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Introduction 

A frequent participant in the world’s most prestigious film festivals, Tsai Ming-liang has 

always been a fascinating filmmaker to cinephiles. Malaysia-born and Taiwan-educated, Tsai has 

been producing feature films for nearly thirty years since the early 1990s. During these years, he 

has brought new inspirations to the Taiwanese New Cinema, marking himself as a unique and 

indispensable figure reflecting on the ideology of post-colonial urban Taiwan. What 

distinguishes him from other film directors of the same period, such as Edward Yang or Hou 

Hsiao-Hsien, is his unique filmmaking style that explores possibilities and thoughts. Since the 

start of his filmmaking career, he has been working on the front line of exploring the limits of 

narrative possibilities and political discourses. He has been experimenting on the de-

dramatization of the narrative, the reduction of non-diegetic sounds and conversations, and the 

expression of queerness on screen. Through these experiments, his films have become a reserve 

full of enigmas that need to be vigorously decoded and explicated. To this end, this paper will 

focus on Tsai’s debut film, Rebels of the Neon God (1992), to articulate Tsai’s explorations 

within the film to further provide insights on his entire career.  

Rebels of the Neon God recounts a parallel story between Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze. 

Hsiao-Kang, a high school student who lives with his parents, decides to drop out cram school, a 

remedial school that takes place outside of regular school hours helping students to pass college-

entrance examinations. Ah Tze is a young delinquent who steals for a living with his best friend 

Ah Bing. As Hsiao-Kang drops out of the school and wanders on the street, he sees Ah Tze, who 

deliberately breaks the rearview window of Hsiao-Kang’s father’s taxi. Feeling the need for a 

revenge, Hsiao-Kang follows Ah Tze for two days and finally vandalizes Ah Tze’s motorcycle. 

Ah Tze is infuriated but fails to find the vandalizer. The next day, Ah Tze and Ah Bing goes to 
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sell a bag of PCBs they steal to the boss of a video game arcade, during which Ah Bing gets 

seriously beaten. As they escape and come home, Ah Tze’s girlfriend Ah Gui comes and hugs 

with Ah Tze.  

The original Chinese title of Rebels of the Neon God, Qingshaonian Nezha (1992) carries 

a specific cultural subtext that signifies the major theme of the film: Qingshaonian means 

adolescent, and Nezha is the name of a popular figure in ancient mythology originated from 

Buddhism-Taoism, the major religion in premodern era of China. While qingshaonian 

(adolescent) implies the age of the protagonists in the film, Nezha, a Chinese character in the 

title, expresses a subtle yet more significant connotation accentuating the rebellious 

characteristics of the protagonists with serious familial issues. Wu Cheng’en, in his famous 

mythological fiction Journey to the West, gives a brief introduction of the backstory of Nezha,  

When only three days old the young prince (Nezha) had caused great trouble by plunging 

into the sea to clean himself. He had kicked the water crystal palace down, captured a 

dragon and instated on pulling its sinews out to make a belt. On learning about this, the 

heavenly king (his father) had been so worried about the disastrous consequences that he 

had decided to kill the boy… After this Nezha had wanted to kill his father in revenge… 

(1166) 

Although the story of Nezha has varied yet similar versions, Wu’s version is the most prevalent 

one due to the popularity of the book itself. Wu’s brief description of Nezha’s early life portrays 

the character as a youthful delinquent who disobeys his family and the society, and also develops 

a troubled relationship with his father. The reference of Nezha illuminates and accentuates on the 

characteristics of two main protagonists as rebellious and young that needs deeper investigation. 
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This paper takes as its trajectory two main avenues of investigation that run throughout 

Tsai’s entire career, but find incipient expression in Rebels. Firstly, through Tsai’s career, he 

continuously favors aesthetic and narrative styles that create a sense of slowness on screen: long 

takes, minimal dialogue, and attention to bodies. These formal and narrative choices then have 

allowed his films to be categorized as a “cinema of slowness,” a specific cinema that uses 

unconventional film techniques to capture the banality of everyday life (Song 1). As slowness is 

the fundamental style of Tsai’s films, the first preoccupation of this paper will focus on the 

element of time, exploring how Rebels creates a world in which the structure of time differs from 

conventional cinema and how it can provide reflection on non-linear time.  

Secondly, Tsai is also known as one of the first gay film directors in the Taiwanese New 

Cinema, and he continuously situates queerness in the center of his cinematic explorations. 

Interestingly, different from his later films, Rebels, as his first feature-length film, does not 

present the gay identity explicitly on screen, making it much harder to decipher the queer 

“codes” in the film. Thus, the second discourse in this paper will focus on how Rebels expresses 

the existence of queer people without explicitly presenting any queer character on screen. More 

importantly, as Tsai is a Taiwan-based director, it is necessary to also look at how he presents 

queerness different from the mainstream western-dominant discourses.  

Bridging these two critical trajectories, the paper uses French philosopher and film 

theorist Gilles Deleuze’s theory of the time-image as its theoretical framework and critical 

engine. Gilles Deleuze proposes two distinct cinemas known as the movement-image and the 

time-image, which are divided by the World War II and the epistemological and ontological 

crises precipitated in this era. The cinema of movement-image characterizes classical films prior 

to this period which is oriented around movements and actions to which linear time in 
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subordinate, while the time-image characterizes the post-war cinema in which time in its pure 

state supersedes the status of movements and actions (The Time-Image xi). Deleuze argues that 

the cinema of time-image gives expressions to a different structure of time and thus invents a 

new set of apparatus for the production of meaning and affect that challenges dominant 

epistemologies and ontologies. Drawing on Deleuze’s theories of time and connecting them with 

theories of queer temporality, this paper expands on Deleuze’s discussion the political potentials 

of post-WWII cinema, moving beyond his works’ largely heteropatriarchal and Western focus. 

 

 

A failure of retrieving control 

 The rebellious young male protagonists living in a time of uncertainty are prototypical of 

the films of the Taiwanese New Wave, of which Rebels of the Neon God is a landmark film. For 

example, Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s A Time to Live, A Time to Die (Tongnian Wangshi, 1985) recounts 

the story of a man recollecting his childhood, which includes a significant episode of him joining 

a youth gang and picking fights with others during high school. Edward Yang’s A Brighter 

Summer Day (Gulingjie Shaonian Sharen Shijian, 1991) features a boy in the rural area who 

constantly finds himself in confrontations with members of school gangs, and in the end stabs the 

girl he loves in the stomach. Similarly, the two main protagonists in Rebels, Ah Tze and Hsiao-

Kang, also express the rebellious characteristics signified by violence and infringement of laws. 

During the first encounter between Ah Tze and Hsiao-Kang, Hsiao-Kang’s father’s taxi catches 

up with Ah Tze’s motorbike in a traffic, and Ah Tze smashes the rearview mirror of the taxi with 

a bike lock because Hsiao-Kang’s father presses the car whistle at him. During the second 
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encounter between the two, Hsiao-Kang covertly observes the process of Ah Tze and his friend 

Ah Bing stealing PCBs in a video game arcade.  

 The similar characteristics of the male protagonists in these films cannot simply be 

accounted for as a coincidence; rather, they explore a common theme in the post-colonial era of 

Taiwanese society: a collective crisis of personal identity. In A Brighter Summer Day, an 

intertitle at the beginning of the film accentuates the feeling of uncertainty among the second-

generation Taiwanese immigrants:  

Around 1949, millions of Chinese citizens emigrated to Taiwan as the KMT government 

relocated to the island. Most of them lived only for a stable job and a stable 

developmental environment for the next generation. However, as the next generation 

grew up, they found that their parents were living in a terror of uncertainty towards the 

future. In such atmosphere, these young people often formed a gang to strengthen their 

young, weak will for life. 

As Yang emphasizes here, the film becomes a venue to record the vicissitudes of the family unit 

as a miniature of society in which the adults live in the terror of the uncertainty of the future, 

while their children live in the shadow of this collective fear. In A Brighter Summer Day, this 

fear of uncertainty is expressed through the protagonist’s observation of the father’s loss of 

control over future, as his chance of promotion relies on another person and he was once caught 

by the police under suspicion of being a communist spy from mainland China. In A Time to Live, 

A Time to Die, the uncertainty is articulated through the contrast between grandmother’s 

recurring desire of going back to the mainland China with his grandson and the grandson’s 

constant questioning of why she wants to go to a foreign, unknown place. The rebellion of 

adolescents comes into place after the observation of these uncertainties as they decide to make 
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concrete actions, through expressions of masculine prowess, to secure their identities and power 

over life. What is at stake here is the fragile assurance of self-control over the future and personal 

identity through the breakdown of obedient identities, which importantly also structures the 

narrative and aesthetics of Rebels of the Neon God. 

Differing from the two Taiwanese New Wave films mentioned above, which portray 

uncertainty through the contrast between two generations, Rebels highlights the existence of 

uncertainty through the contrast between the two protagonists in the same generation. The 

beginning of the film consists of a parallel narration between the two male protagonists, Hsiao-

Kang and Ah Tze. Ah Tze and his friend Ah Bing use an electrical drill to steal coins in a public 

phone booth while smoking cigarettes (fig.1). As they leave the booth, the film cuts into Hsiao-

Kang’s room when he is pondering in front of his desk before he finds a cockroach and pierces it 

with a compass (fig.2). The contrast established between these two characters’ nighttime 

activities efficiently highlights the divergent personality traits of Ah Tze and Hsiao-Kang. Ah 

Tze is portrayed as a young gangster who likes to hang out with his similarly rebellious friends 

and might not have a stable job, while Hsiao-Kang seems to be a high school student trapped at 

home with his parents. 

