lolita is more like a fashion style.

But the social inspiration is Japanese? A Japanese notion of Lolita?

The word “Lolita” originated in Europe. The Japanese then adapted and im-
proved the Lolita style. In general, the Lolitas you are seeing in Hong Kong

are Japanese-adapted ones.

Are the cosplayers interested in knowing about the historical European
fashion styles?

Actually, most people would not bother knowing the in-depth history of
these styles. They simply put on the outfits because they are beautiful, or
they design their own Lolita style.

So, would you go out dressed like this, out in public in Mong Kok for in-
stance? Would you go out dressed like this Lolita with your friends?

Zaphy *

Maggie *

Zaphy :

Maggie *

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :
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Zaphy :
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Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

Yeah, we do, sometimes. | would go out with my male friends for photo
shoots or café meetings, putting on the female Lolita outfits. But most peo-
ple of course would only dress like this at home or for private functions,
They'd seldom wear those outfits publicly.

Do you also dress up at home sometimes?
I'actually can't do that, because of my family's rejection.

What about other cosplayers? Do they accept you? How do you feel among
the other cosplayers when you are cross-dressing?

I don't feel anything special. Cosplayers just focus on whether you can be
exactly like the cosplay “character” or not.

OK, so they are not interested in sexual identity or your sex role?
Actually... some girls get very excited about it! But I don't know why. They

get very excited about a guy cross-cosplaying a female character. They al-
ways want to take photos with me.

What about reactions of the general public? How do people react to your

cross-dressing appearances?

I think that people here are too conservative, but there is also a more open
transgendered community. Usually we cross-dress and communicate with
each other through online forums or meetings/gatherings.

So, do you identify as gay and "trans"? Do you like girls or boys? Or both?

| have thought about that question a lot. | think that the concern is not
whether | like boys or girls. When meeting other people, | don't care so
much about physical sex/gender. I'd rather focus on the feeling when we
meet. And also | am mostly “in a female role”, so | would like others to take
care of me.

Would you like to date a boy who can to take care of you?
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Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

A boy or a TB (Tomboy). If it were a "boy", he would be a true male physi-
cally. The feeling would be very solid. For a “tomboy’, although she is not a
real “male’, she would understand what a “girl” would be thinking about. So
sometimes | would prefer “tomboys” over “boys.

Is it difficult to find a partner in Hong Kong?

You can say that, yes. It is because others may find it hard to define whether
you are gay or transgendered. In the world of lesbians, they would some-

times reject transgendered people like us. The lesbians generally like “real”

girls. | won't reveal myself so easily and let them discover my identity.
Whether | am male or female, | want them to love “me”, my inner self, and
not my “body." If we have feelings toward each other, regardless of gender,
we would still get along with each other. This is what | believe.

(Maggie describing the outfit to the interviewers, after she has taken off her
Lolita costume, and also removed all her makeup)

So how do you feel now?

I don't know... | feel troubled. When | go home | have to sort out all my
costumes!

Yeah, OK, but do you feel OK now to be a male person? To go back, home,
back to your family, back to your mum?

I hate them now...

Why don't you let your mum know... let her know that you don't like being
male? To what extent do they know about your sexual orientation?

They know that | have to consult a therapist.

Do you also want to take hormones?

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

Maggie :

Zaphy :

BT /il R M RN kA

B4 (boy) MBRNF (Tomboy) #B4T - MRRME "B4£E, » HHRR
—BEERELNESY - BEMG—ENREREREBE - MR
REBRNY HRWAREENSA  BRUSES—E &%,
(girl) SEMAE - TLUARKEER "RAOF. 28 "84, -

MEBSEEESR—EMEETSRER ?

RALUE RS » B0 - RRBIARBHNEMRIERAMLMERR
BUEA - ELAMHENHUE  BMATEERNGRESNEY
AR P —REE "EN, (real) XEF - BRAGEZ XA
BOMEN  RERMZFIABBENBE - FERRERLZ » &K
HEEMARBEEE "H, —BORE MAZKN "58
(body) - ZNRHMMAIFULBRE » WMAERMAEMER » RAIEE =
FIR AR RN EE - ERBAEEM -
(Maggie—BHMEFRCHEE » —BR TREBREME L)
MITREBESEER ?

AHRER-- HEERMAE P AREREXEREECHENR
£Y |

HE- JRMBEEEI T BEMHACRBETLUS ? EREBIFE
A BRHEAR - EEHESE

BREERMBMG -

R ERRMISEAE - BB RAEZERRBER ? %R
MERAAESD ?

P AERERIGRAD -

TR AR R B 505 7

79



Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

Maggie:

Zaphy:

Maggie:

80

I am already taking them. They have already changed my metabolism, ang
in some ways affected my thoughts. Sure, definitely, | become emotiona|,
It also makes me feel unwell. For example, | feel tired easily, suddenly. .
physically unwell and uncomfortable. Sweating, panting involuntarily and
I'm also having pain in the bones and stomach, near the chest area.

But you still want to take them?

. The hormones are effective in some ways. It improves your skin condition,

and also makes you feel different. | think they make the shape of my face
look very feminine.

Zaphy: So that means you really want to transform your gender and have
breast implants and sexual reassignment surgery?

Yes, but there is still the family problem.

Is there a big social problem in the Chinese culture, in that you have to live
with your parents?

And live with what your parents have given you. So, it is an exhausting inner
struggle for me.
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journcey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

It took many months of waiting after this last session before Maggie agreed to take
us on this special journey from her biological family’s home space to a hidden space
shared with other cross-dressers. We are strolling around in the old part of Tsuen Wan,
In the far distance we can see thick packs of glittering skyscrapers, places which no-
body in our social circles could ever afford to live in. Maggie enters one of the decrepit
buildings in old Tsuen Wan and asks us to wait outside until she is ready. She is still hesi-
tant to let us inside her space. After one hour and 45 minutes of waiting, and severa|
rounds of further negotiations on the phone, we are invited into the small apartment,
Maggie opens the door for us on high heels, wearing black silken pants, and a fash-
ionable ladies hat on top. Walking up the stairs, we go by many cramped sub-divided
apartments. We are told that some of them are rented by self-employed sex workers
who invite their clients there for sex sessions. Then we enter the space that belongs to
Maggie and her cross-dressing friends, a tiny modest space with a shower, a large mir-
ror and several wardrobes. Nobody else beside Maggie is present and it seems it would
be a difficult place for several people to use at once, but it is used mostly by cross-
dressers to store their clothes and to dress up in a safe space away from the family.

Zaphy: Do other people use this space as well?
Maggie:  Yes, we share it amongst four people and we are all cross-dressers.

Zaphy: Are there other places like this in Tsuen Wan? Do you know if there are other
cross-dressers who come to Tsuen Wan to dress up?

Maggie: | know a couple of them actually. They come here because the rent is so
cheap here.
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Chapter 2 - Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

Zaphy:  And how much does it cost then?
Maggie:  Each of us would pay HKD500 per month (USD64).

Zaphy:  That's not so bad | guess. So is it impossible to find a place like that in Sha
Tin?

Maggie:  Yes, in Sha Tin the rent is much more expensive.
Zaphy:  And all these closets here are all wardrobes?
Maggie:  Yes. All these are wardrobes. And this one is mine.

Zaphy:  This one is yours? The biggest one! Can we have a look at it? Wow. This one
is nice, huh?

Maggie:  Yeah.

Zaphy:  But you don't meet here to hang out and socialize... is it just a place for
changing your clothes?

Maggie: Itisonly for changing clothes, but you can take a shower here as well. There
is a bathroom there.

Zaphy: Yeah, thank you very uch for showing it to us. So where are you taking us
9
now?

Maggie:  We are now going to go to Hong Kong Island where | have to attend a meet-
ing in a couple of hours.

We continue our walk through old Tsuen Wan and head back to the MTR subway to go
on our last leg of the journey. Maggie looks happy as she drags her high heels through
the streets and public parks of Tsuen Wan. We are due for another long train ride into
the heart of the city, where we will make a stop in the IFC building, one of the most
illustrious malls and highest skyscrapers in Hong Kong. Maggie agreed to pose on the
roof of this building. She also opens up and explains more about her other transsexual
friends and her "mother” Joanne who is an older male-to-female (MTF) transsexual.
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That was like a long preparation for you to change. Do you think it is worth
it?

| feel happy, very happy.

Why is that?

Because | can be myself now.

Do you do this every Sunday or also on week days?

Whenever | have time, | will surely get beautifully dressed and go out in the
streets. | will shop around for more dresses. And sometimes | hang out with

my friends.

What about your friends? Do you feel that they are like very supportive to
you?

My friends support me. For instance, if | am not sure about what makeup
products to buy, my friends will offer me some advice.

And what about your friend Joanne? You told me that she is a special per-
son to you. So how do you feel about Joanne?

Me and Joanne? | think we are like mother and daughter.

When did that relationship start?

Ever since | have known her. Our relationship is very close and also compli-
cated. When | am not sure about something, | will go and find her. She is
always very nice in helping me out.

Also do you have any other friends like that?

Yes, but I am not that close to them as with Joanne. Because she always gets
me, even if | don't speak at all. She can read my mind.
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After this short interview on the roof of the IFC Building, Maggie took off to go to her
gathering in Sheung Wan. A few weeks later, she was kind enough to introduce us to
some of her transgendered friends and acquaintances:

Joanne Leung is the ‘mother” of Maggie and a
queer activist. She educates people about trans-
gendered identity and is very open towards the
various factions of the “trans” community, includ-
ing the costume players.

Omena is a younger MTF transsexual who is also
open about her sex change. However, she wants
to be seen as a “real girl” or “pure girl” and distin-
guishes herself from occasional cross-dressers
and costume players.

Natalie is a very young cross-dresser who joins in
the conversation and espouses her admiration for
two older women she considers her role-models.
She is very attached to a Facebook group Girlz
Kingdom for "Fake Girls", or Chinese males who all strive to cross-dress and look like
pretty girls. The group is open to members who are either biologically female or trans-
gendered individuals, but it is closed to “males.”

Finally, Rob is an FTM transsexual who recently moved back to Hong Kong from Lon-
don. He grew up in Hong Kong but moved to London when he was 17. When he lived
in London he relied on a "queer family” for social support.
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Hong Kong: Subterranean Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

(Joanne is Maggie’s ‘'mom” and Omena is her friend—both are transsexuals
who participate in public dialogue about sexual identity.)

I'm trying to build up a network in Hong Kong, but it's really hard because
everybody has their own ideas, they cannot find a way to fit into each oth-
er’s plans.

