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W e 55, 20 FECh) -
Gender in Hong Kong’s Cantopop industry, 1970s-1980s

Hong Kong local Cantopop music experienced rapid growth in the mid-1970s with
the improvement of recording technologies, local radio stations’ efforts to promote local
music, and the organized collaboration between the music industry and the prospering
television industry. During this period, songwriter and singer Samuel Hui became the face of
this new local Cantopop culture, with some of his well-known songs such as ‘Half a Pound,
Eight Taels’ and ‘Price Hike Fever’ becoming extremely popular among the large
working-class population in Hong Kong. These songs permeated the community through
extensive radio and television exposure. Because Sam Hui’s musical background stemmed
from band performances (‘The Lotus’) that combined Western-style instrumentation with
local lyrics, he became a model for many young men who aspired to make it in the
commercial music scene.

This paper is not trying to provide a history of Cantopop per se; there are many well
researched historical accounts of the rise and change of Cantopop in the landscape of Hong
Kong’s popular culture, such as Chu Yiu Wai’s Analysis of Hong Kong Popular Music Lyrics
From Mid-1970s to Mid-1990s and the late James Wong’s unpublished doctoral thesis, The
rise and decline of Cantopop: a study of Hong Kong popular music (1949-1997). This paper
utilizes these historical research for their insights into specific issues regarding gender as well
as changes in the city. They, however, do not directly focus on tracing gender practices and
politics in Cantopop culture. Direct sourcing was therefore deemed significant for this project.
In-depth interviews were conducted with Mr Alex Chi-kwong Lee, a long-time disc jockey
for Radio-Television Hong Kong. This paper has benefited from Mr Lee’s contact with music
producers and Cantopop stars, and his extensive insider’s knowledge of the local popular
music industry and scene from the 1980s onward.

Band culture then and now remains largely a male phenomenon. Male bands that
became popular during this period include The Lotus, Teddy Robin and the Playboys, and of
course the immensely popular The Wynners. Up against the success of these male performers,
Mandarin ballads sung by famous female talents at the time, most notably Teresa Teng, Yao
Su Rong, and the talented Chelsia Chan, faced major competition. Although Mandarin
ballads, and later Japanese pop, remained fairly popular throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
popular taste in Hong Kong took a definitive turn toward local Cantonese music, which
reflects the acute and sometimes cruel social circumstances of the local working-class people
and often performed by male musicians.

The effect of the generation of male talents such as Sam Hui and the Wynners on
Cantopop history is the structural exclusion of women from being songwriters, lyric-writers,
or producers of music. Much of this new Cantopop industry in Hong Kong rested on the
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shoulders of a few male songwriters and lyric-writers, the most prominent figure being
Joseph Koo Kar-fai, and more recently Lam Chik and Wyman Wong. As a result, songwriters
and lyric-writers began to develop a paternalistic framework through which skills were
transmitted informally from one generation of men to another in a master-apprentice type of
relational network. Such a network effectively excluded women from participating in it,
except as performers.

More than four decades since the emergence of Cantopop, the female equivalents of
Joseph Koo or Lam Chik, are few and far between. Only a small handful of female
lyric-writers exist in the Cantopop industry’s history, the most prominent being Siu Mei, Lee
Man, Cheung Mei-yin (also known as Sandy Chang), and Koo Sin-man. So, in the 1970s and
early 1980s, the Cantopop industry was a field dominated by men, even as it relied on the
support of women and a significant female fan culture. As a whole, the cultural industries of
popular radio, disc jockeys, films, and television perpetuated the domination of men as
producers and managers of the popular culture scene.

