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Abstract of a research essay proposed for the international symposium “Vision crossing Boundaries and 
Differences: Women and Visual Arts in Greater China since the Contemporary Turn,” scheduled for 
September 14-15, 2013, at Bowdoin College  
 
Auto-ethnography and Everydayness: a performative research on women artists in 
contemporary Hong Kong 
- Dr. Linda Chiu-han Lai, the School of Creative Media, the City University of Hong Kong. 
(July 2, 2012) 
 
[Short version] 
 

A discussion on women’s art in Hong Kong (HK) often has to pass two kinds of 
apologetics: why “Hong Kong” and why “women.” I take advantage of established 
defense for the geographic formation of HK as a unique place of art-production resisting 
co-option into the grand arena of Chinese contemporary art. (Cartier, 245) I also argue, 
via phenomenology-based ethnography and a performative approach, that “women’s art,” 
arbitrary and essentialist the label may be, is a productive departing point allowing me to 
examine similarities and differences within a convenient construct of cultural labor. 

Conversing with 10 proposed female artists, and following some of them during 
actual art-making processes, my research essay incorporates our collaborative moments, 
including my inviting each artist to be a “self-made theorist” about her practice which I 
put in writing, and their articulation of their “theories” with an artwork on paper. An 
edited video documentation will also accompany for extended purposes. My selection of 
artists re-opens the questions of “what is art-making,” “who is an artist,” the ways subject 
positions are at work with multiple cultural capital and personal goals, and the limits of 
‘visual art’ as a critical category. The essay also seeks to reconsider the apparent focus on 
the private and self-preservation and the lack of grand political outlook (Chang, 84; 
Cartier, 247) through the notion of ‘the everyday’ broadly discussed in cultural studies 
and historiography.   

My practice of feminism is inseparable from myself being an artist and Marxian-left 
historian, in this project realized through (re-)naming, inscription and thick description. I 
aim to gain insights into the production realities and processes of HK contemporary art, 
while bringing stronger visibility to the artists studied, relating what is nominally within 
art practice with what is outside, thus hopefully achieving “an ethical, political, aesthetic 
dissidence.” (Pollock, xix) 
 
 
[Long version: elaborations on theoretical framework and research plan] 
 
It is most common that a scholarly discussion on women’s art has to begin with justifying 
the use of the term “woman” or clarifying one’s “feminist take” with yet another 
rundown of the changing meanings of feminism in art or as art movements. In a large part 
of this proposed essay, I will, instead, focus on creating portraits – of an ensemble of 
female artists in contemporary Hong Kong, their art-making, and their self-made theories 
or proposition of art(-making).  
 
This essay does not aim to cover self-proclaimed feminist artists, or artists who claim to 
reflect women’s life in their works. Instead, I seek in each individuals ways they grapple 
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with existing norms and how to differentiate their practice. My strategy has three aspects: 
(1) naming, the purposeful ensemble of artists that opens up the question of “who is a 
visual artist” in Hong Kong; (2) inscription, the inclusion of names in an essay that is 
also part of a legitimized form of cultural production with set channels of circulation so 
their voices can be heard, and their realities may enter the discourse of “art” and “Hong 
Kong art”; and (3) description, crafting details of practice that may but do not necessarily 
fall into a standard account of an artist, in order to avoid reducing individuals to objects 
of a paradigm. My practice of feminism in this particular essay thus prescribes my 
research methodology and my conceptual framework, which draws from three sources: 
first, a defendable use of ethnography, second, entrenchment in phenomenology, that is, 
the use of thick description to override generalizations while producing positive 
knowledge that is not positivist, and third, my own subject position as an industrious 
Hong Kong-based artist and theorist in visual culture.  In sum, my practice of feminism 
in this project is to keep alive the norms of reading and writing that have limited our 
understanding of contemporary art in Hong Kong by pushing nominal questions to a 
lower level. 
 
