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Foreword

Theories of Performativity and Gender in the Theatre

Clothes Make the Wo/Man ; Cross-Dressing and Gender on the English
Renaissance Stage and in the Late Imperial Chinese Theatre provides the
reader with a comparison of cross-dressing in the English and Chinese thea-
tres. Cross-dressing as a phenomenon can be found in both Western and Chi-
nese traditions. The study of cross-dressing entails an investigation of gender
formation and representation, as well as the cultural politics involved in it. In
cross-cultural comparisons, gender becomes a complex issue, as it has to ad-
dress the question of how theory can be engaged in a fruitful manner that does
not distort the specificity of cultural contexts. Putting aside its subversive im-
plications in ideology, what is interesting in the study of cross-dressing is the
need to rethink how social practice can shape a person’s gender identity.

This is particularly true in the theatre, where cultural meanings of charac-
terization are determined by the semiotics of social conventions, and a
character’s gender identity is sig;laled by the clothes that he/she wears. Gender
is performed not only in the realization of the character, which is made possi-
ble by the actor’s role playing in alienating the self, but also in the audience’s

perception. In such a tripartite relation involving the character, actor and au-
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dience, cross-dressing is both production and subversion of identity, a para-
dox inherent in the very act of performance. Performing gender is the search
for cultural meaning, as well as the questioning of its social production.

Current theoretical debates on gender do not focus just on it as self-iden-
tity, but also on the psychoanalytical formation of gender as effects of lan-
guage and social processes. The speech-act theory advanced by J. L. Austin
and John Searle since the 1960s has demonstrated that speech can lead to ac-
tion, and speech consequently is action. Words can do things, or make peo-
ple do things, and hence language has a performative function. If what peo-
ple do with regard to their gender is also a performative function of language,
as Judith Butler has broposed, then it is apparent that the theatre is a site of
such speech-act formations. Recent discussions on the actor’s self as perfor-
mative further lend support to such a theory. However, not all speeches are
performative. A speech becomes performative only when it fulfills certain so-
cial conventions. This social function of language, in terms of the production
and subversion of desire, can also be understood in Michel Foucault’s theory,
which argues that culture works in the form of discourse in its ideological
shaping of history and the individual. The study of performativity in identity
formation has aroused much interest in the academia in recent years, and Dr.
Liao’s book is a welcome addition to the theoretical debates.

Clothes Make the Wo/Man is an attempt in looking at gender issues in
theatrical practice through the lens of Westefn theories, especially those de-
veloped by Michel Foucault and Judith Butler. By tracing how cross-dressing
has been treated in Western and Chinese traditions, Dr. Liao establishes a

comparative framework for studying the “materiality” of gender in theatrical
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practice. It is in this respect that the study provides a historical dimension in
comparative culture. Her argument that cross-dressing is an ideological issue
is substantiated with examples read in their cultural and theatrical contexts. In
this sense, the book is a re-reading of English and Chinese dramatic texts by
situating them in the gendered theatrical practice of the two traditions. Such
an investigation proves to be particularly meaningful because the Chinese do
not have a theory that considers gender as a psychoanalytic formation and as
identity beyond the various roles a person has in society. The lack of a theo-
ry , however, does not mean that the Chinese are free from “gender trouble” ;
nor does it mean that the Chinese do not have gender concepts.

Re-reading the theatre and its texts with special attention on cross-
dressing is re-reading a tradition. Dr. Liao’s work offers new readings of the
two traditions by re-examining how gender is performed in different con-
texts. Cross-dressing is “border crossing” , and the study of it, as demon-
strated in Dr. Liao’s book, entails cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural con-
siderations. While much has been done in studying cross-dressing as a cul-
tural phenomenon that seeks explanation from psychology and anthropology
in the West, such investigation is just burgeoning in China, and Dr. Liao’s
book is a timely contribution to this inquiry. The book can also be read as a

prelude to her on-going research on the performance of gender.

Kwok-kan Tam
Professor
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

June 2005
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