 

 

Figure 1. Ah Tze and Ah Bing stealing coins while smoking 
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Figure 2. Hsiao-Kang pondering at the desk  

 

Carlos Rojas argues in his essay “‘Nezha was here’: Structures of Dis/placement in Tsai 

Ming-liang's Rebels of the Neon God,” that the parallel structure of the opening sequence 

accentuates the contrast “between Xiaokang’s (Hsiao-Kang’s) spatial and psychological 

confinement and Ah Ze's and Ah Bin's apparent mobility and freedom” (73). This contrast is 

further reinforced by the use of the compass as a tool to permanently impede the mobility of the 

cockroach. The compass, originally used as a mathematical tool to draw circles, symbolizes “the 

physical boundaries of his bedroom, his home, and even of the Taipei neighborhood through 

which he moves - all of which both delimit his physical movement and define his identity” 

(Rojas 73). As Rojas points out, Hsiao-Kang’s lack of control is foremostly exhibited through his 

stereotypical role of a student and a son denying his freedom inside the family and outside in 

society. As such, the contrast establishes a different degree of agency between the protagonists: 

Ah Tze is out in the open space and engages in teenage-appealing or adventurous activities, 

while Hsiao-Kang is restrained in the family as an obedient student, a common image of a good 

teenager child in Chinese culture.  

Hsiao-Kang’s lack of control is also emphasized by the stylistic choices of the camera 

composition in the subsequent scene after the title card. Ah Tze’s appears in the video game 

arcade and masturbates in his apartment, while Hsiao-Kang goes to the cram school. In this 

sequence, Ah Tze is always portrayed in close-ups or within a single person frame, while Hsiao-
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Kang is often immersed into a crowd of people who perform similar activities as him. The 

framing of Hsiao-Kang changes conspicuously after he goes to a clerk working at the cram 

school and asks for permission to drop out of the class, which his dad does not approve. This is 

the first moment in the film that Hsiao-Kang deliberately tries to give up the role of a good son 

as well as a good student. As the clerk asks Hsiao-Kang to go back to class first, the film cuts to 

the window on the door creating a frame within the camera frame, which soon composes a close-

up of Hsiao-Kang’s face in this medium shot (fig.3). This framing signifies Hsiao-Kang’s 

attempt to reclaim agency by giving up the stereotypical burdens of a student and a son. 

However, the long shot right after the double framing shot constructs a stark antithesis to this 

endeavor as he walks into the classroom and sit down (fig.4). He is immediately immersed into 

the crowd of students in which one can hardly pick him out, implying he is, once again, dragged 

back into the identity of a good student in the collective image of Taiwanese adolescents during 

the 1990s. The search for freedom from these identities, then, becomes the basis for Hsiao-

Kang’s journey in an effort to attain a sense of agency in a what is otherwise a sea of uncertainty.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Double framing of Hsiao-Kang 
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Figure 4. Hsiao-Kang sits down in the middle of the class 

 

Although Hsiao-Kang takes on a journey to reclaim control over his own life, he 

nevertheless fails to escape from the implicit uncertainty of the future spread through the 

Taiwanese society of that time. After a few failed trials of rebellious activity, Hsiao-Kang 

escapes from his father’s authority temporarily and makes the first decision on his own at the 

moment when he receives the refund from the cram school. As soon as he gets the money, he 

wanders on the street searching for anything interesting. The film presents a sequence of his 

actions: he stops at a TV to watch a Japanese anime; he goes into a BB gun shop, tests them out 

and buys one; then he arrives at the video game arcade and stares at a James Dean poster before 

he encounters Ah Tze for the second time. At this point, Hsiao-Kang stops appearing in the 

places that he is supposed to according to his predetermined identity as a good student and a son; 

rather, it is by orienting around his own desires and interests that the film starts to move astray 

from the school-home linearity, a linear commute route between home and school Hsiao-Kang 

takes before this point. This sequence marks a turning point from Hsiao-Kang’s deconstruction 

of his old identities to the reclamation of control over his own actions by catering to his personal 

desires. 

Hsiao-Kang’s activities throughout the film can be divided into two major fragments, 

each consisting of a particular desire motivating a series of actions yet ending with 

dissatisfaction: the desire for revenge and the desire for intimacy. Firstly, as Hsiao-Kang follows 
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Ah Tze after their second encounter, he vandalizes Ah Tze’s motorcycle when Ah Tze is staying 

in a hotel with his girlfriend Ah Gui, and then checks in to a nearby hotel. The relationship 

between desires and actions here can be interpreted in the mode of cause-effect. Hsiao-Kang 

witnesses Ah Tze smashing his father’s rearview window earlier in the film, which causes his 

desire to retaliate. As Hsiao-Kang sees the infuriated look on Ah Tze’s face through the hotel 

window next morning when Ah Tze finds out the motorcycle is broken, his desire for vengeance 

is satisfied. The moment is emphasized with a low angel shot of him performing an ecstatic 

dance on the hotel bed with his first and only laugh in the film. This joy is suddenly halted as he 

hits his head on the ceiling and transforms into a state of mixed joy and pain as the camera 

moves to horizontal position. As the film cuts to the outside traffic and cuts back to Hsiao-Kang 

hotel room, Hsiao-Kang tilts his head down by the edge of the bed with little facial expression 

but a hint of sadness and unfulfillment in a high angle shot for nearly twelve seconds (fig.5). 

Thus, the desire for revenge is, on one hand, fulfilled in the sense that the motivated actions are 

performed, yet, on the other hand, unfulfilled as it fails to generate genuine gratification.  

 

 

Figure 5. Hsiao-Kang lying on bed without feeling gratification 

 

It is common in human emotions to feel gratified after fulfilling one’s desires, and the 

lack of such emotion often poses a question towards the relevant desires. Thus, as the absence of 
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satisfaction after completing the revenge signals the falsity of such desire, the purpose of stalking 

Ah Tze and vandalizing his motorcycle seems to lack a determinant motivation. The fracture 

between this desire and gratification leaves the agent questioning the authenticity and credibility 

of his own desire, which leads Hsiao-Kang to later catch up to Ah Tze on the street and offer 

help as Ah Tze pushes his motorcycle to a repair shop.  

The second major desire Hsiao-Kang expresses throughout the film is the craving for 

intimacy. Early in the film, Hsiao-Kang receives a flyer for a telephone dating center providing a 

twenty percent discount. The film does not display his desire explicitly to go to the center until 

the end, in which he steps into the dating center. As he sits in a cubicle listening to the telephone 

ring a few times, he leaves the center matter-of-factly without picking up the phone. This implies 

a failure of Hsiao-Kang’s attempt at intimacy, flagging the unfulfillment of his desire. Rojas, in 

his essay, points out a special connection between the psychology of Hsiao-Kang and the symbol 

of the telephone dating center: 

It is precisely the mediated contact of the telephone calls that makes physical intimacy 

possible. The dating center is both a site of physical interaction and a figure for electronic 

mediation. Xiaokang's aborted visit to the dating center in the film's last scene illustrates 

the degree to which these dating centers - together with the panoply of electric 

technologies within which they are embedded - come to function as not only mediatory 

devices linking together different individuals, but also as objects of desire in their own 

right. (79) 

As Rojas accentuates, the telephone dating center symbolizes the site for the possibility of 

intimacy; more specifically, it signifies a mediated intimacy in Hsiao-Kang’s desire which is 

solely based on incoming conversations through the telephone. That is, the intimacy Hsiao-Kang 
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approaches here is both a possibility of authenticity, as one can start a genuine conversation with 

the caller through the phone, and a possibility of deceit and insincerity, as earlier in the film Ah 

Gui calls to the center merely to retaliate Ah Tze’s negligence rather than genuinely desires to 

connect to another through the phone. Thus, the nature of intimacy is portrayed in a state of 

uncertainty. As Hsiao-Kang departs from the center, the ending further puts his desire for such 

intimacy into question, implying a failure of Hsiao-Kang attempt for intimacy as well as the 

unfulfillment of his desire.  

 In both of Hsiao-Kang’s desire-fulfillment processes, the actions that he performs 

throughout the film not only fails to elicit genuine gratification to corroborate the existence of 

relevant desires, but also leads to an abyss of self-bewilderment questioning the authenticity of 

his own desires. The complete absence of desire-fulfillment further calls into question the reality 

of which he successfully reclaims his control over life, or, more deeply, the possibility of 

reclaiming such control. The disparity between Hsiao-Kang’s desires and actions suggests a 

disconnection between his mentality and behaviors. As Hsiao-Kang fails to discover his true 

desires, he is incapable of performing actions that can provide true gratification, resulting in the 

impossibility of reclaiming his control over life. Thus, Hsiao-Kang’s journey to reclaim control 

and find intimacy turns into a perpetual state of indeterminacy as the film presents the evidence 

of both his successes and his failures.   

 Similar to Hsiao-Kang’s adventure, the depiction of intimacy and self-control in Ah 

Tze’s experience also plays an important role in defying Ah Tze’s control over life which 

ultimately leads him to a state of uncertainty. As mentioned before, the introduction of Ah Tze 

portrays him in contrast to Hsiao-Kang: an unattached free spirit capable of acting towards his 

own desires. Although he lives with his brother, the film never presents any encounter between 
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him and his brother or even shows his brother’s face on screen, signifying the complete 

detachment of familial connection. However, the establishment of freedom is then gradually 

subverted as Ah Tze’s story continues in the film. Overall, Ah Tze’s experience can be divided 

into two major segments: the adventure of larceny, and the exploration of intimacy. Ah Tze 

along with Ah Bing successfully steal the money from different public phone booths and the 

electrical circuits in a video game arcade, accentuating his ability to perform actions which are 

not allowed in conventional social norms. The larceny activities are intertwined with episodes of 

group gathering and fun seeking, constructing Ah Tze’s lifestyle as reveling outside the 

boundaries of social conventions, which do not hold any power over his actions. Thus, he seems 

to be capable of wandering in the city with complete freedom to do anything he desires. 

