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“Masculinity...

What Do You Know
About Masculinity?
Muscle Does Not Equal
Masculinity!”

A Study of
Genderisation and the
Representation of
Masculinity in You were

Meant for Me
-Yau Ching -

# CEEMAM) ARSWELBIEWE A Study of Genderisation and the Representation of Masculinity in Yo

This article is an attempt to use a textual study of You
were Meant for Me (1961) to examine the
representation of gender construction, masculinity in
particular, produced by the MP & GI Studio in its films
of the late 1950s and early 1960s. It contextualizes the
film within its specific studio culture, which specializes
in romantic melodramas and musicals supported by a
star system and the production of media trivia,
magazines, handbills and other publicity materials. The
possibilities and limitations of gender and sexual
identities offered by this “temporary transvestite film”,
according to Straayer’s definition of the genre, !
foregrounds, among other things, a certain “crisis” in
an evolving notion of masculinity. I shall examine the
ways this film, as a Hong Kong variation of this
primarily Hollywood-defined genre, departs from the
characteristics as generalized by Straayer, and the
ways it also departs from traditional Chinese
narratives of female cross-dressing. In the final part of
this essay, I ask how this “crisis” of masculinity could
be read as an integral part of a cultural identity in flux
and in formation related to a specific experience of
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“What do you know about
masculinity?” Kitty Ting Hao in
You were Meant for Me.

migration among the Studio’s
production staff. Due to the limited
scope of this article, the development
of the argument from gender and
sexual identity to cultural identity is
inevitably simplified. An examination
of more films and stars is called for in
the future in order to provide a more

comprehensive study on this issue.
Performativity of Gender

Liang Ai-lun: “You see yourself as a man now that
wou have men’s clothes on? Women are women,
Wen are men, they’re not born the same. Do you

) what yow've done will hurt people?”

Ya-nan: “It hurt you, right? It’s your fault you

T beat me.”

¥ Lo Ya-nan (Kitty Ting Hao / Ding Hao) cross-
as a young man in You were Meant for Me to
the nurse Kao Shih-wen (Christine Pai Lu-ming/
¢ Luming). During their first date, Shih-wen laughs
the stigmatic girlishness of Ya-nan’s name as

- I

“girlish”. Ya-nan (a not uncommon name for women
that translates as “second to male”) thus changes “his”
name on the spot to Ya-nan — South of Asia, where
“his” father had business and where “he” was born.
(Note: In Chinese, the “nan” that means “male” uses a
different character from the “nan” that means “south”,
although they are pronounced the same. In the rest of
this essay, Ya-nan in male attire is referred to as “the
male Ya-nan” while Ya-nan in female attire is either
“the female Ya-nan” or simply “Ya-nan”.) Cross-
dressing gives Ya-nan the opportunity not only to date
the same sex, but to reinvent herself, her history and
her position within the patriarchal Chinese family
system, in which she is now suddenly directly related
to her father’s “business”, and no longer the inferior
daughter stuck with a name which only expresses the
parents’ wish for a son.

Now that Ya-nan has changed her gender through
changing her name and her outfit, she is never the
same again, even when she plays a girl. The male Ya-
nan, according to the female Ya-nan’s invention, has a
twin sister called Ya-lan (“Orchid™). In the film Ya-nan
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switches between playing the male Ya-nan and Ya-lan
in order to court both Shih-wen and her mucho macho
brother Cho-jan (Roy Chiao / Qiao Hong). Through Ya-
nan’s determination, playfulness and skill, the two
genders are translated into a clear set of codes to be
performed consistently and repetitively, both in terms
of costumes and behaviour. When Ya-nan as a young
man is being played out, he has a dark suit on, drives a
convertible, opens doors for Shih-wen, orders and pays
for their meals. He leans on the front of his car with
arms and legs crossed while waiting for Shih-wen. All
of this body language constructs Ya-nan'’s identity as a
well-mannered, independent (thus dependable) and
educated young man, in contrast to the body language
of Ya-lan, which also constructs her femininity. While
women need to appear to depend on men, men need
to appear dependable, not to make physical moves
unless signalled. In a scene when Ya-nan has to
suddenly brake the car in front of a careless
pedestrian, Ya-nan shys away when Shih-wen'’s body
bumps into his. Shih-wen is immediately impressed
with Ya-nan’s manners. From Ya-nan to Ya-lan, s/he

44 23040 L BBY SEEDIRERE AL DAL ARAS A Co b ol ™ ot 3k = B

moves from a suit to a dress and also puts on a long-
haired wig, emphasizing how her womanhood also
needs to be performed. In a contrasting scene, when
the desirable man (in this case Cho-jan) is speeding a
vehicle (in this case a jetboat), the female Ya-lan leans
her body on the man to complement his dependability.

