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Killing Patriarchy: Man-Slaughtering in Li Ang’s
The Butcher's Wife and Kanai Mieko’s RottingMeat

Mei-Yao Chen

Introduction

With increasing feminist consciousness, women
writers in the modern period have begun writing against
patriarchy, attempting to expose the collusion between
ideology and cultural practices, and to deconstruct
predominantly male cultural paradigms. Such writing
intends to unmask and indict the economies of power in
which women are always assigned to perform passivity.
One rare but important theme in such writing is man-
slaughtering. In Asian literature, some feminist works
adopt a similar violent theme to reveal the brutal realities
of patriarchal exploitation toward women, and to subvert
the inequities of power in patriarchal ideologies. In this
paper | make a comparative study of two literary texts,
one from Taiwan and one from Japan, that feature the
theme of man-slaughtering. The first is Shafu (The
Butcher's Wife, 1983), a novel by Taiwan’s controversial
feminist writer—Li Ang.' The other is Funiku (“Rotting
Meat”, 1972), by Kanai Mieko, well known for her fairy-
tale-like shocking stories.” In both works the male
protagonists kill pigs for a living, and both end up being
murdered by the female protagonists. Neither work,
however, is simply a revenge narrative; therefore, it is
worth exploring the underlying subversive nature of
these works.

Although coming from different cultural and
historical backgrounds, both authors accidentally share a
similar structure, narrative style, and feminist writing
strategy to critique the patriarchy. Both of them blend a
feminist critical perspective with postmodern techniques,
such as exploring multiple narrations and breaking down
traditional symbolic systems.

As Laurel Richardson points out, postmodernism
questions “all truth claims of masking and serving
particular interests in local, cultural and political
struggles... The postmodernist context of doubt distrusts
all methods equally.” Postmodernism brings up
ontological questions on the modern sense of the self and
subjectivity, the ideas of history as linear and
evolutionary, and questions the possibility of

' Li Ang. Shafu—Lucheng gushi (Husband-killing: Stories of
Lucheng) (Taipei: Lianhe, 1983). Citations from Li's novel are
based on Howard Goldblatt and Ellen Yeung'’s translation. The
Butcher's Wife: A Novel by Li Ang (San Francisco: North Point,
1986).

? Kanai Mieko. “Funiku” (1972). In Chikuma gendai bungaku
taikei, vol. 93. Tokyo: Chikuma shobd, 150-53. All translations
are from Mary Knighton's “Rotting Meat” Fictional
International 29 (1997): 110-15. Hereafter, further citations
from this source are given in text, beginning RM.

3 In “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” Handbook of Qualitative
Research. Eds. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln.
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1994), 517.

118

representation and totalization.* In the postmodernist
condition all texts are partial, gender-specific, local, and
historically and culturally situated. They exercise parody
and pastiche, and leave the reader with a sense of
uncertainty, bewilderment and loss. They are often
playful rather than earnest and despairing, but the
challenge of reading them may be daunting’ In this
sense, 1 would argue that both The Butcher's Wife and
“Rotting Meat” exhibit most of the postmodemn
characteristics sketched above. Both works employ
sarcasm and irony in multiple voices to challenge and
deconstruct traditional semiotic systems.

Nonetheless, I am convinced that to reverse power
relations between male and female in order to claim the
female protagonist as victor is nof the writers’ intent,
because the act of simplistic dichotomizing offers no
solution. Rather, the writers are concerned with the
process of deconstructing the patriarchy and the display
of the irony and absurdities of the power structures that
relentlessly trap men and women.

It is no exaggeration to say that Li Ang (b. 1952) is
one of the most controversial and influential writers of
fiction in Chinese. Li has been publicly attacked by
male critics and has encountered public disapproval
because of her writing on topics blatantly related to
sexuality, gender and power. However, in spite of
various obstacles, she completed The Butcher's Wife in
1983—one of the most controversial and disturbingly
powerful works in the history of Taiwanese literature.
The significance of this work is expressed not only in its
insights into domestic sexual abuse, but also in its
attempted challenge to the literary conventions of
women's writing.®

Unlike most contemporary female writers, Kanai
Mieko (b. 1947) has been remarkable for a sustained
productivity in poetry, fiction, essays, and literary
criticism. Much of her early fiction is extremely short
and filled with scenes of blood, cannibalism,
dismemberment, and incest. The characters in her fiction
usually transgress both the normal laws of physics and
narrative realism. In “Rotting Meat,” the heroine, a
physically and mentally exploited prostitute, kills her
patron who is a butcher.