However, this limitlessness is destroyed as Ah Tze and Ah Bing try to sell the stolen electrical 

circuits to another owner of a video game arcade. The owner soon finds out that the circuits are 

stolen and proposes to confiscate them without punishing them. As Ah Tze denies the proposal, 

the film cuts to them being chasing by a gang of the owner’s employees. While Ah Tze escapes, 

Ah Bing is beaten nearly to death. The failure of selling the electrical circuits and the serious 

injuries and bruises on Ah Bing forces Ah Tze into a state of trepidation and uncertainty for the 

remainder of the film, denoting the end of the seemingly unlimited freedom and the mental 

breakdown of control over his own life.   

 At the same time, Ah Tze’s freedom also experiences a breakdown in the course of 

approaching intimacy. Ah Tze’s affection towards Ah Gui, the girl who has a one-night stand 

with his brother at the beginning of the film, constantly situates in the state of controversy, 

showing a desire for intimacy yet then instantly questioning it. For example, after Ah Tze and Ah 

Bing hang out with Ah Gui for the first time, they have a great time together and grows much 
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closer to each other. They drink, chat, and take on a motorcycle ride together. Ah Tze and Ah 

Bing take her to a hotel after she gets drunk. And when Ah Bing tries to have sex with her, Ah 

Tze stops him immediately and to forces Ah Bing leave the hotel with him. However, this 

intimate relationship is challenged when Ah Gui wakes up in the morning and calls him, and 

they have the following conversation: 

Ah Gui: Did you do anything to me? Did you rape me? 

Ah Tze: Did we? Why don’t you look into it by yourself?  

(After a few seconds of silence)  

Ah Tze: Why are you not talking? Are you ok? 

Ah Gui: I’m fine… Will you call me again? 

Ah Tze: What for? Maybe.  

As Ah Gui poses a serious question concerning her safety, Ah Tze answers with a perfunctory 

and sarcastic tone, displaying a sense of indifference and impatience. Yet when she stops talking, 

Ah Tze starts to care about her and asks her if she is ok. However, this insignificant amount of 

care is then questioned by Ah Tze’s reply “What for? Maybe,” once again expressing 

indifference and lack of concern towards the relationship, leaving Ah Tze’s affection towards Ah 

Gui in a mysterious state of uncertainty. The sequence after the phone call signifies such 

ambivalent relationship between the two with three static shots. Ah Gui sits on bed in the hotel 

drinking a class of water and looks down (fig.6), while Ah Tze smokes a cigarette and stares at 

the ceiling as he lies on bed in his underwear at his apartment (fig.7). The two characters, 

although both staying on bed, have a complete different set of postures, activities, and the 

directions of gaze. This comparison relates to the conversation over the phone in the sense that 
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their attitudes towards the relationship contrast with one another: although they both like each 

other, Ah Gui wants to get closer to Ah Tze, while Ah Tze seems to want otherwise. 

 

 

Figure 6. Ah Gui sitting on the bed and drinking water 

 

Figure 7. Ah Tze lying on bed and smoking 

 

Figure 8. Cigarette butt flowing on the flood 

 

Surprisingly, the difference of desires is deemphasized by their verisimilar facial 

expressions: Ah Gui’s sadness and Ah Tze’s impatience are both downplayed or perhaps 

eradicated as they express no emotions at all after the phone call. The question is then raised 

whether the desires they express through the phone are truly present. As Ah Tze finishes the 
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cigarette on bed and throws it to the ground, the film cuts to the flood in his apartment as a 

slipper and the cigarette butt flow through the frame (fig.8). The mystery of their attitudes 

towards each other and their relationship is then symbolized by the floating cigarette in the state 

of uncertainty as the direction of water flow is out of their control.  

The pattern of the establishment and destruction of their intimacy recurs again on the day 

after Ah Tze steals from the video game arcade, when he engages in sexual relationship with Ah 

Gui in a small hotel room, marking the substantial existence of their intimacy. However, the 

fulfillment of intimacy does not generate a logical consequence of them falling in love or getting 

closer. Ah Tze wakes up in the middle of the night and leaves for the video game arcade where 

he uses up almost all of his money to play games. On his way back to the hotel, he stops at a 

convenience store, and tosses the only coins left into a fortune-telling machine. The machine 

starts to roll from different prophecies for the future in different categories including love, 

marriage, career, and etc., underscoring an inclination to let the machine to decide the trajectory 

of their relationship for him (fig.9). Although the machine portends “you will fall in love with 

each other and become inseparable” (形影不离，两情相悦),  his return to the hotel reveals the 

contradiction of this prophecy: Ah Gui already leaves. Once again, the intimacy between him 

and Ah Gui falls into an indeterminate state that is sometimes fierce but usually lukewarm.   

 

Figure 9. The fortune-telling machine 
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The recurring pattern of apparent intimacy leads to a complete loss of direction at the end 

of the film, when Ah Gui comes to Ah Tze after he takes seriously injured Ah Bing to his 

apartment. Ah Gui says that she feels bad when waking up alone in the hotel room and asks him 

if their relationship has come to a dead end. She decides to leave when Ah Tze fails to give an 

answer, but then Ah Tze stops her at the gate and kisses her passionately. They then have the 

following conversation: 

Ah Gui: How about we leave this place? 

Ah Tze: Where do you want to go? 

Ah Gui (looks down for a few seconds and shakes her head, then asks): What about you? 

Ah Tze (bursts into tears): I don’t know.  

The conversation ends with them hugging each other while crying, displaying the suffering of 

the uncertainty of what to do in the future (fig.10). The recurring cycle of intimacy and alienation 

constantly disrupts them from the inside, displacing the guarantee of happiness with emotional 

void and continuous self-doubt. The lack of happiness and gratification turns them into an 

elongating yet futile inquiry of the future, questioning what they should do. As the film cuts to a 

wider angle of them hugging, the single slipper appears in the frame once again floating in the 

water, which emphasizes them as objects incapable of actively changing the course of their life 

(fig.11). Thus, Ah Tze’s figure of complete freedom established in the beginning of the film is 

thrown into a perpetual doubt at the end as he fails to align the quest of rebellion and intimacy 

with genuine self-control over his life and his emotions.  
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Figure 10. Ah Tze and Ah Gui hug each other while crying 

 

Figure 11. A wider angle of them hugging as the slipper flows in the water 

 

 With both Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze’s failure of reclaiming full agency and intimacy, the 

film ends with Ah Tze crying with Ah Gui undetermined of where to go, while Hsiao-Kang 

leaves the dating center without picking up the phone. Both of the protagonists, although 

portrayed in contrast at the beginning, converge towards the same end floating in the water. 

Their unfulfilled desires and unfounded intimacy become the fundamental atmosphere of the 

film, leaving the spectators with more questions than conclusions. This sense of irresolution and 

uncertainty poses a significant influence on the aesthetics of the film, expanding its inquiry 

beyond the literal analysis of narration and towards the philosophical constructs of non-linear 

time, queer temporality, and the critique of patriarchal hegemony.  
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A Purer Structure of Time and Its Consequences 

In an interview conducted by Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) with Tsai Ming-

Liang, Tsai raises a common question that his audience and film critics often ask, namely why he 

seems to keep “frying the cold rice” in his films, which is a Chinese colloquialism meaning to 

repeat the same thing over and over again. For example, take his first three feature films, often 

known as the Taipei series: all of them repeat the same shooting location, actors and theme. All 

of the films were produced exclusively in urban area of Taipei, in which the protagonist in all 

three films is Hsiao-Kang, who is played by the same actor, Lee Kang-Sheng. In Rebels of the 

Neon God, as stated in the previous chapter, Hsiao-Kang takes on a journey to find freedom and 

intimacy which he eventually fails. In Vive L’amour (Aiqing Wansui,1994), Hsiao-Kang lives in 

an apartment secretly where he yearns for intimacy with the male deuteragonist, which he never 

gets. In The River (Heliu, 1997), Hsiao-Kang tries to explore his gay identity at a gay-cruising 

bathhouse, in which he later finds out that he has sex with his own father. In all of the three 

films, it seems that the same “cold rice” of the failure to explore identities and find intimacy 

keeps recurring.  

 While Tsai admits that he keeps frying the cold rice, he did not see the problem with this 

strategy. He says in the interview:  

They say I am frying the cold rice. Why not? We do eat every day, so why can’t I film 

the same bowl of rice every time? As you get older, your tastes change… We think 

everyone wants to eat fresh rice, but it’s actually not true. The meal you eat every day is 

not made from Michelin three stars restaurants, but from your mom. You go once to 

those restaurants and then you forget how it tastes like. But you have to eat what your 

mom cooks every day, don’t you? (Tsai) 
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In other words, he believes that his cinema is not about presenting a grandeur full of excitement 

and surprises for the audience; rather, it is through the repetition of the sameness that he hopes 

the audience can see the differences that reside in the marginalized area of life. Sameness is only 

an appearance within his films, and to discover the differences is key to understanding his films 

beyond the seeming repetitions.  

