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Filled with political metaphors, Sixty Milion Dollar Man (1995)
depicts Hong Kong people’s fear in face of identity crisis.
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1 ENEESER : .slapstick sees falling as
an amusing inevitability we have to live
with as we can. By contrast, in Christian
theclogy, falling has the worst possible
connotations, of course. The Christian
fear of falling, with the pits of hell always
imagined down below, indicates a
ceasaloss rasistance to physical existanca,
with cur enstavement to gravity a symbol
for all the animal lapses to which we're
given.' (Alan Dale, Comedy is a Man in
Trouble: Slapstick and American Movies,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesoia
Press, 2000, p 13.)

2 Christie Davies, "The Protestant ethic ard
the comic spirit of capitalism’ in Jokes
and their Relation to Society, Berlin and
Mew York: Mouton de Gruyer, 1988, pp
4362,

3 Steve Seidman, Comedian Comedy; A
Tragition in Hollywood Film, Ann Arbor,
Mich: UMI Research Press, 1981

4 FEHBER (8 8) (1966)

(REAFEIFRIRMR G0MEE -

BN BEIREEPAR .

R’ i j '3"- .
L\ W . / "

FhlR: RS iR - BEENRE AT LUNEFS - EREEREA NN
@y (EEWR) (1988) @E—M -

Differ from Euro-American traditions, most Hong Kong comedy films assume a
didactic role as educator: Chicken and Duck Talk (1988), which reinstates Confucian
hierarchical values, is one of the examples.

omedies have been classically studied as a 'side effect’ of power struggle
Caru:i the human need to process disempowerment, for example, as seen
in *the superiority themw" : laughter considered as an exprassion of feelings
of superiority over another being, vis-a-vis aspects of the shameful, ugly or
the base; in 'the incongruity theory'™ which describes laughter as a reaction to
a sense of things being out of place, a perception of temporal, geocgraphical
or other forms of ‘abnormal’ displacement, and ‘the relief theory',” where
laughter is the venting of superfluous nervous energy. In what ways could Hong
Kong comedies be seen—or experienced in this deeply colonised society
amidst troubled times—as provocative and politically non-conforming, while
simultaneously offering its audience tension-releasing effects? Comedy is read
as a text which negotiates both psychic and cultural restraints, with the effects
of producing a sensation of personal empowerment, often from the positions of
the ‘middliing people’. Do Hong Kong comedians serve the role of these ‘middling
people’? Discussions on distance, detachment, alienation, and reassurance”
ara also influential for studies on the subversive effects of comedy in relation to
survival.” Geoff King's® historicising of David Worcester's' studies of the satire
as a subgenre which has been prevalent in pericds of ‘public excess, hardship,
impropriety and aberration’, and his development of Steve Seidman's work on
the central comedian figure who has the licence 1o disrupt the narmative, using
tropes like pre-Oedipal regression (pre-cccupation with bodily fluids and focus
upan the lower body stratum), are particularly useful Tor examining popular
Hong Kong comedies in which representation of ‘excess, hardship, impropriety
and aberration’ as well as regression are prevalent.

Alan Dale's Comedy iz a Man in
Trouble sees slapstick comedy in the
context of American films as a relief
device to cope with the Christian fear
of falling, a gentle reminder of our
humanness:'_..slapstick sees falling
as an amusing inevitability we have
to live with as we can. By contrast,
in Christian theology, falling has the
worst possible connotations, of

course. The Christian fear of falling,

with the pits of hell always imagined
down below, indicates a ceaseless
resistance to physical existence, with
our enslavement to gravity a symbol
for all the animal lapses to which
we're given.'® Christie Davies has
observed that in modern history, with
the triumph of industrial capitalism,
comedy ‘flourished enormously’
among those ‘'most strongly endowed

with the Protestant ethic' because
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the Protestant ethic and capitalism