It is important for us to help each other, to share our experience, but the
problem is that many don't want to share, because they don't want others
to know about their past life once they do the transition. They have already
become boys or girls, or rather, become “real boys” or “real girls’, so the past
does not exist for them anymore.

So they just stay away from the community.

And some people are ashamed of their identity. They don't want others to
become like them. They think they are kind of like bad role-models; they

|u

just want others to be “normal.

So you see this as an open queer network for all kinds of transgendered
people.

I do believe that this network should be open. Sometimes people argue
with me stating that transsexuals should not be confused with cross-dress-
ers. But actually my point of view is that sometimes people are not sure
about their true identity, they may treat themselves as cross-dressers, or
maybe just try to be costume players. It may be just easier for them to be a
cross-dresser or a cosplayer, because they don't have to make the choice to
become a boy or girl.

(Natalie is a younger MTF transsexual. She is sitting in front of a computer and
has opened the social network Facebook)
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Hong Kong: Subterrancan Journey into Cross-Dressing and Transsexualism

Basically Girlz Kingdom is just a Facebook wall, and sometimes you fingd
information or people just post random things. You can basically discuss
anything you want, but most of the posts are related to how you can be-
come more like a girl. Or there may be some beauty advice or stuff about
transsexual issues. This area is for the “fake girls’, we call them “fake girls”and
in Cantonese we call them 1848 (Ngai Noeng). It's not exactly equivalent
to a definition of a cross-dresser because | think the term “cross-dresser”
has a bit of a fetish element in it and sexual elements as well. But fake girls
are more pure, it's more to do with actual attributes than how you dress
yourself. She is born to look quite feminine and also her body figure is quite
feminine as well, and her body build is quite slim and small, so usually she
finds it difficult to find male clothes even she is biologically male.

So you are saying that maybe there is no fetish element in being a pure girl?

Well, it's stricter. You have to become perfect, you have to look like a real
girl, instead of just looking like male who wears female clothing.

That sounds pretty harsh.

Yeah | know, but it's very important in this community, otherwise you can't
be called a fake girl. Yeah, and some of them become celebrities. Like this
one from Taiwan. And then they may start thinking about hormones or do-
ing the surgery but here is where they upload their images.

(Rob is a FTM transsexual from Hong Hong who has undergone his sexual reas-
signment surgeries in London. He wishes to return to Hong Hong to work here.)

Well, | feel like Hong Kong is where | belong. This is where | grew up, where
all the people | know are, and | love the culture here. And | can get a decent
job here as well. | went through the entire transition in London instead of
Hong Kong, because Hong Kong is a bad place to go through transition.
Because there are all the rules, all the time, and all the paper work, and peo-
ple comment on you and judge you all the time, even doctors, and even
surgeons. They refuse to call you as your given gender sometimes. They still
refer to you by your old name, and then there are the banks and stuff.

So you just wanted to come back after you were fully transitioned?
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Right now I'm totally done with the transition, for me | just have to get my
passport changed. That's it. And | have to get my top surgery done, but
other than that I'm happy with anything else.

It's interesting because Omena over there told me the same thing. She's
actually waiting for a new passport. Her life is on hold. She’s waiting until

the new passport comes through

Yes. How could | get a job with my old passport? No one’s gonna hire me
you know. Especially in Hong Kong.

Let's talk about the network. You said that you have a network of other
transgendered people in London.

Yeah, definitely. | was really happy when | got to go to London, and | found
them.

How did you find them?

Through the Internet, actually. They have this network called "queer youth
network” it’s for transgendered people under the age of 21. So it’s for the
young people who get there and they were led by someone older, who was
like 30 or 40.

You mean that every younger person has an older person?

No, we actually go in groups. We are in groups of five or six when we go out.
Do you always go out in these little groups?

Yeah, definitely.

Are they like your family?

Yeah, more or less. It's like, we feel like we are part of a family. Because obvi-

ously not all the people around us or our families accept who we are, so we
can engage with a new family and feel that life is full.
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You told me that in this family, there are like sort of mother figures and
father figures? How does that work?

We have members from all ages, the youngest is 13 or 14, to the older peo-
ple who have been through everything, who are now like 40 or 50, who
have a job, a stable life, and who have a partner. The oldest people are like
goddesses or gods in our group. And he or she kind of leads us through the
way. There are several different role-model figures, and they tend to come
back after their transition. It's not like Hong Kong. In Hong Kong, after your
transition, you kind of run away from everyone.

Can you give us an example of how they take care of you?

Yeah, of course. Emotionally speaking, they give us a lot of advice. Like
when we are down, or when we have a lot of problems to think about our
families, friends, coming out, and everything. Especially initially, it's really
difficult for all of us to accept ourselves first, then it is also hard to explain to
other people and to get them accept us. Even doctors in England, like my
doctor, he is FTM himself, so he knows everything that you need. He takes
care of your needs, whereas my friends transitioning in Hong Kong, their
doctors are there more for money than for really wanting to help you. That's
the main difference as well.

In this family, what kind of activities do you do?

Everything.

So you hang out a lot with each other?

Yeah. We try to hold a gathering once a week. Probably a big one once a
month, with everyone, so about 40 to 50 people, all the MTFs, FTMs, queers,
transgender or whatever you call them. Within our family, we try to go over
to someone’s house, maybe drink a bit, play some pool, chat a bit, catch up

with everyone, watch a movie, something like that.

Since some of you are more transitioned than others, is there discrimina-
tion? Are there tensions between the different factions?
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No, definitely not, it's open, we kind of support each other, like maybe some
people come in, say they were transitioning and then maybe half a year
later they don't, they forget about it, we still keep them in the network. They
are still friends, still family.

So why do you actually want to transition?

Because | feel like it's everything I've wanted to go through, and even if |
live a life that | don't want, and if | get a lot of money and | get lots of fame,
I'm not going to be happy. Whereas this life now I'm going through is very
difficult, but I'm happier now than I've ever been.

Will you ever feel 100% male?

| am really sad to say I'll never feel 100% male, never ever. Now | feel about
30%, maybe after surgery I'll feel about 60%, even maybe 80%.

What kind of surgery did you have?

Bottom surgery. There is top surgery and bottom surgery. But even after
that, even on paper you've changed everything, deep inside, if you dig it
out, I'll never feel 100% male. There is always something lacking, because
we are not born male, you have to accept the fact. Because the old "you" still
exists, you cannot really say goodbye to the old "you" entirely, you know?
Like you still have to meet your family, your relatives and everything, and
people you run into, perhaps it's your boss, your old schoolmate, then it’s
going to make everything very awkward, but I'll say, if | get my ID changed,
it will boost my confidence a lot more than what | am now, definitely.

(Omena is a MTF transsexual who documented her sex change on the Internet)
So what's the name of the social network that you posted your pictures on?

It is called “Sonic BBS” and is based in mainland China. Many people there
know that I'm a transsexual. | posted my photos when | started to become a
girl, or tried to be a girl, but my face wasn't as girly as now. And my followers
pointed out weaknesses in me step by step. Many people wrote that they
could not accept my looks. Most of them were men and they were giving
me feedback.
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So they wanted to see a more authentic woman?

Of course, yes.
So what did they say to you? Give me an example.

First they said that my face looked like a boy, and that it was very ugly, and
that | should not try to do this and dream of becoming a girl, but | insisted
on doing that and going this way.

Weren't you angry when they said that to you?

Well, I had to fight with the facts of life and try to change them. | cannot
change the world, but at least | can change myself.

How did you do that then?

| started taking medication and have already done a lot of plastic surgery,
and maybe I'm going to do more. | actually had a Japanese documentary
filmmaker Kikichu Tomoko document my gender reassignment surgery,
which took place in Bangkok last year on my birthday.

Which birthday? How old are you actually?

No comment. | cannot reveal my age, especially when there are so many
gentlemen here.

OK, we'll just keep guessing then. So you went to Bangkok, and then you
were trying to transition after your surgery? How did you feel back then?

It was a little bit painful, and the recovery was quite annoying. Not very
painful, but annoying.

Did you have regrets or were you feeling a bit sad?

Not sad. Some people said “congratulations” to me because | had finally
reached my dream. But as a matter of fact my students had already started
called me “ms” instead of “sir” That proves that | had already reached my
dream to become a girl, that people accepted me as a girl. The surgery was
just the final step, something that | had to go through.
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Did you receive support from the local transgendered community in Hong
Kong?

The community didn't support me much.
No?

No, | only received support from a few persons. | generally don't like the
transsexual community very much as | find that they vent and complain
so much. They complain about society, attitudes, the law. They never talk
about how you can gain respect from others. But | do have friends. | just
don't want to talk about them, as | don't want to reveal their identity. When
you are a transsexual, you often want to be a pure girl and not talk about
being a transsexual. In Hong Kong, there are only three or four people who
are openly transsexual.

How is your relationship with cross-dressers in Hong Kong?

[ got to know the CD (cross-dressing) community in Hong Kong. You know
there is an Internet forum called “CD family” When | was starting to use that
forum, | found out soon that | was different from them. One of my sisters
advised me not to have surgery as | would lose my sex drive. So | knew that |
was different, as | did not care about getting sexually excited while wearing
female clothes. And my sex drive is low now as | am affected by the drugs.
We just want to be girls, and we want other people treat us as girls.

But still some people maybe can't go as far as you, so everybody has a dif-
ferent point in this transition | guess. I guess some people are just wavering,
going back and forth, like Maggie?