 Illuminating and reflecting on these connections between Tsai’s films provides a more 

detailed explanation to the idea of difference within the apparent sameness. Tsai uses nearly the 

same cast through the Taipei series, with Hsiao-Kang played by Lee Kang-sheng, his parents 

played by Miao Tien and Lu Hsiao-ling, and the male deuteragonists played by Chen Chao-jung 

(including Ah Tze in Rebels). The casting then produces an impression through the films that the 

same characters stay active in a collective refined urban space in which they keep encountering 

each other. With these circumstances in mind, although these three films have fundamentally 

independent narratives, it is hard not to consider the connections between these films as more 

than mere coincidence. In her book, Tsai Ming-liang and A Cinema of Slowness, Song Hwee 

Lim proposes such connections function as an intertextual web of meaning, one of Tsai’s 

signatures as an auteur: 

Tsai’s oeuvre consists not so much of individual films but, rather, can be more fruitfully 

seen as a serial whose constituent components are, in hindsight, never quite complete 

within themselves, as elements in later films illuminate aspects of earlier ones. Thus, each 

component film anticipates development and revelation in subsequent installments, 

resulting in a never-ending series of films that cannot but be regarded as a work-in-

progress, always yet to be completed. (50) 
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Song emphasizes a significant feature of Tsai’s oeuvre relating the idea of differences within the 

apparent sameness. The intertextuality asks the audience to read each separate film in connection 

with other films beyond their thematic similarities. That is, there are other interesting 

connections beyond the thematic similarity of Hsiao-Kang’s identity as a reticent man with a 

hidden queer identity and his doomed failure of fulfilling his desires, which run through all three 

films. For example, as mentioned in the last chapter, Hsiao-Kang vandalizes Ah Tze’s 

motorcycle in an act of revenge but does not feel gratified, leaving his attitudes towards Ah Tze 

unanswered. In Vive L’amour, Hsiao-Kang overtly expresses his sexual desire towards the other 

male character, who is also played by Chen Chao-jung. With Hsiao-Kang’s character 

transforming from a high school student to a salesman without family, Vive L’amour seems to 

give a more concrete answer for Hsiao-Kang’s attitude towards Ah Tze and portrays a 

progression of Hsiao-Kang’s sexual awakening through the span of time from Rebels to Vive 

L’amour.  

The establishment of such connection between Tsai’s works coincides with the key ideas 

in Deleuze’s investigation on purer and direct representation of time beyond its commonly 

understood linear model, specifically his understanding on Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence, which 

advocates for the idea of differences emerging through the apparent sameness. Through 

investigating Deleuze’s understanding on eternal recurrence, this chapter seeks to explore the 

deeper meaning behind Tsai’s decision to “frying old rice,” and its philosophical consequences 

especially in the presentation of time.  

Deleuze’s understanding of time and the time-image is fundamentally influenced by 

Nietzsche’s doctrine of eternal recurrence. Within various interpretations of Nietzsche’s doctrine, 

Deleuze defies the conventional interpretation that all events in the world repeat themselves and 
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return to the same through an eternal cycle. Rather, he advocates for an understanding in terms of 

the eternal return of differences and an everlasting process of becoming: 

Eternal return cannot mean the return of the Identical because it presupposes a world (that 

of the will to power) in which all previous identities have been abolished and dissolved. 

Returning is being, but only the being of becoming. The eternal return does not bring 

back “the same,” but returning constitutes the only Same of that which becomes. 

(Difference and Repetition, 44) 

What Deleuze theorizes here is a proposition that differences and becoming, as a characteristic of 

the continually differing production of events, are the ontology of being, an ontology of process 

rather than substance. Deleuze understands the idea of eternal return as an everlasting changing 

state of the world, in which every event, instead of repeating the same over and over again, 

continues to differ, proliferate, and multiply, so that change or differentiation is the only thing 

that returns through the cycle. Therefore, the return of the sameness is only the appearance in the 

cycle of time. The ceaseless change through this return of only differences and becoming 

antagonizes the structure of time as a perfect, endless loop that keeps repeating the identical. 

Essentially, it advocates for a presentation of time that is imperfect and less tangible to the 

human mind, contrary a linear structure of time which can be easily comprehended by the mind. 

It situates time as an ever-flowing stream, in which events engender and never return to the same 

position they once were.  

 Specifically, in Tsai’s Taipei trilogy, the gesture of putting these seemingly distinct 

stories together and connecting them through the progression of time produces a sense of change 

in the characters across the stories. Although each story independently produces a complete 

narrative of the protagonist’s failure and uncertainty, together they bring about differences and 
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becoming, as a process of change, that fills in between the films. What may at first appear to be 

the same in the later film becomes a difference in the close connection to the former, informing a 

sense of change, a sense of becoming. However, the simple understanding of a linear progress of 

becoming under the structure of linear time may fail to truly grasp the complexity of the structure 

of time that Tsai gives expression to through his films. The presentation of time is neither a 

perfect loop in which Hsiao-Kang goes on explorations, fails, and then returns to the same point; 

nor is it a perfect linear timeline in which he gradually changes through the events toward a 

specific, predetermined goal.  

To better understand the structure of time in Tsai’s film, it is also necessary to examine 

each film independently, since in each film the structure of time is complicated in a different 

way. For example, in Rebels of the Neon God, Hsiao-Kang’s mom goes to a female Taoist priest 

seeking protections of her family. After she comes back and meets with Hsiao-Kang’s father 

during dinner, she tells him, according to the priest, his intense relationship with Hsiao-Kang is 

because Hsiao-Kang is the reincarnation of Nezha, the Neon God. This Taoism-Buddhism belief 

of eternal reincarnation in traditional Chinese culture connects Hsiao-Kang with the ancient 

mythological being through the recurrence of his spirit through time. Taking this into 

consideration, the variations of Hsiao-Kang’s vocations and his relationships with other 

characters in different films can be interpreted through the view of reincarnation: each Hsiao-

Kang in each of the film is a reincarnation of the same spirit. Although the Hsiao-Kang’s figure 

keeps recurring, the independence of each film in narration suggests a discontinuity between the 

storylines, signifying that Hsiao-Kang is not the same Hsiao-Kang through all the three films. It 

is worth clarifying that here the meaning of reincarnation does not contain the moral guidance of 

life in its original cultural connotation, that is, one’s behaviors can have impact on what they 
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reincarnate into for the next life. Instead of this transcendent relationship of moral causation, the 

importance of reincarnation resides in its connection to Deleuze’s version of eternal recurrence 

as ever-flowing difference-in-itself.  

During each process of reincarnation across each film, Hsiao-Kang continues his 

exploration which inevitably ends failure. If Hsiao-Kang’s journey in each film can be 

represented as a circle (in the sense of the end transforms into a failure which leads him back to 

the starting point instead of a recurring circle that he dwells in) and each of his journeys is 

independent from and does not interfere with other ones (fig.12), then the flow of becoming can 

be understood in such framework: the specific sections of time on the circle do not have direct 

impact on the former or latter reincarnation, yet the circle as a whole compressed into a dot on 

linear timeline becomes an influence towards the later films which generates the flow of 

becoming.  

 

Figure.12 A possible presentation of time in Tsai’s trilogy 

 

It is worth noticing that this illustration of the structure of time cannot be interpreted as the 

precise model that Tsai wants to establish through his film. It is merely one of the possible 

interpretations of Tsai’s debut trilogy. The significance of such interpretation lies in the 
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understanding that Tsai’s film provides an expression of time beyond a simple, tangible linear 

progression.  

More importantly, the structure of time in Tsai’s films does not simply transform from a 

linear model to a two-dimensional model (as suggested by fig.12); time has a far more complex 

structure. The subtle connection between the characters in Rebels plays an important role to 

further complicate this model of time approximated by fig. 12 above. The film suggests by its 

title, Rebels of the Neon God, that the presence of the rebellious figure Nezha is plural, 

suggesting that not only Hsiao-Kang, as explicitly established in the film, is connected the 

Nezha, but that other characters are as well. Thus, the reincarnation of Nezha in this film is not 

merely Hsiao-Kang, but can also be seen in the character of Ah Tze. This connection to a 

communal spirit is expressed in the film through a display of similarity in behaviors between Ah 

Tze and Hsiao-Kang. For instance, the day after hanging out with Ah Bing and Ah Gui, Ah Tze 

goes back to his apartment in the morning and picks up a box of yoghurt in the fridge and takes a 

sniff before tasting it (see fig.13). Similarly, Hsiao-Kang goes back home in the morning after 

being locked up in the video game arcade and sniffs a canned food in the fridge before eating it 

(see fig.14). The highly similar posture of the two characters when sniffing, both standing 

straight and lowering their heads a bit, suggests a shared habit as if they are the same person with 

two bodies.  

 

Figure.13 Ah Tze takes a sniff of the box of yoghurt 
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Figure.14 Hsiao-Kang takes a sniff of canned food 

 

 A more striking moment of correspondent behaviors comes in the morning after Ah Tze 

engages in sexual intercourse with Ah Gui. The film creates a sequence of morning activities that 

connects the actions between Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze. Hsiao-Kang wakes up and goes to the 

bathroom to wash his face. As the sound of flowing water continues, the film’s visual track cuts 

to the scene in which Ah Tze is also washing his face. Ah Tze then picks up a towel and dries his 

face (fig.15) when the film cuts to Hsiao-Kang putting a towel on a rack (fig.16), implying a 

continuation of a shared action. As Hsiao-Kang goes out of the bathroom and starts to drink a 

glass of water while looking up to the ceiling (fig.17), Ah Tze finishes drinking a glass of water 

while looking up to the ceiling (fig.18). This sequence forms a meditation on a series of actions 

that Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze mutually carry out, 

 

 

Figure.15 Ah Tze drying his face with a towel 
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Figure.16 Hsiao-Kang hanging the towel on the rack 

 

Figure.17 Hsiao-Kang starts to drink the water while looking up 

 

Figure.18 Ah Tze finishes drinking while looking up  

 

transcending differences in locations and bodies. The actions and gestures become unified and 

bring the two bodies together in a synchronized rhythm as if they share the same spirit. This 

mobile unity between Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze further secures a connection to the same character 

Nezha, illuminating the understanding that Ah Tze and Hsiao-Kang are both reincarnations of 

Nezha. This suggests a multi-dimensional and multifarious structure of time beyond the former 

established circular structure of time in Rebels (fig.12). Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze, both the 

reincarnation of Nezha, lead two seemingly distinct lives at the same period of time, but during 
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which they encounter and influence each other. Hsiao-Kang’s circular journey in Rebels is then 

layered with Ah Tze’s circle in an imperfect way so that the circles intersect with each other 

(fig.19). In other words, within each circled time, another circle of time coexists.  