work collaboratively to produce a lot
of anxieties in a society towards ones
own body, future and class formation.®
While the protestant worlke ethic helps
to sustain the supply of workers to
conform to the capitalist mode of
production and expansion, comedy
helps 1o keep these workers alive and
sane. Comedies provide alternative
resolutions to problems produced by a
Christian-dominated culture, problems
which fail to be resolved within a
Christian value system itself. Steve
Seidman' sees the popular tradition
of comedian comedy in Hollywood as
a ‘side effect’ of the American Dream.
American comedians such as Buster
Keaton and Charie Chaplin transform
the struggles between the individual
and social systems into laughable
material so that the audience could
embrace and identify with abjects and
freaks in a safe environment called the
cinema, thus enjoying an emotional
release repressed by the grand
narrative of the American Dream.
Hong Kong, although not as Christian-
dominated as the US, has also been
infused with the Protestant work ethic
and capitalist values. To what extent
could Hong Kong comedian films be
geen as a side effect of the Hong Kong
Dream?

Mg Ho's'' pioneering study
of Cantonese comedy subgenres
including kung fu comedy, satire and
comedian comedy, drawing widely
from examples of 1950s to 70s,
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Comedians unveil the degenderisation
of women through their cross-dressed
performances, and suggest that their
characters have lost their subjectivity as
men and further become a state of ‘non-
being’. Here shown is the cross-dressed
Tangjﬁei—chen {1st right) in Two Fools
Catch the Murderar (1959).

alongside his study of Michael Hui as
an auteur in 19708 to 80s, helps to
establish the historical framework for
the study of Hong Kong comedies.
Jenny Lau' offers significant insight
into Michael Hui's work of the 1970s
in relation to Chinese social and moral
conventions as well as the apecific
processes of modernisation and
metropolitanization in Hong Kong; how
Hui's characterization is either ‘unaware
of the change and thus caught in
impossible situations’, or presented
as struggles "against the encroaching
reality of progress’.” Her close textual
study of Hui's work leads to her
conciuding remarks on the Hong Kong
colonial subject as a 'schizophrenic
triple split subject’,™ dispossessed
of a collective memory and self-
determination, unable to identify
politically, culturally and economically.

Hong Kong comedies, with its
most popular auteur Stephen Chow's
work as one notable example, can
be read as mapping multi-layered
stigmatisation of a dominated
subject (by capitalism, colonialism,
Chinese feudal values and more)
onto characters with physically and
emotionally challenged/disabled
bodies, non-normative genders,
dysfunctional losers etc., and through
these processes of displacemeant,
a relatively safe space is carved out
for the audience to identify with,
sympathise with and laugh at what
seems to be the ‘lack’ in all these
characters. Chow, through his

highly skilful use of folk humour and
Cantonese slang (his effective but
widely criticised ‘no-sense talk'),
often parodies established power,
overthrowing the boundaries between
the cultured and the banal, and
facilitates the formation of a localised
community through a shared history of
popular cutture.

In one of Chow's representative
filmns Tricky Brains (1991), for example,
an anti-climax of falling iz built up by
the homogeneous white-collar working
man costume and prop (white shirt,
black suit, black tie and glasses and
the document suitcase) of Chow and
Andy Lau no less, the robot-like peer
group dancing, the overly excited out-
of-tune singing I have fo fry hard,
and make everybody happy. Young
man has fto work hard, | have o be
decisive’,'® creating as a totally over-
the-top and slapstick expression of the
struggle and the desire to climb up the
social ladder, which is symbolised, in
thiz case, literally by climbing up a long
and steep staircase in open air, framed
by commercial buildings all around it.