Yes, right. | have known Maggie for three years, but up until now | still can't
find out whether she’s a transsexual or a cross-dresser. That's fine with me.
| don't think there is an absolute condition which makes you do surgery, as
you have to bear the responsibility to accept the result, the aftermath.
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At the end of the Gothic Lolita interview, when she had taken off the Lolita dress,
Maggie still felt elated and showed us the female corset and lacey panties that she
had been wearing. This made me think of the impact of fantasy costumes and props,
that some of these cannot easily be cast aside the next day. Whether performers have
transgendered identities or fetishistic cravings, or view themselves as performance art-
ists, some of their accouterments may take a deeper hold. Despite the mass media’s
reluctance to take transsexuals or cross-dressers seriously, they are dealing with pre-
cious moments of self-instigated ritual and personality growth that will understand-
ably take their own time and course. The aim of cross-dressing and costume play is not
necessarily to find and embrace a new identity but to explore multiple sexual guises
and possibilities. Terre Thaemlitz has defined the queer cross-dressing impulse as living
“inside a closet with a revolving door! Some queers or transgender people would argue
for public visibility based on their acceptance of queer bodies and politics, while others
may wish to simply remain invisible (in the closet) or endlessly diverge from labels and
identities. The power of queerness may be exactly located in its tentative or temporary
status or a lack of full materialization into identity politics. Thaemlitz makes an argu-
ment against the politics of visibility for MTF transgender people and shows that they
are actually living as in-between subjectivities. S/he criticizes MTF people who are too
obsessed with appearances of femininity or with the desire of trying to pass:

For myself, the power of transgenderism—if any—rests in this vague-
ness and divisiveness. It is not a power of distinction or difference from
other genders, but rather the power of seeing representational systems
of distinction or difference between genders collapse. It is not a power
of transformation, but rather the power of transition. It is not a “third
gender” offering unity, or a middling of genders. It is, by all means, a
threat to the myth of social unity. Within the transgendered community,
it is the potential to de-essentialise acts of transitioning in relation to

social process .
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Other scholars have stressed the importance of cross-dressing as a mechanism of the
self and its social cohesion. For instance, African-American gay youth of the ballroom
scene dress up and transition as women together, while also becoming part of queer
families or “houses””. As seen in Jennie Livingston’s well-known documentary movie,
Faris is Burning (1991), gay men become highly flamboyant characters in ballroom
performances, while they are often experiencing dire material circumstances in thejr
everyday lives”. The imagined family structure helps people to stay afloat as margin-
alized subjects, while support is expressed through collaborations in making outfits
and organizing performances in the ballroom. Some people will walk around in their
ballroom costumes hours after the party, while other will immediately toss it aside or
bury itin the closet. The afterglow of the costume party, the trials and errors of dressing
and parading together will last as long as the individual’s experience of a sex session,
sometimes fleeting, sometimes every day, occasionally momentous.

5 Emily A. Armold and Marlon M. Bailey, “Constructing Home and Family: How the Ballroom Community
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I left my home country Belgium when | was 22 and | have never
really returned to it. | have lived in several countries since then
and have had several romantic relationships, but | do not have
any children. | now have a husband whom | met at an art event
in Boston and who moved with me to Hong Kong. We have lived
and loved and worked together for more than seven years. We
have tried but have been unable, as yet, to get me pregnant,
but | have accepted it without too much fuss and sadness. But
in Hong Kong | do have a 23-year-old "daughter’, Ansona Ching,
who adopted me as her "mother” on the social network Face-
book. We first met when performing in Shu Lea Cheang’s performance MILK + , which
included“scenes of seduction, decadence, corruption, and above all sexual arousal and
cautious reawakening of the AIDS epidemic ' Our family tie was just a chance encoun-
ter and silly game at first, but then we actually did become "relations.” She calls me
Mom and | simply accept the title.

I miss my home country, my actual mother and siblings, my father who died ten years
ago, my many lovely aunts and uncles, always full of gossip and empathy, my native
language Flemish or Dutch, the Belgian cafés and the Belgian arts. | remember a spe-
cifically “cozy” and slightly surreal atmosphere, a perpetual funny-gloomy mood due
to the country’s unending grey skies, insecurity versus its neighbors and dysfunctional
home politics. | cannot recreate these rich and mixed homeland sensations in Hong
Kong and to some extent, | have stopped looking for them. I live in a permanent cul-
ture shock that never totally subsides. It only pauses at times when | have to fortify my
psyche and discover new territories. Perhaps it is a total accident that | have settled
in Hong Kong. I love it and hate it—at least | am not a “lukewarm” person. | remember
reading in Dante Alighieri's Divine Comedy that to be lukewarm was considered a po-
sition for sinners and low-lives in the afterlife universe. A peculiar mixture of ecstatic
dreaming and gloom required angels to fight everyday tepidness. | will take on their
tactics”.
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There are many reasons why people seek fantasy families. It does not matter if they
have stable families; or are ever-restless travelers who have been uprooted from their
home countries. The fantasy family and its deviations from the normal may appear
in dreams, in artworks, in hobbies, and fan groups. Some people need costumes and
props to change their biological selves and become cross-dressers or transsexuals after
undergoing sexual realignment surgery. Others look for siblings and parents by joining
a social network. People seek temporary reconstructions of their biological families as
they walk through life and become their own clans, smaller or bigger than the ones
they grew up in, more or less open-minded or repressed. They may seek connections
with multiple families at any one time without wanting to whole-heartedly belong to
them. Perhaps their loner nature wants to try out various identity fluctuations, without
committing to an alternative or queer family with specific rules and habits.

My interest in these fantasy families was first piqued by research into online marriage
among animation fans in mainland China. One of the major web sites of that time, Ani-
mation Garden, encouraged fans to build family relationships while sharing the prod-
ucts of animation culture. In a specific area of the site, the Nongfu Mountain Forum,
half of its membership was “getting married”’. The site would issue a certificate after
the marriage took place and members would display their marriage status in all of their
correspondences. They would also upload a copy of their marriage certificate on the
website.

At the same time, the institution of gay/lesbian marriage was being debated on this
web site. Many animations fans were interested in supporting virtual gay/lesbian mar-
riage, but others argued that this was unacceptable in China. The site’s administra-
tors eventually decided not to allow virtual gay/lesbian marriage, even though online
marriage as such allows for all kinds of subversive pairings. The site seemed to have
inspired the need for love or friendship through an ad-
aptation of traditional family roles such as LG (lao gong),
LP (lao po), GG (ge ge), JJ (jie jie), etc.” One of the site’s
very young members had already developed relations
with a “little husband” and eventually wanted to marry
him. Another female member had about ten "younger
brothers” and two “elder sisters” Moreover, several years
into the social fashion of online marriage, Nongfu Moun-
tain decided to institutionalize online divorce as certain members were getting disap-
pointed and wanted to break off their marriages. When interviewing married fans, it
became clear that they had taken their family relationships quite seriously and were
upset when they turned sour. Most interviewees admitted that their online affections
were also seeping into the physical realm as they had gone on to meet/ hook up with
their friends, or had started an actual relationship with their virtual husbands or wives.
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Besides these large social networks and
animation, comics, and game (ACG) fan
groups, there are the more specialized
fan groups like the female Boys' Love
fans who are obsessed with comics
about the sexual affairs conducted be-
tween two males. These female readers
project desire onto the anguished love
affairs between dominant males and
their submissive, inexperienced part-
ners. They also draw their own manga
and go as far as fantasizing the submissive male into pregnancy. The submissive part-
ner will slave to get the attention of the dominant, will always be there for him despite
rejection, and will be happy to carry his baby. This vision of the pregnant homosexual
male is somehow branded in my mind as an important tenet of the mainland Chinese
fantasy family. This isindeed a generation of Internet users with a strong attachment to
social networks in matters of love and sex education. Despite the fact that all Internet
communication is controlled by the government of the PRC, they feel enabled and
enriched to go crazy, play and bond on the level of virtual kinship.

I travel to Beijing with my colleague Anne Peirson-Smith to talk to Chinese costume
players and observe them during their social gatherings. We are accompanied by a
Hong Kong Chinese assistant Henry, who has some fluency in the Mandarin language
and who is helping us get settled in the hotel facilities of Renmin University. This on-
campus hotel is a remnant of old-style communist management and requires our ut-
most patience for every little bargaining detail. It is a nightmare dealing with its red-
uniformed personnel who project an imperious attitude towards visitors. We should
be very grateful to be allowed to stay in the government-subsidized residency, butin
reality it is a bureaucratic mess. We are required to pay in cash in advance, well before
entering the sweltering rooms, and will be subject to several more house rules. We
even have to pay cash in advance for every phone call we intend to make in the future,
some of which will no doubt disappear in some functionary’s anonymous pockets.

Henry is trying to mediate the situation but he eventually gives up as there appears to
be a total communication breakdown. We are used to these moments of crisis but still
cannot escape from the heavy and volatile atmosphere. Henry is as much affected by
the officious hotel personnel as we are. He is not used to traveling outside Hong Kong
and started receiving worried phone calls from his mother two hours after our arrival.
Several days later he will mysteriously disappear from the project as he seems unable
to get out of bed before 12 noon. Maybe he simply represents the Hong Kong night-
owls who typically dine out late and then go online until 3 am in the morning. The
inability of Hong Kong youth to get eight hours of sleep is like a built-in act of resist-
ance to an overly planned life of parental control, menial low-paying jobs, top-down
management styles, and 14 hour workdays with little relief besides two meals a day.
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The atmosphere is lifted when one of our local translators Bonnie Mu joins the scene,
She is tremendously helpful and gregarious, looking happy, rested, and energetic. She
does not mind an early morning start and can also hang out late at night. Bonnie
Mu accompanies me to a seminar for graduate students about animation fandom in
China and the quest for virtual families. | have sent an SMS message to the coordina-
tor Ren Deju to meet me at 4 pm and he replies immediately in incongruous US slang,
"be there or be square” Bonnie Mu helps translate between English and Chinese, but
it turns out that the students are fairly fluent in English and are happy to talk. | have
asked them to think about their own families and what kind of siblings or parents they
would like to have if they would be able to imagine a new type of family. They are con-
fused about my question but soon start chatting to each other about this awkwardly
provocative question.

Most of them are only children under the One Child Policy of 1978, which was installed
in China as a means of population control in urban areas while making some excep-
tions for people in rural areas and for China’s ethnic minorities. The policy is intrusive
and has had a huge impact on the social psychology of Chinese families. For instance,
since most Chinese families want sons rather than daughters, the policy has been criti-
cized for causing a gender imbalance and for encouraging parents to overindulge their
only male child, treating him like a "little emperor” It has also caused an increase in
forced abortions of females and/or infanticides of newborn daughters. Some of these
acts have been documented in Xinran's book, Message From an Unknown Chinese Moth-
er: Stories of Loss and Love, which is compilation of testimonies and interviews with
Chinese women and midwives who were forced to abandon or drown girls at birth”,
While female infanticide still exists in rural areas, there has been little reliable informa-
tion about how the government is dealing with this practice. Xinran’s book shows that
these family dramas abide by their own cultural logic that cannot be easily understood
by foreigners.