But in the film, the fact that the male Ya-nan expresses
embarrassment when Shih-wen’s body leans on his is
not so much a result of “his wanting to be
gentlemanly” but more of “remembering herself”, that
fact that she is the same sex as Shih-wen. Ironically,
that is what catches Shih-wen’s eye the most and
becomes most important to her, the sign of “a good
man”. So, is the best man in a woman'’s eyes one
played by a woman after all? How do I read a film as
such which seems to be addressing and foregrounding
the crisis of genderization, and one of masculinity in
particular?

The more Ya-nan (the girlish boy) refuses to be Ya-nan
(the boyish girl), the more Ya-nan asserts her
(hybridized) presence. Like other films with cross-
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dressing as theme, the majority of the drama and the
comedy in You were Meant for Me comes from the
awareness of the audience that both “South of Asia”
and “The Orchid” are manifestations of the games of
the boyish girl. Peggy Chiao Hsiung-ping has criticized
this kind of “love games of women cross-dressing” in
MP & GI films, which appropriates similar plots from
traditional operas and from The Transforming Lady
(1936) in the 30s, as catering to “the escapist psyche”
in the audience.? Chris Straayer, however, reminds us
to take seriously the temporary transvestite film as a
genre exactly due to its continuing popularity and its
capacity to sustain mass-audience pleasure ,* and I
would add, cross-culturally. This pleasure, argues
Straayer, is “grounded in the appeasement of basic
contradictions through a common fantasy of
overthrowing gender constructions without
challenging sexual difference.™

The Temporary Transvestite Film

Such genre foregrounds the mutability and laughability
of sexual realities but would not propose to change
them. Straayer further examines several generic

ZARPHRIFBA — BRBHT S

Too close for comfort?

Kitty Ting Hao and Christine Pai Lu-ming
in You were Meant for Me.

conventions, including the narrative necessity for
disguise, adoption by a character of the opposite sex’s
gender-specific costumes, the believability of this
character’s disguise to the film’s other characters
together with its unbelievability to the film’s audience,
the character’s increasing awareness of pleasures and
plight of the opposite sex, references to biological sex
differences, accusations and “misinterpretations” of
homosexuality, the disguise becoming an obstacle in
realizing heterosexual desire, and last but not least,
the unmasking of the disguise resulting in

heterosexual coupling.

You were Meant for Me conforms largely to these
characteristics, but departs in several significant ways.
First, there is no necessity for disguise in the
narrative. Unlike plots in Some Like it Hot (1959),
Victor/Victoria (1982), The Ballad of Little Jo
(1993) and so on, and also unlike Chinese legends like
Liang Zhu (sometimes translated as The Butterfly
Lovers) or Hua Mulan, Ya-nan in You Were Meant
for Me cross-dresses purely out of whim or a
competitive drive to show off to her buddy, or simply
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out of personal preference. It is also unexplained in
the film why Ya-nan has to keep such disguise for so
long, while she is seen rather hectically switching
between genders and differently genderized situations,
despite her parents’ complaints and later orders of
grounding. This is further accentuated by the fact that
s/he does not show an awareness of the “plight” of the
opposite sex; in fact, she seems rather pleased with
her (changeable) outfits, and her/his increasing
desirability to both Shih-wen and Cho-jan. I would
argue that most of the visual pleasure in watching this
film comes from the enjoyment of watching Ya-nan
enjoying her/himself as both genders and the
satisfaction s/he gets from her mutable genderized
appearance, than from the awareness of Ya-nan’s
biological sex. In contrast, it is the biological male, Ai-
lun, who shows the most discomfort of his being male,
which in this case also means having the responsibility
(and burden) to seem always mature, reliable and

considerate but also cowardly.