Genre of Contradictions

Hong Kong's specific colonial cum
highly compressed aka "'miraculously
successful’ capitalist history of 150
years, has contributed to the formation
of comedy as one of the most significant
genres throughout the decades and
has produced a handful of comedian
masters. Benjamin Leung‘e' has shed
light on understanding ‘the unmatched
popularity in {the 19980s) Hong Kong's
popular culture market of comedies
and mix-genre movies with a clear
comical bent’ as delivering a 'relief of
a strain generated by ‘the discrepancy
between belisf (ideciogy) and personal
gxperiences’, a tension acutely and
commonly feit in British capitalist Hong
Kong. It should however be noted
that Hong Kong comedians differ from
their Buro-American counterparts as
they rebel from the system, they also

paradoxically assume a didactic role as
educator. A close look at 1950s Hong
Kong comedies would reveal that
thiz genre, in spite of its critical and
grassroot oriented conventions, has
never departed from the Chinese arts
tradition of being the elites’ ideclogical
vehicle for educating the masses.
Through negotiating between residual
and emergent value systems in a
rapidly changing society, Hong Kong
comedians serve as ‘'middling people’.
Sam Hui in The Private Eyes (19786),
playing a typical go-getter of the
1970s, contrasting with Michael Hui
playing his stingy boss, foregrounds
the inter-generational conflict and dog-
eat-dog reality of Hong Kong working
classes on the one hand, and critiques
the younger generation's lack of work
ethic and loyalty on the other hand.
Lying on a water bed in a love hotel
while spying on their neighbour’s
adulterous affair, Sam sighs, ‘I feal that
the world owes me much’, only o be
slapped by Michael's "You came to
thiz world without a diaper on. How
could anyone owe you anything?'
Hui brothers' Chicken and Duck Talk
(1988) further reinstated Confucian
hierarchical values through critiquing
the impact of transnational American
capitalizm on local culture.

Two Fools in Paradise (18958)
opens with Sun Ma Si-tsang and his
buddy Tang Kei-chen bullying their
classmate (played by Cheng Kwan-
min) by mocking at his "Teddy Boy’
outfit, although the three of them in
fact look qguite alike from hair to wear.
Thizs kind of self-righteocus mono/hyper-
moralism remains dominant—however
contradictory this may sound—in a
genre known for its proximity to or
sympathy for freakish subjects. ‘The
Greatest’ series of the 1960s, including
films such as The Greafest Civil War on
Earth (1961), The Greatesf Wedding
on Earth (1962), built on conventions
from family melodrama and romance
comedies, tackles the sensitive topic
of intercultural tensions in a refugee-

packed society. Foregrounding
the making up of non-Cantonese
stereotypes by Cantonese and vice
versa, the series aims to advocate the
politically correct and orthodox ideal
of social assimilation and harmony,
another way perhaps aimed to
ease fear, anxieties, and irresolvable
contradictions felt all too starkly in
Hong Kong.

Double Acts

The Double Act, as a common form
of performance in BEuro-American
comedies, is usually built on the uneven
relationship between two partners,
often of the same gender, age, ethnic
origin and profession but drastically
different in terms of personality or
behaviour. The contrast between
the two characters' physique, body
language, speed or level of inteligence
makes up the intensity of drama or the
comic effect. The Two Fools’ films of
Sun Ma and Tang epitomize one high
point of localized double act comedies
in the history of Hong Kong cinema,
lilke that of Laurel and Hardy. But The
Greatest’ series of the 1960s produces
another duo of guite a distinct species.
In contrast to the Sun Ma and Tang
duo, comedy lies not in the differences
between the stooge and the banana
man—one cannot tell major bodily or
1Q distinctions between Leung Sing-
por and Liu Enjia. Instead comedy is
produced by the diegetic problem and
the message of the films. For example,
how could the social conflicts between
various ethnic populations in Hong
Kong be resolved? The interactions
between Southerner Leung Sing-por
and Northerner (non-Cantonese) Liu
Enjia and by extension their families
demonstrate these social conflicts to
such an extent that the duo itself Iz in
fact designed as embodiment of this
particular problem. They are the visual
representation of the socio-cultural
problems they embody, inducing
laughter through their identities. This

kind of comic embodiment with intense
social specificity could also be an
offshoot from xiangsheng, a Chinese
traditional stand-up comedy form often
played as a duo dialogue between two
perfonmmers.

