UNIVERSITE DU QUEBEC A MONTREAL

THE FITTING ROOM: THE CHEONGSAM AND CANADIAN WOMEN OF
CHINESE HERITAGE IN INSTALLATION

THESIS
PRESENTED
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DOCTORAT EN ETUDES ET PRATIQUES DES ARTS

BY

CHERYL SIM

DECEMBER 2015




UNIVERSITE DU QUEBEC A MONTREAL
Service des bibliotheques

Avertissement

La diffusion de cette thése se fait dans le respect des droits de son auteur, qui a signé le
formulaire Autorisation de reproduire et de diffuser un travail de recherche de cycles
supérieurs (SDU-522 — Rév.07-2011). Cette autorisation stipule que «conformément a
larticle 11 du Réglement no 8 des études de cycles supérieurs, [I'auteur] concede a
I'Université du Québec a Montréal une licence non exclusive d'utilisation et de
publication de la totalité ou d’'une partie importante de [son] travail de recherche pour
des fins pédagogiques et non commerciales. Plus précisément, ['auteur] autorise
I'Université du Québec a Montréal a reproduire, diffuser, préter, distribuer ou vendre des
copies de [son] travail de recherche a des fins non commerciales sur quelque support
que ce soit, y compris I'lnternet. Cette licence et cette autorisation n’entrainent pas une
renonciation de [la] part [de I'auteur] a [ses] droits moraux ni a [ses] droits de propriété
intellectuelle. Sauf entente contraire, ['auteur] conserve la liberté de diffuser et de
commercialiser ou non ce travail dont [il] possede un exemplaire.»




UNIVERSITE DU QUEBEC A MONTREAL

LA CABINE D’ESSAYAGE : LE CHEONGSAM ET LES FEMMES CANADIENNES
D’ORIGINE CHINOISE EN INSTALLATION

COMME EXIGENCE PARTIELLE
DU DOCTORAT EN ETUDES ET PRATIQUES DES ARTS

PAR

CHERYL SIM

|
THESE
PRESENTEE
DECEMBRE 2015



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The inspiration for this dissertation project was sparked by a life-long affection for the
cheongsam and for that I am grateful to Charlotte Sim, my paternal grandmother. I am
indebted to David Tomas, whose supervision, mentorship and friendship provided me
with the fortitude and confidence to see this project through to completion. His
impeccable eye and regular stream of questions helped me realize my vision for the
installation. In addition, his theoretical rigor and stellar skills as an editor provided me
with excellent support for the written component. I cannot thank him enough, not only
for his open-ness, but also, for always being open. I want to thank my committee; Monika
Kin Gagnon, who supported me as the supervisor of my Master’s thesis project and who
has become a deeply valued colleague and friend in the art and academic communities;
Joanne Lalonde who expressed very early signs of support of this research during my
coursework and provided me with many stimulating avenues to explore; and Edouardo
Ralickas whose remarkable work as a curator and academic I have admired from afar for
a long time. I also want to express my intense gratitude to the nineteen women who
participated in this project. Their generosity, articulateness, trust and honesty are beyond
measure, and this project would not have been possible if it had not been for their
superlative participation. I bow down very low. There are also a multitude of friends,
family members and colleagues who gave endless positive reinforcement and leant their
ears for discussion whenever I needed it. I salute you all. Major thanks also goes to my
employer Phoebe Greenberg who supported me through this very personal endeavor.
Finally I wish to thank my parents, Victor and Rose as well as my sister Lisa, my partner
Frédéric as well as my extended family scattered all over North America, for their

unending encouragement and enthusiasm. I humbly thank you all.



DEDICATION

To my grandmother, Charlotte Sim,
for providing me with endless inspiration,
always with impeccable style.




TABLE OF CONTENTS

IR G150 T Ty €720 2 SRR AERE R ST = o O, S o TR — ER e B3 W | A iv.
RESUINRSS. v it ot g, SRR SN Bt e 8 N st el i B s ix.
FRBGIINEN GO T | ot 6 dhn v s VRRV I SR i Vi) i e s R g AT v MU 35 A s oo e e X.
CHAPTER 1
Fr A B PR TR Tty SRR En o ccanc iy = TR R, ISR et D8 et SRR T T 1
1.1 NMulticultutaliSmidOES DOt T Alll. .., ccoscumreitece shmsessonesmsaseessnens butsnasidhestosssnasansonsasssvanasirorsss 1
1.2 & Gontel hheathet s CHEOMEOAMI:. - e s s I e il 25 S 11
1:8 RERERrRII OVESHONS. ., vesisueessis suresssoadtscsbrs dhasmesy sovoalokseotacenpes ihner oafinbens ooy wuiet o do W thves 1he
1.4  Defining language and terms: cheongsam VS. qIPa0.........ccceceeemeerrcererereererseesuesseseseenes 16
150 ¥ Laving Gt EnicceRt. .o .o o b i i B i (b vl o 4 1 5itoe s oo mata o mmrnsssomm gneds 17
CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH..........cccccceueue.. 21
2.1 B S T Pt e SEAOTE . i st o it e oem b e h b Wi . i SO A Lo Ry e 4 21
22 IR SR 1T A L ST RLIOIe. IO DN o o S e, O B Lored. 1 S UV BERERRC B 21
P2 D037 (o] (071111 V- RIS TS S, S0 SOSN8 0o RO SUREVRT S Go0 | JRPUONS. DOt e 34
e TS PRI OIPUED el e L b WYy 500 B 0 o s i 4 Bt o B S e AT s e 43
2.2 Methodological Approach and Research Methods: Realizing the pattern....................... 53
004 M 1 VT 12 TPty Pt 48 & e TSNS TS0 SRRt B 6 (0 SR s 54
2.2 FAOIOCIIBNEERBIY, L do . . et 35 mat At b dl 5 s 5 ol w42 08 maagas s amemss saen 3 3450 BB EERE 55
2:2.3 - Historical-Resehreh [PopUlar Culture:...... k.. co.. ...l hrvieves ii5eitines shemn eratsrosiioss 59
CHAPTER 3
LY TERARY TRENV W AN - AT YSTB . ki i ciiiimemtissasssssoesodsss dintorssssssn siisssusasaioivanessin 62
3.1 Part I: The Cheongsam As ‘Cultural-Political Complex’.......c..cccovevreinrnccrcrneecenrcncnen. 62
3:21 . wililie MechTIOIOPY SOTHE AT ESAITE it e cvarrvbls fivafy st vibiss «svisdisstasofsrreoiPobs oogss 0 0a Lokt 180 SMAEED 63
3.3  Theories of emergence of the cheongsam in China............ccccoeveivrnericncnennrcneeneccennens 64