It is one of the saddest books that | have ever read, but it does convey a sense of
disparate cultural perspectives on a very sensitive matter. Even though the PRC has
implemented better regulations for internal and international adoption of abandoned
baby girls, there has been a silencing of the traumas inherited and processed by newer
generations. | have never been able discuss this with my mainland Chinese students in
Hong Kong, who mostly originate from urban regions and who as a group are in fact
female-dominated. Their parents did cherish them as their only children and desire
to support their education abroad. As a matter of fact, my forays into Chinese fantasy
cultures have been highly stimulated by an underreported feminine desire for change.
| have gained it from and shared with my female students in Hong Kong, though it is
has not been the only driving force.
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The students in my Renmin university class are again female-dominated. They are jot-
ting down notes about the siblings or parents they have never had. | introduce myself
as a person from a“large” (six person) family wishing | had had a little sister to play with
and take care of. Since | don't have any children of my own, | project a “mommy wish”
back into my younger life, though | have to admit that it was a spur of the moment
thought to win them over. The students report back that their desire to have siblings
was very strong when they were younger, but that they have generally managed to
overcome their familial loneliness through a network of friends.

Thus the tongues become untied and we start discussing their desire for a new and
larger family. As future moms, they want at least three or four children. As kids and
youngsters, they want many little brothers and little sisters, besides pets like cats and
dogs and snakes. They have thought about expanding virtually by becoming cute
fantasy characters, like a luscious Wonder Woman or the cute robotic cat Doraemon,
with its yojigen-pocket full of amazing gadgets. Lastly, some women mention that
they would to like to change gender. One woman says that she wants a twin brother
who has blonde hair and green eyes, besides a new pair of college-educated architect-
parents and a black cat. She is already used to playing male characters in role-playing
games based on her knowledge of Japanese animation. Adopting a different gender
is very common in her circles and she says it is not at all a strange thing to do, though
she keeps it hidden from the outside world. Another woman wants to be a man as she
finds it frustrating to be a woman in Chinese society. Specifically, it is hard for her to
date men who are in power as there is automatically a lot of gossip attached to this
kind of relationship. It would be so much easier to just be the powerful male and go
out and be entertained. But since she cannot change her gender, it would also be
nice if she could just have an older brother to hang out with. Her desire for an older
brother is shared by several other women, who acknowledge that they do miss the
close company of older males as “older brothers” who take care of them when needed,
in a Platonic rather than a romantic mode.
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Another woman reveals that she is the mother of a daughter and would really like to
have a son. She is legally not allowed to have a second child, but she believes that
the One-Child Policy will be adapted in the future. The first man to speak up in the
classroom says that he hopes to have a little sister. He has already sufficiently analyzed
himself, he says, and he simply feels a lot of desire for very young and cute girls. The
class is loosening up now and realizing that this association game of describing virtual
families has a gentle therapeutic effect. | ask the male student if he wants to marry a
woman who is much younger than him, and the class breaks out in giggles. He replies
that as long as she looks young it is OK with him; she does not have to be that young.
| ask him if he views this kind of desire as a Japanese-influenced phenomenon, and he
wholeheartedly agrees.

The morning after my seminar with graduate students, we start documenting two
teams of costume players. One is the Renmin university team who will represent the
university in an annual ACG convention called Chinaloy, which is officially supported
by government and other IT industries. The other team is an independent or “fringe”
team of young players and photographers who act out characters and relationships
in remote locations in order to make their own kinds of photographic narratives. In a
previous interview with Beijing cosplayer Lei, it was made clear that China has devel-
oped two distinctive strands of costume play. One strand wishes to participate in state-
funded events, as they are well supported by government and corporations, which
means cosplay teams are sometimes paid to promote or judge events. Lei represents
the other strand, which belongs to a more autonomous and alternative youth mob.
Both strands are trying to create characters and stories that blend aspects of Japanese
animation and Chinese culture:
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Lei:

Zaphy:

Lei:

Zaphy:

Lei:
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We are different from the “cosers’, the professional cosplayers in China.
There are around a hundred professional cosers in China. They make a living
from participating in cosplay shows and being judges for compensation.
Some of them can earn 100,000 yuan per show.

How come your community loves Japanese pop culture so much? What
does it all mean to you?

It's inevitable that we are influenced by Japanese pop culture, since the
largest comic book industry is dominated by Japan, and nearly 95% of com-
ics we see today are Japanese ones. So, most of the cosplay terms are im-
ported from Japan; you can call it a new cultural communication. But in our
cosplay shows, we are not limited to Japanese comics. We are now actually
adapting game cultures and anime cultures too. And now we are trying
something more challenging—we are trying to blend these elements into
Chinese culture.

For instance, in recent years we have created shows like Eight Fairies (fairy
tales of the Han Dynasty and Taoist divinities), which won the first place in
the 2007 China International Cartoon & Animation Festival, Generals of the
Yang Family (stories about a group of female generals of the Yang family in
the Song Dynasty), which won us a Golden Mask Award, and The Legend of
Chinese Zodiac Signs (legends of the 12 animals), which was Champion at
the 2009 ChinaJoy cosplay Award.

Do you think that costume play in Beijing is very different from the other
parts of China?

In the North, we focus on the represen-
tations of the stories, while in the South
people focus on the “pure image” and
hence photo-taking is more usual. In
the North, most clubs are made up of
students who have limited funds; in the
South, cosplay clubs are a communal
or societal thing, containing white col-
lar workers, students, IT professionals,
whatever... they have more money. Plus,
Southern China is more economically
advanced than Northern China. | have
seen some Southern clubs spending
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27,000 yuan on one costume. They also make clothes of 1:1 proportion.

Once | saw a costume for a Three Kingdom cosplay that was made of metal.
You could actually fight a war wearing it. Here, we can't afford that. What
we do is find a tailor first. He or she would make a simple dress we want
out of some chosen fabric, and then we do the rest. We make the collar, the
sleeves, accessories, and patterns—everything. And now many conventions
don't allow the use of metal, so we cannot buy the real stuff for props. We
make them on our own. Of course, super rich clubs have their private labs,
so they can make everything—it's very professional stuff. Therefore, when
we are making an angel wing, we end up with something one meter long,
while Southerners would have something of eight meters.

But on the other hand, if your costume is too heavy and too delicate, you
can't really perform. So we have our advantages in performing.

Why has the Chinese government decided to support these developments?

On the government level, in cities like Beijing, Shanghai and Hangzhou, the
government is quite supportive. ACG is part of the consumer culture. If it
goes well, the local economy can benefit a bit. Therefore, in these cities,
every year there are scores of competitions and shows. And nowadays, even
if it's some kind of non-relevant exhibition, cosplay clubs are invited to per-
form in order to attract more people. Also, sometimes shopping malls will

invite us to perform for their promotional campaigns and other kinds of -

shows. Since we are quite the phenomenon right now, we go and perform
to raise money for our club.

Of course there is censorship too. Now
that we are supposed to be in a “"har-
monious society’, everything has to
be harmonized. Before we do the per-
formance, we have to submit an audio
copy of the show to the related bureau.
And that's when many sensitive things
are cut out. For political censorship’s
sake, we don't take on sensitive topics
in our cosplay; for instance, we don't
talk about the Taiwan problem or Ti-
betan problems, and we don't mention
national leaders' names. And the story
must be positive and morally upright.
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You have to abide by these rules even if it may reduce your story to "super
stupidity.”

As for erotica things, the rules are
basically quite simple: you can't
show breasts or a crotch, and can't
be flirtatious. Apart from that, in
terms of content, you have to be
subtle in many things, and not too
explicit. Like if you have a Boys'
Love (Male-Male love story) plot,
you can put two men in a scene,
show their admiration for each other, or even jealousy, but you can't let
them touch each other sexually—like kissing is unacceptable.

Actually, audiences who understand the plot already have a mindset for
such meanings, so what we do is drop a hint for them rather than repre-
senting it. Yes, the Boys' Love theme is a bit troublesome; and it's not only
justin cosplay. I run a comic shop and we import most of our books from
Taiwan because they do a great job in translation. But Boys' Love books can
be banned in the Customs House. That's why most Boys' Love copies you
see in China are pirated ones.

We also have "Lolitas”and “Weird Uncles”in our society now, which echoes
with things in cosplay culture. In our club, there are many gays and lesbians,
and they are very good actors; among the best, I'd say. As for transvestism,
cosplay IS a culture where dress speaks for everything. So yes, there is a
huge amount of transvestism going on here.

It's hard to say what it actual-
ly means, as we never count
or define the genders. As |
mentioned, “‘cos” in the word
cosplay symbolizes transves-
tism, so we don't really care
if one is @ man or a woman.
Are there still gender restric-
tions these days? Look at popular tomboy singer Li Yuchun, and Korean
flora-boy Jun-ki Lee; with our massive population in China, surely you'd ex-
pect there to be quite a few more of them?
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These cosplay events in different cities in China are carefully planned in collabora-
tion with government and IT industries who invest in the events in order to promote
products targeted towards youth audiences. In the 2010 competition of ChinaJoy, all
cosplayers were asked to take part in a 20-minute play based on an existing animation
story and whose soundtrack is entirely pre-recorded and checked in advance by gov-
ernment censors. When the costume players perform, they lip sync to the specific lines
and songs of their pre-recorded script, which they have written themselves.

The Beijing event takes place in a mall for electronics
called Zhong Guan Village, which is packed with small
electronics outlets and devoid of any natural lighting.
The mall is noisy and bright but there is a lack of cus-
tomers to peruse and buy the products. The cosplay
stage is a makeshift construction set up in the main
lobby and plastered with screaming advertisements
for the newest cell phone brands and gadgets. The stage is readied for a judged com-
petition amongst 20 teams who all get exactly 20 minutes of stage time. The reality is
that the event will experience a lot of hurdles and repeated delays, so cosplayers have
ample time to hang out, wait, and dress up in the aisles of the mall.

The Renmin cosplay team is guided by their group leader Chen Xiao, who is the direc-
tor of the crew and assists in every aspect of complex and time-consuming prepara-
tions, including everything from the ordering of McDonald’s meals to the disentan-
gling of huge colorful hair wigs. He does not think of these performances as art, but
more as a hobby and an expression of friendships between people who like the same
characters. They did spend about six weeks in rehearsals, but he repeats that it is not
to be taken too seriously as an art form. He is a very sweet and communicative person
who has invited us to observe the team for one day and record the backstage dynam-
ics. He explains that they are acting out a story of the video game animation mega-
buster Final Fantasy:

Chen Xiao: Our script is based on the latest version of the game, Final Fantasy 13. It
should be the latest version | believe. However, we only used the same
characters from the game but wrote an entire new story. The original
story is very dramatic and serious, while ours is much more like a paro-
dy. Itis our“total fantasy”of Final Fantasy. The story takes place in a male
sex workers” house or a gigolo den, where women can go to choose a
male sex worker. The management is all women, and some of these are
sisters and cousins of the sex workers. There are two such houses, but
one is large and a really popular place, while the other is home to only
inferior sex workers. One of the inferior sex workers sends a letter to
the other house to challenge its management. The story is primarily a
humorous tale about the delivery of this letter and all the personalities
who get entangled in it.
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I'ask him if they deliberately reversed the gender roles of the typical sex session be-
tween worker and client, but he says that they actually heard about the recent popu-
larity of male gigolo dens in Beijing. He expands that these adaptations of Japanese
stories are often based on their student lives and local news stories. When asked about
the reaction of mass media to cosplay, he replies that some local newspapers like Ching
Daily consistently condemn the infiltration of Japanese pop culture, while others report
positively as they are more specialized in and are knowledgeable about ACG culture.

