


A
m
er
as
ia
	 Jo
ur
na
l	 

20
11

2



3

Amerasia	 Journal	 37:2	 (2011):	 

Marginalized	 Sexuality	 in	 
Tsai	 Ming	 Liang’s	 Cinema

Dennis	 Lo

Repeated	 viewings	 of	 Taiwanese	 director	 Tsai	 Ming	 Liang’s	 films	 
never	 fail	 to	 inspire	 more	 questions	 than	 answers.	 	 Celebrated	 
as	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 living	 directors	 in	 numerous	 international	 
film	 festivals,	 yet	 often	 denounced	 in	 his	 home	 base	 of	 Taiwan	 for	 
misrepresenting	 or	 even	 reifying	 contemporary	 social	 ailments,	 
Tsai	 is	 renowned	 for	 his	 contemplative	 yet	 provocative	 investiga-

tions	 of	 social,	 sexual,	 and	 cultural	 border	 crossings.	 	 His	 recep-

tion	 in	 recent	 academic	 scholarship	 in	 Chinese-language	 cinema	 
studies	 is	 equally	 divided.	 	 Described	 by	 some	 as	 an	 avant-gard-

ist	 in	 search	 of	 alternative	 modes	 of	 everyday	 survival	 for	 mar-
ginalized	 social	 figures,	 but	 by	 others	 as	 producing	 a	 self-serv-

ing	 “cinema	 of	 disillusionment,”	 only	 one	 aspect	 of	 his	 films	 is	 
agreed	 upon:	 the	 freedom	 it	 imparts	 upon	 the	 spectator	 through	 
lyrical	 and	 sympathetic,	 yet	 frequently	 ambivalent	 portraits	 of	 
social	 marginalization.

Indeed,	 behind	 what	 popular	 critics	 have	 called	 his	 seeming-

ly	 “eventless”	 plots	 and	 aesthetic	 austerity	 is	 a	 deep	 concern	 for	 
using	 film	 as	 a	 device	 to	 diagnose	 and	 suggest	 solutions	 to	 vari-
ous	 forms	 of	 urban	 malaise.	 	 The	 effect	 of	 ambivalence	 is	 never	 
pursued	 for	 its	 own	 sake,	 but	 develops	 from	 the	 social	 contradic-
tions	 embedded	 in	 the	 voluptuously	 constructed	 diegetic	 envi-
ronments	 of	 the	 films.	 	 Specifically,	 Tsai’s	 works	 problematize	 an	 
assumption	 intrinsic	 to	 modernist	 aesthetics,	 that	 the	 severance	 
of	 the	 spectator’s	 emotional	 engagement	 from	 the	 illusory	 “natu-

ralism”	 of	 the	 narrative	 must	 presuppose	 active	 modes	 of	 specta-

torship.	 	 In	 fact,	 the	 ambivalence	 in	 Tsai’s	 films	 places	 the	 specta-

tor	 contiguous—neither	 fully	 within	 nor	 fully	 omniscient—to	 the	 
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films’	 webs	 of	 complex	 social	 relationships.	 	 For	 many	 viewers,	 
this	 contiguity	 is	 both	 voyeuristic	 and	 participatory,	 constituting	 
a	 simultaneously	 uncomfortable	 yet	 liberating	 position.	 	 Thus,	 
his	 is	 not	 merely	 a	 cinema	 about	 the	 marginal,	 but	 a	 cinema	 writ-
ten	 from	 the	 margins,	 one	 that	 stimulates	 an	 exploration	 of	 not	 
only	 the	 arbitrariness	 of	 various	 social	 conventions,	 but	 also	 in-

terrogates	 the	 social	 assumptions	 spectators	 bring	 with	 them	 as	 
they	 come	 to	 identify	 with	 and	 disavow	 the	 films’	 characters.

But	 what	 exactly	 constitutes	 the	 margins,	 and	 which	 elements	 
make	 his	 films	 marginal?	 	 Much	 has	 been	 written	 on	 how	 his	 de-

piction	 of	 alternative—and	 often	 “primitive”	 and	 surreal—sexual	 
practices	 willingly	 defy	 patriarchal	 norms	 to	 reveal	 the	 alienation	 
of	 the	 individual’s	 body	 in	 contemporary	 urban	 environments.	 	 
Even	 his	 trademark	 use	 of	 contemplative	 and	 meandering	 long	 
shots	 and	 long	 takes	 is	 said	 to	 aesthetically	 construct	 alternative	 
practices	 as	 transgressions	 and	 appropriations	 of	 public	 and	 pri-
vate	 places.	 	 Yet	 these	 studies	 of	 stylistic	 and	 narratological	 ele-

ments	 make	 the	 assumption	 that	 there	 is	 a	 fixed	 system	 of	 social	 
norms	 Tsai	 sets	 out	 to	 deconstruct,	 and	 that	 it	 is	 this	 humanist	 and	 
critical	 mode	 of	 opposition	 that	 makes	 his	 cinema	 a	 marginal	 one.	 	 
Instead	 of	 conflating	 marginality	 with	 the	 oppositional,	 however,	 
I	 invite	 the	 reader	 to	 envision	 a	 form	 of	 marginality	 that	 reveals	 
the	 problematic	 constructions	 of	 his	 characters’	 identities,	 that	 it	 
designates	 the	 social	 categories	 the	 characters	 fall	 into.	 	 

After	 all,	 for	 Tsai,	 one	 of	 Taiwan’s	 few	 openly	 homosexual	 
directors	 and	 a	 transnational	 who	 emigrated	 to	 Taiwan	 from	 Ma-

laysia,	 the	 margins	 are	 neither	 fixed	 social	 categories	 nor	 even	 
geographical	 places.	 	 Rather,	 the	 margins	 are	 positions	 of	 living	 
defined	 less	 by	 a	 direct	 opposition	 to	 dominant	 social	 and	 ideo-

logical	 apparatuses	 than	 by	 a	 state	 of	 irresolvable	 incompatibility	 
between	 disparate	 places	 and	 hegemonic	 social	 conventions.	 	 In	 
fact,	 each	 of	 Tsai’s	 films	 constructs	 a	 diegetic	 environment	 that	 
tests	 the	 conditions	 by	 breaking	 established	 social	 conventions	 
and	 establishing	 new	 ones.	 	 Thus,	 the	 marginal	 is	 neither	 the	 vi-
sual	 quality	 of	 a	 dilapidated	 setting,	 nor	 the	 socioeconomic	 po-

sition	 of	 a	 socially	 spurned	 individual,	 but	 an	 ambiguous	 state	 
of	 being	 in	 which	 the	 characters’	 agencies	 are	 challenged	 by	 the	 
very	 visual	 and	 narrative	 constraints	 set	 by	 the	 constructed	 en-

vironment,	 a	 mode	 of	 ambiguous	 agency	 that	 Julia	 Kristeva	 calls	 
the	 “abject.”

Living	 in	 states	 of	 abjection,	 then,	 the	 characters	 in	 Tsai’s	 
films	 are	 neither	 purely	 objectified	 as	 bodies	 to	 be	 consumed	 by	 
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other	 characters	 nor	 subjects	 fully	 in	 control	 of	 their	 own	 des-
tines.	 	 Rather,	 they	 drift	 aimlessly,	 alternating	 between	 the	 roles	 
of	 victims	 and	 abusers	 who	 stop	 in	 their	 urban	 meanderings	 
only	 to	 pursue	 occasional	 desires	 and	 curiosities.	 	 Significantly,	 
this	 everyday	 practice	 of	 drifting	 extends	 beyond	 the	 confines	 
of	 local	 settings	 in	 Taiwanese	 society,	 while	 mapping	 the	 experi-
ences	 of	 transnational	 exiles	 in	 international	 settings.	 	 In	 I Don’t 

Want to Sleep Alone	 (2006),	 Tsai	 returns	 to	 his	 childhood	 home	 of	 
Malaysia,	 only	 to	 find	 himself	 feeling	 as	 alienated	 from	 the	 local	 
environment	 as	 in	 Taiwan.	 	 Simultaneously	 identifying	 with,	 but	 
also	 inevitably	 distant	 from	 the	 migrant	 laborers’	 experiences	 
of	 alienation,	 this	 film	 is	 equally	 critical	 and	 sympathetic	 of	 the	 
challenges	 of	 interpersonal	 relationships	 that	 the	 characters	 en-

counter	 and	 observe	 in	 the	 inhospitable	 environments	 of	 Kuala	 
Lumpur.