* Linda Nicholson, and Nancy Fraser, “Introduction” to
Feminism/Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1990), 1-16.
% Raoul, Valerie. “Postmodernism/ Poststructuralism/
Feminism,” Handouts from her seminar “Issues in
Interdisciplinary Feminist Research: Are Poststructuralist and
Feminist Approaches Reconcilable?” held in Term 1, 2001 at
UB.C.

% In Chinese literary history women’s writing has long been
marginalized and classified under the category of Gueixiu pai,
or feminine group. Such feminine writing deals with
conventional themes such as love, marriage, and romantic
relations from a sentimental perspective. The Butcher's Wife is
an attempt to break away from the mainstream “feminine"
writing. As Li Ang declared in the preface to the novel, it isa
feminist work. |
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In large part, both Li Ang and Kanai Mieko have
been influenced by Western feminist thinking. In the
1970s, Li spent two years in graduate school in the
United States, and was fascinated by the works of
Simone de Beauvoir, Virginia Woolf, and Germaine
Greer, among other feminist writers.” In the author’s
preface to The Butcher's Wife, Li openly admits that she
approached the writing with a number of feminist
ideals.® Kanai is also knowledgeable in Western literary
and cultural theory. Although Kanai herself claims that
she has no interest in producing feminist work, most
critics have persuasively argued that much of her work
is, in effect, feminist.’

Compared with The Butcher's Wife, “Rotting Meat”
is extremely short; however, like the former, it has two
narrators—a frame narrator and an internal narrator. In
The Butcher's Wife, both the frame and the internal
narrators are third-person, whereas in Rotting Meat, they
are first-person narrators. Also, as in The Butcher's Wife,
the male frame narrator in “Rotting Meat™ represents an
epistemological world and the internal narrator depicts
an ontological one. The frame narrator is situated in the
real world with which the reader is familiar; while the
internal narrator depicts the weird world that is removed
from reality. The frame narrator, just like the waki in a
mugen Noh play, bridges the gap between the everyday

world of reader/audience and the extraordinary one
inhabited by the internal narrator (Orbaugh, 133). The
narration of the news reports in The Butcher's Wife and
that of the man in “Rotting Meat” fulfill this bridging
function.

The strategy that both Li Ang and Kanai Mieko
employ to write against patriarchy is one of the methods
in Sharalyn Orbaugh’s classification on women’s fiction
that attempts to write against the dominant economies of
power; “to maintain the current binary configurations of
power, but to reverse the gender coding of the
hierarchical power roles.”'® As Orbaugh points out, in
such deconstructive writing women can speak instead of
being silent; they can use their eyes instead of being the

" See Chien, Ying-Ying. “Women Crossing the Wild Zone:
Sexual/Textual Politics in the Fiction of Ding Ling and Li Ang.”
Fu Jen Studies 28 (Feb. 1995): 1-17.

¥ See the author’s preface to Li Ang’s The Butcher's Wife.

® See Kitada Sachie’s “Usagi Kanai Micko;” Komata Yiisuke,
“Kanai Mieko—Gengo geemu no hatsuwa,” “Feminizumu:
Josei kilkan no genzai” (Feminism: The Contemporary Space
among Women), Kokubungaku: kaishaku to kyézai no kenkyii
37, no.13 (November 1992), and Sharalyn Orbaugh’s “The
Body in Contemporary Japanese Women’s Fiction.” In The
Woman's Hand: Gender and Theory in Japanese Women's
Writing. Eds. Paul Gordon Schalow, and Janet A. Walker.
(California: Stanford University Press, 1996), 119-64.

' The other two strategies are: “to maintain and describe the
current configurations of power, exposing the harm done
through them; to maintain and describe the current
configurations of power, but to invert the hierarchy of value, to
valorize the object/passive side of the equation.” Orbaugh, 123-
24,

object of the gaze; they can kill instead of being killed;
they can dominate instead of being dominated. However,
the triumph is always temporary, and the reversals end in
tragedy. Linshi in The Butcher's Wife is sentenced to
death, whereas the prostitute in “Rotting Meat” is left in
a desperate and hopeless situation that she could not
have a thriving career any more.