3.4  Historical narrative of the cheongsam in China..........cccecevvrverrrevcrinneniennnniencenseeseesennns 72




3.5  Migration of the cheongsam to Canada............ccccceeiieiirriiiiiniieniinee e reesreecreesseenns 89

3.6  Part II: Wearing Practices in Canada..........ccccceeveeeerccierererrercrnerenenessensssssssessnssesssssesnsans 100
o XN B 1 Loy 1T e LS RSl ICA G S il P & 100
3.6.2 Interviews Responses and ANALYSIS......cccceveesrerseeeseeenienseriseensersesienseranssseseessess 102
3.6.3 - Have you ever worn'the'cheongsam: INO............corecsimmscincesmaresrsass dosacssnmas srmnessbons 103
3.6.4 Have you ever worn the cheongsam: Yes........cccocviveveiineeniencrenvnnnnisennnecsvesssenenes 112
3.6.5 Do you have any negative associations with the cheongsam?..............cccccevuenn. 129
866" TWhN can Wearatlt oo b o Rinme W Dot S e e b T L e e g 134
3.6.7 Unfolding the discourses: Ambivalence, Authenticity and Agency.................... 136
CHAPTER 4
LA CABINE D’ESSAYAGE/THE FITTING ROOM MEDIA INSTALLATION.........ccccoveunc. 147
4.1 Situating La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room in recent contemporary art.......... 147
S T P i R R T SR TR e L e G T 148
4,12 ik B TDEReVIBE:. . ... . T ket eeifiinssovothsesnsssdiusos s rpasoedorstrerssut Wabspasssesps e 149
0 TRSTIGY E ont Sp R 0 [ R SR (S U S S MR P S TR | 153
e L e U] vy e o T et ST W M. TR O e M "SI e 155
42  The exhibition context and JayOUL..........ccceecererrrreerrrecrienieecreenseenrereseseesessesseasesssessseesans 157
v o WS T 005 ] e S e e e O comrey ey SR . i e . S e ) 158
A7 ERalnWiRIAZA = b e T s e L e b S L N, Sl 159
43 L’Ecran (chinois) / The (CRINeSe) SCPEeN..................owoeeeeeeeoreeereeeeeseeeereeseeseeeeesseesen 161
44" - Les Robes HYBrIdes / HYDFid DTCESCS. ... cceeueemisionseen ioiiodassnn shosimiobonnd sk aiinasudiannas b pos 171
4.4.1 La Robe Sim Dynastie/ Sim DYNAStY DI€SS...........ooeevuevereerseecnesirseererseesssssessenns 7
R I e R B 2 2 e SR S s S ORI S . s, St oo AN S 180
443, TRoDe BORGHE [BONGRE GVESS\ s isositsieisivisisiogitesniogs s oxssrsonssaibpsssssasssathonssassses svesilh 187
4. 4% SNiGimentagess. . e i o 8 el S B0 S s o sl 188
4.5  La Cabine d’essayage | The Fitting ROOM..........uceeecrerivrseercrirenssensssssesnissecsssessnessssssessesans 189
4.6: v Repeption s INde OF PAttGENS 2R . ..o sionih  faenteee o e A ebates s e sihiss s ot hennmeis s i Rsmne 191

4.7 ATEratiON S/ Te AT G IS SN i o I S 197



CHAPTER 5

O L TR ey 8y SRR Gl R R L A e XD
ANNEX I

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 20 WOMEN......eoooeeeeeeeeeee oo eeeesesessssssessssssseseesesseseseen 211
ANNEX II

MAPPING OF HISTORY OF CHEONGSAM...ooooeooeoeeeeoee oo e essseseseessessesssessssesens 212
APPENDIX I

AN EAEN GLTS D et SIS e b bl 8 e 216
0T D1 10 M R N o M s B e Y T - T 217
HANDOUT (FRENCH)

APPENDIX III

HANDOUT (CEINESE — TRADITIONAL).....oooeovseseesstisessesssssitionsesessessisbrsmssssisssstbessstosesseotiie 218
APPENDIX IV

HANDOUT (CHINESE — SIMPLE)......oooe.oovvoveesesressessesessesssessesesesssessessssssssssesssssssssesssssssesessesees 219

EIEOPIRENEREN GBS - o5 oo ool S 8 e e e e B ceciedtin e s 220



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure
1 Author (center, background) at opening the exhibition....
2 Woman in red, brocade cheongsam with yellow piping...

3 My grandmother Charlotte Sim in cheongsam...
4 Modern day dandies—Gentlemen of Bakongo, Brazzaville...
5 Angela Davis in afro...

6 Example of a dashiki...

7 Charmaine Leung, fashion designer and teacher...

8 Saman Munir...

9 External view of the installation Barbaria No se llora...
10 Installation view, En la Barbaria No se llora

11 Gallery of images from Women in the Shadows, from the NFB...

12 Richard Fung....

13 Still from My Mother’s Place...

14 Installation view, Little Breeze...

15 Detail of installation Little Breeze, audio installation...

16 Buzi Mandarin square that employs a bird

17 Al5th-century portrait of the Ming official Jiang Shunfu...
18 Qing Dynasty photograph of a government official

19 Women in cheongsam, late 1920s...

20 Fu Bingchang with two women...

Page
12
12
16
<
38
38
40
41
il
o
=
57
58
59
60
65
65
65
74

74




21

22

23

24

25

26

2

28

29

30

31

£

33

34

35

36

37

38

o

40

41

42

43

1930s Calendar advertisement...

Image still for the film In the Mood for Love...
Calendar advertisement...

Calendar advertisement illustration...

Patriotic wool suit

My father’s cousin...

Family friend in cheongsam, 1976

France Nguyen on the cover of Life Magazine...
Movie poster for The World of Suzie Wong...
Woman in tight-fitting cheongsam, circa 1960s, Hong Kong...
Western woman in cheongsam, 1960s Hong Kong...

Article by Stanley Karnow...

Image of the costume called “Adult Oriental Princess Costume™...

Examples of Asian influenced Halloween costumes...

Wang Guangmei wearing gipao and necklace of ping-pong balls...

Woman in office appropriate cheongsam, 1960s...
Mini cheongsam...

Fashion editorial from Vogue China...
Cheongsam on sale in Beijing market...
Restaurant server in cheongsam uniform...
Woman in cheongsam in contemporary Beijing...
Members of a Shanghai qipao club...

Fern and mother, brothers and sisters 1961...

73

75

76

76

78

79

7L

79

80

81

82

82

83

83

84

86

86

87

87

88

89

89

90




44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

2

).}

54

33

56

<7

58

59

60

61

62

64

65

66

67

Women in a race, Chinese School picnic...

“The Woman’s Part in War”...

Portrait of Quon Liang and Ng Shee, Victoria, 1914...
Chew Family Portrait...

Volunteer servers for the Women’s Missionary...

Chinese Canadian women fundraising for the Allied War effort

Formal occasion cheongsam...
Women in daywear cheongsam Courtesy Susan Chew...
Cheongsam by Hong Kong designer William Tang...

A white silk cheongsam

Shanghai Tang store in the Pedder Building in Hong Kong...

John Galliano for Dior Autumn/Winter 1997/98...

John Galliano for Dior Autumn/Winter 1997/98...

Dion poses on the red carpet with Jennifer Lopez...

The Spice Girls meet Nelson Mandela in 1997...

The author singing with ‘Gazelle’ at the 2000 Festival...
Gong Li at 2002 Venice Film Festival...

Images from You are Here, Safe with Me...

Fake Death Pictures...

Fake Death Pictures (The Death of Chatterton — Henry Wallis)...

Scramble for Africa, 2003...
Mr. and Mrs. Andrews Without their Heads, 1998...

Image from opening fashion show, Yellow Apparel...

90

90

92

i

93

94

94

55

95

95

96

96

97

97

97

98

149

151

151

153

153

155




68

69

70

71

72

73

74

15

76

77

78

79

80

81

82

&3

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

Detail from Mei Ren, 2008...
Authentic cheongsam, Wessieling...
One Dollar Dress, Wessieling...

Nam Kok Staircase, both 2007, Wessieling...

Exterior view of Swatow Plaza from Saint-Laurent Boulevard...

Inside Swatow Plaza, view of the ground floor...
Behind wall is the clothing stall...

Furniture stall

Image of toy stall...

Watches display

Undergarments display

Installation view L 'Ecran (Chinois)/ (Chinese Screen)
Install view of Les Robes hybrides / Hybrid Dresses
Embroidered Buddhist tapestry...

Top of Sim Dynasty dress...

Detail of embroidery of Sim Dynasty dress...