The	 structure	 of	 the	 plot	 is	 itself	 a	 study	 of	 the	 process	 in	 
which	 the	 abject	 figure	 may	 evade	 hegemonic	 modes	 of	 social	 
control,	 only	 to	 find	 themselves	 in	 danger	 of	 being	 dominated	 
by	 the	 politics	 of	 interpersonal	 relationships.	 	 A	 Bangladeshi	 
migrant	 worker	 named	 Rawan	 discovers	 an	 injured	 Chinese	 va-

grant	 (played	 by	 actor	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen	 )and	 nurses	 him	 back	 to	 
health.	 	 Isolated	 by	 the	 Bangladeshi	 diasporic	 community	 due	 
to	 his	 homosexuality,	 then	 spurned	 by	 the	 vagrant	 who	 fails	 
to	 reciprocate	 affectionately,	 Rawan	 nearly	 kills	 the	 vagrant	 in	 
a	 fit	 of	 rage,	 but	 backs	 down	 as	 the	 two	 exchange	 a	 glance	 of	 
mutual	 understanding	 and	 recognition.	 	 Roughly	 in	 parallel	 to	 
this	 narrative,	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen	 plays	 the	 incapacitated—living	 in	 
a	 “vegetable”	 state—son	 of	 a	 Malaysian	 diasporic	 Chinese	 res-
taurant	 manager.	 	 With	 no	 agency	 whatsoever,	 he	 is	 cared	 for,	 
but	 also	 sexually	 abused	 by	 his	 mother,	 who	 coerces	 the	 female	 
waitress	 working	 in	 the	 restaurant	 to	 provide	 sexual	 relief	 for	 
her	 son.	 	 While	 there	 is	 no	 conventional	 “resolution”	 to	 these	 
parallel	 plots,	 the	 final	 scene	 depicts	 Rawan,	 the	 vagrant,	 and	 
the	 female	 waitress	 asleep	 over	 a	 mattress,	 floating	 tranquilly	 
within	 an	 empty	 and	 flooded	 construction	 site.	 	 Constituting	 an	 
escape	 from	 other	 places	 in	 Kuala	 Lumpur	 where	 they	 are	 each	 
subject	 to	 the	 dominating	 tendencies	 of	 other	 individuals,	 this	 
scene	 visually	 constructs	 the	 bodies	 with	 their	 social	 differences	 
equalized	 and	 blurred.	 	 Even	 the	 mattress	 assumes	 the	 role	 of	 a	 
central	 character	 that	 parallels	 the	 other	 figures	 played	 by	 Lee	 
Kang	 Shen:	 an	 immobile	 yet	 desired	 object	 that	 other	 characters	 
depend	 on	 and	 care	 for	 to	 survive.	 	 At	 stake,	 then,	 seems	 to	 be	 
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the	 very	 identity	 of	 these	 characters.	 	 Are	 they	 marginal	 because	 
they	 are	 no	 different	 from	 the	 mattress	 in	 that	 they	 serve	 purely	 
functional	 purposes—bodily	 labors,	 both	 in	 construction	 and	 
in	 acts	 of	 ?	 	 Or	 are	 they	 marginalized	 due	 to	 their	 difficulties	 in	 
forging	 mutually	 beneficial	 ethical	 bonds?

In	 general,	 the	 objects	 of	 desire	 in	 Tsai’s	 cinema	 range	 from	 
items	 as	 far	 removed	 from	 human	 relationships	 as	 possible,	 in-

cluding	 the	 odd	 fetish	 of	 clocks	 in	 What Time Is It There?,	 to	 the	 
most	 intimate	 of	 social	 contracts:	 the	 sexual	 exchange.	 	 
While	 the	 characters’	 pursuits	 of	 material	 desires	 almost	 always	 
leads	 to	 frustration,	 disappointment,	 or	 their	 loss	 of	 agency,	 the	 
sexual	 exchange	 remains	 ambivalent,	 holding	 both	 a	 promise	 to	 
everyday	 transcendence	 and	 the	 danger	 of	 estrangement	 and	 
marginalization.	 	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 sexual	 encounter	 is	 cine-

matically	 constructed	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 relation	 that	 potentially	 es-
capes	 the	 objectification	 of	 the	 abject	 body,	 but	 one	 that	 might	 en-

trap	 the	 state	 of	 abjection,	 immobilize	 it,	 and	 make	 it	 vulnerable	 
to	 the	 dominating	 impulses	 of	 the	 “Other.”	 Further,	 adding	 to	 the	 
ambivalence	 of	 Tsai’s	 representations	 of	 sex	 is	 its	 appearance	 of	 
being	 both	 uncannily	 everyday	 and	 fantastical.	 	 Indeed,	 the	 aural	 
and	 visual	 textures	 of	 sex	 constitute	 only	 one	 of	 many	 of	 the	 nu-

merous	 elements	 of	 the	 mise-en-scène	 in	 Tsai’s	 richly	 constructed	 
environments.

Thus,	 without	 bracketing	 perversions	 of	 sexuality	 as	 either	 
fully	 socially	 transgressive	 nor	 liberating,	 Tsai’s	 films	 question	 
what	 are	 the	 social,	 cultural,	 political,	 and	 personal	 conditions	 
responsible	 for	 constructing	 and	 warping	 sexual	 relations.	 	 The	 
problematic	 everydayness	 of	 excessive	 sexuality,	 then,	 becomes	 
a	 tool	 of	 social	 interrogation	 par excellence.	 	 For	 instance,	 in	 I Don’t 

Want to Sleep Alone,	 the	 cultural	 and	 sexual	 hierarchies	 manufac-
tured	 by	 the	 Malaysian	 regime’s	 Pro-Malay	 xenophobic	 policies	 
constrain	 the	 types	 of	 environments	 and	 social	 situations	 in	 which	 
a	 Bangladeshi,	 a	 homeless	 man,	 and	 a	 Chinese	 manager	 would	 
encounter	 one	 another.	 	 It	 is	 in	 this	 constrained	 set	 of	 spaces	 that	 
the	 characters	 must	 navigate	 to	 discover	 niches	 where	 they	 may	 
relate.	 	 Thus,	 most	 unclear,	 is	 whether	 the	 perversions	 of	 sexual-
ity	 are	 caused	 by	 the	 need	 to	 survive	 within	 such	 already	 de-

formed	 environments,	 or	 if	 such	 abuses	 issue	 from	 within	 the	 
abject	 identities	 of	 the	 characters	 themselves.	 	 Altogether,	 Tsai’s	 
films	 are	 less	 concerned	 with	 the	 propriety	 of	 various	 forms	 of	 
sexuality	 than	 they	 are	 with	 questioning	 the	 existence	 of	 ethical	 
standards,	 and	 what	 forms	 of	 agency	 may	 encourage	 and	 safe-
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guard	 relational	 reciprocity,	 if	 such	 ethical	 standards	 are	 either	 
blurred	 or	 nonexistent.

Moreover,	 in	 a	 cinema	 where	 borders—both	 geographical	 
and	 symbolic—are	 constantly	 being	 crossed,	 sexuality	 is	 not	 a	 
category	 simply	 marked	 by	 marginal	 and	 major	 oppositions	 (e.g.	 
heterosexual/homosexual).	 	 Rather,	 sexuality	 is	 encountered	 dur-
ing processes	 of	 relation.	 	 Sex	 is	 encountered	 often	 only	 after	 long	 
sequences	 of	 wandering,	 where	 the	 characters	 search	 for	 spaces	 
that	 provide	 the	 appropriate	 degree	 of	 impersonality	 or	 anonym-

ity	 for	 a	 sexual	 exchange.	 	 The	 acts	 themselves,	 while	 criticized	 
as	 being	 pornographic	 in	 Taiwan’s	 popular	 press,	 are	 ironically	 
rarely	 represented	 without	 mediating	 visual	 devices—composi-
tional	 framing,	 use	 of	 lighting,	 and	 mirrors—in	 which	 the	 act	 is	 
refracted	 indirectly	 to	 the	 spectator	 almost	 in	 direct	 tension	 with	 
the	 physicality	 of	 the	 act.	 	 Finally,	 the	 sexual	 act	 is	 only	 one	 event	 
in	 the	 vicissitudes	 of	 the	 characters’	 relationships,	 which	 fre-

quently	 sever,	 then	 come	 close,	 and	 break	 apart	 yet	 again.	 	 Thus,	 
the	 desire	 to	 search	 for	 new	 places	 to	 have	 sex	 and	 the	 camera’s	 
equally	 voracious	 appetite	 for	 unprecedented	 techniques	 of	 vi-
sually	 and	 aurally	 composing	 the	 sexual	 encounter	 produce	 the	 
sexual	 relation	 as	 an	 object	 of	 reenactment,	 one	 that	 not	 only	 ex-

ists	 in	 the	 everyday	 spaces	 of	 the	 films,	 but	 also	 in	 the	 characters’	 
memories	 and	 fantasies.