Through these developments, a whole commercial field of Cantopop music was
solidly established by the mid-1980s, generating multi-million dollar stardoms — for mostly
male performers and songwriters. Throughout the 1980s, of course, there was also the
important career of Anita Mui Yimfong — dubbed the all time ‘queen’ of Cantopop. Through
her unique voice and strong display of female sexuality, Mui challenged the male-dominated
industry with her forceful style of female flirtations. Mui also challenged the more
conservative and ‘softer’ femininity signified by other popular female performers of the time,
such as Paula Tsui Siu-fung and Jenny Yan-lei. Who can forget Mui’s controversial song ‘Bad
Girl” in 1985 which contained lyrics that encouraged young women to challenge the
patriarchal control of women’s bodies and sexuality? Yet, these occasional references to wild
female sexuality by female Cantopop performers were frequently subjected to trivialization
by the industry and censorship by the radio. The most prominent examples that come to mind
include Prudence Liew’s famed song ‘Midnight Love’ (1986) and Sammi Cheng’s remixed
version of ‘“Ten Commandments’ (1994), a song containing the repeating sound of a woman’s
pleasure screaming which was expectedly censored by RTHK.

We might ask why is the Hong Kong popular culture, since the 1970s and onwards,
overwhelmingly centered on the contribution and image of male entertainment producers and
performers? Why are women’s contributions to this male music community consistently
ignored? Is this why female film stars such as Chan Po-chu and Siu Fong-fong, failed to cross
over into the Cantopop scene despite their immense popularity? The above brief sketch of the
developments of the Cantopop industry in Hong Kong during the 1970s and 80s might have
provided some hints for these questions, including the form of band culture, paternalistic
apprenticeship (as in the early careers of lyric-writers), and censorship (towards some female

artists’ strong assertion of female desire).
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In many ways, the structure of the Cantopop industry has excluded women from
becoming producers, songwriters, or lyric-writers that are capable of earning the equal
respect, status, and financial income of their male counterparts. Instead, it has constructed an
elaborate network of male professionals who, from above and behind the scene, tend to
favour a fraternal work culture. Despite the enormous popularity of celebrities such as Teresa
Teng, Anita Mui, and Twins, they often had to deal with an industry that resembles a
patriarchal family structure. In a sense, this situation reflects a pervasive social indifference
toward gendered power in the broader Hong Kong society, where patriarchal privilege often
goes unguestioned.

Extracted and rewritten from: Erni, John N. (2007). “Gender and Everyday Evasions:
Moving with Cantopop,” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 8(1) (March): 86-105.
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Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 8(1) (March): 86-105.
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How Cantopop lyrics reflect historical changes in Hong Kong

Song lyrics are an important component of popular music in the Asian music scene.
Ask any listener of Cantopop in Hong Kong, and they will have no difficulty reciting to you
their favourite song lyrics and sharing with you how those lines about love and relationship
echo with their social and romantic life. Song lyrics connect with listeners by raising their
imagination, resonate with their daily lives, or even relate to them as a form of produced
imaginary ideology in the face of social or political instabilities. A palpable way to
understand how song lyrics can relate to the individual and collective ideas and sentiments of
the Hong Kong people is to look at the patriotic and political songs in the past decades.

This paper is not trying to provide a history of Cantopop per se; there are many well
researched historical accounts of the rise and change of Cantopop in the landscape of Hong
Kong’s popular culture, such as Chu Yiu Wai’s Analysis of Hong Kong Popular Music Lyrics
From Mid-1970s to Mid-1990s and the late James Wong’s unpublished doctoral thesis, The
rise and decline of Cantopop: a study of Hong Kong popular music (1949-1997). This paper
utilizes these pieces of historical research for their insights into specific issues regarding
gender as well as changes in the city. In-depth interviews were conducted with Mr Alex
Chi-kwong Lee, a long-time disc jockey for Radio-Television Hong Kong. This paper has
benefited from Mr Lee’s contact with music producers and Cantopop stars, and his extensive
insider’s knowledge of the local popular music industry and scene from the 1980s onward.