When hanging out in the Zhong Guan Village shopping mall, | can see that their artistic
inclinations are manifest in their inter-group socializing and their drawn-out dress up/
dress down activities that take place before and after the official stage performances.
The performers are self-absorbed and spend hours of the day grooming their appear-
ances. We can see them endlessly doing each other’s hair and makeup as if they are
engaged in a meditative process. They do not spend a lot of time on vocal or stretching
exercises for their stage performances, nor do they rehearse their characters or their
lines, which have indeed been pre-recorded a long while back. When | talk to Chen
Xiao about the motivation level of the team for actually winning the competition, he
says that they do not take it that seriously and do not really have big hopes for winning.

As explained in the second chapter, the costume players
in Hong Kong tend to have their most important gather-
ings during the bi-annual ACG fairs that take place at the
Hong Kong Exhibition and Convention Centre. These fairs
attract masses of visitors who want to see and purchases
new ACG products, while costume players hang out in
the corridors and act out their characters. They bond to-
gether in small groups of friends and laze about while
getting ready for a show that never actually happens. This
process of identity transformation is powerful but does
not lead to a demonstrable climax. It takes from many
hours to an entire afternoon to finish preparations, but
only a few "hard-core” costume players will actually per-
form on an official stage within the ACG fair. The essence of most costume players is to
socialize and have fun on the fringes of a commercial product fair, to idle about while
dressing up and checking their style through the ubiquitous use of digital cameras.
The cosplayers in Beijing are different as their performances are much more rigidly pre-
pared, checked by government censors, judged by a team and acted out on an official
stage. However they still do not see these performances as a serious art form or seri-
ously competitive activities. Just like the Hong Kong cosplayers, the team members in
Beijing create these short dramas as a way to assert friendships and play with aspects
of identity transformation.
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Cosplayers belong to a hyper-media genera-
tion and they use social networks to establish
and maintain friendships and to build exten-
sive photographic galleries. They also get in-
volved in collaborative artistic work, as if the
goal to become an artist, a fashion designer,
a photographer or a filmmaker, requires them
to have an alter ego or an alternative “charac-
terThese types of “idle”and self-indulgent ac-
tivities are frowned upon in the highly mate-
rialistic and moralistic government-controlled
society that envisions cosmopolitanism as a
kind of communist-controlled economic expansion. The curious hobby offers a unique
blending of vanity and creativity, a self-obsessed outlet, but it also requires that those
involved talk excessively with peers in order to learn about new trends and gain ac-
cess to practical information. Many cosplayers told me over the years that the ‘general
community” can at times be supportive, but also very
bitchy and derisive of newcomers, especially when
comments are shared anonymously in online environ-
ments. But in some cases cosplayers build smaller cir-
cles to ward off the venomous vibrations of the gen-
eral community.

The second team | followed in Beijing sees itself as
such a “small village family” within the larger cosplay
community in Beijing. Atom is one of the members of
this impromptu family and explains that it refers to a
grouping of like-minded costume players who gather
and travel to remote places to make “visual art” and
develop rotating personalities. As she explains:

We come from a league named “NKNL” (no kuso no

life... no passion no life), built over a four-year period, with members mainly from Bei-
Jing and Shanghai. We share a belief that cosplay can be a kind of visual art instead of
just expressing the willingness to emulate a fondness of characters. We try to make
cosplay photos that represent scenes and presences in original works. Sometimes we
travel to remote and concealed places to find appropriate camera scenes. After the
photography sessions we create a series of photos with a text telling a story, and we
insert coordinated music to create atmosphere. Maybe it sounds like some multimedia
act but we'd like to call this a kind of “paper-movie!
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I meet with three other members of the NKLN family and accompanied them to one
of their favorite places, the 798 art compound, to observe the making of two “paper-
movies. The coordinator of this team is the photographer Franseca who has 3 close
friendship with Atom and is also very devoted to her current performer, Phoenix. The
other members of the team are Woody and Xiao, who go along to help Franseca ang
Phoenix get dressed and set up lights and props for the different cosplay scenes. They
are content to be part of this family as its helping hands even though at times they
also dress up. Franseca has meanwhile compiled many of her colorful and enigmatic
paper movies on the popular social network “Deviantart”® | had first met Franseca on a
previous trip to Beijing and tried to find out what these cosplay relationships mean to
her. I knew about her close relationship with Atom. Franseca explained that she could
not separate the desires of their characters from actual love experiences.

Zaphy: Assuming that you and your lover are both cosplayers, when you Cos-
play two characters together, would you feel that you two are actually
in love?

Franseca: Actually I can't completely split real love from the love in fiction. Some-

times you feel that the character that you are going to cosplay is so
similar to yourself. And your partner is also cosplaying a character that is
very similar to her. When you are both doing that for a while, maybe you
will feel that you are performing a real life or a relationship. It's convinc-
ing but it is a blurred experience.

Zaphy: If you and your partner can both accept that, | would assume that it
could be very powerful?

Franseca: I often doubt whether | like the person or | just like the character. It's

hard to say. And vice versa, the experience of playing roles is also influ-
enced by our actual relationships.
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In my second meeting with Franseca and three other members of her cosplay family,
she did not want to discuss her relationship with Atom. Whatever was happening was
partially based on a fantasy construct that was too hard to explain at that moment. In
the meantime, | was taken on a fieldtrip to the tailor Miss Ma, whom was also consid-
ered to be a member of the family. Miss Ma makes costumes for the costume players
who live around Communication University of Beijing, including those of the NKNL
family. We arrive at the outskirts of this university and pass by a sprawl of small restay-
rants alongside a large dirt road. We are then hoarded into a dark alley by Woody. The
smell upon entering Miss Ma's tiny shop is fantastic and | wonder what kind of special
herbs she has been cooking.

There is a huge tree growing through her tiny shop where she also houses her mo-
torbike and various sewing machines for constructing immensely complex outfits. We
start a conversation and | immediately notice that she likes to talk. She tells us that she
is happy with her line of work but just wants or needs to get more business—as she
thinks that the cosplay fad has already diminished a little. We are all glued to where her
monologue is going during our short visit, at the end of which she pulls out her magi-
cal scroll—hundreds of drawings and photos of people’s favorite animation characters
which she has bound together with a purple string. Costumers have brought her all
these drawings and sketches, knowing that Miss Ma will turn them into a great outfit. |
mention our common friend Atom who enjoys portraying male characters. She shows
us Atom’s new golden-brown kimono that is waiting to be picked up:

Zaphy : I'am friend of Gao Yuan (Atom). We meet in Hong Kong and she encour-
aged me to visit you here.

Miss Ma: Yes, | have made a lot of costumes for her. Actually, there are several
people like Gao and Woody who frequent my shop here. | have been
doing this for a very long time. Before Atom, there was a girl called Ren
Jing, also from Communication University. Ren asked me to make many
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costumes. | think it has been ten years since | started doing this. Every
year, new students will come to me ordering new costumes.

How do these students find you?

Through recommendation from friends. They often have this competi-
tion thing going on. When my one of my customers wins a competition,
people will ask them about their tailor. Apart from Communication Unj-
versity, I have customers from other universities too, These people from
other universities have gotten my address from the competitions where
my customers have won. | haven't done anything to promote myself.

So itis word of mouth? Does it make a good income or is it just a side-
line business for you?

It doesn't bring a lot of money. | have not employed anyone, so | have
to do it all by myself. Therefore | only take a certain amount of orders
which won't wear me out. So it's not my major income. | take all kinds of
orders from schools, stages, etc. | don't expect to make a lot of money. |
just make sure | can make some. | don't need much money. I am already
too old. Though sometimes | get big orders when the university is hav-
ing a special event and they order ten or 20 costumes. Then | have to
ride out there and buy fabrics for all those costumes—it is a lot of work.

Miss Ma, how much do you charge for each cosplay costume?

It depends. 150 to 200 RMB. Sometimes | charge more with complicated
costumes which have more pieces, layers, and garments. | will charge
an extra 20 to 30 RMB. With simpler ones, | will deduct 20 to 30 RMB.
The price is flexible. And | am very familiar with these kids; hence | won't
raise the price. They don't really bargain with me, and | don't ask for a lot.
5o that's it. Two or three years ago, there was more business. Scores of
people came and ordered. Now many of them buy online.

And what kind of drawings are you using to make the costumes?

They give me cartoon-like pictures and then | try to interpret these and
make the costume, but of course | will make slight variations to the
colors and fabrics.
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Zaphy
(to Woody):
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What about you, Woody? Do you get your costumes from Miss Ma or do
you buy them from the Internet?

I buy all my outfits here. | trust her and know that her work fits bet-
ter than those from the Internet. Every time there is a senior who wil|
bring a junior here. And then the junior becomes senior, and then they
introduce the newer ones to me. The seniors will guide us through the
whole process at the beginning. First of all, they take newcomers to buy
fabrics, and then introduce them to Aunt Ma. It helps juniors to under-
stand and master the whole thing.

And Internet tailors can only refer to pictures. So they have some short-
comings in choosing colors and textiles. There is lack of communication
between buyers and tailors on the Internet. You sometimes get things
that don't really match your expectation. Here, people bring their fab-
rics. So they are sure of the basic things.

Do you enjoy making the cosplay costumes?

I find it challenging and interesting. Every time | have to make a differ-
ent costume. And they are not ordinary, but special and abstract de-
signs. Sometimes the difficulty | encounter makes me more attracted to
the challenges. It bores me if | make the same things one after another.

Since this cosplay fashion has come over from Japan, how is it affecting
Chinese culture?

I couldn't understand this at the beginning, but | have gradually be-
come more used to it. Everyone now has his/her own interests and
hobby, and it is very different from my generation.
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The next day we follow the NKNL family to one of their photo-shoots. We meet at the
old communist factory-turned-art-district '798" where they have also preserved one of
the old Chinese coal trains. Franseca uses this setting to take photos of Phoenix, who
is portraying Hatsune Miku (]J& = %), the extremely popular girl character and virtual
singer from the synthesizer software Vocaloid. Vocaloid enables users to synthesize
songs by typing in lyrics and a melody. People submit their DIY songs to a web site and
they are then interpreted and sung by a family of virtual singers. The software itself and
the characters of the Vocaloid family have stirred specific musical fads and fan groups
around the world.