Detail image of the back of the Robe dynastie Sim...
Robe ADN/ DNA Dress...

Detail of embroidery...

Example of Genestripes™™

My DNA as visualized by DNA2ART...

Detail of embroidery machine stitching the DNA pattern...

Detail of printed lining...

155

156

156

156

159

159

160

160

161

161

161

161

171

175

177

177

179

180

180

182

183

185

186



91

92

93

94

05

96

L)

98

Showing the lining...

Large format fabric printer...

View of La Robe Banane / Banana Dress...

View of lining...

Detail of lining...

Install view, visitors listening to the audio montages...
Install view of La Cabine d’essayage...

Video screen display in mall...

186

186

187

188

188

189

189

194




RESUME

Cette thése explore les résultats d'un projet de recherche multi-volets qui étudie le lien
entre les vétements et 1'identité ethnique ainsi que les stratégies post-coloniales dans l'art
contemporain. Avec un accent sur le cheongsam, un vétement qui est devenu un symbole
internationalement reconnu de l'identité culturelle chinoise pour les femmes, ce projet
apporte une contribution originale & la recherche sur les femmes nées au Canada d'origine
chinoise entre 1967-1987 tout en proposant une nouvelle réflexion sur les stratégies post-
coloniales et l'installation en art contemporain qui comprend la spécificité du site,
linclusivité transculturelle et les méthodes de recherche ethnographiques et
autoethnographiques combinées. Ce projet a ¢été réalisé avec une approche
méthodologique interprétative et qualitative, et comprend la création d'une installation de
trois ceuvres interdépendantes qui combinent la vidéo projection multipiste, 1’audio et les
objets sculpturaux. Basée sur un cadre théorique féministe et post-colonial, une analyse
critique des entretiens avec une vingtaine de participants (qui inclut ma propre expérience
en tant que femme canadienne d'origine chinoise et philippine), cette thése recherche-
création jette une lumiére nouvelle sur le cheongsam et sa relation complexe avec les
femmes nées au Canada d’origine chinoise & travers une installation multidisciplinaire et
multifacette.

Mots clés: cheongsam, vétements ethnique, identité, hybridité, diaspora, patrimoine,
multiculturalisme, authenticité, art d'installation, post-colonialisme, art contemporain.



ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores the results of a multi-pronged research project that investigates
the link between ethnic clothing and identity as well as post-colonial strategies in
contemporary art. With a focus on the cheongsam, a garment which has become a
internationally recognized symbol of Chinese cultural identity for women, this project
makes an original contribution to research on Canadian born women of Chinese heritage
born between 1967-1987 while proposing new thought on post-colonial strategies for
installation in contemporary art that includes site specificity, transcultural inclusivity and
combined ethnographic and autoethnographic research methods. This project was carried
out with an interpretive, qualitative methodological approach and the creation of an
installation of three inter-related works that combine multi-channel video projection,
sculptural objects, and audio. Based on a feminist and post-colonial theoretical
framework, a critical analysis of interviews with twenty participants (which includes my
own experience as a Canadian woman of mixed Chinese-Filipino heritage), this research-
creation dissertation sheds new light on the cheongsam and its complicated relationship
with Canadian born women of Chinese Heritage through an equally multi-faceted art
installation.

Key Words: cheongsam, ethnic clothing, identity, hybridity, diaspora, heritage,
multiculturalism, authenticity, installation art, post-colonial, contemporary art.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Multiculturalism does not fit all

My mother was born in the small town of Kabankalan in the Philippines. My father
was born in Swatow, China, and spent much of his childhood and adolescence in
Hong Kong. They met at the University of Houston, Texas, and made their way to
Canada in the late 1960s. In my mind, they were model immigrants, as they were
ambitious, hard working, knew how to speak English and were happy to adapt to
Canadian culture and society. Changes to the Canadian Immigration Act at that time
facilitated their application to become Canadian citizens and this was eventually
approved. I am their first child, born in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1971. That same year,
Canada adopted multiculturalism as a policy, which according to the official website
promotes “the value and dignity of all Canadian citizens regardless of their racial or
ethnic  origins, their = language, or  their religious  affiliation.”
(http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/multiculturalism/citizenship.asp). My parents embraced
this message, as did many newly arrived immigrants to Canada at that time. But as I
got older and was made aware that I was different in Canadian society,
multiculturalism’s rosy statements started to ring hollow. The awareness of my
difference started in kindergarten where I attended a public school in the town of
Burlington, Ontario. I enjoyed school and thought I was getting along OK, until one
day our teacher gave us an exercise on what must have been categorization. She
wanted to use eye colour as a way to understand this concept and had created a large
chart with the words “blue,” “green,” “hazel” and “brown” written down the left hand
column. As each child was called upon, he or she was asked to come up to the chart
and place a sticker next to the word that represented their eye colour. Blue-eyed

children received blue stickers, green-eyed children got green stickers and so on. I




waited patiently to be called, along with the brown-eyed children, but never was.
When it seemed like the teacher was going to wrap up the exercise, I raised my hand
and asked if I could put my sticker on the chart. The teacher sighed, grabbed an
orange sticker, attacked it with a black magic marker, and handed it to me. I slowly
rose, feeling quite humiliated, and put my improvised sticker on a separate line - the
one I supposed was for black-eyed children. From that point on, my difference was
clearly articulated and this incident would be the first of other racialized incidents I
was to encounter throughout my childhood. These would shape and motivate my wish
to not be visibly different and above all to be as ‘Canadian’ as possible. Gradually I
began to disown the signifiers of my difference. I complained about eating Chinese
food and used a product called ‘Sun-in’ to bleach my hair. Over time, I eschewed my
ethnic heritages in an attempt to assimilate dominant white Canadian culture. As an
adult, I have come to terms with and now celebrate my difference and have been
empowered by what I have learned on the margins. But it was a long journey that cost
me my connection with my ethnic heritages and I contend that this was aided by the

double discourse articulated by the utopian rhetoric of Canadian multiculturalism.

Canada’s drive to promote a different form of inclusive immigration started in the
1940s as the country sought to further its economic growth and to establish itself as a
nation. As settler nations were not providing enough population growth to satisfy
these goals, it became clear that immigration would need to be adopted. However, the
cultivation of the idea that immigrants might take part in Western prosperity was
relatively new, since Canada already had a long history of using cheap migrant labour
to build its infrastructural foundations. Peter S. Li’s The Chinese in Canada (1988),
presents a prime example of how Chinese migrant workforces were instrumentalized
in Canada. He describes how the emigration of Chinese people began in the mid-
nineteenth century due to the famine, poverty, and economic instability caused by
war and natural disasters. In order to better their chances of survival, the Chinese left

in droves, landing in parts of Southeast Asia, Latin America and North America. He




explains that in Canada, the arrival of the first wave of Chinese male emigrants came
in response to the 1858 gold rush in Fraser Canyon, British Columbia. Settlements
emerged and throughout the 1860s the Chinese were useful to the British settlers as
they worked twice as hard for less pay than white men, and were tolerated as long as
they did not claim citizenship or any other rights. Li writes that, between 1881 and
1885, throughout the building of the Canadian Pacific Railway, as many as 17 000
Chinese men were brought to Canada through a ‘coolie trade’ which amounted to
indentured servitude. The CPR was essential to Canada’s union as a country, linking
both coasts, and as a way for goods to be distributed across the country from its port
in Vancouver. The CPR, therefore, played a paramount role in Canada’s commercial
and political success. Despite the contribution of their blood and sweat, the Chinese
were simply a cheap form of labour and not credited for their contribution to
Canada’s emergence as a geographically unified nation. By the 1940s, the
government’s attitude to migrant labour changed significantly, as immigration by that
time, was viewed as integral to Canada’s establishment as a postwar nation. As a
result of the misfortunes that befell countries around the world new waves of
immigrants arrived in Canada over the next thirty years. The policy on
multiculturalism was eventually brought in to address the many issues that had arisen

as a result of the diversification of Canada’s population.