Patriotic pop songs came to Hong Kong in the early 1980s, when Taiwanese college
folk music traveled to Hong Kong, inspiring a wave of Cantopop songs that had strong
themes about the homeland, roots, and nostalgia. Hit titles like ‘The Children of the Dragon,’
‘I am Chinese,” (both Taiwanese songs) and ‘The Brave Chinese’ (Cantonese) conveyed a
sense of nationalistic belonging. The lyrics of these songs often contained emotional thoughts
of a wounded nation in the narratives of war and natural disasters, or longing for reunification,
symbolized by a river as the bloodline connecting Hong Kong to the homeland. Other songs
would depict the grand beauty of the homeland; images of rainbows, green grass, singing
birds, and warm breezes would appear in songs such as ‘Country Road’ and ‘Rain in the Old
Country.’

Often, in those songs, there is a main character who is the universal subject of these
songs: a weary traveler who is trying to find his way home. The traveler is a melancholic and
somewhat contradictory figure, because his longing for home and his desire for independence
represent two powerful but opposing forces. Torn between two shores, the drama of this
patriotic traveler helps to project the ambiguous feeling of belonging in the colonial times of
Hong Kong.

In 1984, the Sino-British agreement to hand over Hong Kong to China in 1997 led to
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feelings of uncertainty and even fear among the Hong Kong people towards the future of
Hong Kong. Terence Choi Kwok-keun’s 1987 hit, ‘Unchanged for Fifty Years,” depicted a
romantic story between a man and a woman in order to allegorize the relationship between
China and Hong Kong. Throughout its lyrics, the song was able to highlight the contradictory
feelings of the Hong Kong people surrounding the handover. The news of the political change
and the subsequent wave of emigration in the mid to late 1980s were influential in motivating
the production of some Cantopop songs that dealt with separation and feelings of alienation
in foreign lands. Another decisive political event that caused significant impact to the
development of Cantopop culture during the late 1980s and early 1990s was the Tiananmen
Square event, with a host of political songs and songs containing political satire quickly
appearing in various commercial channels and at mass rallies in Hong Kong.

In the aftermath of June 4, 1989, the Cantopop industry quickly organized itself into a
semi-political machine, producing three broad types of musical response to the events of
Tiananmen Square and the imminent handover in 1997. First, there were songs explicitly
written for political rallies, most notably of course being ‘All for Freedom.” Second, there
were songs containing political allegories expressing an attitude of cynical abandonment
(such as Luo Dayou’s ‘Queen’s Road East’). Third, there were songs that took a light
approach to satirize the political situation. For instance, during Christmas of 1989, one of
Hong Kong’s famous lyric-writers and entertainers, James Wong, set ironic and mocking
democratic lyrics to well-known Christmas tunes, including phrases such as ‘Deng Xiaoping
is coming to town’ and ‘Li Peng asked me what | want for Christmas, and | said | want a
passport’ in the song lyrics.

Along with these political songs, political consciousness began to take shape in the
commercial arena. In a very visible way, Cantopop articulated itself around questions of
democracy and the politics of modern Chinese identity. The latest example is ‘The Song of
the Umbrella Movement’ that sprang from the events in late 2014.

No doubt, Cantopop as a local medium has participated in the expression of Hong
Kong’s various historical changes, from the period of colonialism to the present day of
post-colonialism and of hyper-commercialism. During the height of the massive emigration
in the mid-1980s, over the events of Tiananmen Square, through the shock of the property
market crash, and into times of postcolonial uncertainty, the people of Hong Kong can be said
to be constantly in search of a sense of identity and wish to use it to help us ease our way into
the possible future. Here, popular music and its lyrics serve to create and respond to the
experiences of our constantly changing city.

Extracted and rewritten from: Erni, John N. (2007). “Gender and Everyday Evasions:
Moving with Cantopop,” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 8(1) (March): 86-105.
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Fung, Anthony (2009). “Faye and the fandom of a Chinese diva,” Popular
Communication, 7(2): 252-266.
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Faye Wong and the fandom of a Chinese diva

“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 alboums “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

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.”
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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:

“I 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 I, are controlled by others. |
don’t have any voice in family. With my boyfriend, I am also his pawn. I 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
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.”
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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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Andy Lau’s emergence as a pan-Chinese icon

The Chinese is a popular Canto-pop song of famous Hong Kong star Andy Lau. First
appearing in 1997 to coincide with the return of Hong Kong to Chinese rule, it sings about
generations of Chinese, those with yellow faces and black eyes, who have the same dreams,
heart, and blood to build a common future. This song, and the following case study, illustrates
Andy Lau’s transformation from a local celebrity to a regional icon and eventually a
pan-Chinese icon. It also highlights how pop music produces different meanings in different
political, economic and cultural contexts.