The Butcher’s Wife

The Butcher's Wife undisguisedly portrays the
female protagonist, Linshi, as being sexually abused and
brutally repressed. Li Ang unfolds the inhuman practices
with regard to sex and economic power relations, such as
arranged marriage, control of food, and sexual abuses, in
an appalling and terrifying way. Her novel attempts to
deconstruct the phallocentric world and to shock the
readers into awareness. The story is set in Lugang, the
author’s hometown, in the 1930s when Taiwan was
colonized by Japan. Linshi and her mother were forced
to roam the streets after her father died when she was
only nine years old. Arguing that Linshi’s mother would
remarry, her uncle dispossessed them of the tile-roofed
house that was their only possession. One day Linshi’s
mother was caught in the family’s ancestral hall while
having sex with a stray soldier. It is not clear whether she
is raped by him or has consented to sexual intercourse.
However, what is evident is that she is greedily chewing
on rice balls which seem to be provided by the soldier in
return for her sexual availability. Not knowing how the
clansmen punished her mother, Linshi never saw her
mother again, and was sent to live as a servant with her
uncle’s family in the tile-roofed house. A few years later,
her uncle, to his own advantage, arranged a marriage for
her with Chen Jiangshui—a butcher with an unsavory
reputation. Chen Jiangshui, who by nature is destructive,
uses food and violence to control Linshi in order to
satisfy his own sexual drive and desire to dominate.
After several failed attempts to escape from her
husband’s control, Linshi falls into a completely helpless
and hopeless situation. One night, after another
unbearable torment, Linshi seems to be in a trance, and
feels drawn by the butcher’s knife gleaming in the pale
moonlight. She slaughters her husband in the way he
slaughters the pigs.

The main text of The Butcher's Wife is framed by
two news reports, presented as a prologue, and one
appendix as an epilogue. In the two news reports, readers
are informed that Linshi is an “immoral” woman who
killed her husband for the sake of her extramarital affair.
The anonymous reporter accuses Linshi of murder in an
authoritative, ‘logical’, and ‘rational’ tone. At the
beginning, the reader is led to accept the false reality the
news coverage represents. The news reports frame an
epistemological realm that introduces and concludes the
main text. However, the main text, told by a third person
(internal narrator) in an ontological sense, gradually
converts Linshi’s image as a debauched woman who
should be severely punished into an inhumanly abused
wife. In the appendix, presumably published after the



sentencing of Linshi, the reader is told that the entire
story was based on an actual homicide that occurred in
Shanghai in the 1930s. In reality, the man-slaughtering
woman escaped the death penalty because of a general
amnesty. By introducing another voice, this appendix
boosts this polyphonic novel to a richer and more
dynamic level. Not only does it signify the disruption of
the total domination of the patriarchal order, but it also
arouses some hopes for the resisting heroine in fiction
and in reality.'' Unfortunately, however, the appendix is
omitted in its English translation which might result in a
misrepresentation of this work. 2
In the novel, Li uses a parallel structure and several

analogies to develop the plot. Sex and food, being
bound to one another, are men’s means to control
women. The scene in which Linshi’s mother has sex
with the soldier and the one in which Linshi has sex on
her wedding night are comparable. On Linshi's wedding
night, having eaten very little all day, she is exhausted,
and emits pitiful screams and faints when her drunk
husband brutally claims his ‘conjugal privilege.” After
his savage desire is quenched, Chen Jiangshui rouses
her with wine and fetches her a big piece of pork.

With bloated cheeks, she chewed on the pork,
making squishing noises as fat oozed out the corners
of her mouth and dribbled down in rivulets to her
chin and neck, all greasy and wet... She looked
down to discover that her pants were still down
around her ankles. She had eaten this wonderful
meal while she was naked from the waist down!”
(23)

Sex is exclusively associated with male violence and
power. To Chen lJiangshui killing pigs is a sexual
experience. As a professional butcher, he was proud of
his slaughtering skill.

As the knife was withdrawn and the blood
spurted forth, he was infused with an incomparable
sense of satisfaction. It was as though the hot stream
coursing through his body was converted into a
thick, sticky white fluid spurting into the shadowy
depths of a woman at the climax of a series of high-
speed thrusts. To Chen Jiangshui, the spurting of
blood and the ejaculation of semen had the same
orgasmic effect. (75) i

The butcher’s knife is obviously a phallic symbol. The
squealing of struggling pigs corresponds with Linshi’s
screaming on the bed. Chen Jiangshui’s sadistic sexual
desire cannot be satisfied without women’s groaning. In

""" Chien, Ying-Ying.  “Deconstructing  Patriarchy/

Reconstructing Womanhood: Feminist Readings of Multi-
cultural Women's Murder Fiction.” Tamkang Review 26, nos. |
and 2, Autumn & Winter 1995: 263-87.