At first view the multiculturalism policy promotes Canada as an attractive and level
playing field where immigrants from anywhere may come to access this land of
opportunity. However, as Eva Mackey contends in, The House of Difference:
Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada (2002), the policy was put in place:

...to respond to the range of complex and potentially dangerous conflicts in
the cultural politics of Canadian nationalism, including the threat of Québec
separatism, demands for recognition by immigrants and other minorities, and
the need for immigrants to fuel prosperity. It also intersected with the need,
seen as a natural ‘evolution’ of nationhood, to construct a unified and distinct
national identity to differentiate itself from the USA and Britain. (2002, p.70)




To underscore this point, Mackey describes how a 1985 document published by
Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada described multiculturalism as ‘a great

national bandage’ “that helps to heal the ‘national fabric’.” (2002, p.67)

Finally, while the policy claims that “all citizens can keep their identities”,
(http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/multiculturalism/citizenship.asp). The fine print reveals
that immigrants may do so only with the understanding that a dominant culture
informed principally by Anglo-Saxon traditions and values should be accepted as the
norm and therefore be practiced in public, everyday life. Despite the policy’s aims to
project an image of openness and ‘tolerance’, I share Mackey’s contention that it
actually contributes to the articulation of difference and the reinforcement of unequal
power relations between an immigrant ‘other’ and a dominant Anglo-Saxon

‘national’ culture. She argues that:

The policy has been critiqued for maintaining the idea of British Canadians as
the ‘norm’, in relation to ‘multicultural’ Canadians. In this construction of
culture, we have a core Canadian national culture as a ‘whole way of life’, and
the ‘multicultures’ exist as fragments of culture, only valued for the ways in
which they contribute to this ‘whole way of life’ of the national culture.
(2002, p.67)
She further illustrates this point by citing what C. Mullard calls “a ‘three Ss” model of
culture, which features “saris, samosas and bands’ in order to diffuse the ‘three R’s’:
‘resistance, rebellion and rejection.’” (2002, 67) Mackey also cites Kogila Moodley’s
argument that Canadian multiculturalism “promotes a ‘festive aura of imagined
consensus’”. (2002, 67) In other words, the celebration of ethnic food and dance
gives us the impression that people are ‘equal regardless’, when in reality it has been
tacitly agreed that we must conform to a dominant cultural norm. The desire I had as
a child to assimilate in order to gain acceptance into Canadian society was not

something I had invented, but rather, was greatly encouraged. If I could blend in, I

would get along just fine.



What I have tried to do so far is to establish how government discourses, such as the
policy on Canadian multiculturalism articulate differences between a preferred
dominant culture and an immigrant ‘Other’ in Canadian society as part of the nation-
building project. Through a more in-depth consideration of the work of Peter S. Li
(1988), Eva Mackey (2002), Bonnie Mah (2005) and Farha Shariff (2008), I will
attempt to outline the importance of undertaking research on second generation,
Canadian-born children of immigrants as it sheds light on how hegemonic forces
compelled this generation to eschew their ethnic heritages, as I did, in an attempt to

find acceptance in mainstream society.

While the immigrant experience in Canada has been well documented by academics
such as Gerald Tulchinsky, with his 2008 book Canada’s Jews: A People’s Story, the
2011 book The African Diaspora in Vancouver by Gillian Creese and Antona
Fanella’s 1999 ethnographic study With Heart and Soul Calgary’s Italian
Community, the experience of the children of immigrants, in particular children of
visible minority immigrants born in Canada, is still largely unexplored. I argue that a
closer look at this particular group reveals a deeper understanding not only of the
complexities of being ‘in between’ but also the tactics and strategies employed by
second generation Canadians to survive and thrive. One aspect of Canadian-born
children of visibly racialized immigrants that I argue is specific to second generation
Canadians, is the very notion of entitlement and the rights accorded by virtue of being
born in Canada. As government discourses such as the multiculturalism policy are
aimed at building a sense of national identity, while defining an immigrant ‘other’
from the dominant cultural majority, it would stand to reason that someone born in
Canada would feel she/he had the edge over immigrants in terms of ‘rights’ and
privileges. My own childhood survival instincts indicated that it was important to lay
claim to my nationality, to say that I was Canadian and to underscore and highlight

that I was born in Canada. This would be an irrefutable fact to offer those who would




question my provenance and therefore my ‘place’ in Canada. From my experience,
this sense of a ‘national birthright’ is a shared phenomenon amongst second
generation Canadians and explains why there is great frustration felt towards the
continued asking of the question ‘Where are you from?’. By way of an example from
my own experience, I recall that in 1994 I was sending out a Canada Council grant
for my first video A Few Colourful Phrases. This art video was about the very
experience of being asked where I was from on a regular basis, despite having been
born and raised in Canada. As if by some divine comedic intervention, the FEDEX
courier, a Francophone man of European heritage, actually asked me where I was
from while I filled out the waybill. It was then that I was convinced beyond a shadow
of a doubt that in mainstream culture, people of colour are not considered ‘from
here’. My desire, therefore, to assimilate into dominant culture was strongly
motivated by the need to prove that despite racialization, I was just as Canadian as the
FEDEX person. The ‘Where are you from?’ question, therefore, reveals the
underlying message that a racialized person of colour must justify his or her presence
in Canada. How did these entrenched attitudes form? I looked to the experience of the
Chinese in Canada, as I got the sense early on that Chinese people were often vilified
in Canadian society. Peter S. Li (1988) describes the situation of Chinese immigrants
in Canada, from their first arrival in the mid 1800s to their current situation in the late
twentieth century, which reveals much about the constraints on immigrants and in

particular those marked by ‘race’. He explains:

As long as Chinese-Canadians remain relatively few in number and confined
to traditional immigrant enclaves in Canadian cities, they are tolerated as
cultural novelties that help to celebrate Canada’s multiculturalism and
diversity. But as soon as Chinese-Canadians expand in number and excel
economically and socially, their legitimate place in Canadian society comes
into question, often on the superficial grounds that they represent a foreign
culture with values and customs that are presumed to be incompatible with
Canada’s European traditions and established institutions. (1988, p.143-44)




With this statement Li outlines the Canadian government’s political and economic
interests in Chinese migrant labour. He further traces the emergence of racialized
discourses that shaped public, mainstream attitudes and impacted on the lives of

Chinese people and their Canadian-born children:

Pseudo-scientific ideas about race were widely propagated during the colonial
period, and the Chinese who went to British Columbia in the nineteenth
century were immediately burdened with negative images and stereotypes.
But it was the unequal conditions under which the Chinese were incorporated
into the Canadian economy and society that gave new substance to racism. By
the time Chinese labour was no longer required for the development of the
west, anti-Orientalism had become a rallying principle that white politicians,
labour unionists, workers, and employers alike could use to advance their
immediate interests. As exclusion and segregation of the Chinese — politically,
economically, and socially — became entrenched in Canadian society, the
image of the Chinese as inferior was constantly reaffirmed and substantiated.
(1988, p. 43)