 

 

Figure.19 A multi-layered structure of time in Rebels 

 

Moreover, Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze cease to be the stable and unified anthropocentric 

subjectivity that perceives and measures time in the linear structure of time. It is conventional for 

the human mind to construct the passing of time from a subjective angle in which the person 

becomes the subject who fabricates an imagined linear progression that is based on the person’s 

activities and movements. However, according to Deleuze, subordinating time to human 

subjectivity fails to take into account the true nature of time: 

The only subjectivity is time, non-chronological time grasped in its foundation, and it is 

we who are internal to time, not the other way around. That we are in time looks like a 

commonplace, yet it is the highest paradox. Time is not the interior in us, but just the 

opposite, the interiority in which we are, in which we move, live and change. (The Time-

Image, 82) 

Deleuze accentuates here that it is not time that is subordinate to human subjectivity but actually 

the other way around. In only eradicating the structure of subjectivity can the presentation of 
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time reaches a purer state. In the film, as the spirit of Nezha combines both of Hsiao-Kang’s and 

Ah Tze’s activities together, the film blurs the boundary between Hsiao-Kang’s and Ah Tze’s 

timelines. Therefore, Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze cease to be the sole subjectivities that the film 

follows to create a linear progression of change.  

Thus, the double reincarnation of Nezha further complicates the structure of time and also 

removes the barrier of subjectivity in human approach of time description in effort to articulate a 

purer presentation of time. The discourse in trying to picture a structure of time through Tsai’s 

film does not aim to reach a conclusion on how Tsai thinks about time or what the ultimate real 

structure of time is. Through exploring possible structures, it seeks to understand how film is 

capable of presenting time in an unconventional way and beginning the inquiry on the 

philosophy of time, and its bearing on ways of knowing and being in the world. 

What is equally important is how a new presentation of time can provide new knowledge 

and thoughts that conventional cinema cannot, which is also the consequence that Song 

accentuates in reading Tsai’s oeuvre through intratextuality. The gesture of making this series of 

interrelated films with the presentation of a purer form of time opens up more possibilities for the 

audience to interpret the text and at the same time makes the interpretation vulnerable to change 

towards the yet-to-come film he might produce in the future (Song 50). The purer presentation of 

time situates Tsai’s cinema in a constant state of change, indeterminacy, and 

incomprehensibility, which generates new possibilities in understanding the value of truth, 

thought and body in the structure of time.  

To understand these new possibilities, it is essential to examine the differences between 

the cinema of time-image and movement-image. Deleuze asserts that the change from movement-

image to time-image is the transformation of the subordination of time to movement to the 
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subordination of movement to time (The Time-Image xi). D. N. Rodowick, in his book Gilles 

Deleuze’s Time Machine, suggests that time in the cinema of the movement-image for Deleuze is 

constructed in two ways:  

Thus time is subordinated to movement and represented only indirectly through the 

agency of movement in two ways. First it is reduced to a constant, repeated as 

equidistantly spaced intervals. Second it is restricted to a line of action; it flows only 

through rationally segmented, contiguous movements. Time serves here as the measure 

of space and movement; it can only be “seen” through the intermediaries of space and 

movement. (9-10) 

The movement-image presupposes a linear structure of time, which can be represented as a 

number axis. In the number axis, each segment presents a duration solely defined by its length. 

Under this linear structure, the perception of time is established through actions and movements. 

Actions are oriented around the protagonist on screen in the movement-image, as the audience 

perceives the passing of time through a series of actions. For example, in one famous scene in 

Buster Keaton’s Cops (1922), a paradigmatic film of the cinema of movement-image, Keaton 

runs away from a cop after the cop finds him hiding inside of a chest. As soon as Keaton runs out 

of the frame, the film then cuts to him running on a boulevard chased by a group of cops. The 

time that Keaton takes to run from the chest scene to the boulevard does not show on screen, 

while the audience perceives this passage of time through the connections of Keaton’s actions. 

This editing technique, often known as continuity editing or rational editing, is conventional in 

Hollywood cinema and the cinema of movement-image.  

The continuity editing and the linear structure of time in the movement-image leads to a 

concentration of a before and an after, confirming the value of the cause-effect structure. In 
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movement-images, the presentation of time is always manipulated to help films focusing on the 

question what happens before and after. In the scene in Cops, the before is that Keaton starts to 

run as the cop starts to chase, and the after is that he runs on the boulevard when a cop clumsily 

falls on the ground and makes a funny scene by stumping other cops. The duration of running is 

not important at all for this scene; rather, what causes the chase and the effect of the running are 

fundamentally in the core of this sequence to generate a sense of comedy.  

Contrary to the cinema of movement-image, Rebels of the Neon God discards such 

concentration on the before and after and the cause-effect link, and focuses on what is in between 

the cause and effect that the time-image essentially advocates for. The rational editing fails to be 

the dominant editing style in Rebels; instead, the use of irrational cuts become Tsai’s major 

editing technique. The irrational cuts here do not mean a totally free association between the 

cuts, but simply an objection of the continuity editing style. For example, after Hsiao-Kang 

bumps his head on the wall when performing a dance, he lies on the bed with no emotions. The 

film then cuts to a static shot of the traffic outside the hotel and then cuts back to him lying on 

bed. The connections of these cuts cannot be explained through a series of actions or the model 

of cause and effect, since nothing of visual importance actually happens or moves in the 

sequence that draws particular attention. Deficient of a concrete cause-effect relationship, the 

film de-emphasizes the before and after. It converts the question of “What happens next,” to an 

inquiry of “What is happening now?”, pushing the audience to dwell on the time between the 

before and the after and to focus on duration. Instead of explicitly explaining the connection 

between cuts through continuity editing, the inquiry of what is in between stimulates the 

audience to try to understand the connection on their own.  
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Furthermore, the purer presentation of time in Rebels also defies the power of truth. The 

definition of truth gives it a pre-existing value of truthfulness that it has to hold through the 

passage of time. However, truth becomes fragile as it faces a crisis in the Leibnizian paradox of 

incompossible presents (The Time-Image, 130). Taking the aforementioned sequence of the 

morning activities, for example, Hsiao-Kang’s actions and habits are connected with Ah Tze’s in 

a sense that they seem to share the same spirit as if they are both Nezha. Based on the traditional 

mythology that one can only reincarnate into a single being at one time, Nezha’s spirit can only 

be existent in either Hsiao-Kang’s body or Ah Tze’s, yet cannot exist in both of their bodies at 

the same time. Thus, either Hsiao-Kang’s connection to Nezha is true or Ah Tze’s is true but not 

at the same time; in other words, their truthfulnesses are incompossible. However, as Hsiao-

Kang’s and Ah Tze’s connections to Nezha are both presented as truth on screen, the film 

presents these incompossible events concurrently, which forms a simultaneity of incompossible 

presents. Facing the two mutually exclusive truths, the notion of truth is caught in a crisis: on one 

hand, it cannot accept the truthfulness in both events; on the other hand, it cannot deny the 

truthfulness given by the affirmation on screen. As it cannot hold a consistency by either denying 

or accepting this coexistence, this form of truth is doomed to fail in providing the truth value, 

thus cease to be able to enlighten what is true on screen. The destruction of the power of truth 

gives ways to two discussions crucial to enrich the analysis of the film: one epistemological, and 

one political. This chapter will focus on the epistemological discussion, and the political 

discussion will be delivered in the next chapter.   

As the conception of truth ceases to guide the spectators to affirm what happens on 

screen, the power of the false is generated, which, according to Deleuze, replaces the power of 

truth in producing connections between images: 
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This is not at all a case of ‘each has its own truth’, a variability of content. It is a power of 

the false which replaces and supersedes the form of the true, because it poses the 

simultaneity of incompossible presents, or the coexistence of not-necessary true past. … 

The image must be produced in such a way that the past is not necessarily true, or that the 

impossible comes from the possible. (The Time-Image, 131) 

Deleuze argues that the presentation of the incompossible presents does not signify a need for 

decision but an irrelevance of truth. That is, the issue is not to decide which present is true and 

which is false, but to realize that finding the truth is futile and irrelevant in the context. Whether 

Hsiao-Kang or Ah Tze is the reincarnation of Nezha or whether Hsiao-Kang hates or desires Ah 

Tze cease to be the core questions. Instead, by constantly falsifying the established logical links 

between images, the film produces a power of the false that makes seemingly impossible events 

possible or compossible, denying a possible orientation that films can provide to the spectators 

through rational editing.  

 Thus, the film situates the spectators in a constant state of indeterminacy and blurriness. 

Whether Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze are one spirit separating in two bodies, whether Hsiao-Kang 

wants to retaliate Ah Tze or not, and whether Hsiao-Kang is gay or straight. All these questions 

leave undetermined. The intentional failure to link the images through the power of truth 

demands the spectators relink the images themselves. However, the relinkage of images cannot 

be interpreted as an effort to re-shuffle and rearrange the images to make them logical, consistent 

and easily assimilable to the human mind, as that would be merely an endeavor to reinstate the 

power of truth.  