2 Although there is reference to the Shanghai case in the
preface to The Butcher's Wife, it does not offer any information
on the amnesty of the murderess’s death penalty.
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other words, women’s moaning reconfirms his power
and female subordination. Indeed, for Chen Jiangshui,
Linshi is similar to the pigs whose helplessness provides
him the pleasant sensation of male dominance.

The red wedding dress Linshi’s mother wears in the
scene with the soldier symbolically equates Linshi’s
virginal blood and the blood of slaughtering pig. The
wedding dress also symbolizes Linshi’s marriage as a
repetition of forced prostitution. The redundant images
of a mouthful of food, saliva dripping down, and eating
while half-naked, create a resonant composition that
enriches the artistry of this work.

There is a recurring dream that has been haunting
Linshi for years during her suffering life with her
husband:

Several pillars, so tall they impale the clouds,
disappearing into a pitch darkness that stretches on
endlessly. Suddenly, a rumble of thunder, moving
inexorably nearer and nearer. Then a loud boom. Not
a trace of flames anywhere, yet the pillars become
instantly charred, without so much as wobbling.
Finally, after the longest time, dark red blood begins
to seep from the cracks in the blackened pillars. (10)

Some critics, such as Chien, have pointed out that the
image of the pillars in this dream symbolizes Linshi’s
unresolved fear, anxiety, and sexual repression from past
traumatic experiences (272). However, since the pillars
resemble the ones in Linshi’s ancestral hall, a place
where only men have the right to speak, and where her
mother was caught and punished by the clansmen/male
authority, I would argue that the dream rather symbolizes
the violent male penetration of the female’s body. The
image of the black bloody pillars represents the phallic
power exerted upon Linshi.

The climax of the plot is the scene in which Linshi
slaughters her husband. Linshi grips the butcher knife,
stabs downwards, and, recalling what she had been
forced to behold at the slaughterhouse, butchers her
husband. However, she thinks she is killing a pig, and
keeps telling herself: “it must be a dream™ (Ang 139).
While she is wielding the knife, suddenly, many
memories flash into view: the face of the soldier who has
sex with her mother, a squealing, struggling pig with a
butcher knife buried at an angle in its gullet, and the
nightmares that have been haunting her for a long time.
It seemed that all of the suffering, torment, and
nightmares are hacked away by the knife. Finally, she
can have a dreamless and tranquil sleep. When Linshi
takes over and wields her husband’s knife—a symbol of
phallic power—she reverses the existing relationship
between male and female.

In contrast to his sadistic abuse of Linshi, Chen
Jiangshui’s relationship with the prostitute Golden
Flower reveals his gentle, humorous, humane, and
protective characteristics. Throughout the story Chen
Jiangshui does not once call Linshi by her name (mostly,
he calls her a “slut”). He always remains quiet even
when his colleagues make obscene jokes about him.



beless, when he visits Golden Flower, they do not
gx but an openhearted and intimate conversation.
rostitute Golden Flower has some economic

." dity.” More importantly, her independence
0t her from the savage, brutal sexual attacks which
i, as a wife, endures regularly without any warning.
jis sense, Chen Jiangshui has less dominating power
tGolden Flower, who has more sovereignty over her
 body than does Linshi, and is self-reliant (she
ides to quit prostituting and start a new business with
" mother-in-law). As such, Golden Flower has a
jstively more equal status to Chen Jiangshui than does
shi.
Also, because of his lowly occupation—it is
pperstitiously believed that a butcher will descend to

yhom any woman would like to marry. An orphan like

Linshi is the best marriage he can get. His treatment of

Linshi shows not only his destructively patriarchal
maure, but also his resentment of taking up this
xcupation (there is not much choice for a man from a
poor low-class family). Linshi, in an attempt to achieve
independence, once tries to use her deflowering money
given by her husband to raise a brood of ducklings so
that she can have an income. However, the ducklings end
up being slaughtered by Chen Jiangshui. Obviously,
financial independence is one of the prerequisites for
" women to attain equality with men. It is a bitter irony
that marriage provides Linshi with neither security nor
. benefit, but only torture—the unbearable tortures that
- etven a prostitute like Golden Flower would never
experience. Chen Jiangshui, whose name literally means
‘stream,” is a fierce flood to Linshi, but a nurturing
resource to Golden ‘Flower,” whose depictions always
associate her with mother earth. Chen Jiangshui’s need
to exert his male power through sexual abuse is only
expressed toward his wife, not toward the prostitute.