Research on pop stars involves a wide search for their profile and history in a variety
of sources, including trade magazines, record or film company reports, media coverage, and
even fan pages. The researcher should analyze this set of public records according to the
changing social, cultural, and political context of Hong Kong, so as to interpret the star as a
“cultural icon.”

Andy Lau started out as an actor in Hong Kong’s television dramas. He later moved to
concentrate on pursuing a motion picture career, finishing his 100" movie in 2000. In the
early period, Andy Lau’s image in his movies was double-edged: a positive, righteous,
confident, and heroic image blended with the mysterious, unruly, defiant and wicked image
of a triad member. In the mid-1990s, Andy Lau’s popularity as a local hero reached a climax
with his performance in the movie The Full Throttle, featuring a romantic love story of a
motorist who at the end forsakes his motorcycle to reunite with his lover and lead a normal
life.

With the sovereignty transfer in 1997 that reintegrated Hong Kong into China, the
Hong Kong entertainment industries had to devise new strategies to market Hong Kong pop
culture to appeal to the potentially large market in China. One of the strategies was to focus
on cultivating working partnership with the Chinese authorities and market their products in
China. At this period, Andy Lau’s image changed. To establish a larger-than-local image and
to target a national market, Andy Lau had to shed his triad hero image. In Tian Di (1994)
Andy Lau was as a national hero while in The Adventurer (1995) he was a Chinese-American
FBI undercover agent gathering evidence to avenge the killing of his parents in Vietnam.
Furthermore, in search for a new position in the national market, Lau came to personify a
hero upholding national sovereignty. In A Moment of Romance Ill (1996), he acted as a
Mainland Chinese who risked his life as a pilot during the Second World War to combat
Japanese fighters; in the Island of Greed (1997), he portrayed the head of an understaffed
police force who fearlessly exposed illegal activities of politicians and triad members in
Taiwan.

In his music career, he was bold to produce albums with pure mandarin songs and
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even inserted a few mandarin songs into the Cantonese pop albums. But the most classic was
his song Chinese, which helped him to transform himself into a Chinese icon in ways that
were commercially viable and politically acceptable to national ideology, and which
highlighted Andy Lau’s cultural roots and ties to ethnic China. The CD packaging was
sculpted in the shape of China, denoting national boundary and sovereignty. The lyrics
represented Hong Kong Chinese as if there were devoid of local agony, pains, and history
when the territory was reabsorbed into the motherland. Moreover, they told the younger
generation of a China with a bright future. He earned approval from the Chinese government
to film the MTV version of Chinese on the Great Wall. Subsequently, he was invited by the
Hong Kong Government to recompose this song in new lyrics to promote the Basic Law, a
mini-constitution that China formulates for the governance of Hong Kong.

Andy Lau’s triumphant entry into China and his newfound Chinese identity have
produced profits and brought him numerous rewards. Since 1996, he has been seen in
numerous commercial and advertisement campaigns in the PRC; State-owned television
stations showered him with numerous music awards. In 1998, he was allowed to perform six
mainland concerts. In 2000 he held ten more; to this day his concert tours have reached
almost all major coastal and southern cities of China. Among those concerts, the Tibetan
concert in 1999 was particularly notable, in which Andy Lau was the first Hong Kong star
ever to stage a concert in Tibet and express his love for China through his lyrics. Andy Lau is
now able to market his image in greater China bridging all forms of political gaps.