While	 sex	 is	 an	 everyday	 practice	 to	 be	 encountered	 and	 re-

enacted,	 it	 is	 cinematically	 constructed	 as	 an	 exceptional	 mode	 
of	 relation	 that	 escapes	 being	 designated	 as	 being	 either	 proper	 
or	 improper	 in	 various	 social	 settings.	 	 Its	 sensuality	 clearly	 ex-

ceeds	 that	 of	 the	 everyday	 and	 is	 both	 provocative	 and	 mesmer-
izing,	 standing	 out	 as	 its	 visual	 and	 aural	 features	 refuse	 to	 be	 
fully	 assimilated	 into	 the	 environments’	 panoply	 of	 textures.	 	 Yet,	 
presented	 as	 a	 spectacle,	 it	 is	 often	 strangely	 hidden	 in	 the	 dark,	 
more	 potentially	 scandalous	 for	 its	 very	 clandestine	 invisibility.	 	 
The	 awkward	 visibility	 of	 the	 sexual	 act	 is	 thus	 seductive	 and	 
dangerous,	 often	 betraying	 the	 characters’	 pacts	 of	 understand-

ing	 with	 each	 other	 and	 resulting	 in	 the	 conversion	 of	 sexual	 
relations	 into	 sexual	 politics,	 where	 the	 cultural,	 social,	 and	 in-

terpersonal	 agendas	 of	 the	 characters	 are	 manifested.	 	 Sexuality	 
is	 always	 already	 marginalized	 in	 Tsai’s	 films,	 with	 the	 actual	 
forms	 of	 its	 practice	 phenomenologically	 alienated	 both	 from	 the	 
everyday	 environment	 and	 disappointingly	 falling	 short	 of	 the	 
characters’	 idealized	 desires.	 	 The	 environment	 is	 meticulously	 
constructed	 not	 to	 constrain	 nor	 to	 condone	 particular	 sexual	 
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practices,	 but	 to	 provide	 a	 ground	 on	 which	 various	 practices	 of	 
sexuality	 are	 performed,	 contended,	 betrayed,	 imagined,	 and	 re-

fracted.	 	 Ultimately,	 then,	 the	 marginality	 of	 sexual	 discourses	 in	 
Tsai’s	 films	 lies	 in	 its	 stubborn	 refusal	 to	 leave	 the	 ethics	 of	 social	 
relations	 unaddressed.	 	 Raising	 more	 questions	 than	 answers,	 
Tsai’s	 films	 entrance,	 horrify,	 elevate,	 and	 confound,	 inviting	 the	 
viewer	 to	 reconsider	 the	 ethical	 stakes	 of	 social	 belonging	 and	 
exclusion.
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Interview	 with	 Tsai	 Ming	 Liang

Russell	 C.	 Leong
Translated	 by	 Dennis	 Lo

Russell	 Leong	 (L):	 	 Tsai	 Ming	 Liang,	 when	 I	 watched	 your	 film	 I 
Don’t Want to Sleep Alone	 yesterday,	 I	 was	 very	 moved.	 	 You,	 
the	 director,	 seem	 to	 be	 having	 a	 conversation	 with	 the	 society	 
at	 large.	 	 Are	 you	 a	 director	 who	 represents	 Taiwan?	 	 In	 fact,	 
you	 are	 an	 Overseas	 Chinese	 (hua quiao)	 originally	 from	 Ma-

laysia.
Tsai	 Ming	 Liang	 (T):	 	 Of	 Chinese	 ancestry	 (hua yi)

L:	 Hua yi,	 yes.	 	 Can	 you	 talk	 to	 us	 about	 your	 background	 in	 Ma-

laysia?
T:	 My	 background—I	 was	 born	 in	 1960s	 Kuching,	 in	 East	 Malay-

sia (Dong Ma).	 	 At	 the	 time,	 the	 society	 was	 of	 course	 slower.	 	 
And	 Kuching	 was	 not	 a	 big	 city	 but	 a	 small	 town.	 	 They	 had	 
about	 10	 theaters.	 	 And	 the	 popular	 theaters	 at	 the	 time	 were	 
stand-alone	 theaters	 that	 had	 a	 few	 hundred	 to	 about	 a	 thou-

sand	 seats.	 	 My	 father	 had	 emigrated	 from	 China	 when	 he	 was	 
12,	 around	 the	 thirties	 and	 forties.	 	 Then	 my	 dad	 came	 from	 a	 
farmer’s	 family.	 	 But	 he	 later	 followed	 my	 yueh fu—that	 is,	 my	 
grandfather—and	 learned	 how	 to	 make	 noodles.	 	 So	 he	 later	 
sold	 noodles	 and	 married	 my	 mom.	 	 Families	 at	 the	 time	 had	 
many	 children,	 so	 I	 was	 the	 third	 child	 in	 our	 family.	 	 By	 the	 
time	 the	 fourth	 child	 was	 born,	 they	 were	 both	 very	 busy.	 	 My	 
mom	 and	 my	 dad	 had	 to	 sell	 noodles	 and	 take	 care	 of	 the	 kids,	 

TSAI MING LIANG�LV�DQ�DFFODLPHG�7DLZDQHVH�¿OP�GLUHFWRU���$PRQJ�KLV�PDQ\�
FULWLFDOO\� ODXGHG�ZRUNV�DUH�9LYH�/¶$PRXU��ZKLFK�UHFHLYHG� WKH�*ROGHQ�/LRQ�
�%HVW�3LFWXUH��DZDUG�DW�WKH������9HQLFH�)LOP�)HVWLYDO��DQG�7KH�:D\ZDUG�&ORXG��
ZKLFK�ZDV�DZDUGHG�D�6LOYHU�%HDU�IRU�2XWVWDQGLQJ�$UWLVWLF�$FKLHYHPHQW�DW�WKH�
�����%HUOLQ�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�)LOP�)HVWLYDO�
RUSSELL C. LEONG�LV�6HQLRU�(GLWRU�$W�/DUJH�IRU�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SURMHFWV�IRU�WKH�
8&/$�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHV�&HQWHU�DQG�D�ZULWHU���)RU�6SULQJ�������/HRQJ�
WDXJKW�DW�+XQWHU�&ROOHJH��DV�WKH�¿UVW�FR�UHFLSLHQW�RI�WKH�'U��7KRPDV�7DP�)HO�
ORZVKLS���+H�KHDGV�WKH�QHZ�5XVVHOO�&��/HRQJ�/LWHUDU\�(�%RRN�6HULHV�DW�8&/$
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so	 my	 grandfather	 liked	 to	 take	 me	 to	 his	 house	 to	 live.	 	 His	 
place	 was	 also	 in	 the	 same	 town,	 but	 there	 was	 some	 distance.	 	 
I	 then	 started	 to	 live	 with	 my	 grandfather	 and	 grandmother.	 	 
While	 they	 sold	 noodles	 at	 the	 time,	 they	 also	 loved	 to	 watch	 
movies.	 	 
I	 feel	 like	 I	 really	 enjoyed	 that	 period	 of	 my	 childhood	 in	 Ma-

laysia	 because	 the	 culture	 was	 very	 pluralistic,	 and	 had	 a	 very	 
multicultural	 atmosphere.	 	 There	 were	 Malays,	 Chinese,	 In-

dians,	 Chinese	 temples,	 Malaysian	 mosques,	 and	 you	 could	 
also	 hear	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 Koran	 being	 read	 aloud.	 	 Western	 
architecture	 was	 also	 built	 during	 the	 British	 colonial	 period.	 	 
There	 were	 many	 places	 to	 eat,	 including	 Chinese	 food,	 Malay	 
food,	 and	 Indian	 curries.	 	 At	 that	 time,	 there	 were	 lots	 of	 chil-
dren	 who	 played	 together.	 	 So	 I	 felt	 very	 free	 during	 this	 pe-

riod.	 	 As	 children	 could	 watch	 films	 without	 being	 burdened	 
by	 too	 many	 of	 life’s	 pressures,	 this	 feeling	 of	 freedom	 was	 
especially	 true	 to	 children.	 	 This	 sense	 of	 freedom	 persisted,	 
until	 I	 grew	 up	 and	 left	 Malaysia	 to	 study	 college	 in	 Taiwan	 
when	 I	 was	 twenty,	 where	 I	 studied	 theater.	 	 Perhaps	 I	 studied	 
drama	 because	 I	 enjoyed	 the	 cinema	 so	 much—two	 naturally	 
connected	 mediums—having	 watched	 moves	 with	 my	 grand-

parents	 as	 I	 was	 growing	 up.	 	 
Later,	 when	 I	 returned	 to	 Malaysia,	 I	 was	 just	 there	 on	 vaca-