“Rotting Meat”

In comparison to The Butcher’s Wife, the plot of
“Rotting Meat™ is much shorter. The absurd plot and the
narrative technique Kanai employs result in a general
elusiveness, which baffles the reader of “Rotting Meat.”
Less interested in plot, Kanai is more concerned with
psychic processes. Compared with The Butcher's Wife,
“Rotting Meat” is written in a more subtle and vague
way. It does not mention when or where the story is set,
nor does it provide a name for any of the characters.
Characters are referred to as kanogjo (she), otoko (man),
otokotachi (men), or by occupation, such as fudésan 'ya
(the real estate agent) and fosatsujin (the butcher). The
story starts with a male first-person narrator — the frame
narrator — stating what he knows and what he is sure
about:

While I'm sure that I’ve been to her room before,
finding it again would be difficult. The moment I
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left that room, deep inside I knew it: if I leave here,
I won’t be able to get back again. Deep inside I
knew it. I knew I probably wouldn’t even be able to
find the realtor who had taken me to the room if |
did try and find it. Yet when I saw that bloody,
rotting meat, | fled from that room, only able to
think of getting outside for air as fast as [ could.
(RM 110)

The man is expressing the epistemological world that he
knows with certainty. Being a writer he was looking for
a quiet place where he could escape from writing. He
moved into a small apartment which was shown by a real
estate agent who had terribly bad breath. The offensive
odor in the room, which he thought was the lingering
effect of the realtor’s bad breath, led him to a built-in
wardrobe in the room where he found a woman (internal
narrator). The second paragraph switches from the man
to the woman whom we later discover is a prostitute.

She tells the man about her former livelihood. She
had been a thriving prostitute who received valuable
things from her patrons, such as gold watches, jeweled
lighters, and, of course, cash. But one of her patrons, a
butcher, brought her something far more unusual—the
meat of a whole, freshly butchered piglet. Since the
jealous butcher treated her body so roughly that she
could not see other customers after his visits, she killed
him and shoved the corpse under the bed. As soon as the
man (frame narrator) looks at the lump of bloody,
decomposing meat, and realizes that it is the butcher's
corpse, not pig meat, he flees the room as quickly as
possible.

At the end, the story returns to the frame narrator
expressing his desire to look for the prostitute again. He
wants to find the room and propose marriage to her. He
even fantasizes that he will become a slice of rotting
meat to be swallowed up by her internal organs,
Recently, he says, his body has been rotting away little
by little from the inside out, and his own breath has
becoming horrifyingly bad, just like that of the realtor
who seems to be the prostitute’s pimp (RM 115). The
man is suggesting that any man who encounters the
prostitute will eventually submit himself to her and
become meat to her.

“Rotting Meat” is a work that appeals to the senses,
especially that of smell, for example, the stench of a
rotting body that spreads throughout the story. Although
there are few physical descriptions of the characters,
body discourse is primary in the work. The human body,
not edible whether dead or alive, will be a corpse after
death. On the contrary, a pig will be meat but never a
corpse. However, since the female protagonist is a
prostitute who sells her body for a living, any man is
allowed to consume her body as long as he can pay for it.
Therefore, her body is consumable meat to men when
alive, and will become a corpse when she dies. When
referring to the distinction between a corpse and meat,
both the frame and the internal narrators agree that meat
is edible/consumable and a corpse is not. Yet the



difference between the two remains obscured. The
woman confesses that it is often hard to distinguish meat
from a corpse. In the prostitute’s eye. the piglet is more
like a corpse than meat. As Orbaugh suggests. due to her
occupation, the internal narrator/the woman identifies
herself with the piglet (Orbaugh. 138). That is, since she
is usually called meat because of her occupation and
because her dead body would be a corpse. she “clevates™
the piglet. which is supposed to be meat. to a corpse —
he same status with her.