Eva Mackey (2002) further reveals the opacity of the multiculturalism policy which
effectively renders the ‘white’ Canadian population blind to both the existence of a
dominant culture and their privilege within it. She argues that because white
Canadians buy into the idea that they are ‘tolerant’, they become oblivious to the
reality of inequalities on the ground and in policy. In order to come to this
conclusion, Mackey carried out field work in 1992, a period which saw a
revitalization of the national identity question and the re-emergence of ‘identity
politics’ which coincided with the Canadian government’s perception that there
existed a ‘constitutional crisis’. To mitigate the so-called crisis and to promote and
reinforce a sense of Canadian identity, the government organized a campaign of
festivities across Canada called ‘Canada 125°. Mackey attended and studied these
celebrations “designed to mobilise local people for patriotism and national unity”
(2002, p.7) as they offered a prime ethnographic opportunity to explore the

“construction of national and local identities.” (2002, p.7) Her work entailed




participant observation and interviews with people who attended these events as well
as cultural workers and high-level bureaucrats involved in the ‘Canada 125’ initiative.
The results of her investigation and analysis allowed her to assemble a portrait of the
attitudes of ‘ordinary’ Canadians towards the concept of Canadian identity. Her study
exposed some surprising truths for a country that promotes itself to the world as

‘open’ and ‘tolerant’. She explains:

One striking consistency in the interviews I did at small-town local festivals
was the degree of anti-immigrant sentiment expressed in the language of
populism, in a discourse of the oppressed and resistant ‘ordinary people’.
(1999, p.33)
With this observation, a polemic relationship is revealed between so-called ‘ordinary
people’ and immigrants that becomes particularly apparent when it comes to the
sharing of resources. Mackey asked white festival-goers to describe Canadian
identity by posing a set of questions designed to gauge their reaction to the
government’s distribution of public money to help ethnic communities mount
organizations and special events. In general, the respondents believed that it was
unfair to use ‘their’ (public) money for these purposes. With these findings, Mackey
concluded that while multiculturalism is fine for bringing in diversity on a superficial
level, the true sharing of resources does come with serious reservations. Mackey’s
critical analysis further exposes the Canadian government’s double message of
promoting a multicultural face to the world while discretely cultivating a culturally
dominant one that is “unmarked, non-ethnic, and usually (a) white, ‘Canadian-
Canadian’ identity”. (2002, p.20) Rather than defending equality and plurality, the
policy reinforces a model of a normative national identity or a culture of ‘Canadian-
Canadians’, which fails to recognize that everyone in Canada, apart from First
Nations and Inuit people, has arrived from somewhere else. Furthermore, the concept
of the Canadian-Canadian ideal is inherently flawed because of the linguistic fracture
line that is a result of English and French settler history that goes back to the

founding of Canada. In this way, it is revealed that Canada never was, as in the case




of all nation states, a homogenous and ‘purely’ united culture and the idea of a nation
state is but a utopic one. Government rhetoric such as that surrounding
‘multiculturalism’ reinforces dominant cultural norms through the hegemonic forces
of schools, government programs, such as ‘Canada 125°, and other cultural
institutions, such as the CBC and the NFB to effectively to tell us what ‘Canadian’ is
and looks like. The observations made by Li and Mackey support the hypothesis that
a dominant Canadian culture has been formed and is reinforced by a range of
hegemonic tools. What I contend is that the concept of an ‘ideal’ Canadian has
greatly impacted on the children of immigrants born in Canada (second generation

Canadians) and the connection that they have as adults with their ethnic heritages.

In her thesis, Ethnic Identity and Heritage Language Ability in Second Generation
Canadians in Toronto (2005), Bonnie Mah examines the link between heritage
language, ethnic identity and a sense of belonging to the community associated with
one’s ethnic identity. The authors in her review of literature find that the loss of
heritage language, what they call the “language shift”, contributes in a significant
way to the “loss of ethnic identity, cultural fragmentation and ‘non-authentic’
expressions of ethnicity.” (2005, p.3) Research carried out for my Master’s thesis,
inspired by my experience as a Canadian-born daughter of visible minority
immigrants, demonstrated that the attempt to assimilate into dominant culture indeed
resulted in the loss of heritage language(s) skills and this deficiency in turn
compromised my sense of connection to my ethnic origins. The loss of language
caused by an attempt at assimilation instilled a true feeling of distance from my
Chinese roots, emphasized by my mixed heritage appearance. According to my
research, this feeling of distance from one’s ethnic heritage is particularly common
for people of colour in Canada. Scholar Farha Shariff shares my preoccupation with
the importance of studying Canadian-born children of visible minority immigrants, as
they are the first generation to be born in Canada as a result of major waves of

immigration from countries other than Europe, and can tell us much about the
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formation of ethnic and national identities in the context of Canada’s social power
dynamics. In her article “Straddling the Cultural Divide: Second-Generation South
Asian Identity and The Namesake” (2008), she explains:

The children of the post-1965 wave of immigrants are less visible in the
media, and in academic literature. Although this group of second-generation
Canadians have moved into adulthood and created their own social, personal,
professional and familial spaces, their ethnic and national identity
development has not been adequately researched. Exploration of second-
generation Canadian identity is timely and significant in light of new research
that questions the efficacy of official multiculturalism for the children of
visible minority Canadians who exhibit ‘a more profound sense of exclusion
than their parents’ (2008, p.457-458).

According to Shariff’s research, second generation Canadians, born around and after
the adoption of the Canadian Multiculturalism policy, experienced racism and
intolerance, at both small and large scales, throughout their childhood and
adolescence. Attempts at assimilation were part of a strategy of survival in an
environment where normativity was greatly preferred over diversity. I use ‘attempts’
at assimilation to underscore the contention made by Homi K.Bhabha and others that
for people of colour, appearance inevitably excludes assimilation. Bhabha’s famous
formulation “almost the same, but not quite” from the paper “Of Mimicry and Man:
The ambivalence of colonial discourse” (1994) has also been paraphrased as ‘not
quite/not white’ to drive home how skin colour is an immediately visible and constant
factor in this equation. These attempts at assimilation on a large scale have resulted in
the loss of heritage language, the disappearance of any meaningful connection with
the communities of one’s ethnic backgrounds and possibly a sense of betrayal by the
‘immigrant dream’, where the idea of living in this land of plenty where all people
would be equal, quickly dissipated. Happily however, my research also shows that
these children, born in Canada, after the first major waves of immigration from
countries other than Europe, have now grown into adults who have successfully

established their place in Canada, despite the ongoing ‘where are your from?’
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question. Furthermore, they have come to embrace their ethnic heritage(s). With a
sense of Canadian cultural understanding firmly in place, I contend that there is a
growing desire among second generation, Canadian-born people of a variety of
ethnicities, in particular those who are racialized, to find ways to rediscover and re-

connect with their eschewed ethnic heritages.

My research has found that there are myriad ways to find communion with one’s long
lost ethnic origins. Food, music, dance, language lessons, and the observation of
certain customs and holidays are among them. What I have discovered for myself,
however, is the significance of wearing ethnic clothing to experiment with the
reclaiming of my heritages, in particular, my Chinese heritage. This dissertation
project is, therefore, part of a personal quest that puts the focus on the cheongsam or
Chinese dress as an object and subject through which to explore, through art, the
condition of Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage today. What was it like for us
to grow up in Canada? What is our relationship to the cheongsam? How might I

convey these observations through an art installation?