tion,	 but	 not	 really	 to	 settle	 down.	 	 For	 most	 of	 the	 time,	 I	 was	 
living	 in	 Taiwan.	 	 So	 I	 think	 it	 wasn’t	 until	 2005	 that	 I	 really	 
returned	 to	 Malaysia	 to	 make	 a	 film	 about	 the	 environments	 
surrounding	 Kuala	 Lumpur,	 the	 capital	 of	 Malaysia.	 	 Pass-
ing	 through	 Kuala	 Lumpur	 on	 my	 way	 home,	 I	 found	 that	 
I	 really	 liked	 this	 city	 since	 it	 was	 even	 more	 complex	 than	 
my	 home)\.	 	 Also,	 Kuala	 Lumpur	 was	 very	 modernized,	 and	 
was	 beset	 with	 many	 problems,	 so	 at	 the	 time,	 in	 2005,	 there	 
was	 a	 case	 which	 I	 was	 asked	 to	 shoot,	 and	 I	 returned	 to	 film	 
topics	 regarding	 Malaysia.	 	 But	 I	 saw—when	 I	 was	 preparing	 
to	 shoot	 and	 was	 returning	 to	 Malaysia—that	 I	 didn’t	 really	 
know	 what	 to	 shoot.	 	 I	 just	 wanted	 to	 go	 back	 to	 (Malaysia)	 
to	 look	 around.	 	 And	 then	 I	 found	 out	 that	 what	 was	 most	 
interesting	 to	 me	 were	 the	 foreign	 workers,	 perhaps	 because	 
of	 my	 identity.	 	 
I	 already	 stopped	 returning	 to	 Malaysia,	 and	 lived	 in	 Taiwan.	 	 
But	 because	 I’m	 not	 Taiwanese,	 I	 ran	 into	 many	 problems	 with	 
my	 work	 in	 Taiwan.	 	 My	 identity	 is	 often	 discussed	 in	 these	 
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terms.	 	 So	 when	 I	 returned	 to	 Malaysia	 and	 saw	 those	 foreign	 
laborers,	 I	 thought	 of	 how	 I	 also	 had	 a	 very	 awkward	 identity	 
that	 seems	 to	 belong	 nowhere.

L:	 But	 in	 society,	 your	 identities	 are	 different,	 because	 they	 are	 
foreign	 workers,	 and	 you	 are	 a	 director.

T:	 Yes.	 	 Yet,	 I	 personally	 feel	 that	 foreign	 workers	 are	 more	 inter-
esting.	 	 The	 main	 difference	 between	 their	 situation	 and	 mine	 
is,	 I	 think,	 they	 are	 more	 interesting	 because	 their	 situation.	 	 
When	 I	 first	 left	 Malaysia,	 I	 came	 out	 to	 study,	 but	 when	 it	 came	 
time	 for	 me	 to	 decide	 whether	 I	 should	 return	 to	 Malaysia	 to	 
find	 work,	 I	 feel	 like	 I	 made	 this	 decision	 (to	 remain	 in	 Taiwan)	 
so	 I	 could	 be	 more	 free—more	 zi you—as	 the	 environment	 in	 
(Malaysia)	 in	 the	 eighties	 had	 become	 more	 closed	 and	 con-

trolled,	 perhaps	 due	 to	 political	 and	 religious	 reasons.	 	 So	 in	 
your	 work,	 you	 cannot	 exhibit	 any	 personal	 flair,	 cannot	 dis-
cuss	 politics,	 and	 cannot	 really	 produce	 any	 expressions	 on	 life.	 	 
This	 is	 why	 I	 decided	 not	 to	 remain	 in	 Malaysia,	 and	 came	 to	 
Taiwan.	 	 In	 Taiwan,	 I	 felt	 that	 I	 could	 be	 freer,	 as	 I	 began	 to	 expe-

rience	 parallels	 between	 societal	 changes	 and	 what	 I	 was	 feel-
ing	 internally.	 	 But,	 when	 I	 turned	 back	 to	 look	 at	 those	 foreign	 
workers,	 I	 think	 they	 made	 me	 think	 more,	 regarding—they	 are	 
also—they	 are	 very	 innocent,	 as	 they	 are	 only	 concerned	 with	 
survival.	 	 To	 survive,	 they	 often	 become	 migrants.
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In	 their	 own	 countries,	 those	 migrants	 might	 be	 very	 poor,	 
and	 this	 includes	 the	 Bangladeshis,	 Indians,	 Indonesians,	 or	 
Thai.	 	 The	 poor	 from	 Southeast	 Asian	 countries	 often	 migrate	 
to	 slightly	 richer	 countries	 to	 make	 a	 living.	 	 Malaysia	 also	 has	 
its	 own	 internal	 population	 of	 poor	 people.	 	 These	 then	 mi-
grate	 to	 Taiwan,	 or	 Japan.	 	 Do	 you	 understand	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 
That	 is,	 the	 migrant	 workers	 migrate	 fluidly.	 	 Malaysia	 needs	 
many	 foreign	 workers,	 but	 domestic	 Malaysians	 feel	 like	 
they	 might	 not	 earn	 enough.	 	 So,	 they	 would	 move	 to	 Japan	 
to	 earn	 more	 money.	 	 The	 Indonesians	 would	 then	 arrive	 to	 
fill	 their	 place.	 	 These	 migrant	 laborers	 are	 living	 to	 survive,	 
but	 because	 of	 this,	 once	 they	 arrive	 at	 a	 country,	 they	 usu-

ally—rather,	 their	 identities—will	 gradually	 disappear.	 	 For	 
instance,	 in	 Kuala	 Lumpur,	 I	 met	 some	 vagrants,	 or	 some	 girls	 
in	 the	 streets	 who	 had	 nowhere	 else	 to	 go,	 as	 some	 were	 preg-

nant	 and	 others	 were	 beggars.	 	 If	 you	 ask	 them	 about	 their	 
identities,	 they	 are	 technically	 foreign	 laborers.	 	 But	 when	 
they	 came	 to	 Malaysia,	 their	 passports	 were	 held	 by	 their	 em-

ployers	 who	 were	 afraid	 that	 they	 might	 escape.	 	 And	 they	 
earn	 very	 little	 money,	 which	 they	 mail	 back	 to	 their	 families.	 	 
They	 might	 not	 also	 want	 to	 return	 home.	 	 That	 is,	 when	 the	 
time	 comes,	 if	 they	 don’t	 return,	 then	 they	 are	 illegal	 foreign	 
workers.	 	 You	 will	 find	 that	 with	 these	 foreign	 workers,	 their	 
greatest	 problem	 is	 that	 their	 identity	 is	 constantly	 being	 shed	 
and	 gradually	 vanishes.	 	 They	 also	 lose	 their	 possessions,	 un-

til	 they	 have	 no	 property,	 no	 home,	 and	 no	 nationality.	 	 Their	 
passport	 has	 expired,	 and	 they	 cannot	 return.	 	 In	 Malaysia,	 
where	 they	 are	 working,	 they	 are	 illegal.	 	 There	 are	 many	 of	 
these	 kinds	 of	 problems.
So,	 especially	 when	 I	 returned	 in	 the	 1990s—specifically	 
1997—when	 I	 was	 preparing	 to	 for	 shooting	 a	 film	 there,	 the	 
Asian	 Financial	 Crisis	 had	 just	 started.	 	 At	 the	 time,	 Malaysia	 
was	 building	 its	 cities.	 	 In	 Kuala	 Lumpur,	 these	 projects	 in-

cluded	 the	 world’s	 tallest	 twin	 towers,	 their	 highways,	 and	 
many	 other	 buildings	 were	 being	 constructed.	 	 But	 during	 
the	 Asian	 Financial	 Crisis	 of	 1997,	 much	 of	 the	 construction	 
had	 stopped.	 	 The	 construction	 workers	 who	 worked	 on	 these	 
projects	 that	 had	 been	 stopped,	 had	 to	 return	 home	 to	 their	 
respective	 nations.	 	 But	 they	 didn’t	 want	 to	 go	 back,	 because	 
that	 would	 also	 be	 a	 dead	 end,	 causing	 them	 to	 only	 become	 
poorer.	 	 Because	 they	 didn’t	 want	 to	 go	 back,	 they	 ended	 up	 
performing	 odd	 jobs,	 where	 they	 just	 gradually	 lost	 their	 
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identities.	 	 So	 there	 were	 many—and	 the	 government	 knew	 
this—foreign	 laborers	 who	 were	 illegal	 but	 the	 government	 
couldn’t	 find.	 	 If	 they	 were	 found,	 they	 would	 immediately	 be	 
deported.	 	 And	 if	 they	 didn’t	 find	 them,	 the	 foreign	 laborers	 
would	 live	 inside	 the	 city,	 finding	 jobs	 that	 were	 paying	 even	 
less.	 	 But	 that	 process	 of	 building	 is	 very	 interesting.	 	 When	 
construction	 stops,	 it	 represents	 the	 remnants	 left	 by	 a	 society	 
that	 is	 in	 the	 process	 of	 pursuing	 development.	 	 There	 were	 
large	 construction	 projects	 that	 had	 just	 stopped,	 with	 no	 fur-
ther	 building	 for	 almost	 ten	 years.	 	 In	 these	 ten	 years,	 migrants	 
were	 also—furthermore,	 the	 most	 interesting	 aspect	 is	 that	 it	 
isn’t	 that	 these	 migrant	 laborers	 wouldn’t	 be	 caught.	 	 Some-

times,	 they	 would	 be	 caught,	 but	 the	 police	 officers	 wouldn’t	 
arrest	 them—I	 had	 personally	 seen	 that	 these	 police	 officers	 
would	 not	 arrest	 them,	 but	 rather	 extort	 money	 from	 them.