 What is engendered here is the cinema of body replacing a conventional cinema that 

merely focus on the logic as the main venue for understanding the meanings created between 
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images. Deleuze argues that body eventually advocates for an embodied mind to think beyond 

the realm of logic and truth: 

The body is no longer the obstacle that separates thought form itself, that which it has to 

overcome to reach thinking. It is on the contrary that which it plunges into or must plunge 

into, in order to reach the unthought, that is life. Not that the body thinks, but, obstinate 

and stubborn, it forces us to think, and forces us to think what is concealed from thought, 

life…To think is to learn what a non-thinking body is capable of, its capacity, its 

postures. It is through the body (and no longer through the intermediacy of the body) that 

cinema forms its alliance with the spirit, with thought. (The Time-Image, 189) 

As the power of false renders it impossible to think and understand the images with the logical 

mind, the mode of thinking transforms. The body becomes a venue to connect and sense what 

finds expressions on screen, and it thus, according to Deleuze, becomes a direct provocation for 

the spectators to think. The process of thinking through body extends beyond the rational 

thinking process and to the unthought, a form of thought that rationality cannot reach nor 

understand. It is a process of reconnecting with and reading the body, its postures and its 

feelings, and its connection to ways of being and knowing that escape or evade the current state 

of things.  

 Deleuze proposes that the essential attitudes of the body are tiredness and waiting, and it 

is through these attitudes that the film produces unthought in the audience (The Time-

Image,189). He provides an analysis on Jacques Doillon’s film La Pirate (1984) that may help to 

understand the significance of body in producing unthought in Rebels. Deleuze comments on the 

protagonist’s indecisiveness that: 
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It is not that the character finds himself indecisive. It appears rather that two sets are 

really distinct, but that the character, or rather the body in the character, has no way of 

choosing between the two. He is in an impossible posture. The character in Doillon is in 

the situation of not being able to make out the distinct: he is not psychologically 

indecisive, he would be even the opposite. But the predominance is useless to him, 

because he inhabits his body like a zone of indiscernibility…Even if it is decided for him, 

this changes nothing. His body will always retain the imprint of an undecidability which 

was just the passing of life. (The Time-Image, 203)  

Similar to the Deleuze’s comments on La Pirate, in Rebels, the protagonists’ indecisiveness 

cannot be attributed to a deficiency in personality. On the contrary, the beginning of the film 

presents Hsiao-Kang actively trying to reclaim his freedom and Ah Tze wandering in the city 

freely, both illustrating their strong will to act for their desires. The indeterminacy comes in as a 

force exerted on their bodies, making it impossible for them to make choices or act. This force 

comes from the society and is assimilated by the body, putting them in a painful situation in 

which they become tired and exhausted. This leads to the displacement of desires and emotions 

and the constant failure of satisfactions. The characters are stuck inside a body with which they 

constantly eat, drink, smoke, lie on bed, have sex and wait. The exploration of identity and 

intimacy is doomed to fail in the body as the desires of the body are, since the very beginning, in 

a perpetual state of indeterminacy.  

 As the bodies on screen stay in an uncertain state, the spectators who endure the film 

situate their bodies into a similar state as the bodies on screen, waiting for things to happen and 

gradually getting tired and exhausted. It is through the gesture of waiting and exhaustion that the 

spectators start to connect to Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze. The characters cease to be observed 
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objectively by the spectators but reside subjectively inside them, blurring the boundary between 

objectivity and subjectivity. The mind stops searching for rational connections between images 

and cuts, and the body starts to experience the passing of time on screen as well as in reality. The 

pure sensation of time makes it possible for the generation of the unthought that is not yet 

possible to the human mind, and thus grasps what is indiscernible, incomprehensible and 

inarticulate to the rational mind that relinks the images together and embodied knowledge and 

affect.  

Through the creation of the purer presentation of time that subverts the conventional 

anthropocentric linear structure of time, Rebels of the Neon God evocatively presents cinema’s 

capacity to engage in the complex discussion of philosophy on time. Consequently, it leads to an 

exploration of a new form of knowledge, the unthought, that situates itself in and through the 

body. In connecting the body to the screen, Rebels challenges the conventional way of producing 

meanings in cinema and of receiving meanings in spectators.  

 

 

Fabulation and Queer Temporality 

 As an openly gay film director, Tsai Ming-Liang has consistently incorporated some 

queer elements into his films throughout his career. For examples, in Vive L’amour, Hsiao-Kang 

desires to have sex with the other male protagonist with whom he shares an apartment secretly; 

in The River, Hsiao-Kang goes to a gay-cruising bathhouse and later finds out that he has sex 

with his father. Interestingly, although queerness has been a prevalent topic for film scholars and 

critics who explore Tsai’s films, Rebels of Neon God is seldomly mentioned in the academic 

works, partly because of its more covert and seemingly non-existent presentation of gay 
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characters. Nevertheless, the film explores queerness beyond representation through its temporal 

and affective dimensions. This chapter focuses on the Hsiao-Kang’s exploration of gay identity 

and how such covert presentation facilitates a creation of a new group of people in a 

glocalization effort according to Deleuze’s idea of fabulation. Then, it will connect the film to 

Lee Edelman’s critique of reproductive futurism in his book No Future to explore how Rebels 

rejects the social conventions. 

To start with, it is necessary to examine thoroughly how Rebels, a film which does not 

present queerness explicitly, allows for a close queer reading, beyond the queer identity of the 

director. Admittedly, while the spectators may not regard it as a queer or, more precisely, gay 

film at first sight, as the presentation of sexual desires and intimacies is dominantly and 

explicitly heterosexual. It may not be until spectators watch Tsai’s later works can they start to 

realize the queerness in this film. In other words, the queer resonances in this film can be 

achieved through the intertextuality between Tsai’s films. As mentioned in chapter two, the 

protagonist of all his works is Hsiao-Kang, performed by the same actor Lee Kang-sheng. 

Through connecting the different presentations of gay sexual desires in the later films, spectators 

can retrospectively realize the fact that gay identity is deeply rooted in the character of Hsiao-

Kang.  

Moreover, it is through attending closely to the context within Rebels can one also find 

queer representation on screen. As mentioned in chapter one, the film in general portrays Hsiao-

Kang’s journey of searching for his freedom. What intersperses in Hsiao-Kang’s journey of 

searching for freedom is the breakdown of old identities and the exploration of new identities, 

especially disguised queer identity. The queer representation is extremely subtle in the film, in 

which the most on the nose queer coding is the poster that Hsiao-Kang stares at in the video 
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game arcade (fig.20). The poster is a popular movie star in the 1950s, James Dean, in his famous 

film Rebels Without a Cause (1955). Dean is regarded one of the most canonical gay icons of all 

time by a popular magazine Gay Times, due to his ambivalent sexuality in his personal life 

(Wotherspoon and Aldrich 105). As this intertextual reference and the gesture of starring at the 

poster provides the spectators with a window into the question of Hsiao-Kang’s sexuality, the 

failure of aligning his desire for revenge on Ah Tze with subsequent gratification further 

emphasizes the ambiguity of his sexuality. The apparent dissatisfaction from the revenge 

catalyzes the reconsideration of his desire towards Ah Tze, leaving for a probability of 

nonnormative sexual desire. While the film does not corroborate this probability in any explicit 

sense, it nonetheless presents a fundamental ambiguity of sexuality to Hsiao-Kang himself as 

well as to the spectators. As the film ends with Hsiao-Kang leaving the telephone dating center 

without communicating with anyone through the phone, his desire for intimacy or, more 

specifically, for female intimacy is denied by his own actions, further leaving his sexuality in a 

state of indeterminacy. The ambivalence of his sexual identity thus leaves room for queer 

analyses, and a proliferation of queer intonations. 

 

 

Figure.20 Hsiao-Kang starring at the James Dean poster 
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However, such reading of the film might require a specific group of queer or queerly 

oriented audiences who read Hsiao-Kang as queer due to their familiarity with Tsai’s other films 

or sexual identity and their knowledge of popular gay icons of 1950s Hollywood cinema. 

Curiously, the reference to James Dean also brings to the fore the legibility of the film in relation 

to possible different (Western) audiences, since those audiences of 1990s Taiwan may not have 

been familiar with Dean. Thus, it is important to answer the questions of how the film addresses 

or hails different audiences and what is the significance through reading it queerly. Through 

understanding Deleuze’s idea of fabulation, we may be able to better frame these questions and 

try to answer them.  

 Resonating with the last chapter, Deleuze connects the power of the false with cinema of 

political consequence, manifested in this film in its queer political investments. In the cinema of 

movement-image, Deleuze believes that cinema presupposes a collectivity of people, who share 

an identity and solve crises together (The Time-Image, 216). However, after the World War II, 

the cinema of the time-image denies such a unified and pre-existing collectivity. As the power of 

truth becomes vulnerable in a complex structure of non-linear time, the unanimity and coherence 

of collective identities in time becomes vulnerable as well. Since the power of the false suggests 

a constant change and falsification of the previous presents, collective identities, no longer 

maintain their sameness and fixity in time. Thus, the cinema reaches a state in which “the people 

no longer exist, or not yet…the people are missing” (The Time-Image, 216). It is important to 

clarify that this does not mean that the people are not existing in the real world; rather, it means 

that either the people have not realized their own identities due to the lack of proper vocabularies 

to define themselves or the people have not been able to form a collectivity that facilitates the 

public to see their existences.  
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  This phenomenon coincides with the social situations for the LGBT people in Taiwan at 

the time when the film was produced. The first openly gay and lesbian magazine Ai Bao did not 

exist until 1993; male homosexual behaviors in public was penalized by the Social Order Statue 

implemented in 1990, which categorizes them as “deleterious to custom”; and the proper term to 

describe gays and lesbians, tongzhi, did not get imported to the island until the early 1990s 

(Martin 13). Fran Martin, in the introduction of his book Situating Sexualities: Queer 

Representation in Taiwanese Fiction, Film and Public Culture, describes the political 

environment in Taiwan: 

On one hand, the absence of direct reference to homosexuality in the colonial legal codes 

of the Japanese and KMT administrations fails to produce tongxinglian (the Chinese 

word for gay or lesbian) or any equivalent category legally as a substantial, coherent 

group of either behaviours or persons. On the other hand, current criminal and social 

order laws continue effectively to link unruly sexualities (those that are public, 

homosexual, and non-familial) with imagined threats to the nation of the Republic of 

China... (13) 

In other words, the legal system and the majority of people in Taiwan did not recognize gays and 

lesbians as a collectivity that actually exists in the society, while at the same time considering 

homosexual behaviors as immoral that need to be punished. The denial of the collective 

existence and the lack of venues to openly express themselves pushed gay people in the early 

1990s into the shadow of the dominant, heterosexist society.  