In a patriarchal society men who hold economic
sower have the right to consume women. In The
Butcher's Wife Linshi, who is not a prostitute, is given
{eflowering money by her husband after the first night of
ex. Like the prostitute in “Rotting Meat™, Linshi (her
nother, and Golden Flower as well) has to trade her
ody for food. In this sense. women/prostitutes are equal
o meat, whercas men/butchers are the consumers.
{owever, at the end of both stories, this paradigm is
nverted. Both butchers end up being killed/consumed.
‘he reason that the prostitute kills the butcher also
nverts the ordinary paradigm.

As for that one, he absolutely hated me to get
along with any other man but him. Give up this
business, and let’s set up a houschold, he said. Am |
the sort who is able to act out that bit of common
pretense? Still, though, I really did love him. That’s
why it was only natural that he be killed. you know.”
(114-5)

he prostitute kills the butcher not only because of her
esistance to his sexual violation, but also because of her
sve for him (he probably is the only person who
roposes marriage to her).

Although the prostitute does not consume any meat
neither the butcher’s corpse nor the piglet). the frame
arrator fantasizes that she is a cannibal, and he desires
y be killed and eaten by her. The man’s cannibalistic
antasy associates itself with the image of a Japanese
-gendary figure, the Yamamba, a female demon with
uperhuman strength dwelling deep within the mountains
nd devouring men. If the figure of a man-eating female
emon suggests men’s desire to marginalize and alienate
;omen due to their fear of women's ‘uncontrolled’
ower, then the male frame narrator’s fantasy of being
wallowed and digested by the prostitute completely
everses the power structure between men and women.
lis fantasy shows his complete submission to the
rostitute.

The man who is a writer intends * to escape from
vriting, to escape to the extreme point of not
vriting. .. waiting for death... "(113) As a male writer he
s in a subject position, and has the right to “speak.’ His
enouncement of power reverses the binary paradigm of
he male and female relationship. Judith Butler’s
erformative theory of identity suggests that our
rendered identities do not express an authentic inner
‘core” self, but are the dramatic effect of our

performance. The illusion of an “interior and organizing
gender core” is itself a “fantasy instituted and inscribed
on the surface of bodies™ through our performances. She
further proposes that the “natural™ or “essential™ nature
of gender could be challenged from within the resources
of the system itself, through the parody of it"
Obviously, the man’s desire to perform ‘female’
passivity can be seen as a parody. Through such a
parody, Kanai demonstrates that female can perform
male. and vice versa. That is, instead of being consumed
and victimized, women can consume, like the prostitute;
instead of consuming and being victimizers, man can be
consumed, like the butcher and the male writer. Thus.
Kanai blurs the boundary between two genders, the
boundary between body and mind, and the boundary
between the fantasy and the real world.

Conclusion

Both The Butcher's Wife and “Rotting Meat" are
political works that protest sexual violence against
women by depicting its reality. Through man-
slaughtering, the patriarchy is killed metaphorically, and,
symbolically, women’'s status is elevated. In The
Butcher's Wife, Linshi’s triumph is only temporary as
she is sentenced to death as a murderer at the end of the
story. Some critics contend that Linshi’s breakdown at
the moment of the murder does not mean any self-
awareness or self-assertiveness but mere a total collapse.
Therefore, she is not a “true” feminist heroine.”
However, as author L.i Ang has argued. it is unrealistic
for an illiterate peasant like Linshi to be consciously
aware of her oppression and rebel."” Thus, Linshi's
rebellion has to be on a subconscious level. In the story.
the female protagonist tries to seek economic
independence twice but in vain. In a sense, this implies
the difficulty of women throwing off restraints put up by
patriarchal society.

In contrast to The Butcher's Wife that concludes with
a punishment for the female protagonist’s act of rebellion
against patriarchal society, there is no punishment of any
sort for the prostitute in “Rotting Meat.” Unlike Linshi, a
peasant woman who does not have a sense of self and
autonomy. and whose rebellion is more on 2
subconscious level, the prostitute in “Rotting Meat™ has
a more feminist consciousness. However, it is
inappropriate to consider her a victor. Instead of being

" Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identiy.
(New York and London: Routledge. 1990), 171-77.

" See Cai. Yingjun. “Nu zuojia de liangzhong he qi kunjing’
(The Dilemma of the two Stereotypes of women Writers). Wen
Xing 110 (1987): 96-101. Joyce C.H. Liu, “From Loo Port o
Taipei: The World of Women in Li Ang’s Works." Fu Jen
Studies 19 (1986): 65-85. Sheung-Yuen Daisy Ng, “Feminisn
in the Chinese Context: Li Ang’s The Butcher's Wife.” Modem
Chinese Literature 4, nos. 1,2, Spring & Fall 1988: 177-200.

