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Chapter 4

Humor and Gender Politi'cs:
- A Textual Analysis of the
First Feminist Comic in Hong Kong

Wendy Siuyi Wong and Lisa M. Cuklanz

Comic books -constitute one of the most popular reading media of
Hong Kong people. The market share of locally produced comics in
Hong Kong is dominated by boys’ comics such as Oriental Heroes,
Bruce Lee and Wind and Cloud (Wong & Yeung, 1999). And, like
most places all over the world, Hong Kong’s comic books, whether
locally produced or imported from Japan or Taiwan, are highly
stratified by gender in style, character profiles, content, and audience.
There is a clear division of audience into male or female, with boys

feading action comics, and girls reading “soft” comics about ro-
‘mance rather than martial arts. There are very few locally produced

~ ‘comi¢s designed for female audiences, and women comic artists are
_"also very rare in the history of Hong Kong comics.

" Reviewing the -past 30 years of the development of Hong Kong

_'COII]lCS only about 10 women comics artists of any note can be
~found, These include, from the 1960s, Lee Wai-chun, Kwan Shan-mei,
-:f'and Tse ng lmg, from the -1970s, Kam Tung fung; 'in the late
-"_,1.9805, Chan Ya; in the 1990s, Mak Ka-pik, and Shuet Ching, and

10st recently, Lau Lee-lee. Only three of these, Lee Wai-chun, Chan
,and Lau Lee-lee, can be described as in any way prominent.
hough this list of women comics artists of Hong Kong is short, it
es not mean the topic is not worth examination, research, and anal-
s15. Rather, this is a topic that has not received the scholarly attention
eserves. The only scholarly article in the field of communication
ender in cartoons in Hong Kong examines television cartoons
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For women, the use of humor is in itself a pelitically charged act.
Thus, those women who do venture into fields such as comic art are
often aware of their “outsider” position and the power of their medi-
um to critique patriarchal ideology and norms from a female per-
spective. As Trina Robbins (1999) points out, comics and the venues
where they are sold have historically been areas of almost exclusively
‘male activity, with women either marginalized or forced out. In recent
decades, comics with “female” subject-matter have found a market
niche very separate from that occupied by traditional, male-oriented
comics. This has been no less true in Hong Kong than in other places:

The nature of comics as a means of social critique and as a factor
_in the political sphere has been observed by many. As Kathleen
Turner |(1977) notes, comics. usually depict contemporary settings and
issues, so that “like other symbolic acts, comics as popular art cannot
be isolated from the times from which they developed and with which
they contend” (p. 28). Turner observes that comics help people cope
with their own situations by providing “equipments for living that size
up situations” (p. 28). Martin Barker also emphasizes the relevance of
political and ideological themes in comic art, noting. that “the history
of comics is a history of controversies” that have involved arguments
over the meaning and influence of comics (Barker, 1989, p. 19).
Within the sub-field of comics, gender has been an. especially
important factor influencing content, ideology, and audience. Like
other types of comic art, especially other political cartoons, feminist
cartoons have taken part in their social contexts and surrounding
controversies, ' '

Feminist Humor as Social Critique

Feminist humor can of course be defined in many ways, but several
consistent definitional themes emerge among the many efforts to de-
limit this genre of humorous political discourse. A particularly clear
and useful definition is offered by Gloria Kaufman (1994) in “Pul-
;ing our own strings: Feminist humor and satire.” She writes: “Fem-
inist humor is based on the perception that societies have generally

been organized as systems of oppression and exploitation, and that the
largest (but not the only} oppressed group has been the female. It is
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The key characteristic of feminist humor, then, ig that j
“exposes™ reality in its “degipe for reform” (Kaufman, 1994, p. 25).
Toth’s (1994) analysis is ip general agreement “with Kaufmap;

patriarcha] ideclogy, EXpressing elements of experience that are
shared by women generally, and eXpressing hope toward a vision of
change. These four elements can be seen clearly in Lay’g comics,
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for Hong Kong women have also impacted the development of wo-
Men’s comics and women Comics artists in Hong Kong