1.2 Context: The art of cheongsam

I have been a professional musician working across many genres over the last twenty
years. In the mid-2000s I wore a cheongsam for a concert in Montreal. It was a long
dress with a pink floral pattern on a black background that I still have and wear today.
The material is a good quality silk polyester blend, which was a typical fabric for the
mid-1960s when it was made. When my parents got engaged they went to Hong
Kong to visit my father’s family. His parents took my mother to their bespoke tailor
who created a number of garments for her to take home. Included among these was

the dress [ wore for the concert.
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Figure 1. Author (center, background) at opening the exhibition La Cabine d’Essayage | The Fitting Room

wearing the black cheongsam she also wore for a concert. Photo: Victor Sim

After the concert, I was approached by a Chinese journalist who asked me to be a
guest on her television show about Chinese Montrealers. Being of mixed heritage, I
was amazed to be recognized as Chinese when all my life I had ‘passed’ as a
foreigner within the Chinese community. When I asked what led her to speculate that
I was Chinese, she simply said, “It was the dress”. The cheongsam, which means
‘long dress’ in Cantonese, has become internationally recognized as a symbol of
Chinese cultural identity for women. Originating from a combination of Han and
Manchu clothing styles, an amalgamation which attests to the legacy of the historical
events in China that led to exposure to American fashion and Western values in the
1920’s and 30’s, the contemporary cheongsam has evolved into a fitted dress,
typically made from satin brocade, with a high collar, side slits and intricate

fastenings, referred commonly to as ‘frogs’.

Figure 2. Woman in red, brocade cheongsam with yellow piping and fastenings
On-line image: Asian [nspirations https://asianinspirations.com.auw/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/CNY -Outfit-
QiPao-Chang-Pao-11 .jpg, Retrieved April 11, 2015
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While I have always been convinced of the power of clothing to communicate
messages, I had not fully understood why I had chosen to wear the cheongsam for the
concert, a dress that is charged with intense political and cultural readings. My
inability to fully articulate these impulses led me to investigate clothing and its
relationship to identity through a Master’s project. With a focus on the cheongsam or
Chinese dress, the main research question I asked myself was whether a connection to
one’s ethnic heritage could be meaningfully expressed through the wearing of
clothing associated with that heritage. My research culminated in the creation of a 32-
minute single-channel video entitled Ode to the Cheongsam, which examines
attitudes, ideas, impressions and wearing practices of the cheongsam by Canadian-
born women of Chinese heritage living in Montreal. Is there a desire to re-claim or
appropriate the cheongsam? Does this desire risk perpetuating stereotypes and
negative narratives about Asian women? Does wearing the cheongsam undermine the
assertion of one’s ‘Canadian-ness’? Interviews, poetic voiceovers, clips from Wong
Kar Wai’s film In the Mood for Love, family photos, archival images, a pop song and
the documentation of the making of a cheongsam, were the principal elements that
formed a multi-layered portrait of what this dress means at the beginning of the 21*
century, for Montreal-based, Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage. What this
research ultimately revealed is a relationship between Canadian-born women of
Chinese heritage and the cheongsam, a relationship which is deeply complex and
characterized by intense ambivalence. Stimulated by this initial research, I was
compelled to undertake this doctoral project that would expand on my original
sample to include more Francophone women as well as women born in British
Columbia, Alberta and Ontario. Through an expanded artistic proposal that would
take me out of the familiar terrain of single-channel video in order to explore
installation, La Cabine d’essayage / The Fiting Room would delve even further into
the relationship between the cheongsam and Canadian-born women of Chinese
heritage. As research on the cheongsam and its relation to Canadian women of

Chinese heritage has not yet been documented or published in academic literature,
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nor has it been the focus of any projects in contemporary art, this dissertation project
constitutes an original contribution to studies on ethnic clothing, this under-examined
generation of women of immigrant parents, and intercultural, trans-cultural and post-

colonial strategies and approaches in contemporary art

As mentioned earlier, I do not speak or read any Chinese language, nor do I
‘typically’ resemble a Chinese person (according to what I am told by Chinese people
when they discover I have Chinese heritage). As a result, the great majority of
Chinese in Canada and elsewhere most often regard me as a non-Chinese. The
expectations associated with a ‘typical’ Chinese appearance can be linked with the
discourse of archetypes cultivated by Western media as well as an essentialized
notion of ‘Chineseness’ perpetuated by China itself. While I will discuss this more in
depth later, what I want to emphasize at this point is that the wearing of ethnic
clothing underscores ethnicity and, therefore, can fuel a desire to mark one’s self as
belonging to the community associated with that ethnic clothing. At the same time,
the wearing of ethnic clothing may pose a risk to those who do not wish to emphasize
their ethnicity. With this idea in mind, the cheongsam or Chinese dress, offers a
fascinating and vital site of exploration for its potential to further complicate the

concept of identity and representation in the Canadian context.

1.3 Research Questions

The resulting installation was called La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room and
was motivated by two inter-related goals and questions. The first was to explore in
greater depth, the relationship between the cheongsam and women of Chinese
heritage born in Canada between 1967 and 1987. What was the nature of this
relationship? What aspects of this relationship might be static, while others are
mutable or in flux? Taking this first goal and set of questions as the subject matter for

an artwork, the second goal consists of extending my practice from single channel
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video to one that included multi-channel media, multiple screens, objects and
installation approaches as strategies to explore this rich and complex subject in new
and original ways. How might an engagement with space, context and trans-cultural
narratives support the exposition of the relationship between the cheongsam and
Canadian born women of Chinese heritage and yet resonate with a general audience?
How might I employ approaches that will support my dedication to presenting a

multiplicity of voices?

The results of my research offered an opportunity for a non-Chinese public, and the
variegated Chinese community in Montreal, to become aware of the situation and
condition of Canadians of Chinese heritage in the context of an installation that
pivoted on a powerful cultural icon and artifact. As the project speaks directly to the
experiences of people of Chinese heritage born in Canada, the installation also
provided a safe space for discussion and sharing to take place. This latter experience
exposed one of the most under-explored consequences of cross-cultural artforms:
their potential to serve as community-based media for the open dissemination of
advanced historical, socio-cultural research as well as working as forums for the

exchange of ideas and opinions.

1.4  Defining language and terms: cheongsam vs. gipao

The meaning of the word for this dress varies according to region and Chinese
language. In mainland China and Taiwan, where the main language is Mandarin, this
dress is referred to as gipao — gi which means ‘banner’ or ‘flag’ and pao which means
‘robe’. Qipao is a direct reference to the clothing of the Manchu people. Also called
Qi people or “Banner people”, the Manchu ruled China during the Qing dynasty
(1644 — 1911) which would be the country’s last. The term “banner” refers to the
system of ‘Eight Banners’ under which Manchu families were administratively

organized.
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In Hong Kong and Singapore, where the predominant dialect of use was and still is
Cantonese, the dress is most often referred to as cheongsam which means “long
dress” or robe and refers to the one-piece garment first worn by Han men at the end

of the Qing dynasty and later appropriated by women. The Chinese characters for this

dress are the same whether it is for a man or a woman (FE#8).

Regarding this brief etymology of terms, it is clear that the term ‘qipao’, contrary to
many historians’ explanations, is not merely the Mandarin word for cheongsam. The
use of these terms unpacks the historical events and political struggles that shaped
relations between Mainland China, Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan, and in turn
speaks to the importance of clothing and its use in carving out power relations. While
knowledge of this garment and its subsequent influence came to me through my
Cantonese-speaking grandmother and extended Chinese family, who lived in Hong
Kong for many years, I have come to know this dress as the cheongsam and therefore
privilege this term in my usage. In the interests of consistency of terminology
throughout this dissertation, I will use ‘cheongsam’ in all citations and references,
even if the term originally used by the cited author is ‘qipao’, unless it is mentioned
in the title of a book or essay. The word cheongsam is the same in both its singular

and plural usage. (i.e. One cheongsam, many cheongsam)

Figure 3. My grandmother Charlotte Sim in cheongsam circa 1940s. Photo: unknown
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1.5 Laying out the pieces

La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room revealed an unprecedented portrait of
Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage through an exploration of the object and
subject of the cheongsam. It brought social, cultural and political questions together
with a desire to expand on installation practices in contemporary art that are culturally
and critically engaged. As previously discussed, this research-creation project was
also preoccupied with a transcultural mandate to examine the meaning of clothing
and the act of dressing, as it relates to the construction of identity, the representation

of self and the performance of the body.