Hastune Mike is a cute young girl with long green ponytails. Phoenix is enacting her
in this setting as she found a song on Vocaloid about a high-spirited female train con-
ductor during the era of a Japanese war and economic downturn. To her the girl with
green ponytails and green uniform represents an element of nostalgia and fantasy in
times of political darkness.
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Franseca: People use the Vocaloid software to create songs both in Japanese and
in other languages, and they use different styles such as Chinese style
or European style songs. And it's interesting that people make songs
using the Vocaloid software and they upload them to the web site. So
the virtual characters imitate and interpret people’s songs, and people
respond by imitating the characters’ vocals. It is very interesting inter-
play between human and virtual singers.

Many people have fallen in love with the software and characters. Phoe-
nix based her character on a song, which is a very good song. She really
likes this song. This song dates from the year 1925, from the last century,
in Japan.

Phoenix: Because Japan was going through the Great Depression in 1925.
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1925 is a symbolic year in Japan, because it was a turbulent year. Just
like 1949 in China. At that time, Japan suffered from the economic crisis,
so there were many darks thoughts in people’s mind.

They killed themselves.
Yes it was a weird year.
Is that why you wear this costume today?

She is a train conductor. It is a fantasy about the war. The tough war
years and finding some beauty in it.

Is it all based on your love for ACG culture or do you also see it as your
professional activity or even a business?

That's a good question, because we think that the virtual relationships
have invaded our real lives. In my case, my hobby and professional goals
are totally blurred in fact. For instance, | also have a shop selling these
costumes, as | majored in fashion. In this way | make more friends. Peo-
ple want to have their costumes and they'll find me. We talk to each
other a lot too, so it is not just about selling and buying. Or I sell second-
hand costumes to my friends for special rates. | call it“a business of huge
potentials.

Why do you think young Chinese people like Japanese culture so much?

Perhaps because we don't have so much attractive culture in our own
country.

I think there is some kind of special communication going on, like in
football, when two teams whose countries are fighting each otherin a
war zone can still offer an amazing match for the audience. | don't find
it wrong. | think Japan is way ahead of other countries in the ACG in-
dustry. It is like the US is ahead of others in making Sci-Fi movies. These
films are welcomed globally. Good stuff always gets nice feedback from
people. For instance, in Chinese culture, we had our fashions of the Tang
Dynasty. They also have received global recognition. That is just how it
goes.
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And so we follow the NKNL family on their journey with Hatsune Mike who would later
morph into a violent warrior-girl with a sword. The historical references of time and
place in these "paper movies” are always vague and do not carry a lot of significance
for cosplayers. | rarely find that performers and their rotating characters are express-
ing deeply emotional cultural memories or traumas. It is a unique type of consumer-
oriented variety show that does not allow audiences to become deeply invested in
specific stories or characters. It wants audiences to closely follow and feel the process
of transitioning into various types of other-worldly beings, which connotes a type of
freedom from labeled identities. It is the freedom to be amateurish, experimental, and
consumerist all at once, while these acts of dressing up also seep through the fabric
of everyday life. It is not about being an artist or celebrity but about preparing for it
and breaking it down again, about friendships and bonds that get created through
intimate acts in the backstage room.
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Chapter 4 - Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

| have arrived in the city of Bandung where my very dedicated host Bonni Rambatan
walks me into the region’s breathtaking mountains. | am blown away by the variety of
smells and flowers and start disentangling my stressed-out research process—how to
continue my forays into the sexual undergrounds of Indonesia and how to get a handle
on the city of Bandung. My anxieties are fixated on the less than appealing qualities
of the city of Bandung, the country’s third largest city and the capital of the West Java
Province of Indonesia. Historically, Bandung's ideal topography and climate convinced
the colonial Dutch East Indies government on using it as their capital city and as a
resort area. After Indonesian independence, from 1945 onwards, the city experienced
rapid development and urbanization that has transformed it into a dense and sprawl-
ing metropolitan area. As an uninitiated outsider, | can say that the weather is indeed
less scorching and less humid than surrounding regions. The mountains are pleasant
and lush, the villagers are walking around in superb moods, but it has been difficult
to spot cultural highlights among the endless urban sprawl and intensely congested
traffic of Bandung.
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So | surrender to Bonni and his uncle’s guidance and end up relaxing for a day in the
mountains. | first met Bonni in Hong Kong when he showed some of his erotic draw-
ings and costume designs in an art exhibition about techno-sexual bodies. | was drawn
to his sci-fi hoop dresses with automaton dildos as they reminded me of a bizarrely lit
Christmas tree. We talked a little and realized that we were both members of an unor-
thodox “sex art family"He then invited me to visit Bandung to attend some fan conven-
tions and follow one of its most well-known cosplay groups, the Lunar Cosplay Team.
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Bonni helps me shake off habituated opinions that have been subliminally incorpo-
rated into my life projects and curious, yet neurotic, personality. | am made quickly
aware that Indonesia is culturally very different from the other places that I have visited,
and it would be impossible to do my work here without his assistance. For one thing,
Indonesia has a majority Islamic population and its government has introduced one
of the most extreme laws for the regulation of sexual imagery. | find out that despite
this hostile anti-porn climate, or maybe as a side effect of it, animation fan groups and
sexual subgroups are thriving.

Some of my proof of this comes from Yamila
Abraham, founder and editor of the USA-
based Yaoi Press, who wrote an article about
the power of Boys' Love manga (homo-erotic
love stories for female audiences) in Indone-
sia'. When she founded the Yaoi Press and
sent out her first international calls for Boys'
Love artists, the Indonesian artists were
among the first ones to respond. But even
though the genre has a strong following, Ab-
raham fears that anti-pornography laws in In-
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donesia could affect the future of the subculture. According to Abraham, Boys’ Love
fans in Indonesia first began as regular manga fans of the local comic industry. They ex-
perienced a golden age in the 1960s and 1970s, which was largely due to the develop-
ment of a comic rental kiosk system for comic books. This boom was stunted by several
government figures who denounced the trend as “Western poison” that would, among
other things, foster laziness. Thus, there was a vacuum in indigenous comic making in
the 1980s when Japanese manga started coming in”. Television networks started air-
ing Japanese anime in 1996 and various Japanese franchise products were imported,
or reinterpreted by local artists. Indonesia has an extensive trade history with Japan,
which facilitated the import of much of the mainstream, popular culture products. As
for adopting the more outrageous aspects of Japanese sexual queer imagery, local art-
ists have created a softer version of Boys' Love where the sexual desire between male
characters is rendered implicitly rather than explicitly”.

Just as in mainland China's porno-hostile climate, the Indonesian government turns a
blind eye to sexual entertainment yet also forces fans to hide or downplay their sexual
identities. Even though the government somewhat tolerates Boys' Love comics and
their homo-erotic content, they steadfastly refuse to enact laws that protect sexual
minorities, resulting in a mostly homophobic atmosphere. Nevertheless, Indonesian
women and men have developed deep affections for these queer subcultures and
manga fantasies as they provide a space for experimentation and bonding.

Thus, the Indonesian government keeps on eye on sexually explicit materials but is,
generally speaking, supportive of the more mainstream animation, comics, and games
(ACG) cultures. It supports cosplay conventions, for example, through sponsorship by
the major state-owned phone service provider, Telkomsel. In Bandung, “cosplay capital
of Indonesia’, there are about ten cosplay teams, with monthly and even weekly com-
petitions taking place all over the city. Moreover, some of the “Harajuka” dress styles
have even begun to seep into the everyday fashion styles of the public. Still, | am
told over and over again that Indonesian youth are hesitant to dress outlandishly and
generally follow Islamic dress codes that avoid sexy outfits that reveal or display flesh.
Some Islamic girls, who ordinarily wear a veil, have also embraced costume play, but
they adapt the outfits so that they keep their hair and necks covered.

Before arranging my trip to Bandung, Bonni set up a meeting with an emerging cos-
player, Fadhila, who is also a devout Muslim. It was difficult for me to convince her to
join this project as she simply seemed hesitant to spend time with us. When we finally
managed to meet her, her attitude was extremely polite and friendly, yet still wary and
distant. She was a striking beauty and dressed very stylishly. Her eyes looked large as
she was wearing the color contact lenses that are so popular among ACG fans. We
conducted a short interview in which she explained how religious costume players like
herself manage their choice of outfits and characters.
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How do you deal with the restrictions from Islamic religion?

Well, people who wear a veil like | do can only cosplay certain suitable char-
acters. Or maybe you just would want to play Gothic Lolita, and you can use
the bonnet.

50 do you always have to keep your hair covered?

Yes, it's my hair and my neck. But | can find characters like Ragnarok’s priest
who wears a hat.

So you cannot do the regular characters?

Well, at first | used a wig to cover my hair. But recently | discovered that wigs
are also actually not allowed. So | think that I'm going switch to another
character.

You also do male characters, right? How do you feel about that?

Well, doing a male character is cool. Because a lot of female characters ex-
pose too many body parts by wearing a bra, or a mini skirt. Male characters
usually use a robe and other cool stuff.

So it's actually easier for you to be male characters then?

Yes, maybe it is easier for me.
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It would have been very difficult for us to further discuss the space for transgression
provided by cosplay, but she seemed certainly very aware of the trend and its op-
portunities. Bonni further explains that besides these moral and religious guidelines,
dressing outlandishly and standing out from the crowd is still mostly seen as a severe
social mishap. He himself gleefully breaks this rule by wearing a jaunty hat and pointed
white leather shoes. But Bonni may be different from his pals, who are into flamboyant
animation stories but also lean towards a more repressed, respectable self-expression.
In the case of Fadhila, her willingness to suit the moral code is bizarrely, yet safely, tran-
scended by a desire to cross-dress, a trend which is very common among cosplayers.