The Rise of Women Comics Artists in Hong Kong

The appearance of worien comics artists in
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work 13-Dor Carroons, first Published iy 1966, ran continuously unty]
the beginning of 1980, witp 1 78 T :

155ues. This worg Was re-publigheqg In
1996 and Lee yag fecognized as the :

: aster of girlg’ comics” ang as
a “paper Tashion designer.*

" Indeed, the countless fashion._style
by the main chara'cter, Miss 13-Dot, and drawn metjcu]ous]y in every
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Womdan—Thiee Markets, also bublished in 1989, 4, histotic year for
China and Hong Kong. While Lee Wai-chun had tyrped to.comics a5
virtually the only possible avenue to éaming_a living as g Woman artist
at the tirne, Chan Ya’s full-time Job was as a newspaper columnist, and
her comics work was 4 sideline.activity. She produced

of comics, which was a collection of work previously pﬁblished in the
newspaper, . . '

, her work did not Systematically
such gas Sex,
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entertainment were more likely to have a “stereotypic Perception of
women™ (p, 15). In addition, mesg¢ People agreeq that gender .
Crimination was stjfj common, with dismissal due o pregnancy, sexual
harassment, and specification of gender in job advertisements the most
comimon formg recognized, ‘

‘Although the equality of the gexeq and educatioy, i, general in
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The general awareness of Hong Kong people towards this jssue was
not strong, as reflected in the mass media, and under such circum-
stances Lau’s comics provide a needed channel to consider issues of
gender equality. Almost immediately, her work generated some media
attenition and sparked discussion of the tdeology of feminism in Hong
Kong. Lau notes that the written responses to her work, both in the
magazines and in Mom’s Drawer at the Bottom (1998), have been
very positive, and she receives no “hate”
exposing inequality and hypocrisy in. the
Cuklanz, 1999).

mail criticizing her for
life of Hong Kong (Wong &

The Initiation: The Birth of Feminist Comics in Hong Kong
In the current political and economic context of post-handover Hong

Kong in 1997) Lau Lee-lee’s feminist comics have been well received
by her audience. This indicates that there is at leagt a segment of the
Hong Kong comics audience thaf is sympathetic to her message of
ideological critique and social change. However, it may not mean that
a large percentage of the people are feminists. Lau believes that her
comics contaih enough ambiguity and subtlety that they can draw in a
large audierice without offending many people. She does not aim for
a feminist andience who will already agree with her perspective, but
tries instead to address a wider audience of people who might be open
to her observational style of conveying ideds about‘contemporary
topics and situations. Indeed, her style of "humor is subtle and in-
offensive, often treating radical subject matter in understated Ways,

In contrast to previous works of women comics attists in Hong
Kong, Lan Lee-lee’s collection Mom’s Drawer ar the Bottom pub-
lished in 1998 is a self-proclaimed collection of ferminist comics. Lau
sees the “promotion of self-determined sexual desire” (p. 1) as a
central part of her project. She labels herself a feminist, and, as the
title of the book indicates, the main themes are concerned with power
issues in gender politics. Even the title of the book implies that the
gender equality of the society has still not been achieved, with the
housewifes place still literally at the bottom. The drawing on the
Cover shows a dresser with drawers stacked like 2 ladder, with a small
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and to think critically about one’s daily environment, using a fair
analytical attitude (Lan, 1998). " Often, but net always, the subject
matter she chboses from the environment is gender-related. As Lauy
notes, feminism is a- powerful analytical tool that can be used to gain
insight and critical distance from personal and social realities. Her
perspective is well reflected in the thematic categorization of the issues
in the book, which begins with “sex and sexuality” and includes
“sex’ roles,” “gender politics,” “living,” “media;” and “home-
nation-earth,”