L:	 Ah.
T:	 You	 know	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 So	 this	 is	 a	 very	 serious	 problem	 in	 

their	 society.	 	 But	 why	 would	 there	 be?	 	 Locals	 would	 also	 
dislike	 them,	 thinking	 that	 they	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 problems	 and	 
pose	 a	 danger	 to	 society,	 the	 greatest	 victims	 are	 the	 migrant	 
workers.	 	 They	 would	 criticize	 them	 in	 these	 ways,	 and	 re-

quest	 the	 government	 to	 catch	 them	 and	 force	 them	 out	 of	 the	 
country.	 	 So	 in	 this	 style	 of	 economic	 development,	 you	 can	 
see	 a	 very	 dark	 side	 of	 human	 nature	 emerge,	 you	 know	 what	 
I	 mean?	 	 A	 very	 ostracizing	 and	 selfish	 attitude	 that	 expresses	 
no	 sympathy.	 	 The	 poor	 would	 become	 poorer,	 to	 the	 point	 
that	 they	 would	 not	 have	 anything.	 	 But	 I—so	 it	 would	 make	 
me—when	 I	 see	 their	 lives,	 I	 think	 of	 my	 own	 problems.	 	 Of	 
course,	 my	 problems	 are	 not	 serious,	 since	 I’m	 not	 a	 worker,	 
but	 an	 intellectual.	 	 I	 have	 solutions	 to	 my	 own	 problems,	 and	 
am	 luckier	 than	 them.	 	 But	 I	 feel	 that	 in	 this	 society,	 I	 had	 also	 
experienced	 many	 constraints;	 so	 I	 thought,	 we	 can	 really	 de-

cipher	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 free,	 and	 how	 one	 looks	 for	 free-

dom	 in	 modern	 societies,	 by	 seeing	 this	 issue	 through	 their	 
lens.	 	 This	 is	 the	 earliest	 idea	 I	 had	 when	 producing	 this	 film.

L:	 So	 this	 is	 even	 more	 vivid	 than	 my	 own	 memories.	 	 But	 this	 
condition	 of	 migrancy	 also	 exists	 in	 Europe,	 the	 U.S.,	 and	 
South	 America.	 	 There	 are	 also	 migrants	 in	 Taiwan	 from	 Thai-
land	 and	 Southeast	 Asia.

T:	 Cambodia,	 Thailand—
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L:	 These	 countries	 also	 have	 large	 construction	 projects.	 	 Taipei	 
has	 the	 101,	 and	 its	 construction	 company	 must	 have	 em-

ployed	 these	 kinds	 of	 migrant	 laborers.
T:	 There	 should	 be	 many	 of	 them.
L:	 Did	 you	 have	 a	 very	 deep	 impression	 of	 this	 as	 well	 in	 Tai-

wan?
T:	 I	 think,	 on	 the	 contrary—when	 you	 are	 living	 in	 a	 city,	 ev-

eryone	 is	 basically	 living	 his	 own	 personal	 lives.	 	 Rich	 people	 
would	 not	 enter	 poor	 people’s	 areas.	 	 We	 would	 also	 not	 visit	 
construction	 projects,	 or	 enter	 places	 where	 migrants	 reside,	 
consume,	 and	 live.	 	 So	 in	 fact,	 when	 you’re	 looking,	 between	 
us	 and	 the	 migrants,	 there	 is	 a	 distance.	 	 I	 personally	 have	 
friends	 who	 are	 Malaysians.	 	 One	 of	 them	 is	 a	 girl,	 who	 had	 
become	 a	 migrant	 laborer	 in	 Taiwan	 when	 I	 was	 already	 
studying	 drama.	 	 She	 would	 be	 a	 housekeeper,	 or	 work	 in	 fac-
tories.	 	 They	 rarely	 venture	 outdoors.	 	 Because	 the	 cost	 of	 con-

sumption	 in	 Malaysia	 is	 much	 lower,	 consumption	 outside	 in	 
Taiwan	 is	 too	 unaffordable	 for	 them.	 	 Rather,	 the	 money	 they	 
would	 earn	 would	 be	 sent	 back	 home,	 and	 when	 the	 time	 
comes,	 they	 would	 also	 return.	 	 After	 returning	 to	 Malaysia,	 
they	 must	 start	 their	 lives	 over	 again,	 and	 this	 would	 be	 in-
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credibly	 difficult.	 	 So,	 when	 I	 was	 in	 Taiwan—to	 be	 frank,	 I	 
rarely	 encountered	 and	 never	 even	 thought	 of	 this.	 	 But,	 when	 
I	 returned	 to	 Malaysia,	 the	 conditions	 were	 very	 severe.	 	 How	 
do	 you	 say	 this?	 	 Malaysia	 is	 a	 Southeast	 Asian	 country.	 	 When	 
their	 foreign	 laborers	 come	 to	 Taiwan,	 many	 illegal	 ones	 can	 
travel	 easily,	 as	 they	 don’t	 even	 need	 to	 register.	 	 So	 it	 is	 very	 
complex	 in	 Malaysia,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 rest	 of	 Southeast	 Asia.	 	 
Apparently,	 Southeast	 Asia	 has	 many	 more	 migrant	 workers	 
who	 are	 fluidly	 moving	 across	 borders.	 	 So,	 when	 I	 returned	 
to	 Malaysia,	 to	 make	 my	 first	 careful	 observation	 of	 its	 society,	 
the	 migrants	 were	 especially	 interesting	 to	 me.

L:	 Inside	 the	 film,	 you	 used	 many	 props,	 like	 the	 mattress	 that	 
was	 carried	 around.

T:	 How	 do	 you	 say	 “chuang dian”	 in	 English?
L:	 “Mattress.”
T:	 “Mattress.”
L:	 They	 don’t	 have	 a	 stable	 place	 to	 reside,	 so	 they	 must	 carry	 it	 

on	 their	 backs.
T:	 I	 used	 this	 to	 make	 the	 situation	 seem	 more	 realistic.	 	 In	 mod-

ern	 societies,	 there	 are	 many	 objects	 that	 may	 be	 discarded.	 	 
For	 the	 poor,	 these	 discarded	 objects	 are	 incredibly	 precious.	 	 
They	 do	 not	 have	 these—including	 beds	 and	 good	 mattress-
es—back	 home.	 	 Furthermore,	 they	 wouldn’t	 purchase	 these	 
items	 because	 they	 would	 have	 to	 spend	 money,	 not	 to	 men-

tion	 how	 some	 won’t	 be	 living	 for	 long	 in	 the	 country	 any-

how.	 	 So	 their	 life	 is	 quite	 simple.	 	 Many	 of	 their	 possessions	 
are	 scavenged.

L:	 But	 even	 though	 they	 are	 poor,	 they	 seem	 to	 pay	 a	 lot	 of	 atten-

tion	 to	 their	 grooming—they	 wash	 themselves,	 their	 clothes,	 
and	 the	 way	 you	 used	 water	 in	 your	 film;	 your	 film	 is	 full	 of	 
water,	 and	 they	 would	 wash	 things	 with	 water.

T:	 Yes,	 the	 mattress	 is	 very	 precious	 to	 them.	 	 They	 would	 wash	 
it	 clean,	 since	 they	 found	 it	 on	 the	 streets.	 	 But	 this	 possession	 
is	 also	 an	 added	 burden.	 	 I	 don’t	 think	 this	 problem	 is	 exclu-

sive	 only	 to	 the	 foreign	 laborers.	 	 Rather,	 this	 burden	 applies	 
to	 people	 in	 general.	 	 For	 instance,	 if	 I	 don’t	 own	 any	 posses-
sions,	 I	 may	 have	 a	 desire	 for	 objects.	 	 Or	 if	 I	 don’t	 love	 some-

one,	 or	 I’m	 not	 married,	 I	 can	 enjoy	 owning	 a	 cat.	 	 Xiao	 Kang	 
(played	 by	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen)	 might	 play	 the	 role	 of	 this	 cat,	 you	 
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know	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 This	 is	 a	 topic	 that	 is	 not	 exclusive	 to	 ho-

mosexual	 relationships.	 	 But	 it	 is	 also	 possible	 that	 many	 of	 the	 
migrant	 laborers	 are	 living	 together,	 and	 many	 details	 of	 their	 
private	 lives	 must	 remain	 under	 covers.	 	 So	 they	 have	 many	 
yearnings,	 and	 desire	 many	 things.	 	 Yet,	 they	 do	 not	 have	 the	 
means	 to	 procure	 these	 objects—a	 bed,	 a	 lover,	 or	 a	 relation-

