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Faye Wong and the fandom of a Chinese diva

Chair Professor John Nguyet Erni, Department of Humanities and Creative Writing, Hong
Kong Baptist University

“Her song not only aims at topping the music charts, but also aims at making a point.
It is a story of all women ... Many people say they are strong, stubborn ... However, few of
them can act like Faye.... Any successful woman should behave like Faye.” This is said by a
well-educated lady reflecting on the song “Stubbornness and Regretless” of her idol Faye
Wong.

In this study that stretched over six years, up to 20 fans, mainly professional women
aged between 18 to the 40s, were interviewed throughout Hong Kong and China about their
feelings and affection towards their idol Faye Wong — a singer popular among Chinese
communities. Combined with ethnographic research methods, including textual analysis of
Faye’s lyrics, persona and image, the study examines how Faye’s images of femininity are
being appropriated by her fans, and how their engagement with Faye’s persona relates to the
dilemmas they face against a background of existing cultural norms and gendered family
values.

A Beijingese and an immigrant to Hong Kong since 1987, Faye started her career in
Hong Kong as a Cantopop star. After a controversial hiatus in the USA in 1991, she returned
with a new music style that incorporated R&B and American soul music and transformed into
a new avant-garde superstar. Her status of diva was confirmed when her albums *“100,000
Whys” and “No regrets” (1993) achieved record-breaking total sales of 300,000 in Hong
Kong. In 1996 she was featured on the cover of Time magazine and was honoured as diva,
goddess and prima donna of the Orient she remains so until now, queen of female singers
among the global Chinese communities.

Her unique position in Chinese pop lies in her delicate balance between commercial
influence and her culturally uncompromising image. While performing as a commercial
singer, she refuses to comply with conventional market practices in the Chinese entertainment
circles. By doing so, she constructs an image independent of the industry, while still retaining
the appeal to advertisers, media and the market. Such an attitude can be seen in her song
“Please Myself” (1994), in which she publicly declares that she only pleases herself and not
the market. It is precisely her independent and non-conforming persona that portrays a perfect
autonomous lifestyle for her fans who equally desire to resist social norms. A Chinese female
fan said:

“Women, you know, always grouse about something, family, work-load, and
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boyfriends. It turns out that we try to satisfy others, not ourselves. Faye is different ...
she doesn’t have to satisfy others ... She is very consistent and determined.”

The popularity of Faye as a female singer itself is a symbol of rising power of women
against the male dominance in various Chinese communities. Gradually fans, in particular
middle class Hong Kong women, start to appropriate her style and persona, and idolize her as
a controversial heroine figure whose acts and attitudes are seen as desirable for Chinese
women. The relevance of Faye’s to her fandom stems from her ability to touch a chord with
middle class women and then provide them with answers. While entrapped in a relationship
of love, work and family in a capitalist society, these middle class women is always waiting
for changes and exits out of the monotonous rhythm of their lives. Faye’s song “Exit” (1994)
speaks about these dilemmas, describing how women in general have no direct and perfect
way out for a better future in society. A Hong Kong fan in her 20s said:

“lI don’t see myself having an exit. “Exit” expresses real problems. | have no
confidence in marriage and family. | have no confidence in a man. But what can |
do? ... I would rather behave like Faye who did what she wanted to do... Maybe
going to America is my exit.”

A 20-year-old woman from a middle class Hong Kong family talked about her feeling
towards Faye’s song, “Chess”:

“I like this song because it reflects the difficulties of women nowadays. We are often
others’ pawns, mainly males’ pawns. We, my mother and |, are controlled by others. I
don’t have any voice in family. With my boyfriend, | am also his pawn. | think Faye is
really great. She is brave to challenge the situation... and addresses the real problems
of women.”

Like many Faye’s songs, “Chess” captures the dilemmas of many contemporary women in
Hong Kong. Practically, middle class women always have to juggle between the role of
professional women and their role as traditional wives or daughters. Very often successful
married women are still fettered in their family as traditional housewives and in society as
disadvantaged individuals. Faye’s fans see her as an individual who is bold enough to expose
the contradictory nature of reality, and Faye’s stardom may provide a direct and immediate
way out for them. Clearly, it would be unrealistic for many of them to follow Faye’s example
in leading a self-directed lifestyle, challenging patriarchy and being non-compromising
within the capitalist workplace; most women do not possess the necessary economic
resources for this radical move. Yet, they are able to openly interpret Faye’s persona as rich
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symbolic and cultural resources to help them face the challenges and struggles in their
workplaces and other social realms. A Faye-inspired fan said: “Be brave to try anything
without regret. Be independent, competent and have a character like Faye’s.”

Extracted and rewritten with permission from: Fung, Anthony (2009). “Faye and the
fandom of a Chinese diva,” Popular Communication, 7(2): 252-266.
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