The world of ACG culture thus
offers a safe platform for expe-
riencing illicit fantasies. There
is a unique type of temptation
located in the masquerades of
Japanese animation. First of all,
some of the prominent anima-
tion movies show a romantic
battle between the deaden-
ing forces of global network
entertainment and the "holis-
tic" values of local cultures”. In
the well-known anime movie,
Ghost in the Shell, a sexy yet
gloomy government-controlled android tries to preserve national identity by fighting
off terrorist attacks and then kills her hacker enemy, Puppet Master. She eventually
merges with the “sad puppet”in a kinky and drawn out unification scene, in which both
entities hold an extensive philosophical and erotic dialogue before reluctantly falling
into each other's "arms”. Summer Wars is a more recent anime movie that concerns
people’s addiction to a social network called Oz. Oz is managed by its members but
starts interfering with the daily life ecologies of the ordinary Japanese. The avatars in
Oz are animalistic, psychedelic, aesthetically enhanced beings. The main players in Oz
gain power as they suck up atoms into their expanding bodies. They accumulate hun-
dreds of these "atoms” to hold sway over their underlings in order to carry out combat
and various game activities. These movies maintain a bleak vision of globalization, but
they also depict the ecstasy of merging with mysterious, erotic, data-loaded entities.
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As Anne Allison has argued, Japanese animation narratives are driven by a unique type
of polymorphous perversity as they exhibit:

Continual change and the stretching of desire across ever-new zones/
bodies/products, and techno animism, the foregrounding of technology
that animates spirits, creatures, and intimacies of various sorts. Reso-
nant with the fluctuation, fragmentation, and speedup facing global
youth across the world, such a fantasy also becomes addictive, compel-
ling players to keep changing and expanding their play frontiers through
a capitalism of endless innovation, information, and acquisitionr’.

And of course this ideal of fluctuating organisms is
also presented in the genres of sexually explicit mov-
ies, which show a protagonist's overall disjointed
quest for sexual gratification among a wide range of
ghost-like entities. In the well-known hentai series,
La Blue Girl, the girls are supernatural ninja’s (literally:
spies in disguise) who go around and seduce young
men and have loud sex, while also getting visits from a perverted race of demons
called the Shikima®. Protagonist Miko Mido is ruled by a tall and muscular demon-
master Shikima Lord, also her father, who has inserted a small chip in her vagina. She
is controlled by him but can utilize her “sexcraft” and carry out certain sex rituals to
reverse his rule, which is ultimately how she will save the world from demons.

Indonesian animations fans are no doubt familiar with polymorphous perversity in
ACG cultures, but to articulate that as a positive culture value is altogether a confus-
ing matter. And this is really how | ended up in Bandung—I was invited by Bonni, who
mediates and helps me acclimate to the environment. According to Bonni, who lives
and works in the East Javan city of Malang, Bandung is generally a city where people
are more optimistic, where culture and tourism are more appreciated, and where art
materials are cheaper because of the proximity of factories and trade networks. He
himself goes there frequently to catch up with his friends. Several months after my visit
to Bandung, Bonni became the director of a series of short films made in collaboration
with the Lunar Cosplay Team. The series is to be released on the Internet and will be
promoted to cosplay groups worldwide. It is a DIY and fan-controlled production but
itis presented as a parody of the typical otaku types that have invaded Indonesia, like
the animated singing idols of Vocaloid, the Lolita girls, or the fans of homo-erotic Boys'
Love stories. Since the movie reveals and parodies its own fan cultures, it does not re-
ally promote any type of sexual identity, but it does show a passion for, and a zeal to
reach, the aesthetic heights of animation and identity transformation. It also encour-
ages youths to rebel against their families and to be more queer-friendly. One of the
actresses in these movies, Kazu Huyn (who will be interviewed by Zaphy later), plays
a tsundere fujoshi, or fan of Boys' Love movies, who has a tough outside but a very soft
interior.
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Bonni himself is quite open to discussing and informing me about sexual identity and
pornographic representation in relation to government regulations. During my visit in
July 2010, the city and the rest of the country was in the thralls of a huge hyper-me-
diated sex scandal. One of Indonesia’s and Bandung'’s best-known pop singers, Nazril
Irham, or “Ariel”, had been detained for breaking the famous Indonesian anti-porn law
by videotaping “promiscuous sex” with two female TV personalities, Luna Maya and
Cut Tari. The sex tapes of the "Peterporn scandal” (“Peterpan” being the name of his
band) were being widely distributed on the Internet after being uploaded by one his
collaborators, who had secretly lifted them from Ariel’s laptop. Instead of persecuting
this illegal theft, Irham himself was charged and jailed under the draconic 2008 anti-
porn law, which makes it illegal to photograph or videotape any type of private sex act,

even those intended for personal uses that were never meant to be distributed to the
public at large.

The pornography law of 2008 had been
haphazardly passed by legislators despite
massive protests from the wider public
and also despite much turbulence within
parliament. The parliament proceeded
with the vote "despite more than 100 law-
makers, from two major parties, marching
out in protest” The remaining factions, or
about 400 members, then voted in favor
of the law. The bill outlaws all porno-
graphic acts and images, broadly defining pornography as man-made sexual materials
in the form of drawings, sketches, illustrations, photographs, text, voice, sound, moving
pictures, animation, cartoons, poetry, conversations, and gestures. It also makes illegal
public performances which could “incite sexual desire””. The videotaping of private sex
acts is made illegal as it is assumed that other people may get access to them and be
incited by them. Not only does the law ban all forms of sexual representation, it almost
encourages people to spy on other’s sex lives in order to judge or persecute them.

In January 2011, Irham was jailed for three and a half years for "giving an opportunity
for others to spread, produce, and prepare a pornographic video"®. The scandal also
pushed President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono to warn his mainly Muslim nation that it
was at risk of being crushed by the information technology frenzy. He called for stricter
monitoring and censorship for its increasingly web-connected urban youth. After the
Ariel scandal broke in June 2010, Indonesian Islamic fundamentalist groups rallied in
Central Jakarta demanding that Ariel be caned and then stoned to death. In addition,
the Indonesian Child Protection Commission (KPAI) asked that he publicly apologize for
his actions to a fan base of millions of young children.
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Regardless of these pronouncements, Indonesia is as affected by the new waves of sex
culture as is the rest of the world. As demonstrated by Singaporean columnist John Mc-
Beth, recent statistics show that Indonesia exhibits similar patterns of web-surfing for
Internet pornography as any other Asian and non-Asian society. McBeth condemns the
Indonesian war on pornography, arguing that it sends a very somber and discouraging
message to the emerging youth cultures”.

These debates around sexually explicit
media are raging in many different re-
ligious or secular cultures, including
Japan, where a new shelving law is be-
ing debated for stores selling manga
depicting underage characters (also
called: lolicon) even if they do not in-
clude sexual scenes. While some Japa-
nese critics argue that the entire genre
should have tighter regulations, others
see that as a dangerous move since it
would stigmatize a wide range of less
extreme or completely un-extreme products within the genre. The more progressive
critics want to endorse its unique aesthetic sensibilities and argue that it should not be

confused with actual child pornography'".

But it becomes harder, if not impossible to defend the unique qualities of polymor-
phous perversity in ACG culture if all erotic representation is already under surveillance.
Indonesia is a majority Muslim nation with little tolerance for new trends in entertain-
ment technologies and has passed the most extreme anti-pornography laws, ones that
prevent young people demanding sex education or holding public debates around
these issues. In our interview with Bonni, we tried to locate a philosophical point of
departure when discussing the moral stringency in law and culture.
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Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

I have been observing all these cosplayers who are so much into their char-
acters. Why are they so much into them? Can you explain that to me?

My theoretical viewpoint on this comes from psychoanalysis. Even when
you are acting out “self”in daily life, you are already impersonating a char-
acter. And this is especially the case when you are talking about creative
works like literature or in costume play—the character simply helps bring
us into a matrix of fantasies. If we can get into the character it is much easier
to start experiencing an imaginary world. And the next question would be
as follows—now that we are into this character and we are looking back, is
there still such a thing as real life? So once we get into the fantasy matrix
through a character, the character really starts shaping our perception of
reality as well. | believe that costume play crystallizes this aspect of fiction-
alization in art. It is as Zizeck once said, “the trick is not to see an illusion
behind reality, but inside reality."

Can you explain how these acts of impersonation are empowering for In-
donesian youth?

Itis just a different language to express meaningful emotions and ideas. It
cannot be expressed in another language. It is like finding the right words
or gestures to tell somebody that you love them, because if you would tell
them plainly, it may not convey the right meaning to them. And if people
would confront you about your strange use of language, you can always
distance yourself from it and tell them it was not you.
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| heard that the cosplay fad started here about five years ago? Are people
using it to express things that they could not say or state in other ways?

Well, yes, but it is also a safe zone for youth to make statements. The events
are now supported by the government and also by corporations who make
big money out of it. For instance in the event Poppish Lovish, the audience
is required to text a message to vote for their favorite character; so the au-
dience also gets involved in the fantasy matrix, but the money goes to the
company, as they will take away some of the phone credit beyond the price
of a regular message. That is why these companies support the events.

Do cosplayers then invite their friends to vote for them?

Yes, of course. And that reveals a hypocrisy behind these attempts at de-
mocratization of youth culture, as those people with upper-class or middle-
class friends can of course receive more votes.

Would you generally say that the cosplay culture caters to the privileged
class in Indonesia?

Yes, | would think so. And five VL e
years ago there was really '
not much of a community
either but now it has opened
up quite a bit. Take myself as
an example, for instance; |
have been interested in ani-
mation for ages and | make
my own comic strips and |
have done a lot of research
about cosplay, but | realized
that it would be really expensive to get involved. You have to buy all the
materials and make your own costumes. It is not uncommon for costume
players to spend USD500 on one costume. Of course that is a lot of money
for Indonesia, as it would be for many other cultures. You can buy cheaper
cosplay clothing, but there is a bit of snobbery among the players about
those who would walk around in these “inferior” costumes.
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Do players see these costumes as some kind of an investment and avenue
to success?

Yes, you could see it that way.
Some people may invest USD500
in a nice costume, then another
thousand to produce an excellent
photo-album, and this is indeed
a good way to get noticed and
to become a celebrity. You can
even become a celebrity beyond
the cosplay world. Take for in-
stance the Filipina cosplayer Alo-
dia Gosiengfiao, who is the prob-
ably the most famous cosplayer in
South East Asia. She has a fan base
and gets invited to events and
conferences. She also did a major
promotion for a mobile phone
company, whereby the winner
could go on a date with her'".

Do you have any cosplay celebrities like that in Indonesia?

Not like that, but some of the groups are relatively known, like the Lunar
Cosplay Team that we have been hanging out with. They have their own
kind of following. Some of them make peculiar kinds of costumes and try to
follow an Indonesian type of aesthetic. We saw one of them doing an Indo-
nesian character and mixing local batik fashions into his cyborg costumes.
He is also learning about circus-like acts of fire throwing to attract audi-
ences, and how to make smart clothes using digital devices. He has an ar-
tistic sense of turning himself into a commodity and seeing where it will go.