Direct Attacks on Gender Roles and Stereotypes

Perhaps the most basic and important element of feminist humor is
direct attack on ‘traditional socialization, gender roles, and stereotypes,
Lau engages in this strategy frequently, with NUmMerous strips on how
society unfairly views men and women differently. In strips utilizing
this strategy, either Lau as narrator or one of her characters ‘verball‘y
questions elements of socially constructed gender. In one story, “Sex
Counts” (p. 37), Lau comments on sexual stereotyping and the func-
tion of toys in sex role socialization, noting that the character of a
baby might be influenced by many things, but that sociaj influences
such as gendered toy assignments are the most important,

Lau points out the double standard operating in society’s judg-
MENts of men and women, with judgments of worhen coming out
more negative than those of men in many cases, even when the
chavior of oty is similar or identical, Her critique is direct and
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negative reputation of prostitutes is called intg question: In the first,
“Superior Jobg™ such asg lawyer, Seénator, and real estate agent are
compared to the job of a prostitute as ghe comments “I still don’t
understand why the desire T pursue is any different from theigs,”

A final example of direct attack on_traditiona] gender roles and
concepts, “Something More Important” (p- 77) depicts a-girl who
helps out with housework at home while her father and brothers do
nothing because the father dosg “big “things” outside the- home and .
the brather will do “big things” in the futyre, -Later on, when the girl
is an adult woman, she ends up doing a “big” job outside the home

similar strips, “Superior Jobs™ {p. 95) and “Body Sell” (p. 97), the

the type of work she herself does. Her childhood €Xperiences seem to
have made her realize that housework should be valued too. ‘

Exposing the Realities of Gender and Discrimination under
Patriarchal Ideology

Many of Lan’s comics simply depict situations with almost no dia-
logue or critical commentary from herself of her characters. Often,
these sirips hightight gendered situations or relationships in a subile or
ambiguoug way. Unlike the “direct attack” strategy, which questions
socially constructed ideas about gender, Strips exposing gender
realities more passively make points about the realities of gendered

acters verbalize ap ideological critique. Rather, situations are described
and examined_, simply revealing problems and truths. In “Explosion”
(. 39) (Figure 4.2), a man who has troubie sleeping calls for phone
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-sex and achieves satisfaction, falling asleep with the phone in his hand.
- A woman who also cannot sleep listens to a radio talk show host and

telephones in to discuss her problems. She also gains satisfaction and
falls asleep holding the phone. The point of the strip is open to
interpretation, but at least Lau is definitely suggesting similarities and
differences between men and women. While both are so lonely that
they must resort to anonymous -phone relationships for gratification
and both contact women to have their needs met, the man calls for
sexual - stimulation and the woman calls for emotional support.
Various observations about gender are made without overt comment
or critique. _ ' '

Lau also examines male power in many of her comics. One
typical strategy is the re-telling of a popular myth in a new way that