'* Chien,Ying-Ying. “Women, Feminism, and Creativity: An
Interview with Li Ang,” Chung-Wai Literary Monthly 17, 00
10, March 1989: 184-85.



confined by a simplistic power paradigm between men
ind women (men are hunters/victimizers, women are
food/victims), Kanai introduces a new binary
paradigm—men can be eaten/passive and women can
eatbe active. By reversing the male-dominated power
paradigm with irony and parody, Kanai provides the
reader with a window of opportunity to ponder the ways
women could behave in the power context, and further,
the issue of female subjectivity.

In both stories, the writers attempt to resist and
subvert male-constructed “truths” and, further, to
reconstruct women’s own stories and to give them voice.
Both of these stories reveal the brutal fact that women
experience the economies of power directly through the
body. Indeed, both stories are composed of many
shocking, grotesque, and bloody scenes; however,
advocating the Kkilling of violence by resorting to
violence, as both female protagonists do through brutal
revenge, is not the message in either story. Rather, they
are attempting to graphically present unequal gender
relations in patriarchal societies, and moreover, to show
how patriarchy constitutes gender in society. As
Kurahashi Yumiko points out, an artist does not paint an
apple because she wants to eat an apple.'® The process of
uncovering women’s oppression under patriarchy in
these two works is more important than the violence both
female protagonists commit to. Without such a tradition
of fantastic writing in the field of Taiwan’s women
literature, Li Ang’s The Butcher's Wife comes out more
realistic in its writing style. Nonetheless, the act of man-
slaughtering in both stories is clearly a symbolic protest
and rebellion against patriarchal domination.

"% Kurahashi Yumiko. “From the Author of Blue Journey”,
quoted in Sakaki Atsuko. The [ntertextual Novel and the
Interrelational  Self: Kurahashi Yumiko, a Japanese
Postmodernist (Ph.D. diss., University of British Columbia,
1992), 7; quoted in Orbaugh, 154.
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"M is for Murder; K is for Kirino Natsuo:"
Japanese Women Mystery Writers
and the Constructed Family

Rebecca Copeland

Western observers of the detective genre note that
when women writers take control, the story inevitably
involves family. This is not to suggest that the mystery
itself concerns family issues (though frequently it does)
but rather that the detective, the victim(s), and even the
murderer are presented through a web of familial
connection. Unraveling this web is often what leads the
investigator not only to solve the mystery — the
"whodunit" — but to offer explanations for the
"whydunit." And in most mystery stories, it is the latter
— the whydunit — that occupies narrative interest. As
Kimberly J. Dilley observes in Busybodies, Meddlers,
and Snoops: The Female Hero in Contemporary
Women's Mysteries, the murder is just the hook to draw
readers in. The subsequent story is more about life —
how it is lead — than death.' Of women mystery writers
she notes: "The women's mystery novels examine and
highlight life. They involve relationships, the details of
the everyday, and the construction of community...The
detective story involves reading the details of life as an
important narrative” (Dilley, 139-140). My brief
sampling of mystery fiction by Japanese women writers
reveals a similar impulse. The mysteries are frequently
centered around the home, involve characters whose
identities are developed through family affiliations, and
are frequently solved when family connections are
unraveled and revealed. In this essay I will explore the
implication of family in Tenshi ni misuterareta yoru
(The night the angels forgot, 1994) by Kirino Natsuo. |
am particularly interested in the way Kirino suggests the
importance of family while simultaneously uncovering
the bankruptcy of traditional values in a postmodern
society.

For feminist critics of Japanese society, the family
structure has long been described as the origin of female
abjection. The oft-cited adage "Women have no home in
three realms,” for example, reveals how women have
been so confined to tightly prescribed roles of daughter,
wife, and mother, that they have had little opportunity to
establish identities for themselves that are independent of
these roles. And so the modern woman has worked to
remove herself from the self-negating space of the home
and to make her way into the public realm — a realm
often associated with danger and disorderliness and,
because of the woman's entrance into it, a disruption of
moral certainty.

Murano Miro, the female detective in The Night the
Angels Forgot exemplifies both the effort to escape the
home and the alienation that ensues. Murano is the
classic "hardboiled" female detective not unlike her

! (Vermont: Greenwood Press, 1998), 79. Further citations from
this source begin “Dilley.”
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