ship.	 	 Yet,	 in	 the	 end,	 any	 object	 that	 they	 have	 acquired	 will	 
also	 become	 their	 burden,	 you	 know?	 	 Maintaining	 their	 pos-
sessions	 might	 also	 prove	 to	 be	 emotionally	 taxing.	 	 
So	 this	 film	 is	 quite	 complex,	 while	 using	 only	 a	 few	 charac-
ters.	 	 There	 is	 a	 female	 worker	 who	 helps	 out	 in	 the	 café.	 	 Xiao	 
Kang	 is	 a	 vagrant.	 	 Xiao	 Kang	 may	 have,	 at	 one	 point,	 been	 a	 
migrant	 worker,	 maybe.	 	 And	 then	 he	 would	 lose	 his	 identity,	 
and	 nobody	 would	 want	 to	 employ	 him,	 causing	 him	 to	 be	 
unemployed.	 	 But	 his	 life	 in	 this	 city	 is	 not	 necessarily	 diffi-

cult.	 	 He	 would	 never	 die	 of	 starvation,	 since	 he	 can	 find	 food	 
anytime.	 	 As	 for	 Rawan,	 he	 is	 a	 construction	 worker,	 maybe	 
from	 the	 countryside,	 and	 he	 might	 send	 money	 back	 home.	 	 
Or	 perhaps	 there	 is	 that	 female	 restaurant	 owner	 who	 is	 a	 lo-

cal	 Chinese	 person.	 	 But	 even	 though	 she	 owns	 a	 coffee	 shop,	 
she	 also	 has	 her	 own	 problems	 to	 attend	 to.	 	 Her	 problem	 is	 
that	 she	 has	 nowhere	 to	 go	 because	 she	 must	 take	 care	 of	 her	 
paralyzed	 son.	 	 That	 is	 to	 say,	 everyone	 is	 trapped	 in,	 and	 by,	 
this	 city—like	 living	 in	 a	 jail.	 	 And	 everyone	 seems	 to	 have	 
jumped	 into	 the	 city	 from	 the	 outside.	 	 Perhaps	 their	 homes	 
have	 also	 felt	 like	 jails,	 but	 once	 they	 have	 left	 their	 jails,	 they	 
might	 think	 they	 are	 free	 when	 in	 fact	 they	 are	 not.	 	 They	 have	 
merely	 jumped	 into	 another	 jail,	 another	 cage.	 	 I	 think	 this	 is	 
a	 dominant	 concept	 within	 the	 film,	 which	 lays	 bare	 the	 dif-
ficulties	 modern	 men	 must	 confront.

L:	 Their	 moods	 and	 expressions	 all	 seem	 very	 morose,	 and	 they	 
wouldn’t	 say	 many	 words.	 	 Just	 like	 how	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen	 does	 
not	 even	 speak.

T:	 We	 observed	 many	 of	 these	 kinds	 of	 migrant	 workers.	 	 They.	 .	 
.it	 isn’t	 necessarily	 true	 that	 all	 of	 them	 are	 silent,	 as	 they	 might	 
merely	 not	 be	 fluent	 speakers.	 	 Or,	 they	 may	 have	 learned	 the	 
local	 language—they	 quickly	 learn	 the	 local	 languages;	 the	 
Malay	 are	 like	 this.	 	 But,	 they	 don’t	 really	 have	 any	 friends.	 	 
They	 live	 in	 places	 with	 very	 poor	 conditions.	 	 They	 also	 can-

not	 move	 around	 much	 in	 the	 city	 they	 live	 in.	 	 Because	 they	 
don’t	 have	 passports,	 they	 might	 want	 to	 go	 to	 a	 hotel	 with	 
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their	 girlfriend	 to	 make	 love.	 	 Yet,	 they	 cannot	 enter	 the	 hotel	 
because	 they	 don’t	 have	 passports.	 	 There	 are	 many	 of	 these	 
kinds	 of	 problems.	 	 So	 these	 people	 are	 like,	 they	 wouldn’t	 be	 
too	 happy.

L:	 Even	 though	 they	 might	 not	 have	 many	 words	 to	 say,	 in	 the	 
background,	 you	 used	 a	 lot	 of	 opera,	 vernacular	 languages,	 
Cantonese,	 and	 popular	 love	 songs	 that	 all	 seem	 quite	 happy.	 	 
This	 contrasts	 with	 the	 characters’	 lives,	 which	 are	 very	 poor	 
and	 unpleasant.	 	 Yet	 the	 songs	 are.	 .	 .

T:	 It’s	 like	 this:	 	 yes,	 I	 feel	 that	 this	 is	 reality.	 	 Because	 they	 don’t	 
have	 much,	 these	 songs	 might	 be	 consoling	 for	 them.	 	 You	 
see	 how	 those	 Indians	 like	 to	 congregate	 around—what	 is	 
that—the	 entrance	 to	 stores	 where	 they	 sell	 DVDs.	 	 They	 real-
ly	 always	 gather	 there	 to	 watch	 a	 Bollywood	 film,	 or	 an	 MTV	 
show.	 	 I	 think	 their	 only	 pleasure	 comes	 from	 standing	 there,	 
where	 they	 waste	 time	 without	 pursuing	 any	 aims.	 	 

L:	 This	 film	 is	 confronting	 problems	 with	 society	 at	 large,	 such	 
as	 issues	 with	 our	 environment.	 	 Like	 the	 smoke.	 .	 .

T:	 I	 think	 by	 conflating	 the	 problems	 of	 the	 migrant	 workers	 with	 
the	 issue	 of	 man-made	 disasters;	 these	 become	 common	 prob-

lems	 within	 Southeast	 Asia.	 	 Migrant	 workers	 are	 a	 Southeast	 
Asian	 issue.	 	 Environmental	 problems	 are	 also	 applicable	 
to	 Southeast	 Asia	 as	 a	 whole.	 	 The	 main	 cause	 would	 be	 the	 
economy.	 	 Here,	 rich	 managers,	 or	 the	 government,	 would	 de-

sire	 more	 profit.	 	 In	 their	 pursuit	 of	 prosperity,	 they	 would	 
often	 sacrifice	 their	 environment,	 and	 be	 forced	 to	 return	 to	 a	 
less	 materialistically	 inundated	 life.	 	 The	 smoke	 caused	 by	 a	 
fire	 in	 the	 forest	 might	 also	 cause	 harm	 to	 themselves,	 there-

by	 causing	 this	 situation	 to	 become	 circular.	 	 That	 is,	 nobody	 
would	 have	 a	 unique	 form	 of	 “happiness”	 as	 everyone	 is	 a	 
victim.	 	 You	 know	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 The	 entire	 country	 and	 so-

ciety	 would	 have	 to	 pay	 for	 these	 side	 effects	 during	 times	 of	 
economic	 development.	 	 But	 the	 attitudes	 toward	 economic	 
development	 are	 incredibly	 rough	 and	 violent.	 	 That	 is,	 these	 
problems	 originate	 from	 greedy	 mentalities.	 	 These	 kinds	 of	 
problems—perhaps	 even	 after	 the	 year	 2000—have	 become	 
even	 more	 severe	 and	 not	 improve.	 	 The	 poor	 have	 not	 be-

come	 more	 fortunate.	 	 This	 is	 almost	 like	 a	 process	 where	 the	 
entire	 social	 collective	 is	 moving	 in	 the	 wrong	 direction.

L:	 These	 kinds	 of	 problems	 are	 not	 only	 Southeast	 Asia’s.
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T:	 The	 whole	 world.
L:	 The	 U.S.	 and	 China	 are	 equally	 concerned	 with	 these	 prob-

lems	 with	 the	 environment,	 such	 as	 the	 problem	 of	 recycling,	 
so	 it	 is	 not	 just	 Southeast	 Asia	 that	 has	 these	 issues.

T:	 The	 whole	 globe.	 	 Maybe	 Indonesia’s	 forest	 fires	 have	 not	 
influenced	 only	 this	 month,	 but	 they	 also	 have	 a	 long-term	 
effect?	 	 I	 think	 they’re	 already	 sensing	 this	 sort	 of	 issue,	 yet	 
they	 haven’t	 stopped.	 	 They’re	 still	 letting	 development	 take	 
its	 course.

L:	 Then,	 this	 film	 had	 been	 screened	 in	 Taiwan,	 but	 was	 not	 
screened	 in	 Malaysia?