Perhaps Andy Lau is the best artist matching his company’s strategies in marketing
“correct Chineseness” via popular culture, and by doing so helped foster his local and
national stardom. Whereas other stars either used politics unwisely or simply avoided it, he
carefully used it, made it public and explicit, and yet did not irate the authorities. As global
corporations were eager to push their cultural products into the Chinese market, it did not
take long for them to learn from their local collaborators about what would work and what
the Chinese market could accept. Entertainment companies like Warner Music have signed
contracts with Chinese singers and are keenly exploring the pop music market in China. Andy
Lau may offer them a model. China allows importing “correct and acceptable Chinese singers”
like Andy Lau, but others singers not officially endorsed would probably only see their
pirated CDs and VVCDs in circulation and receive no profit at all.

Extracted and rewritten with permission from: Fung, Anthony (2003). “Marketing

popular culture in China: Andy Lau as a pan-Chinese icon.” In Chin-Chuan Lee (ed.),
Chinese Media, Global Contexts. London: Rouledge Curzon, 190-2609.
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South Asian minorities and the mainstream media

The media is integral to our lives. It functions as our window onto the world by
providing us with the necessary information we need to survive, with entertainment, with
education, etc. As such, it affects our views and beliefs. It also can forge links between
diverse groups in society to foster better understanding amongst them. In the case of ethnic
minorities (EMs), the media can enhance social cohesion by providing truthful and
comprehensive reporting about different ethnic groups in order to increase mutual
understanding. The mainstream media especially bears the responsibility to inform the public
of the challenges facing ethnic minorities, as well as produce programmes that cater to the
needs and interests of the ethnic minority audience. The idea is not only to maximize the
rights of these communities to be informed and entertained but also to instill in them a sense
of belonging in the mainstream Hong Kong community.

Despite extensive research and literature about race and ethnicities in the media, little
attention has been given to the reception amongst EMs of ethnic minority images in the
media. A study of about thirty Indian, Nepalese and Pakistani youths was carried out to
examine their media usage and to gain a better understanding of the South Asians’ perception
of mainstream TV in Hong Kong, especially those programmes carrying EM images. Surveys
and focus group interviews were carried out with the respondents concerning their viewing
patterns of TV dramas on the Internet, reasons for watching the dramas, and other activities
on the Internet.

A notable result from the survey was that these young ethnic minority respondents
rarely rely on conventional mainstream Chinese-language media as their major source of
information, entertainment, or social networking. They seldom listen to the radio, and very
rarely go to the cinema to watch movies. The TV programmes that they watch are mostly on
cable TV, and from Indian, Pakistani or Nepalese TV stations. On the other hand, they spend
hours on the Internet, watching TV dramas as well as films, due to easy access to an ample
number of websites for free downloading of even the latest movies.

The study participants’ low reliance on mainstream media stems from their lack of
access to media content. The local Chinese terrestrial TV channels provide 24-hour
programmes, entirely in Chinese. Limited programmes offer Nicam service, and there is no
English subtitling. Despite this situation, the study shows that the South Asian residents
seldom resort to watching the mainly imported programmes from the US and the UK on the
English channels. Instead they would rather watch Chinese-language TV programmes for
entertainment, as well as to learn Cantonese. Many therefore rely on the satellite and cable
TV networks such as STAR TV or Zee TV for their abundant Indian (and sometimes
Pakistani) programmes. However, high fees have also caused some of them to cancel their
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subscriptions when they have other spending priorities. It is therefore easy to see how the
arrival of the Internet, which provides an array of downloadable TV dramas, has provided a
haven to these EMs.

TV dramas are the type of programme most often watched on the Internet in South
Asian households. Despite their ethnic differences, the Indian, Pakistani and Nepalese tend to
watch Indian dramas on the internet. The popularity of Bollywood cinema also adds to the
perceived quality of Indian dramas, or essentially, the supremacy of things “Indian” in
general. The genesis of internet technology has altered the viewing and communication
landscape in the 21 century, when viewers of all ages, particularly the young, rely on a
virtual platform to watch films, videos, TV programmes, and others. However, as shown
above, the internet becomes more a sanctuary for the EM viewers who have been
marginalized even by mainstream media.