This dissertation is composed of five chapters of which the central chapters are 2, 3
and 4. In Chapter 2, I will lay out the theoretical framework which, to use textile as a
metaphor, is a weave of three thick conceptual threads: identity, ethnic clothing and
installation in contemporary art. Each of these threads is made up of multiple fibers,
which work together to support my research questions. The concept of identity will
be the most discursive, with a starting point on the seminal writings of Stuart Hall, a
crucial extension into a discussion of ‘hybridity’, as posited by Bhabha, and more
recent theorizations on identity in the context of identity politics formulated by
Rosaura Sanchez and Alison Weir. An elaboration on the concept and uses of
‘hybridity’ will follow to provide the basis for a discussion of the concept of identity
in relation to Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage. The writings of Ien Ang and
Peter S. Li provide a stimulating platform from which to consider the discourses of
‘Chinese-ness’ and Otherness which impact on issues of identity formation for people
of Chinese heritage. The consideration of theories of identity is fundamental to my
first research question, which in essence wishes to engage with the power of the
cheongsam, to challenge notions of authenticity and representation, while examining

how this dress shapes power dynamics connected to the expression of ethnicity. It is
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through these theoretical writings that I will be able to discuss, for example, how I
have come to disengage with the term ‘diaspora’ in order to articulate with more

precision, the constituency or participants under investigation in this project.

For the second thread, I will engage with the study and theorization of ethnic clothing
through the writings of Margaret Mayrand, Joanne Eicher and Sandra Niessen, Carla
Jones and Ann Marie Leshcowicz. Each of them builds on the contention that ethnic
dress is not simply a clear referent for a group with a common language, history and
culture. Instead, its meanings are mutable, changing and have varied widely over
time, a finding that challenges the notion that ethnic clothing is synonymous with
tradition. These ideas, combined with Stuart Hall’s foundational concept of the non-
fixity of identity, allow us to consider the cheongsam as a tool of agency for
Canadian women of Chinese heritage, to express and affirm their Chinese and
Canadian heritages simultaneously, while finding empowerment through new modes

of representation.

The third thread is art installation where I focus on Claire Bishop, Miwon Kwon and
Jennifer Gonzalez’ art historical perspectives on the development of practices in
installation and site specificity. Claire Bishop lays the groundwork for my
understanding of the potential of installation art practices, through the concepts of
‘activation’ and ‘decentralization’ which allow the visitor to experience the work
from a multitude of perspectives, making the visitor essential to the completion of the
work. Miwon Kwon adds to this reflection with an analysis of site-specific
installation practices that engage with the real world outside the gallery space.
Jennifer Gonzalez explores the work of five artists that employ site-specific strategies
to examine the constructs of ‘race’. The examples presented by Bishop, Kwon and
Gonzalez provided important frames of reference for my reflections on the choice of

context for the final installation.
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The theoretical framework will be followed by a discussion of my multi-pronged,
‘concentric methodology.” This project employs the practical and philosophical
posture of research-creation, informed by a post-positivist, qualitative and interpretive
methodological approach that combines the research methods of ethnography,
autoethnography and historical research. What I mean by a concentric methodology is
that within each of these methods are sub-processes that involve accumulation,
appropriation and editing. I will describe how this methodology, which privileges a
multiplicity of viewpoints, functions in concert with the creation of an artwork that

wishes to be engaged both critically and formally.

Chapter 3 is organized into two sections. In Section 1, I will outline the history and
evolution of the dress, drawing from the work of Hazel Clark, Wessieling, Juanjuan
Wu and Antonia Finnane. Next, I will chronicle the cheongsam’s arrival and
proliferation in Canada, sourcing the publication Jin Guo: Voices of Chinese
Canadian Women in addition to the website database, Chinese Canadian Women,
1923-1967: Inspiration — Innovation — Ingenuity produced by the Multicultural
History Society of Ontario. My analysis of this historical research will serve my
argument that the cheongsam is a ‘cultural-political complex’ that consists of a set of
established discourses that inform its status and quality as a ‘technology’ shaped by
historical, cultural and political events in China and further affected by popular
culture in both China and Canada. In Section 2 of this chapter, I will undertake a
thorough examination of the attitudes, ideas and feelings towards the dress as
outlined by the responses from interviews I carried out with tweny Canadian-born
women of Chinese heritage. This primary research reveals the wearing practices of
the dress; whether women are wearing the dress or not, when and where it is worn,
who can wear it and what it means. What my analysis will show is that the dress
inspires deep and complex ambivalence. While it is admired for its beauty and its
connection with family and Chinese heritage, it is also maligned for how it

uncomfortably constricts the body and its association with essentialized
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representations of the Chinese female, constructed by the patriarchal gaze. This
analysis will also reveal an abiding interest in the concept of ‘authenticity’ that
dictates when, where, how and by whom the cheongsam can be worn. In the final
section of this analysis, I will discuss how the wearing of the cheongsam can be a tool
of agency that reflects emergent conditions of possibility as a result of changing
economic power dynamics between China and the West, a situation supported by the
recent writings of Olivia Khoo and Sean Metzger. Taken together, these factors will
show how the cheongsam is a technology that contributes to its characterization as a

‘cultural-political complex’.

In Chapter 4, I will focus on an unpacking of the reasoning behind choices made for
the final installation. I will give a review of key works in contemporary art that
inspired my formal and conceptual decisions, with respect to their deployment of
strategic approaches that support a feminist, post-colonial perspective that is
manifested in what 1 call “politicized sensuousness”. Next, I will explain my
considerations around the choice of context for the installation, that contribute to an
original reflection on site specificity. Afterwards, I will enter into a discussion of the
research that influenced the creation of the three inter-related works that made up the

installation.

The subject of ethnic identity for children of immigrants in Canada is complex and
often brings forth emotions and memories that have long been suppressed. With this
project, I hoped to demonstrate how artistic creation offers a vital and viable method
for gathering research in areas that are difficult and inaccessible to reach, and can
facilitate an exploration of the interstices and the inexpressible through strategies and

methods that engage all of the senses.




CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

2.1  Determining the ‘fabric’

The creation of a garment begins with an understanding of the material from which it
will be made. Considerations related to the choice of fabric in turn affect the cut and
design of the dress. How will it drape and flow on the body? When does the design
dictate what types of fabric and weave will work best? Establishing these decisions is
analogous to the construction of the theoretical framework for La Cabine
d’Essayage/The Fitting Room, which consists of the interlocking of three major
conceptual threads: identity, ethnic clothing and installation art. Together they
articulate the exploration of the relationship between the cheongsam and women of

Chinese heritage born in Canada between 1967 and 1987.