With the presets of this conference, I am already entitled to the “territorial formation” of 
Hong Kong as a place of artistic production not to be co-opted into any grand idea of 
Chinese Art (Cartier, 245). I mark Hong Kong as a unique geo-political formation in 
which female artists mobilize a complex range of resources in their artistic endeavors, 
some of which show similarities on a spatial-temporal coordinate, while each makes 
sense of individual instances of art-making for diverse reasons and in diverse contents. 
For defendable reasons, I have chosen to study the following artists, among them only 
some have been the usual suspects of “Hong Kong art”: 

 
*LEUNG Mee-ping – one of the most frequently exhibited women artists in recent 
years, and holding the longest artistic history of the women on this list; strong focus 
on urban space and the body: faculty member of the Academy for Visual Arts at the 
HK Baptist University  
*YEUNG Yang – a momentary artist, but predominantly an art facilitator, 
embodying the roles of curator, writer and producer, and most intriguing creator of 
alternative models of art production; founder of Soundpocket, Hong Kong’s first 
independent contemporary art group devoted to sound art 
*Phoebe MAN – from handicrafts to digital media and participatory art; writer on 
issues of “woman’s art”; faculty member of the School of Creative Media at the City 
University of Hong Kong 
*Ivy MA – a productive artist and gallery favorite; focused on the material extension 
of private sentiments, the language of interiority and self; self-conscious of her use of 
feminism 
*Phoebe WONG – a researcher, archivist and activist within the HK contemporary 
art circle, normally not identified as an artist, but who treats research, archiving and 
cultural engagement as an art form. 
*Phoebe HUI (HUI Fong-wah): strong imtermedia impulse, integrating sound, 
technology everyday objects with a strong texture of personal sentiments 
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*Rita HUI: filmmaker in narrative filmmaking crossing over to visual paintings, 
visual poetry and videography as the craft of psychic emotions 
*Angela SU: primary training in biochemistry, focused on using existing scientific 
belief systems in visual art 
*Zoie SO: one of the few persistent female media artists among the new generation 
whose works embrace technology, installation and fine arts thinking 
*LAM Hoi-sin – participated in a curatorial training program in order to be an artist; 
original training in design at Hong Kong Polytechnic University;  

 
Though gender essentialism based on biological division has been criticized at large, I 
find the ready isolation of female artists from artists in general a useful point of departure 
in this project. This allows me to look at the similarities and differences within a 
convenient construct of cultural labor. With the strategies I set up, I should be able to 
create a map of subject positions and differences with my group of selected artists. The 
phenomenological rigor that undermines ethnography safeguards the project from 
simplistic, arbitrary labeling.  
 
The unique contribution of the proposed essay and research, with the sentiments of a 
Marxian-left historian and feminist sensibilities, is the pursuit of differences by keeping 
the circles of interpretation open. Not only do I move from interpretation to ethnography 
(i.e. the tracking down of processes and subject positioning in art-making specific to the 
artists I study), I also aim to move beyond re-reading and re-writing to heighten the 
performative rigor of my encounters with my fellow artists. This would be realized in the 
following research action steps: 
 
Time-frame for research activities: selected artists at work from 2012.02-2013.02 
Research activities: 
(1) to spend time with some of them during the process of the making of a work 
(2) conversations with individual artists::  
Some key research questions:  

a/ How much are they aware of notions of feminism? How do they relate to these 
ideas? 
b/ How would they describe their subject positioning(s)? How is their role as an artist 
related to other social roles and cultural positions? 
c/ What kinds of non-artistic resources do they draw in their artistic/creative pursuits? 

Deliverables from the research will result in collaborations: 
a/ theory-making: “Self-made theories of art” resulting from my conversations with 
each artists; we’ll make the “theories” together 
b/ art-making: Each artist will do an art-work on paper (A3-size) to 
represent/articulate/announce/codify […] their own theories of art (answers to my 
questions) 
c/ a video documentation of some of the artists on the list at work 
d/ a paper for presentation in the symposium incorporating elements (a) and (b) 

 
To conclude, my ultimate goal is to gain insights into the production realities and 
processes of contemporary art in Hong Kong, at the same time to bring stronger visibility 
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to the artists studied by relating what is nominally within and outside art practice, thus 
hopefully achieving “an ethical, political, aesthetic dissidence.” (Pollock, xix) 
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