T:	 The	 film	 has	 also	 been	 screened	 in	 Malaysia.	 	 Taiwan’s	 situ-

ation	 is	 simpler.	 	 Because	 I	 live	 in	 Taiwan	 and	 am	 a	 director	 
from	 Taiwan,	 they’re	 familiar	 with	 my	 films.	 	 It	 always	 gen-

erates	 a	 lot	 of	 debate-	 some	 people	 are	 very	 opposed,	 while	 
others	 agree.	 	 So,	 I’m	 using	 this	 film	 to	 have	 a	 conversation	 
with	 society.	 	 And	 each	 time,	 the	 results	 are	 quite	 satisfactory.	 	 
Taiwan	 might	 be	 truly	 a	 unique	 place.	 	 It	 is	 quite	 commer-
cialized,	 but	 because	 it	 has	 deep	 cultural	 roots,	 my	 films	 have	 
more	 of	 an	 effect.
As	 for	 Malaysia,	 there	 is	 no	 concept	 of	 developing	 their	 culture	 
as	 a	 part	 of	 their	 long-term	 development.	 	 Their	 cultural	 devel-
opment	 is	 incredibly	 conservative.	 	 This	 has	 something	 to	 do	 
with	 the	 government.	 	 Film	 is	 merely	 commercial	 entertain-

ment	 for	 the	 public,	 and	 (films)	 are	 inspected	 very	 rigorously.	 	 
I	 think	 most	 of	 the	 films	 in	 Malaysia	 are	 Hollywood	 films.	 	 As	 
long	 as	 they	 have	 some	 (negative)	 societal	 discourse—for	 in-

stance,	 there	 was	 an	 American	 film	 on	 the	 twin	 towers	 (in	 Kua-

la	 Lumpur),	 but	 the	 (filmmakers)	 captured	 shots	 of	 garbage	 in	 
the	 area.	 	 This	 caused	 the	 President	 to	 ban	 the	 film—you	 can’t	 
film	 our	 garbage.	 	 Your	 city	 has	 no	 garbage,	 yes?	 	 They	 can	 
make	 these	 kinds	 of	 decisions.	 	 They	 are	 very	 stringent	 when	 it	 
comes	 to	 these	 controls.	 	 They	 don’t	 want	 other	 people	 to	 talk	 
about	 their	 less	 glamorous	 aspects.	 	 But	 these	 are	 universal	 so-

cietal	 problems.	 	 Some	 countries	 are	 willing	 to	 show	 both	 their	 
good	 and	 bad	 sides.	 	 And	 some	 other	 countries—like	 China—
might	 not	 want	 you	 to	 shoot	 their	 bad	 sides.	 	 So	 they	 employ	 
a	 very	 stringent	 inspection	 system.	 	 Out	 of	 ten	 films,	 perhaps	 
nine	 have	 been	 cut.	 	 Their	 citizens	 are	 used	 to	 this—it’s	 not	 a	 
big	 deal	 to	 watch	 a	 film	 that	 has	 been	 altered.
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But	 my	 films	 are	 very	 different.	 	 If	 you	 can	 understand	 films,	 
then	 you’ll	 know	 what	 I’m	 doing.	 	 If	 you	 don’t,	 you’ll	 ask,	 
“What	 is	 it	 I’m	 watching?”	 	 Or	 those	 who	 have	 never	 ex-

perienced	 a	 sense	 of	 realism	 in	 films.	 	 So	 at	 the	 time,	 those	 
Malaysian	 officials	 already	 knew	 that	 I	 was	 a	 problem	 direc-
tor.	 	 They	 probably	 think	 they’re	 quite	 lucky	 that	 I	 haven’t	 re-

turned.	 	 Of	 course,	 when	 I	 did	 go	 back,	 they	 found	 that	 there	 
were	 many	 problems.	 	 But	 these	 problems—this	 film	 does	 not	 
present	 any	 blatant	 critique	 of	 the	 government—were	 not	 so	 
visible.	 	 So	 they	 were	 quite	 nervous:	 	 “What	 is	 this	 we’re	 see-

ing?”	 	 You	 know?	 	 So	 they	 still	 banned	 it	 the	 first	 time.	 	 It	 is	 
safer	 to	 ban	 it.	 	 Once	 it	 is	 banned,	 there’s	 no	 problem.	 	 But	 
when	 they	 banned	 my	 film,	 I	 requested	 the	 reasons	 as	 to	 why	 
they	 banned	 it.	 	 They	 wrote	 eight	 reasons,	 eight	 ridiculous	 
reasons.	 	 At	 this	 point,	 the	 mass	 media	 immediately	 voiced	 a	 
rebuttal,	 and	 many	 counter-opinions	 emerged.	 	 I	 remember	 in	 
two	 weeks,	 there	 were	 twenty-seven	 articles	 on	 the	 Internet	 
and	 on	 newspapers	 that	 critiqued	 the	 way	 this	 situation	 was	 
being	 handled.	 	 Twenty-seven	 articles	 in	 two	 weeks.	 	 
This	 had	 never	 happened	 to	 the	 government	 before,	 so	 the	 
next	 time	 I	 resubmitted—you	 get	 two	 chances	 to	 submit	 your	 
film—they	 were	 much	 more	 cautious,	 and	 wouldn’t	 ban	 the	 
film	 haphazardly,	 and	 ultimately	 passed	 the	 film.	 	 Their	 re-
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quirement	 for	 passing	 was	 to	 have	 five	 parts	 of	 the	 film	 cut.	 	 
I	 later	 agreed	 because	 I	 thought,	 this	 is	 a	 chance	 to	 show	 the	 
Malaysians—the	 films	 you	 normally	 watch	 have	 all	 been	 cut.	 	 
This	 film	 has	 also	 been	 cut,	 and	 you	 should	 come	 take	 a	 look.	 	 
This	 altered	 film	 is	 a	 film	 about	 your	 environment.	 	 And	 they	 
requested	 that	 I	 screen	 this	 film	 in	 only	 two	 theaters,	 and	 
we	 eventually	 only	 chose	 one	 theater,	 where	 the	 film	 ran	 for	 
about	 a	 month.	 	 It	 was	 okay.	 	 Many	 people	 watched	 this	 film,	 
and	 this	 generated	 a	 lot	 of	 discussion.	 	 

L:	 I	 would	 imagine	 that	 many	 people	 in	 China	 would	 also	 want	 
to	 watch	 I Don’t Want to Sleep Alone,	 since	 it	 is	 quite	 appropri-
ate	 for	 China’s	 situation.

T:	 They	 might	 think	 that	 this	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 them,	 yes?	 	 
(Laughs)	 	 Maybe.	 	 Perhaps,	 my	 films,	 even	 in	 ten	 years,	 would	 
not	 be	 shown	 in	 China.	 	 They	 would	 only	 be	 sold	 in	 the	 un-

derground	 DVD	 market.
L:	 But	 these	 films	 still.	 .	 .
T:	 The	 problem	 is	 that	 there	 is	 nobody	 interested	 in	 distributing	 

these	 films.	 	 From	 their	 perspective,	 they	 think	 nobody	 will	 
want	 to	 watch	 my	 films.	 	 But	 I	 have	 many	 fans	 in	 China	 who	 
are	 watching	 these	 films	 through	 DVDs.	 	 There	 is	 nothing	 I	 
can	 do	 about	 this	 situation.	 	 That’s	 just	 the	 way	 the	 environ-

ment	 in	 China	 is	 like.
L:	 But	 the	 environment	 will	 also	 change.
T:	 Will	 change.
L:	 And	 in	 the	 future,	 they	 will	 also	 find	 that	 these	 films	 are.	 .	 .
T:	 Interesting.
R:	 .	 .	 .have	 their	 own	 value.	 	 We	 can’t	 really	 imagine.
T:	 When	 I	 shoot	 films,	 I’m	 not	 thinking	 of	 taking	 them	 to	 China	 

or	 Malaysia,	 and	 I	 do	 not	 consider	 whether	 or	 not	 they	 agree	 
with	 such	 subject	 matter.	 	 I	 don’t	 think	 about	 them.	 	 Just	 like	 I	 
don’t	 think	 about	 marketing.	 	 Because	 when	 you	 think	 about	 
these	 things,	 you	 don’t	 need	 the	 government	 to	 come	 and	 stop	 
you.	 	 The	 industry	 already	 has	 its	 own	 rules	 of	 the	 game,	 and	 
you’ve	 already	 lost	 your	 freedom	 (even	 before	 the	 govern-

ment	 steps	 in).	 	 Cinema	 is	 fundamentally	 different	 from	 writ-
ing	 novels	 or	 painting,	 you	 know	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 Because	 films	 
will	 be	 exhibited	 to	 the	 public	 in	 theaters,	 and	 the	 prices	 of	 the	 
tickets	 are	 cheap—in	 U.S.	 	 dollars,	 I’m	 not	 so	 sure	 about—but	 
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in	 Europe	 it	 might	 be	 eight	 Euros,	 in	 Taiwan,	 200	 NT.	 	 Every-

one	 can	 afford	 this.	 	 But,	 some	 are	 less	 interested	 in	 putting	 
an	 auteurist	 work	 on	 the	 market.	 	 And	 the	 public—I	 feel	 ex-

cept	 for	 Europe	 and	 Japan,	 who	 have	 been	 trained	 for	 a	 long	 
period	 of	 time	 to	 experience	 a	 variety	 of	 different	 kinds	 of	 
films.	 	 Other	 films,	 including	 ones	 shown	 in	 the	 U.S.,	 are	 very	 
Hollywood,	 a	 contemporary,	 late	 period	 of	 Hollywood	 that	 is	 
marketing,	 marketing,	 marketing.	 	 In	 all	 of	 Asia—Thailand,	 
Korea,	 Hong	 Kong,	 the	 entire	 Southeast	 Asia,	 and	 China—the	 
films	 they	 want.	 .	 .they	 think	 the	 citizens	 want	 only	 films	 that	 
are	 products	 of	 marketing.	 	 Maybe	 there	 exist	 many	 levels	 of	 
viewers,	 but	 they	 cannot	 consider	 the	 minority	 and	 niche	 au-

diences.	 	 They	 want	 to	 have	 a	 large	 effect	 with	 their	 marketing	 
to	 market	 a	 product.	 	 So	 if	 you’re	 filming	 in	 order	 to	 find	 suc-
cess	 in	 this	 market,	 you	 will	 encounter	 many	 restraints,	 you	 
know?	 	 Dishonest	 works	 will	 appear.	 	 