The cruel competitiveness and
mutual bullying between the Hul
brothers in films from the 1970s
onwards seemed to once again
formulate a form of comedy duo of a
different nature. The dramatic tension
no longer resided in the contrast
between mental or physical skills but
rather in the explicit visualisation of
violence produced by contradictory
value systems evolving in naussating
speed. The impact of social violence on
the everyman became the key—If not
only—theme in Stephen Chow's wildly
popular work: from the 1990s onwards;
itz representation was especially
effective in the duo performance
between Chow and Ng Man-tat. While
these two routinely mock, belittle and
bounce off each other, one ocbviously
requires the other for companionship
and support. The representation of
their closer-than-family love-hate
relationship serves not only as a
namrative trope but speaks intimately to
Hongkongers' mundane experience of
cuddling with each other in this tightly
knit dog-eat-dog community. Northrop
Frye's” definition of comedy as a
cathartic, taboo-breaking experience
of the ‘'nomal individual® proves to be
useful for theorists such as Susanne
Langer™ who further identifies comedy
as a text in which the protagonist’s
survival is taken to signal a general
survival against events which would
have destroyed him/her in tragedy.
Mikhail Bakhtin's™ notion of the
‘camival’, influential among theorisation
of comedy, where people generally
segregated are given an opportunity
to temporarily escape the confines
of one’s selfhood and be part of an
egalitarian collectivity, is linked to his
idea of the 'grotesque’, an excess
produced by bodily changes through
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eating, evacuation and sex. While the
Hong Kong comedians’ potentially
tragic personas strategically take their
comedian tums, as vanable responses
to Hong Kong's different and changing
forms of coloniality and nationality,
Hongkongers may find themselves
programmed and/or spoken for by a
similar dream called the Hong Kong
Dream, then drowning ourselves in
carmivalesque laughter out of cathartic
sadness and despair, consuming Hong
Kong comedies representing varous
taboo-breaking experiences and forms
of excass.

Body/Gender Fluidity and
Reimaging Coalition

Henri E!args-::mnﬂ':I analyses laughter
as resulting from the diminution of
a living creature to the condition of
an object or a machine, pointing to
a direction towards a foundational
relationzhip between theories of
comedy and theories of abjection and
mechanisation. Stephen Chow in the
1990s has taken on the challenge of
foregrounding processes of abjection
and mechanisation in his construction
and reinvention of the Hong Kong
comedy genre to another height.
Facing sudden and rapid plot changes,
Chow’'s personas often tactically and
speedily assimilate technology and/or
kung fu {through intertextual references
to older Chinese films and/or use
of digital effects) into his personal
transformation and induce paroxism of
laughter to disguize nausea and danger
produced by such changes. In Sixty
Milion Doftar Man (1985), the "destiny’
of Sing (played by Stephen Chow)
could not be more (Melo)dramatic (or
tragic). He ‘falls’ from a billionaire's
spoiled filthy rich kid to become the
bastard son of a house servant (played
by Ng Man-tat) overnight, only to find
himself almost killed in an explosion,
destroying his entire body as his
brain and mouth remain. A scientist
promises to restore his life by tuming
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him into a cyborg. Along the way Sing
iz implanted a chip which apparently
grants him extraordinary body-
transforming skills to fight his enemies
but all he could access seems to be
useless housshold appliances such as
a toilet or a toothpaste tube. Although
incapable of tuming into ‘real’ hi-end
hi-tech weapons, Sing in a life-saving
call, becomes a microwave oven which
‘metlts’ his enemy.