 During such a political period, Tsai produced Rebels and released it in 1992, which in a 

sense represents this seemingly non-existence of the queer people inside the society. The gesture 

of making Hsiao-Kang’s sexual identity latent or secret reflects the social and political 
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environment of that time. By heavily focusing on Ah Tze and Ah Gui’s complex relationship of 

lust and desire, Tsai foregrounds heterosexual loves and adolescent rebellions, portraying a 

collectivity of heteronormative teenagers on screen. The character Hsiao-Kang, even if he is 

queer, is then subjected to this hegemonical structure of heteronormativity, in which his effort to 

redefine himself is left unnoticed and unaccentuated by dominant epistemologies. For example, 

the act of Hsiao-Kang starring at the James Dean poster is placed the left corner of the frame 

while Ah Tze and his friends coming out of the video game arcade is positioned in the dominant 

portion of the frame, downplaying this gesture of starring and the necessity of decoding the 

poster for the audience. Marginalizing Hsiao-Kang’s exploration of sexuality, on one level, the 

film manages to present an image that resonates with the social situation of Taiwan where the 

existence of queer people is not even considered by the mass.  

 Through the sense that there is not a group of people to address, the film engages in the 

project of speculating on how cinema can present a group of people that is not yet existent. 

Deleuze addresses this issue through reappropriation of Kafka’s idea of minor literature and third 

cinema filmmakers: 

Sometimes the third world film-maker finds himself before an illiterate public, swamped 

by American, Egyptian or Indian serials, and karate films, and he has to go through all 

this, it is this material that he has to work on, to extract from it the elements of a people 

who are still missing. Sometimes the minority film-maker finds himself in the impasse 

described by Kafka: the impossibility of not ‘writing’, the impossibility of writing in the 

dominant language, the impossibility of writing differently… and it is through this state 

of crisis he has to pass, it is through this that he has to resolve. (The Time-Image, 217) 
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Deleuze states here that in colonized area of the world, the indigenous filmmakers find it 

particular hard to create a film that can represent their people, as the colonial power controls 

their dominant language, history, and culture. Any effort to represent the indigenous people on 

screen will automatically subjected to the hegemonical ideology and techniques of the 

colonizers, which limit the possibility of articulation for the decolonized and liberated 

subjectivities. For Tsai, colonization has a more cultural connotation different from its traditional 

meaning. Based in 1990s Taiwan, Tsai’s films face a double colonization. On the one hand, since 

the beginning of cinema, the cinematic language has been controlled by the Western world; on 

the other hand, the active LGBT movements and presentations on screen in western countries 

become prevalent and paradigmatic in the third world regions for gay identities and ideologies.  

To better understand how Tsai decolonizes these ideologies from the dominant western 

world, it is helpful to first see how these ideologies are encoded in Ang Lee’s The Wedding 

Banquet (Xiyan, 1993), a film also mentioning Taiwanese-Chinese queerness and presenting 

China-diaspora gay identity on screen. The Wedding Banquet presents the story of Gao Wei-

tong, a gay Taiwanese who comes to the U.S. at a very young age, marries Wei-wei, a girl who 

needs a visa to stay in the country, in order to cover up his sexuality from his parents. As his 

parents come to the U.S. and plan for the wedding banquet, Wei-tong finds it harder and harder 

to keep the secret. He tells his mother the secret, while his father discovers it from Wei-tong’s 

partner Simon. At first, his mother disapproves his sexuality. However, as Wei-tong’s parents 

find out that Wei-tong and Wei-wei are having a child, they stop interfering and leave the 

country.  

 What is particularly interesting in The Wedding Banquet is its presentation of a 

Taiwanese-Chinese inheritance mixed with the Americanized gay identity. The major conflict of 
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the film comes into places when Wei-tong confesses to his mother, Mrs. Gao, after his father 

goes into the hospital: 

Wei-tong:  Ma, I’m homosexual. Simon is actually my real lover. We have lived together 

for five years. 

 Mrs. Gao: Did Simon lure you into this? How can you be so silly? 

 Wei-tong: Nobody lures me. I am like this since you gave birth to me. 

Mrs. Gao: Nonsense! Didn’t you have relationship with girls in college, like Ah Zheng     

and Lei-lei? Didn’t you have a good time with them?  

This conversation presents a contrast between Wei-tong and Mrs. Gao’s conceptions of 

sexuality. Mrs. Gao’s series of questions situate Wei-tong’s sexuality as external and perverse, 

influenced by Simon and the American culture which express her belief that one can become 

“normal” (heterosexual) again. In contrast, Wei-tong argues that his sexuality is innate and 

normal. Although the confrontation here seems to suggest different understandings of 

homosexuality are caused by difference in culture, the cultural clash in the film is presented not 

as a dichotomy of opinions, but as one right and the other wrong. The conversation continues as 

Wei-tong explains how he is normal as other heterosexual people and how valuable and natural 

his relationship is with Simon. As Mrs. Gao listens to him for the whole time without 

responding, the film portrays Wei-tong as engaging a process of “preaching” the knowledge of 

homosexuality to his mom, in a way to establish the truthfulness of his argument and positioning 

his mother’s questions as misunderstanding. 

 As the ending presents Wei-tong’s parents leaving the U.S., acquiescing to his gayness, 

the film portrays a victory of gay identity over the traditional Chinese family and culture. 

Although the film is the one of the earliest gay presentations on screen in Chinese culture, it 
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nevertheless presents a struggle that is external to his cultural background. Wei-tong 

superficially identifies as Taiwanese while deeply does not care much about his Chinese-ness. In 

his house, he puts many American gay items on the shelf; yet, as his parents are coming to the 

U.S., he hides them and puts a traditional Chinese calligraphy on wall. Additionally, he 

disapproves of the “necessary” trajectory of life of marrying a woman and having children to 

which his parents attach great importance. This shows the film does not present a struggle of 

identity emerging from Wei-tong’s internal conflict between his Chinese inheritance and his gay 

identity which he both embraces. His effort to express his heritage on screen is superficial and 

unwilling only to cater to the wishes of their parents. What is at stake here is not the cultural 

clash of queerness between Chinese and American ideologies or between the old and young 

generations. Rather, the Chinese-ness in the film merely is superficial appeal to giving 

representation of a Chinese gay man in the frame of American gay ideology. The truth is that as 

Wei-tong Chinese identity seems to be only superficial, his gay identity evades from the possible 

conflict within himself and manages to re-ascertain itself in the end of the film. This gay identity 

is purely American: determinate, self-assuring, and prideful. Thus, the spectators do not see a 

painstaking process of conflict between gayness and traditional Chinese conception of normal 

sexuality; rather, they see a product of an Americanized gay man with a camouflage of Chinese 

culture reassuring his American identity on screen. What is left unexplored is a Chinese gay 

identity deeply rooted in the Chinese culture, and, moreover, how Chinese gay identity can find 

expression on the screen in a way that moves through and beyond the limited influence of 

westernized gay cinema. 

 In Rebels, Tsai provides an alternative answer to these questions. He refuses direct 

representation of a preconceived identity and instead gestures at queerness as a structuring 
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absence felt on the horizon, calling a self-defined and liberated collectivity into existence. 

Instead of presupposing a gay Chinese man on screen like The Wedding Banquet does, Rebels 

presents a heteronormative world without an overtly queer character through the whole film. The 

film revolves them around with heterosexual desires without showing explicitly any homosexual 

desire on screen constructs a world of heterosexuality in which homosexuality does not seem to 

exist. The non-existence of queerness facilitates a process which Deleuze calls fabulation, which 

signifies a mythmaking process that creates and addresses “a people who may not yet exist and 

whom the theater must help bring into existence” (Rodowick 141). Deleuze argues that, through 

such accentuation on the non-existence of a group of people, cinema can eventually call them 

into existence: 

Art, and especially cinematographic art, must take part in this task: not that of addressing 

a people, which is presupposed already there, but of contributing to the invention of a 

people. The moment the master, or the colonizer, proclaims ‘There have never been 

people here,’ the missing people are a becoming, they invent themselves, in shanty towns 

and camps, or in ghettos, in new conditions of struggles to which a necessary political art 

must contribute. (The Time-Image, 217) 

In other words, the cinema ceases to presuppose a collectivity of people and represent them on 

screen; rather, it is through the gesture of filmmaking that cinema calls a group of people into 

existence. It is important to notice to this call of existence does not refer directly to a 

conventional political-activist cinema which advocates for actions of the oppressed people to 

subvert the social hierarchy. Rather, it is an alternative kind of political cinema. By putting forth 

a minor use of the major language of cinema, historically dominated and colonized by the West, 

Rebels challenges the hegemony of Western ideologies and gives expression to the desire to 
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bring these indigenous queer identities into existence. Subverting the conventional cinematic 

techniques, Rebels establishes a cinematic world of gay identity that is no longer tied to Western 

identities, but is imperceptible, futural, autopoietic, and fundamentally undetermined, deeply 

rooted in the Taiwanese society during the early 1990s.  