~adds a feminist perspective and a new interpretation critiquing the

traditional ‘myth.” For example, she tells a story based on a Chinese
myth of the beginning of thé universe. The story is called “Before He
Shoots the Suns” (p. 33) (Figure 4.3), and recounts the tale of an
ancient time in which there ‘were thousands of suns in the sky. A
legendary woman who has the best aim decides to shoot down most of
the suns because it is too hot, but after shooting all but ten, she. begins
to feel bored, so she leaves the rest of the duty to her best-behaved
son, and goes to take a bath. The son who was told by his mother to
finish up the job and shoot down nine more suns becomes the
legendary hero of the traditional Chinese myth that tells of a heroic
man who shot down nine extra suns and left just one so that the
earth’s temperature would be just right. So, Lau’s version points out
the idea that women’s contributions may not be remembered in the
traditional myths and historiés, and also makes the point that male
successes may have women behind them. In telling this “myth before
the myth,” she puts a woman back into the story as the central heroic
character, thus using comic humor to reclaim women’s role in pre-
history and pointing- out the fact that the traditional myths usually
only emphasize thé contributions of men. Her strategy “is simply to
change the story, leaving readers to draw their own meaning from it.
In a final, perhaps more daring example, “Who's Next?” (p. 91)
(Figure 4.4), a young girl is shown cornered by a dark shadow, which
turns out to be her father. The father is never clearly drawn, and has
o spoken lines so he is not really “characterized” or “stereotyped.”
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Thus, like other feminist humorists, Lau avoids creating such negative
stereotypes of men even when the subject is child rape. She does not
shy away from the subject, but treats it with 2 feminist apg
unoffending sensibility. The father is sexually. abusing the daughter,
but this. is never stated or shown explicitly in the strip. Rather, the
daughter’s thouglits are written while the visuals show her mcreasingly
obliterated by the dark shadow. The daughter’s thoughts indicate that
she is considering what to do and would rather not tell anyone about
the situation. At one point she thinks, “T can move out when I grow
up.” But, in the end, the final frame's view of the police station
suggests that she has decided to tell her story so that her sister will not
become the next victim. Lau says that she targets some of her comics
toward a young audience (Wong & Cuklanz, 1999), with the idea that
"young people will always read comics almost regardless of the subject
matter. Here her work can suggest to te'enage”readers i abusive
family situations that their actions can make a difference and that they
can help others such as younger siblings. At the same time, the strip
calls attention to a gendered reality that is quite unusual (o see treated
in cartoon form. :

Depicting the Shared Experiences of Women

Control of sex and sexuality has-been at the center of gender
oppressiotl and the analysis of this oppression for centuries. Many of
Lau’s comics examine sex and sexuality from a female perspective,
examining experiences that may be common to many women. In
“Well-Behaved Woman” (p. 25) Lau depicts- a narrator who says she
is a well-behaved woman because she never engages in “bad”
behaviors, She says she never wears sexy clothing because other
clothing is more natural, and she never watches X-rated videos unless
she can’t sleep. In the final frame she adds one more item to the list:
she never reveals her sexual desire casually to men because they
always disappoint her. In each case the woman gives a personal reason
for not engaging in “bad” behavior. She is not blindly following the
moral prescriptions of society and simply avoiding things that are
called “bad,” and she also, almost in passing, makes a general
critique of men’s sexual behavior based on her own experience,
Young readers may not find it easy to understand and identify




.,

b

1at
et
ve
ey
rip
ed

er

her
£58
list:
ney
50D
the
are
aral

tify

. ':sho

The First Feminist Comic in Hong Kong 87

with the concepts of sexual libération and self-determination. How-
ever, the section on sex roles may cause them to reflect seriously on
their own experiences while at the same time commenting on a shared
experience of women. For example, “A Record Throw” (p. 53)
(Figure 4.5) tells the story of a young girl who is teased by other kids,
as are many young girls, because her period, causes some blood stains
on her clothes. After a while the girl gets tired of getting teased, and
she decides to take revenge- by collecting her used sanitary napkins
and then throwing them at people who once teased her. The frame
showing the faces of the 'vic_tims of this treatment depicts truly
horrified, ghoulish characters. Then, in the fina] frame, the story ends
happily as the young girl turns out to become a successful handball
player because she had so much practice at aiming and throwing from
her younger days. The story makes a humorous link between the used
sanitary napkins and the handball game. Here Lau brings the taboo of
the used napkin directly into the story, suggesting that it may not be
necessary for women to hide their periods as a shameful or unnatural
phenomenon. Bringing . the taboo out .into the open can begin to
normalize it, and Lau takes the first step in helping to create change in
social attitudes about women’s physical nature. Yet she treats this
perhaps shocking subject matter primarily through the visuals.