R:	 To	 you,	 freedom	 seems	 to	 be	 quite	 important.
T:	 My	 personality—what’s	 so	 lucky	 about	 me,	 is	 that	 in	 the	 pro-

cess	 of	 creating	 these	 works,	 I	 have	 created	 an	 environment,	 
which	 presents	 a	 set	 of	 possibilities	 that	 is	 alive	 even	 in	 an	 un-

free	 environment.	 	 This	 lack	 of	 freedom	 includes	 the	 restraints	 
from	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 market,	 yet	 I’ve	 done	 what	 I	 set	 out	 to	 
do,	 and	 haven’t	 stopped.	 	 And	 of	 course	 some	 have	 supported	 
me.	 	 I’m	 guessing	 that	 those	 who	 have	 supported	 me	 all	 like	 
freedom,	 enjoy	 films	 that	 support	 many	 possibilities,	 and	 are	 
not	 generic	 products.	 	 There	 are	 not	 many	 of	 these	 kinds	 of	 
people,	 but	 they	 do	 exist.	 	 In	 this	 day	 and	 age,	 there	 are	 still	 
people	 who	 support	 this	 kind	 of	 work.	 	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 
for	 my	 last	 movie,	 Face.	 	 This	 film	 first	 arose	 as	 a	 concept	 when	 
the	 Louvre	 expressed	 their	 desire	 to	 collect	 my	 films,	 so	 I	 feel,	 
why	 would	 they	 choose	 me?	 	 It	 might	 be	 because	 they	 have	 
been	 observing	 (world	 cinemas)	 for	 a	 long	 period	 of	 time.	 	 In	 
this	 world—this	 world	 is	 much	 smaller—everybody	 knows	 
what	 everyone	 else	 is	 working	 on.	 	 And	 you	 see	 one	 director	 
who	 is	 not	 changed	 by	 the	 marketing	 or	 the	 political	 environ-

ment.	 	 And	 they’re	 still	 producing	 works—works	 that	 aren’t	 
even	 that	 bad—so	 they	 chose	 me.	 	 This	 made	 me	 feel	 that	 my	 
work	 have	 not	 been	 limited	 or	 constrained.	 	 Of	 course,	 the	 
greatest	 challenge	 I’m	 encountering	 is	 just	 myself.	 	 I’ve	 been	 
working	 on	 discarding	 my	 own	 hesitations	 for	 a	 long	 time.	 	 I	 
think	 the	 only	 person	 who	 hesitates	 is	 myself.	 	 So	 my	 long-
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term	 project	 is	 to	 pursue	 greater	 possibilities	 in	 my	 future	 
films.

L:	 Then	 I	 hope	 you	 will	 have	 this	 conversation	 with	 the	 entire	 
society,	 the	 whole	 world,	 so	 that	 they	 might	 take	 a	 few	 point-
ers	 from	 you.	 (Laughs)

T:	 (Laughs)	 I	 think	 I	 have	 been	 heard.	 	 Yes,	 I	 have	 been	 heard.	 	 
This	 is	 the	 third	 time	 I’ve	 been	 to	 the	 States,	 and	 they	 treat-
ed	 these	 visits	 as	 very	 dignified	 events;	 many	 universities—
UCLA	 or	 USC	 or	 Harvard,	 Columbia,	 Yale.	 	 In	 these	 years,	 
they	 have	 repeatedly	 invited	 me	 to	 screen	 my	 films,	 and	 to	 al-
low	 me	 to	 express	 myself	 vocally.	 	 Just	 in	 the	 U.S.	 alone,	 there	 
have	 been	 some	 changes:	 	 they	 have	 accepted	 me	 not	 just	 as	 
a	 Hollywood	 director,	 but	 as	 someone	 from	 Asia,	 an	 auteur-
ist,	 niche-audience	 director—and	 they	 have	 begun	 to	 research	 
my	 work.	 	 Or	 in	 South	 America,	 Argentina,	 Brazil,	 or	 Russia,	 
Moscow.	 .	 .

L:	 Russia!
T:	 Russia—they	 are	 also	 researching	 my	 films.	 	 Poland	 is	 another	 

example.	 	 In	 these	 ten	 to	 twenty	 years,	 my	 films	 have	 trav-

eled	 very	 far,	 exceeding	 my	 original	 expectations,	 you	 know?	 	 
I	 think	 this	 is	 a	 type	 of	 nonstop	 feedback.

L:	 England?
T:	 (Laughs)	 Yes,	 England	 too!	 Yes,	 yes,	 England.	 	 I	 don’t	 know	 

why—the	 process	 is	 actually	 quite	 energy-consuming,	 but	 I	 
think	 it	 is	 very	 hard	 to	 find	 someone	 as	 lucky	 as	 I	 am,	 that	 
even	 films	 like	 these	 will	 be	 noticed,	 including	 the	 invitation	 
by	 the	 Louvre.	 	 This	 is	 an	 incredibly	 huge	 honor	 that	 they	 
have	 bestowed	 upon	 me.	 	 I	 think	 this	 really	 isn’t	 too	 bad.

L:	 I	 really	 admire	 how	 you’re	 still	 young	 and	 can	 continue	 mak-

ing	 films!
T:	 (Laughs)	 I	 will	 not	 make	 too	 many	 films.	 	 I	 will	 probably	 just	 

shoot	 a	 few	 more,	 and	 that	 will	 be	 enough.	 	 Because	 people	 do	 
have	 limitations.

L:	 Enough?
T:	 Enough,	 meaning	 I’m	 going	 to	 get	 old,	 and	 when	 I’m	 old,	 I	 

won’t	 have	 too	 much	 energy	 left.	 	 But	 I	 think	 it	 is	 enough	 to	 
make	 a	 contribution	 to	 humanity.

L:	 But	 you	 are	 also	 now	 cooperating	 with	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen,	 who	 
has	 also	 become	 a	 director.
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T:	 Yes,	 yes.	 	 From	 my	 point	 of	 view,	 the	 fact	 that	 Lee	 Kang	 Shen	 
has	 become	 a	 director	 is	 not	 really	 a	 point.	 He	 thinks	 it	 is	 quite	 
important,	 but	 I	 will	 always	 think	 of	 him	 as	 my	 actor.
You	 know	 what	 I	 mean?	 	 Because	 he	 is	 already	 doing	 some-

thing	 quite	 noble	 just	 by	 being	 an	 actor;	 up	 to	 this	 point,	 in	 
this	 world,	 there	 have	 been	 no—of	 course,	 there	 are	 some	 
great	 directors	 who	 have	 shot	 their	 favorite	 actors	 and	 col-
laborated	 with	 them	 for	 long	 periods	 of	 time—but	 Lee	 Kang	 
Shen	 is	 very	 unique.	 	 In	 every	 one	 of	 my	 films,	 he	 stars	 as	 the	 
male	 lead.	 	 I’m	 always	 shooting	 him.	 	 I	 think,	 after	 eighteen	 
years,	 to	 this	 day,	 I	 haven’t	 really	 changed.	 	 And	 he’s	 still	 very	 
willing	 to	 be	 shot	 by	 me.	 	 And	 he’s	 getting	 better	 at	 it.	 	 He’s	 
getting	 older,	 too.	 	 Not	 like	 how	 attractive	 he	 was	 when	 he	 
was	 younger.	 	 But,	 this	 is	 what	 I	 would	 like	 to	 see	 and	 ac-
complish,	 to	 capture	 the	 process	 of	 a	 person	 aging	 from	 their	 
youth	 to	 their	 old	 age.	 	 This	 is	 what	 makes	 filming	 really	 inter-
esting	 to	 me,	 not	 whether	 my	 films	 make	 money	 or	 earn	 many	 
awards.	 	 I	 care	 whether	 I	 can	 have	 really	 meaningful,	 and	 long	 
relationships	 fostered	 through	 my	 career.	 	 I’m	 extremely	 inter-
ested	 in	 this	 process.

L:	 You’re	 a	 very	 loyal	 and	 honest	 person.
T:	 (Laughs)	 A	 normal	 person.	 	 A	 person	 who	 hasn’t	 been	 changed	 

by	 money	 or	 success.