 Moreover, instead of defying a Westernized gay identity in favor of a legible localized 

version, the film poses more questions about the local gay identity than definitively answering 

them. By establishing a world in which the localized gay identity only exists through the 

acknowledgement of its non-existence, the film refuses to the present a singular and unified 

sense of the gay identity in Taipei, and instead opens up to a more complex discussion about 

identity, queerness, and ways of knowing and being in the world. This is what Deleuze calls a 

minor cinema, “one that recognizes the contingency and multiplicity – the hybridity – of all 

cultural objects” (Veresis 168). What Rebels participates in is a larger project, making the queer 

identity impossible to be fully presented on screen, recognizing the complexity of queerness and 

regional identities that conventional cinema like The Wedding Banquet fails to acknowledge.  

 Although Rebels seems to engage in a particular approach to explorations of queer 

identity independent from Western ideologies, it also challenges a heteronormative conception of 

time similar with the discourse in Western queer theories. In the first chapter of Lee Edelman’s 

book No Future: Queer Theory and Death Drive, “The future is kid stuff,” he argues against the 

conception of reproductive futurism, which describes societal structure of linear time in which 

the reproduction of heterosexual coupling and children supports the perpetual continuation of the 

society (Edelman 2). He argues that the consequence of such structure is, “preserving in the 

process the absolute privilege of heteronormativity by rendering unthinkable, by casting outside 

the political domain, the possibility of a queer resistance to this organizing principle of 



Lu 49 

communal relations” (Edelman 2). Essentially, he argues that the insistence of hope of the 

society, embedded in the investment of Children, affirms the hegemony of heterosexuality and 

makes it unthinkable to begin a queer discourse. Similarly, Rebels also sheds light on how to 

defy a hegemonic social structure towards the idea of hope.  

Besides the contrast between Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze the film creates at the beginning of 

the film, the technique to record their activities with respect to their desires is fundamentally 

different. The actions of Hsiao-Kang are depicted through a subjective journey of searching 

constructed with his desires and his familial background, while those of Ah Tze is depicted 

through an objective observation of drifting without any information on his motives. Despite the 

difference in presentation, Ah Tze’s and Hsiao-Kang’s stories come into a collective end of 

failure and indeterminacy. The camera follows the subjective course of change with Hsiao-

Kang’s psychology and activities, providing a seemingly significant change through the 

progression in Hsiao-Kang’s exploration of identity. However, the film ends on Hsiao-Kang’s 

indeterminacy of picking up the phone to connect with someone and leaving the telephone dating 

center, eventually denying the optimistic course of change and placing Hsiao-Kang’s identity 

once again in an indetermined state. On the other hand, the objective portrayal of Ah Tze’s life 

provides an impression that what the film shows is only a small section of his life. As Ah Tze’s 

story ends with him hugging and crying with Ah Gui terrified of the unknown future, the film 

deliberately poses the question rather than answering it: what does Ah Tze want in the future? It 

indicates a possible loop of life for Ah Tze that he will keep wandering in the future 

encountering futile intimacy and failing to feel gratified.  

Thus, by converging the two protagonists to the similar doomed failure and undetermined 

future, Rebels presents a queerness that is both a failure and destruction towards the future, and 
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thus defies the conventional belief that the future is hope. The portrayal of the protagonists as 

young rebellious figures and the ultimate failure of both their inquiries denies a pre-determined 

social ideology that they will finally get what they want and become happy. It is through the 

affirmation of the ultimate failure and destruction, according to Edelman, can queer politics 

essentially breaks the hegemony of heterosexist society oriented by reproductive futurism: 

Our queerness has nothing to offer a Symbolic that lives by denying that nothingness 

except an insistence on the haunting excess that this nothingness entails, an insistence on 

the negativity that pierces the fantasy screen of futurity, shattering narrative temporality 

with irony’s always explosive force. And so what is queerest about us, queerest within us, 

and queerest despite us is this willingness to insist intransitively—to insist that the future 

stop here. (Edelman 31) 

Essentially, Edelman argues that besides the queer pride and visibility movements, the queer 

politics needs to take a more ferocious action through acknowledging and insisting on the 

destructive power of queerness. By blatantly presenting the claim that there is “no future,” the 

queer politics could eventually subvert the dominant heterosexist social order and embrace a new 

order that allows for a new model of futurity.  

 The presentation of characters like Hsiao-Kang and Ah Tze is the effort of vigorously 

participating in the advocacy of such queer politics. Through the process of fabulation, the film 

calls for the “non-existent” people finally to come into existence, enabling them to describe and 

articulate themselves. At the same time, by presenting the failures and indeterminacies, the film 

creates a presentation on screen fundamentally challenges a dominant projection of future as 

hope, thus destructing a world in which heteronormativity leads to optimistic changes and 
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answers. It is through the denial of the link between heteronormativity and future that the film 

calls for a new structure of social order that embraces the demise of a heterosexist future.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 In April 2010, film critic Nick James published an article “Passive Aggressive” in Sight 

& Sound that criticizes slowness as a trend in art cinema. He argues that although he enjoys some 

of the slow films very much, he expresses skepticism about the trendiness of slowness and its 

relation to the economic and cultural systems of valuation that produce and valorize it: 

After all, the festivals themselves commission many of these productions, and such films 

are easy to remember and discuss in detail because details are few. The bargain the newer 

variety of slow films seem to impose on the viewer is simple: it's up to you to draw on 

your stoic patience and the fascination in your gaze, in case you miss a masterpiece. 

(James 5) 

In other words, he believes that slowness may offer the viewers and critics an easier way to 

understand and converse about the film, since the content of films will be easier to remember and 

discussion due to slowness. Although James proposes an issue worth thinking about, the paper 

serves as the antithesis of his argument, denying an easier understanding for the spectators and 

the critics. Presenting the inactions and indeterminacies of the protagonists on screen without 

giving resolutions, Tsai Ming-liang’s debut film Rebels of the Neon God undoubtably counts in 

the cinema of slowness, yet it makes effort to challenge the conventional filmmaking techniques 

as well as filmmaking philosophy. Through the presentation of slowness, Rebels reaches the 

time-image, foregrounding a cinema of body that produces new categories of knowledge to the 
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audiences; through the emphasis on the bodies both on screen and of spectators, the film create a 

purer structure of time and make it possible a different approach to present queer identity. Thus, 

cinema of slowness does not facilitate the spectator’s complete and stable comprehension of 

meanings of films, rather it complicates them, advocating for an understanding beyond the 

conventional epistemology of perceptivity and understanding.  

  Although this paper argues that Rebels of the Neon God gives expression to a more 

complex structure of time and the calling into existence of a people through fabulation, it does 

not suggest a definite and finite interpretation to the film. On the contrary, through presenting the 

possibilities of different understandings of time and queerness in this film, the paper argues for 

an interpretation that is imperceptible, uncertain, and ever-changing. Instead of trying to 

understand and pun down time and queerness on screen, this paper provides a framework for 

sensing and deciphering what exceeds explicit representation and representability. It is an 

acknowledgement of the complicated nature of time as well as the embodied knowledge that 

flows and leaks from shots and sequences. Moreover, it advocates for a further understanding of 

the film through the combination of affect, philosophy, and film theories. Through such a 

proposition, the paper raises more questions in the larger scope on the philosophical and the 

political realm of cinema.  

 For one, what is the future of time in cinema? Since the birth cinema is a series of 

moving images, it seems to be bound to only capture the illusion of time. However, as Rebels 

shows how the time-image creates a purer presentation of time, the cinema becomes an apparatus 

to explore philosophy of time beyond this limitation of illusions. The question is then how can 

cinema push further towards the exploration on time to reach an ultimately pure presentation of 

time, if there exists one? Is the time-image the final form in the history of cinematic evolutions?  
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 For another, with political cinema’s continuing emphasis on representation, what is the 

future of queer cinema in Taiwan, how does Tsai figure into this future, and where might be take 

us next? With ever-shifting political and social landscape and growing acceptance of LGBTQ 

issues, indicated by such event as the same-sex marriage legalized in Taiwan in 2019, more and 

more gay films have found visibility and success in Taiwanese society. Dear Ex (Sheixian 

Aishang Tade, 2018) won the best feature-length film in the 20th Taipei Film Festival and Your 

Name Engraved Herein (Kezai Nixindide Minzi, 2020) was nominated for the best feature-

length film for the 22nd Taipei Film Festival. Contrary to Tsai’s films, both of these films present 

a gay identity that is self-affirming, embracing and prideful. Nevertheless, Tsai continued to 

produce Days (Rizi, 2020) and gained success in the Berlin Film Festival. The question then is 

what is the future of Taiwanese queer cinema, the new affirmative mainstream gay presentation 

or the arthouse underground gay implication? The answer may not be given at this point; yet it is 

essential to attend closely to these questions to better understand queer cinema and queer 

movements in present Taiwan. 

The charm of the art cinema, as Jean Ma argues, is that it “always perverts the standard 

categories used to divide up institutions, locations, histories, or spectators” (Ma 339). By 

answering the questions and subsequently raising more questions in art cinema, we could push 

beyond our current era’s image of thought and the possible, grasping toward different modes of 

knowledge and embodied relations.  
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