Regarding the mainstream Chinese and TV programmes, the EM viewers have
developed their own tactics. Among the interview participants, two Pakistani youths, Ansa
and Abbas, recalled watching Hong Kong TV dramas as an integral part of everyday life at
home. “When I was small, we watched a lot of TV programmes because there was nothing
else to watch. The whole family would watch TV the whole evening.” Hong Kong TV
programmes became a very important source of getting acquainted with the local language.
Whilst the whole family spoke Urdu, Ansa resorted to learning Cantonese from Chinese
programmes. Abbas, on the other hand, surprises people because he speaks Cantonese
fluently without an accent. However, he complained that the dramas did not consider the
needs of ethnic minorities. “Why do they include Chinese subtitles and not English ones?”
However, Abbas did not watch too many Chinese programmes because he did not consider
the programmes useful to him: “Well, if they are about Hong Kong history, it’s no use to us.
If they are about police dramas, even if I like to watch them, what’s the use of learning about
them? They won’t employ us as policemen!” To Abbas, a television programme is important
if it shows him the social realities of Hong Kong, and more pragmatically, if it helps him
climb the social ladder. The Chinese TV programmes, thus, provide a window for the EM
viewers to the mainstream Chinese reality. Despite feeling the marginalization from the
mainstream channels, they also find themselves resorting to the media to connect with the
local Hong Kong culture and society — the mainstream TV programmes become one of the
few agents of assimilation.

Apart from the lack of programmes catering to South Asian viewers, they expressed
frustration over the lack of South Asian images in mainstream TV. They questioned the lack
of opportunities for EMs to enter into the media industry. Abbas is frustrated about the lack of
opportunities given to South Asians in show business, “l don’t understand why they deny
Indians opportunities to go into the star business even though they are born and raised here.”
They are, however, aware of the rare success of the South Asian actor QBobo in the Hong
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Kong’s media industry, but hold divided views on whether he represents a positive icon for
EMs in Hong Kong. Ansa acknowledges that even a singular positive South Asian actor is
important for the process of cultural identification and inclusion: “At least he’s on TV,
involved in community ... It’s something for the ethnic people. He encourages a lot of EMs
that one day they can also be policemen”. Abbas views it differently: “I know they put
QBobo in the dramas, but he acts stupidly ... Hong Kong people have a lot of stereotypes of
us. There are very few programmes introducing Indian culture, only food programmes.”
Abbas proceeds to criticize QBoBo for reinforcing old stereotypes, which indirectly upsets
the self-image and self-esteem of South Asians: “People say QBobo is very stupid. I feel
ashamed, he is cheap.”

The respondents’ ambivalent position on QBobo’s image also shows the tension that
South Asians as minorities have in negotiating with seemingly successful/positive minority
images. Ansa and Abbas’ cases reveal their mixed views on the image of South Asian actors
in the media industry. Some EM viewers even appreciate and appropriate public figures like
QBobo as role models, as the actors are seen as examples that they could be integrated in the
mainstream. This shows the small bargaining space that EM viewers thought they have, and
they would be grateful for any chance they have, however small it might be.

Extracted and rewritten from: Erni, John N. and Leung, Lisa Yuk-ming (2014). “South

Asian minorities and the mainstream media,” in their Understanding South Asian
Minorities in Hong Kong. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 51-80.
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Chinese kids reading Harry Potter

In the year 1999, a time where a steady influx of foreign popular culture was visibly
beginning to transform Chinese society into an increasingly robust and globalized consumer
culture, the already famous book series Harry Potter arrived in China. Since then, the crazed
consumption of Harry Potter products in urban China, also known as ‘Pottermania’, has
exceeded in both volume and sales as compared to all other foreign children’s books available
in the nation’s history. In fact, Harry Potter could be the biggest thing since Chairman Mao’s
little red book; the publishing of the Harry Potter box set in 2002, a phenomenal 600,000
copies by the state-owned People’s Literature Publishing House, was a major literary event in
China. As the average press run for children’s books in China was around 20,000 in the early
2000s, the output of Harry Potter by People’s Literature was an astonishing figure. The serial
revival of Pottermania continues to persist in China today.