The other major difference is the suppression of
homosexuality as a discourse. The Hollywood

transvestite films as discussed by Straayer often

produce an opportunity to be read as queer subtexts,
especially when images which suggest same-sex desire
contradict with heterosexual plots and the tension
between the images and the diegesis often produces
extra room for imagination and identification in the
audience, however otherized. These contradictions are
most foregrounded when the disguise causes the
characters’ desires to be “misread” in the narratives as
homosexual. In You were Meant for Me, however,
heterosexual coupling is never problematized by any
implications of homosexuality. The emotional and
erotic possibilities which might have motivated Ya-nan
to continue playing the young man as desired by Shih-
wen are never questioned within the diegesis, not even
by the I-know-it-all Ai-lun who would have done
anything to spoil the arrangement. The compulsory
heterosexual paradigm in the film is so hegemonic that
Ya-nan’s biological sex is enough to completely rule out
the possibility of any erotic authenticity she could
have shared with Shih-wen. It is only in the
spectatorship that such desires become possible; I, for

2 (08 A BEREBEAMBSELE A Study of Genderication and the Ranrecantation of Maccdingy in You were Meant for Me
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one, have no problem believing that Shih-wen is truly
falling for Ya-nan the baby butch, thus could not care
less about the “truth” of her/his biological sex. After
all, as revealed in the scene of the dance party, it is as
clear as day that Shih-wen is more than ready to also
temporarily change her own gender identity to comply
with Ya-nan’s always changing roles. It takes more than
one to pull a drag.

Androgyny, Hybridity and Mutability

Stella Bruzzi particularly distinguishes cinematic
representations of androgyny from generic cross-
dressing comedies through interrogating the
expression of desire in the androgynous image.” The
androgyne, Marlene Dietrich in Morocco (1930) for
example, is of blurred sex as well as of blurred
sexuality, Bruzzi argues, and could be located at the
intersection of multiple (at times contradictory) erotic
identifications. Through coalescing the real and the
imaginary, the figure of the androgyne generates an
eroticism which suggests danger and slipperiness.
Through You were Meant for Me and its publicity
materials, Kitty Ting Hao the teenage idol is being

manufactured and marketed as an androgynous image
marked by its mutability. As seen in the various issues
of International Screen published during the film’s
release, Ya-nan’s multiple images and seemingly self-
determined and switchable genders also become the
selling point of the movie.® It is worthnoting that the
flexibility and hybridity of Ting Hao’s identity does not
begin with her gender but in fact begins with the exact
moment she joined International Film Distribution
Agency (which later became MP & GI) at the age of
16. An understanding of her cultural background
might help to shed new lights on the (re)construction
of gender identity in her star persona.

Born in Macau, studied for two years in Shanghai and
moved to Hong Kong at the age of 10, Ting Hao
became a Mandarin-speaking actress only because she
was too late for the interviews at the Cantonese
Production Unit. While she took crash courses in
Mandarin from a private tutor after she had joined, she
managed to “pass” as a “Northerner” —a non-
Cantonese — in more than 20 Mandarin movies.
Ironically, these include the North vs. South series,
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such as The Greatest Civil War on Earth (1961), in
which she plays a Northerner who teaches her
Cantonese boyfriend to speak Mandarin to please her
ethnocentric father.

The subtext of the production of Ting Hao the star
speaks to a specific history of Hong Kong culture in
the 1950s based on migration, hybridity and in many
ways, self-transformation and disguise. The film
industry of the 1950s was dominated by Mandarin
cinema, much of it produced by personnel from
Shanghai. Ting Hao’s hybrid background of speaking
three dialects boosted her survival skills tremendously
in such a society of migrants. And in order to have any
significance in the Mandarin and Shanghai-dominated
MP & GI, Ting Hao needed her Shanghaiese to
socialize and her Mandarin to act, thus upholding a
relative cultural homogeneity for the image of the
Studio. The irony of Ting Hao playing the Northerner’s
daughter in the North vs. South series speaks further
to the demand for binary oppositions (North versus
South; Cantonese versus all others lumped into one) in
the popular imaginary of this temporarily stable

society. While Ting Hao’s cultural hybridity needed to

be suppressed, her readiness and skills for self-
transformation and disguise translated into her star
image in terms of gender. Her cultural mutability
provided a pretext for her gender mutability and I
would argue, rendered it more convenient and less
dangerous. The (necessary and always ready)
mutability of her ethnic identity, her widely marketed
youth bordering on babyishness’ created an image of a
more predictable instability, all of which help to tone
down the potential subversiveness and multiple
eroticism of her androgyny. The immaturity and
adolescence emphasised in both the star image of Ting
Hao and the character image of Ya-nan contrasts
significantly, for example, with the maturity and self-

consciousness embodied by Dietrich.