This sci-fi comedy gives Hong
Kong's pre-1997 fear of losing everything
a more than literal interpretation while
it speaks a lingo full of grassroot
wit typical of Hong Kong Cantopop
culture. A man is not a man here, as
the humanity of Hongkonger becomes
a serious guestion. Cosplay and drag
has acquired a series of new meanings.
Chow's constant laughable morphing
in allowing for {mis)recognition and/
or disavowal of a socio-political
compulsion, where we (audience and
Chow) share a not-quite-changeable
reality. Is Chow performing trash
performing abject performing man,
or are we as audience all performing
comedy while we laugh at the
indistinguishability between man and
thing, a state of our non-being? While
the success of Hong Konhg comedians
has been discussed as partly due to
their miraculous abilities to transform
from clown to god®' and back to
clown, could these self-transforming
tactics be re-read as allegorical survival
narratives, as proposals for game
plans to mock at the impossibility of
memaorising humanness while the
territory is constantly renewed and
delivered as a consumable package
to colonizers and tourists alilke? In this
‘economic miracle’ aka Hong Kong
precccupled with upward mobility and
mechanistic efficiency, what kinds of
affects, memories and denials could
be recalled, renewed and/or rescued
through (tragic-jcomic characters such
as the ‘afterlife’ cyborg in Sixty Million
Doflar Man? Last but not least, are
the desires and anxieties mapped and

displaced onto cinema through images
of shame, dizability and impurity in any
way (transjgendered?

Agnes Ku™ emphasises the need
for the discussion of gender politics, in
relation to processes of ‘self-infvention’
in Hong Kong comedies, criticising
the problematic of naturalising comic
personas as a gendered everyman.
Many hercines in Chow's earlier ‘no-
sense’ comedies are marked by a
dizability or ugliness in the processes
of making Chow the hero, most
memorably the scar-faced Karen
Mok Man-wai in The God of Cookery
(1996) and the bald-headed Vicki Zhao
Wei in Shaofin Soccer (2001), among
many. It has been noted that Zhang
Yugi throughout CJ7 (2008), among
Chow's more recent work, is clothed
in an airtight cheongsam in order to
emphasise her 35D/24/35 figure. The
young angelic teacher she is cast
in, impersonating an ideal female
archetype, becomes the saviour for
Chow the construction worker (played
by Stephen Chow) and his son (played
by Xu Jiao) in trouble. All of these could
be easily read as reinforcing gender
stereotypes, sucking up to chauvinistic
projection or playing the double bind of
good wife and sex bomb.

| would, however, argue that this
kind of gender-zpecific reading seeks
to alienate Hong Kong comedies from
its intricate socio-cultural context, as
if gender could be analysed as an
issue separated from class or ethnic
identifications. Like that of the best
Hong Kong comediana, Chow's
work, silly and nonsensical on the
outset, manages to convey a sense of
verisimilitude and intimacy particular
to Hong Kong audiences due to
itz ability in addressing interiocking
social and political issues, while
hiz personas are often confronted
with life-threatening crisis in plots
and have to survive through various
forms of shaming and flagellation in
processes of dehumanisation and
rehumanisation. ‘Cyborg writing is

about the power to survive, not on
the basis of original innocence, but
on the basis of seizing the tools 1o
mark the world that marked them as
other."* Chow's always shamed and
traumatised personas may speak to
gender politics through their ready
identification with the other, not with
a taken-for-granted assumption of
manhood but already deprived of a
qualification as man, a position not
unlike women of visible hurt. In this
light, Chow's personas could perhaps
be reconsidered as non-normative
texts towards bodily deterritorialisation
and degenderisation, as their survivor
or outcast positions deem them
incapable of imagining themselves
as any {(hormative) genders, male or
female. Could these representations
then be read as paving the way for
new possibilities of coalition between
different disempowered subjects
due to their gender, class or ethnic
positions?

Bhaskar Sarkar™ reads Hong
Kong martial arts films as “hysterical
texts’, which svince ‘an accentuated,
dizzying pace' that resonates
with confusion, ambivalence, and
tension. He proposes that Asians,
striving to cope with an intensifying,
‘mutating world® and lacking the
space and time to adequately
process the vast transformations of
their lives, ‘turn to generic narratives
and mythic structures to makse
sense—allegorically—of their lived
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experiences'.*® By taking a closer
look at Hohg Kong comic genre's
formations and strategies from different
eras, | hope this would help to despen
our understanding of comedies as
socio-historical constructs bound by
imaginings and fantasies available
at given times and places, and their
possibilities of offering refief in shaping
and maintaining struggling and
surviving communities while coping
with an intensified castrating world and
ived experiences. B
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