For the young Chinese middle-class readers, Harry Potter is not just a source of
literary and entertainment fantasy, but a source for them to relate and rethink their own lives
in the present reality. In a study undertaken in Shanghai between 2006 and 2007, a series of
individual and focus group interviews were conducted among thirty Shanghai youths to
investigate their consumption of the Harry Potter franchise. From analyzing their narratives
and peer discussion, the study revealed an interesting conception of ‘middle classness’ among
these Chinese youth during their encounters with Harry Potter. Among them, there is an
alternation between embracement and criticism of ‘middle classness’, suggesting that for
them, on one hand, middle class culture (which the participants are aware they are a part of)
offers the comfort, creativity, freedom, and seduction of consumption as associated with
Harry’s magical adventures and the structure of Hogwarts as an institution for kids. On the
other hand, middle classness also signifies excess, arrogance, and an unrealistic gaze
regarding the future. Nonetheless, this latter sentiment is not necessarily linked to the
consumption of Harry Potter; rather, it seems to stem from the traditional, family based value
of self-restraint analogous to a modest outlook concerning the rapidly changing economy and
world.

When analyzing the youth’s views on consumption and middle class culture, it is
recognizable that they often draw on their home life/families and school life/peers, taking
from the value systems of these immediate environments as discursive points of reference.
Some specific examples are associating spending money with family teachings about
frugality, contrasting personal freedom with the rigidities of school life, and resistance of
outdated expectations from parents, schools, and even the state, through creativity. The
tendency to turn to family and school systems as systems of value essentially signifies a
resistance to traditionalism, as outlined by the youths through their evidential generation gap
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with their parents and institutional obsolescence. In all, their strong fascination with the
power of magic is coupled with a fervent consciousness of the changing times and economy
boom, bringing forth a cautiously enchanting tale about middle class personhood. It is a
cautious tale because of the realization of the fantasy (therefore false) nature of consumption,
bliss, and middle class freedom, yet enchanting because the fantastical serves to be
momentary escape from the drudgeries of family, school, and work life.

The double identification by the young readers, with Muggles on one side, and with
Harry and the wizarding world on the other, is a generic feature of the books, which these
youths paralleled between the contrast of Chinese and western societies. Evidently, the
Chinese youth view Harry Potter as the locus of cultural superiority. The western tale of
magic and heroism fascinates the youth in a definitive manner — it presents to them the
practice of creativity that they see lacking in their immediate environments. The foreign,
when signified as something creative, suggests a successful linkage with the global.
Furthermore, the interface with the global through Harry Potter allows the Chinese youth to
express their frustration towards their stifling social environment. Most of the youth believe
that ‘becoming global’ (and its associated liberal values of freedom, individuality, creativity,
etc.) is an inevitable part of their personal development, if not part of the development of
China as a whole.

Interestingly enough, although many of the participants criticized class polarization,
they do not seem to be aware of the generational polarization they themselves make. To these
youths, to escape from the older set of values espoused by their parents’ generation means
marking one’s identity as firmly belonging to the new era; yet, in this well off society and
environment, the youth discover class polarization, if not antagonism. Pottermania in China is
a vivid representation of a global interface, which at its centre, finds a generation of kids
growing up in a rapidly globalizing world. In this study, the cultural imagination of the urban
Chinese youth is in a state of ‘becoming global’, symbolically articulated through
generational change and resistance, as well in a state of ‘becoming middle class’, rendered
through an ambivalent and self-questioning elitist subjectivity.

Extracted and rewritten from: Erni, John N. (2013). “When Chinese Kids meet Harry
Potter: Translating Consumption and Middle-class Identification.” In Anthony Y.H.
Fung (ed.), Asian Popular Culture: The Global Discontinuity. New York: Taylor and
Francis, 21-41.
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