So cosplayers use the pop culture to search for an Indonesian identity?

People have also started making Indonesian manga and anime, and that
topic is heavily debated in the animation circles. Of course, Japan is still
seen as a real utopia and a really lavish type of place, so everything Japa-
nese is still considered to be "hot"and that of course includes pornography.
But people ask themselves if they could actually do something better than
that. We do have a rich cultural background with distinct differences be-
tween the 33 regions of Indonesia. We had a very thriving cultural period
around the 1500s and we like to think back to that as well. You noticed at
the Poppish Lovish event that we have good dance traditions.
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Young people wondered what happened and why now we are so behind.
Like our soap operas are really terrible and the people in them cannot act at
all. Youths are really starting to hate that kind of lowest-common-denomi-
nator culture. They have started to wear pins against soap operas. They are
in need of self-invention and use pop culture to make DIY products, like all
those photo galleries on Deviantart.com, which is a very popular web site
here. That is where the cosplay celebrities come alive on their stage. These
youth are alternative and they may hate the government, but they do like
many other aspects of their cultural heritage and traditions.

Muslim women need to cover their head and neck area and bring that re-
quirement into their costumes. How do you see women cosplayers posi-
tioning themselves towards the Islamic religion?

We also have rules against revealing certain areas of the body, like even the
stomach or the legs. People often express that they wish the rules would
be more relaxed, but they do not actually challenge them either. Since cos-
players are already considered to be outcasts, they do not want to antago-
nize the public any further.

What do you think about the impact of sexual representation in Japanese
animation?

Japanese pornography in general can
be so much more extreme than Amer-
ican pornography. But since Islamic re-
ligion is heavily opposed to American
products, it is perhaps easier for Japa-
nese products to be imported here.
We have all the innocent products
and commodities like the pillowcases
showing naked anime girls or under-
age girls. | do have friends who are
devout Muslims and Japan fans at the
same time, but they are mostly wom-
en. | do not have many male friends
like that and my guess is that it would
be harder for men to reconcile these L <
two traditions. They are either devout or otaku, but not devout and otaku
at the same time. We don't find the same overlap that we can find with
females.
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What is your opinion on the Indonesian “Peterporn scandal”?

Yes, there have been death threats against him and his work is being
banned as well. Here in Indonesia you are not supposed to make any videos
under the new law, even if it is a totally private video of your own sex life.
And then of course it is totally prohibited to have sex outside marriage. And
one of the celebrities that Ariel had sex with is actually married. We some-
times have stories of non-married couples living together getting harassed
by neighbors. They will visit them and will even try to cane them, but that
is mostly in rural areas. But then we also know here there are many people
and celebrities in the cities like Jakarta who have affairs and make sex tapes,
The young people and high school kids are making amateur sex tapes as
well. Just hang out with them and you will see—they distribute them via
their mobile phones. It is well known but you cannot officially talk about it,
let alone support it. Also people here used to distribute porn in interesting
ways, like they would place it in folders in a specific Internet café and would
share passwords with each other, making it harder for anyone else to pin-
point the guilty porn consumer. But that is not happening anymore as the
cops just come in now and take away the entire hard drive.

Do you actually like those DIY sex tapes made by youngsters?

No, because they are very usually very badly made, so | cannot get into
them. The amateurish quality does add a voyeuristic feeling as if we are
allowed to peek into the "backdoor room” And it is important for them to
show that they are Indonesians having sex in Indonesia. If porn has been so
censored locally and colonized by Japan, these tapes are used to explore a
fantasy of sex as national identity.

What about the edgy Japanese porn genres like lolicon, is that also popular
here?

We also have some of the lolicon (underage) pornography here but some of
it is very soft core and just depicts clothed young girls. It also just refers to
a style of drawing as in a very “cutesy” depiction of underage girls. We have
our own manga artists and “loli artists” here who draw these kinds of anima-
tion girls. And some of the more mainstream themes like teen-girl romance
actually find distribution in the major bookstores here. | have been involved

in this myself for a while and | think that we have pretty good quality here
in Indonesia.
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Do Indonesians also like the Japanese ball-jointed or sexy dolls that are so
popular in other countries?

The Super Dollfies are not that popular here because they are way too ex-
pensive. Then people would rather cosplay than buy those dolls. But they
have those very sexual figurines made in China that you can get all over the
place, even if they are hidden in a box underneath the counter. They are
cheaper and they come in different sizes. Some of them are huge actually.
But the shopkeepers hide them a little bit to prevent the religious people
from spotting them.
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We are stuck in a typical Bandung traffic jam, fitfully trying to reach our destination,
the mall named Lucky Square, where we will observe the Poppish Lovish cosplay and
music convention. These events are a very good example of the shopping-mall-ization
of international culture. The mall was originally a hub of retail outlets but has absorbed
a wider network that includes social functions and creative outlets for consumerist
pop cultures. Indeed, the cosplayers have already arrived early to prepare their stage
acts and costumed appearances. | am impressed that they are more physically present
than the cosplayers of other countries. They are practicing competitive dance perform-
ances, which will be performed on the central stage accompanied by pre-recorded
Japanese pop music. What is also distinctive, compared with other countries, is that the
Lucky Square has prepared a large, impressive, and professionally designed stage for
them and that there is a crowded audience. Before the official stage acts unfold, | am
able to interview several members of the Lunar Cosplay Team. | am intrigued by Kazu

Huyn, who is a Boys' Love fan and an experienced cosplayer and takes a central role in
explaining the events to me.
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Basically, | am trying to find out what the costumes mean for Indonesian
people?

Today the focus is on Japanese dance and Korean dance. But our costume
play is basically the same as in any other country. We just copy the charac-
ters.

So why do you like it so much?

Because | want to be my favorite character and I want it to become real. This
character is an anime character. | want to become as true as possible and |
want to feel it and make it and feel it myself.

So who is this character then? And who are you?

This is Byakuran, the male character from the anime “Katekyo Hitman Re-
born!"This character is about a person who wants to make a new world.

So do you like being a male character?

I like the male character, because the costume covers more of my body.
Women's costumes are sexier and | don't feel confident wearing those.

50 how does it make you feel to be dressing like a man? Does it affect you
when you start cross-dressing as a male character? Does it affect your per-

ception?

| feel much better.
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Chapter 4 - Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage
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Maybe because you can express yourself better?

Yes, | feel much better. | will try to be like a man. But in my normal life, | am
still a woman.

How do you feel in general about other cross-dressers?

I think it's weird but | think in cosplay it's better; it is much easier to accept
because we just adapt what was in manga. So it's OK with me. But some-
times | feel troubled. Some girls are fans of this male character and will ap-
proach me as such. And they don't perceive me as a girl, but as a boy. | do
feel a bit troubled because I'm not a lesbian or something like that.

So how do you react to them in this situation?
| just keep smiling. | have already cosplayed many characters: Lelouch from
Code Geass, and then Nakijin from Basara, Agito from Air Gear, and many

more.

What about the characters of Yaoi or Boys' Love?
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Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

Yaoil Yes, | love it! | like it! | give it two thumbs up. | have done that too. |
love reading Boys'Love manga. | also read doujinshi (DIY manga) online, and
some of them are made by my friends.

Why you do like reading about romance between males? What is your ex-
cuse for that?

I like it because of the characters. | love handsome men, or kawai men, or
pretty men. But | also really like the stories. | don't like a hard-core yaoi, you
know. | prefer it softer.

What is your opinion about real-life guys? Does it affect your taste towards
the real-life guys?

Yes, it affects me a little bit, But I like normal men. Yes! Normal is good! (She
gives two thumbs up while saying it) But, in manga or anime Boys' Love is

good. (Laughing out loud)

What do the other cosplayers mean to you—the women and men in your
team Lunar Cosplay Team?

We hang out a lot while searching for materials for cosplay, or when watch-
ing movies, anime, or when reading manga.

Are you also friends or do you feel like you are a family?

Usually in cosplay we observe a different kind of kinship. Because when we
are in school or somewhere else, we don't really connect like that with oth-
ers. But within the cosplay friendships, we feel a stronger kinship. | feel lucky
that in my real family, my sister likes it a lot too, but then my parents really
hate it. My mother will come and see me if there is a competition, but she
does not like me doing it when there is no competition.
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Chapter 4 - Bandung: Breath of Fire in the Lucky Square’s Parking Garage

The cosplay teams start performing comedic or virtuoso acts, alternating and sharing
the stage with live performances by local rock bands who really know how to play the
audience, getting them to dance and scream. | have never witnessed such an intensely
energetic cosplay event, where the audience jumps up from their chairs and responds
almost ecstatically to the performances.

A few hours into my interviews with the cosplayers we end up in the parking garage
of Lucky Square, where cosplay team [tonumbe has gathered for an interview. They
started their dress-up hobby several years ago inspired by the live action movies called,
Tokusatsu Henshin Hero. Their costumes originate from a specific series called Kamen
Rider. The members of [tonumbe explain that they make their own costumes out of a
rubber-like fabric that was intended for the production of shoes. The senior players in
the team will actually teach the juniors how to shop for materials and make their cos-
tumes. The costumes are spectacular and one of the cosplayers is actually practicing
his craft of breathing large clouds of fire'?. | am transfixed by this side-spectacle and
surprised how the fire thrower managed to proceed despite security regulations. It also
reminds me of the Taiwanese cosplayer Mierocco who explained that for cosplayers
like herself, “life is useless when there is no fire”, and that she develops alter egos and
costumes that can inspire and control her yet suit her inner demons.

Later on, Bonni explains that Japan
has also invented an erotic genre
Mecha Musume, showing cute girls
wearing heavy sci-fi battle gear.
| am wondering what else these
heavily clad cosplayers are hiding
underneath the layers of a seem-
ingly juvenile hobby. They use
costumes and fabrics to disappear
from actuality and become an al-
ternate presence, thus allowing spectators to accordingly project their own reverential
fantasies. These youth do not have the money to buy expensive costumes, hence look-
ing for the cheapest deals and the most affordable raw materials becomes an integral
part of the game of creation. | crave to enter their liminal worlds and feel their inner
demons, but have to navigate complex networks of an alternating reality encased in
the shopping mall. The shopping mall is a state-endorsed paradise of consumerism
that offers its hidden corridors to radical experiments with identity and performance
art. We could all try out this new type of theatrical space by wandering around the
shopping malls and intensely imagining life as another character. The people in this
book have just taken it one step further—being our superb angels of the imagination,
and announcing the death/rebirth of art.
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