Some of Lau’s comics combine more than one of the four fem-
inist techniques discussed here. In exposing the realities of discrim-
ination under patriarchy, she often also naturally suggests a critique of
gender ‘roles. One such example is in “Changing | Demand” (p. 63),
which. depicts the “needs” of various generations. While some of the
needs are related to culture more than gender (using - a mobile phone,
owning a tomagochi electronic pet, or understanding “one -country,
two systems” in the post-handover era), the point of the cartoon

- seems to be that different eras ask women to construct their bodies in

different ways. The 1970s required a full-figured look, the 1980s
required a muscled in-shape body, and the 1990s required a slim
figure. This cartoon has no dialogue. after the first frame, and Lau

‘uses her technique of simple observation to reveal the reality of how
_ gender ideology affects women’s body image in different eras.

In many of Lau’s stories, the woman’s perspective on daily life is
Wn to be marginalized, eliminated, or forgotten. In these cormics,
Lau tells how women’s bodies. are freated as a sexual subject
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“improvements” being unhappy and unsatisfied with the idea of
making such artificial changes, For- instance, in “Professional Cyt”
(p. 99) she draws 4. woman having a nightmare ahoyt 4 fumor. in her
ovary. She has gotten some contradictory advica from.'doc-t_ors, one of

whom says that she should keep the ovary because sh_c._has_ only one
child so far, The other says she .already'h'as ‘one child, so she should

3

particularly in felation to the medical System. And again, Lay uses a
simple technique of observation and first-person Ccomment from the

gender roles,

Suggesting a Vision of Change

SN to delineate » vision of change for a more positive future, Ip
Show Them Some Colors,” p. 61 (Figure 4.6), Lau te])s the story of
& Woman Wwho, when first going out for job interviews, is advised not to
Wear black clothing. Since she only has black clothes, she is not happy
With this, and she wonders why her clothing should make any differ-
nce. Later, the woman attains the position of chair of a humap

3
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especially to her young readers, that individuals can make a_difference
in their own sphere of influence, which might be as large as a whole
department. All'together, the cartoons in the book suggest a possibil-
ity of change at the individyal, organizational, and conceptual levels.

“Point of View” (p. 81) highlights the way in which events can

a more whole vision of reality. The visuals depict the developmental
history of humankind, with the “male” symbol on top, reflecting the
idea that history and knowledge -are often from the male perspective,
Lau shows the human development book with the “female” symbol
on the other side, and then, in the final frame, she shows both covers
of the book with the “male” and “female” symbo]s. showing at the
same time. The story reveals the writer's opinion that perspective and

By changing our frames of thought we can achieve significant
beneficial change for the future, in this case by- seeing a fuller
perspective of life and humanity. _ 7

In a final example, the tiile cartoon from the front cover
(“Mom’s Drawer at the Bottom,” p. 83) (Figure 4.7) is spelled out in
story form. Here a girl is shown understanding that the good things
are at the top, and she climbs the symbolic ladder of the dresser
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pointing this out. The strip also provides ap unusual example of out-
right sarcasm, as Lay comments that the “room?” under the stoye is

“well-ventilated.”

WETe mote Passionate, the old government was better, you could buy 4
bigger house with the Same money, things were more clearly ‘black-
and-white, dand time moved more sIowly_,-sti_ll the protagonist feejs

sexuality, or social critique, ‘Though not. 48 numerous as these other
types of themes, examples such as this one help to soften the social
critique of the book and bring the pleasure of common understanding
and common experience to 4 wider audience.

Conclusion

come. ‘Hopefully, as her comics reach wider audience including
those who do nof readily understand her work, these comics may
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nAing on the themes and style of the one

examined in-thig chapter 13 forthzomj

analysis in this chapter is the authors’ qwn version, Cantonese names have been
romanized with the last name (surname) firs

_ t.. A bilingual version of Mom's
Drawer at the Bor{om is also forthcoming in 2001,

ng (2001), The translation ysed for the
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