This is not to say that You were Meant for Me does
not provide opportunities for problematizing
conventions of gender construction. In fact, as seen in
MP & GI productions, the room the Studio allowed to
experiment with gender, specifically with masculinity,

was definitely more flexible than that it gave to
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discussions of cultural ethnicity. Using You were
Meant for Me as a case in point, while intertextual :
tension and contradiction among various textual
elements carve out many discursive spaces around the
issue of “what a man could be”, it is also quite
spectacular to witness the powerful operations of MP
& GI during its golden age, being able to
simultaneously contain, employ, manipulate and
suppress any discourse that might potentially
challenge the heterosexually-biased genderization. In
comparison, the class and ethnic specificity of the text
remain much more stable; all the characters in You
were Meant for Me are affluent, educated, Mandarin-
speaking upper middle class professionals or their
dependents.

Male Psyche in Flux

Peggy Chiao Hsiung-ping has argued that the MP & GI
creative personnel, many of whom petty bourgeoisie
intellectuals, were full of self-pity and frustrations
when they fled to Hong Kong from Shanghai, and

therefore needed to project their conflicted psyche
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onto the female characters in their productions.® This
points to an argument that representation and
construction of sexual and gender identities are
inevitably part of a collective cultural imaginary. In the
male-dominated film studio system, the manufacturing
of female characters and stars are of course, in many
ways, the representation of desire and fantasy of their
male producers. While I agree with Chiao that the
stardom of the MP & GI culture is one dominated by
female sexuality, it is also important to note that the
male characters and stars in these films are often
representations of a masculinity in crisis, one in flux
but yet to be “reformed” and refined.

In You were Meant for Me, for example, although
much of the focus of the diegesis is on Ya-nan the
mischievous young woman and the focus of the image
is on Ting Hao the young female star, the desirability of
such a focus is however, on her adoption, embodiment
and reform of masculinity. Leaving the old society
behind, the feudalistic father who did not have a sense
of humour and failed to communicate with the youth

was outdated and too needed to be left behind. In this
new refugee society called Hong Kong, Westernized,
temporarily stable and intrinsically hybrid, a new kind
of male authority was called for. Ai-lun, with much
baggage of traditional Chinese intellectuals, is weak
and indecisive, therefore does not seem to fit the bill.
What makes a “good man” in this new world? Using her
class privileges, Ya-nan is able to transform herself into
a gentle, sensitive, strong and decisive young man.
Cho-jan seems like a role model as well, but his kind of
muscular masculinity is relegated in the film to the
realm of the spectacle, into a position of an object to
be assessed and gazed on. When Ai-lun protests
against Ya-nan’s notion of masculinity (“Muscle does
not equal masculinity!™), he seems to be protesting
more against the popularity of types like Cho-jan,
betraying possibly the MP & GI bourgeois intellectuals’
attitudes towards the muscleman. The characterization
of Ai-lun and Cho-jan could be read as a critique of
conventional and traditional stereotypes of
masculinity, the inadequacies of both wen (the
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intellectual) and wu (the physical) in themselves. The
“ideal” form of masculinity seems to lie somewhere
between Ai-lun and Cho-jan, an amalgamation who
could very well look like the well-off gentleman-athlete
Ya-nan. The film points to the reformability of
masculinity, a new form of manhood, ironically through
the body of a (class-specific) woman. It is in such
irony that marks the instability of identity in these
formations, culturally and sexually.

Amidst a generation of artists and intellectuals
undergoing voluntary and involuntary exile, the ability
and will to reform and transform oneself became key.
While other ways of transformation, including socially
and/or politically, seemed less feasible and definitely
less marketable in a refugee society, forms of self-
renewal through unconventional genderization could
be seen as simultaneously a desirable and irrelevant
outlet. You were Meant for Me reveals a sense of loss
of traditional standards, a will to challenge conventions
and a yearning for the new, in order to reinstate and

perpetuate the privileges under threat among the male
elites in migration. In this imaginary new world this
collective yearning temporarily creates and sustains,
women can get a taste of some of the male privileges,
men can become better men through constant self-
reflection, suffering and will (Ai-lun has to go through
surgery and the threat of losing Shih-wen). But like
any other golden age or new world, the spirit of
experimentation and self-reflexiveness did not last
long. Hong Kong cinema would soon be dominated by
a more homogeneous and self-assured type of
masculinity once it entered the 1970s.

#% CRBAM) ERBBENBIEWE A Study of Genderisation and the Representation of Masculinity in You were Meant for Me
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r’s note

worth noting that You were Meant for Me was written by none
than Chang Cheh (Zhang Che), who later launched the very
ine martial arts tradition in Shaws. His other scripts for MP
Gl include Song without Words (1961), The Girl with the Golden Arm
1) and It’s Always Spring (1962).
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