2.1.1 Identity

In the introduction to Subject to Display (2008), Jennifer Gonzales underscores the
contribution of Stuart Hall as having been the one “who has perhaps done the most to
successfully articulate the progressive possibilities and pitfalls of the concept of
identity and the complex histories of identification that work through it.” (2008, p.11)
Indeed Hall’s seminal essay Cultural Identity and Diaspora (1990) has become a
theoretical touchstone for my own work. His major contribution to the discussion on
identity is that it is a “production”, which is never complete, always in process, and
always constituted within, not outside, representation”. (1993, p.222) Identity is a
flexible and variable concept and, therefore, cannot be predetermined. It is informed

by the external variables of place, history, culture and class, as well as personal
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experiences that are always changing and evolving. In this way, the idea that identity
is non-fixed can be a potent and empowering concept for second-generation
Canadians who are looking for ways to reconcile the multiple aspects of their cultural
identities in a context that puts people and things into neat categories. As briefly
discussed in the Introduction, I am often asked where I am from in my own country
of birth. Each of the women interviewed had this same experience growing up and
this type of questioning persists today. Their answers to this question vary, depending
on the context and the person that is doing the asking. For each of these women,
however, the question “where are you from?” continues to give pause, sending them
into a frozen moment where they must at once, consider their place of birth, their
heritage, and their social and cultural conditioning, when forced to realize that
assumptions have been prompted by their external appearance. In her chapter entitled
“On a Critical Realist Theory of Identity” from Identity Politics Reconsidered (2006),
Rosaura Sanchez affirms that “identities are necessarily also multiple” (2006, p.41)
and argues for what she calls a “critical realist politics of identity” (2006, p.32) as a
way to locate agency and self-determination for people of colour systemically
disenfranchised by ‘race’ and class. What was most helpful to my project was her
distinction between the term ‘identity’ and ‘identification’, a differentiation which
helps to articulate the potential for emancipation, both through a collective and

individual sense of identity. Sanchez writes that identification is:

...a relational and discursive process that is always linked to a group or
collectivity that is contained within a particular social space...it can emerge
from outside or from within a social group or space. (2006, p.39-40)
For Canadian-born people of Chinese heritage, experiences with racism and
racialization at an early age are part of an externally generated ‘identification’
formation process, whose visceral effects have mutated over time. For many of the
women I interviewed, the effect was initially what Sanchez terms, ‘non-

identification’ with their Chinese heritage. Later on in life, however, this distancing
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or rejection would transform into a vital re-identification with their Chinese heritage
that would bring solace and empowerment through connection with a larger
community of Canadian-born people of Chinese heritage. Sanchez’ theory of identity
takes individual subjectivity into consideration and connects it to a collective group

sensibility that shares a similar experience. Identity is, therefore, defined as:

... always agential; it involves an awareness of identification as a containment
process and entails a conscious acceptance of a designation, that is, of a
discourse, whether it be imposed from the outside or generated within a
group. (2006, p.41)

In this way, identification imposed by external forces can be simultaneously limiting
and emancipating, while impacting on one’s sense of identity, which as Sanchéz
contends is above all, “a discourse that serves to mediate between the individual and
the world.” (2006, p.42) Many things inform this discourse, including the process and
effects of identification, which together, according to Sanché€z, can contribute to a
sense of identity that is self-affirmed and ultimately liberating. She illustrates the
relationship between identity and identification through the situation of Latinos who
have grown up in the predominantly white communities of the Midwest. She argues
that once they migrate to bigger cities, they begin to experience racialization, which
makes them “acutely aware of the identification process and of their designation as
members of a particular group. At that point, their positionality, the way they view
their positioning, is forced to undergo a major shift”. (Sanchez, 2006, p.41) While
they come to their own sense of identity through their own process of individual
evolution, they are also nurtured by external factors such as family, school and
community. According to Sanchéz, once they come into contact with racialization,
their sense of identity is forever altered, and choices are made — agency is enacted —
that bring about either a process of incorporation (identification) or a process of

disavowal (non-identification). What is clear in her argument is that identity and
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identification become linked through the realities of racialization and the perpetuation

of discourses of ethnic ‘difference’.

Alison Weir reinforces this idea in “Identities and Freedoms: Feminist Theory
Between Power and Connection” (2013). Troubled by the critique of identity politics
within academic circles, Weir attempts to take apart the notion of identity as ‘shackle’
to show how identities are “sources of resistance” (2013, p.2), that “are better
understood as complex, rather than paradoxical”, and that can be “recognized as
sources of important values: of connections to ourselves, to each other, and to ideals;
and that these in turn constitute sources of freedom for individuals and collectives.”
(2013, p.3) The heart of Weir’s argument echoes Sanchéz’ distinction between
identification and identity and takes it a step further with the contention that:

...understanding identities as sources of freedom requires that we differentiate
identity as category from identity as connection to and identification with
ideals, each other and defining communities. Thus it involves a shift from a
metaphysical to an ethical, political conception of identities, and to a focus on
practical, ethical, and political identifications as practices of freedom. (2013,

p.3)

For Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage within the context of this project,
Weir’s concept can help to get beyond the limitations of an essentialized notion of
what it means to be Chinese or to be of Chinese heritage to allow for the inclusion
and assertion of the multitude of complex and heterogeneous aspects of one’s ethnic
identity. For the women I interviewed, this can allow for the simultaneous embracing
of a connection with Canadian-ness, with being of mixed-heritage and with wanting
to belong. Taken together, Stuart Hall’s seminal writings, and Rosaria Sanchéz’ and
Alison Weir’s more recent theorizations on identity, provide a productive framework
that can be used to advance the discussion on identity and in particular, ethnic

identity today.




s

Hall’s statement that identity is “constituted within, not outside, representation”
(1990, p.222) aptly gets inside of ‘race discourse’ to unravel the effects of media on
people of colour in Canada. Jennifer A. Gonzalez describes ‘race discourse’ as “ the
politics of representation...that insists on presenting people as “racialized” subjects”.
(2008, p.3) The under-representation and misrepresentation of people of colour,
including Asian women in Hollywood cinema, television, magazines, advertising and
other media, has had a profound impact on the women [ interviewed. The dearth of
people of colour in mainstream media effectively delineated the center from the
margins, contributing to self-esteem issues and in many cases, especially for women
of Chinese heritage born in the late 1960s into the early 80s, a rejection of one’s
ethnic heritage in favour of attempts to conform to dominant norms. What little
images there were in mainstream media of women of colour were limited to
exoticized voiceless stereotypes, such as the ‘Asian dragon lady’ or ‘tragic prostitute’.
By the early 90s, a new wave of cultural workers, artists, and activists took up the
work of earlier pioneers to address issues of ‘race’ and representation in Canadian
society which coincided with the upsurge of post-colonial theory and theory on the
politics of identity and representation in the U.S., Britain and Australia. Slowly and
painfully, more critical awareness emerged in Canadian institutions and resulted in
concrete steps forward for the acknowledgement of the contribution and participation
in the creation of visual culture by people of colour. Debates around ‘political
correctness’ aside, the growing presence of non-racialized representations of Asian
people in mainstream media, in particular film and fashion magazines, had an
affirming effect on a number of the women interviewed for this project. Journalists
such as Connie Chung in the United States started to appear on network news.
Actresses such as Lucy Liu and Sandra Oh appeared in Hollywood films in which
they portrayed independent and intelligent women. Slowly, it started to be possible to
re-claim one’s Chinese heritage with less fear of racialized comments and
marginalization. Furthermore, as these women came into their own in Canadian

society, confident in their ability to negotiate the terrain, it became increasingly
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important to re-connect with their estranged ethnic identities, embracing them with all
of their shifting potential. This shift was important to my project as it confirmed my
interest in how media images can feed the re-imagining of one’s own identity and re-
inscribe one’s process of identification in external social structures. In other words, it
reinforced my fundamental interest in the ability of media images to alter perception

and to empower.

Over the course of my research process, I have gone back and forth over the use of
‘hybridity’as a theoretical concept and strategic practice in my work. The idea of
‘hybridity’, as I understood it, independent of scholarly theory, was a positive one,
allowing me to ‘be’ all aspects of my ethnic heritages — Chinese and Filipino — while
acknowledging my upbringing in Canadian-Canadian culture. Operating as a
‘hybrid’of cultures was my strategy for survival, adopted from an early age in order
to navigate the Canadian environment. Depending on the context, I was able to
exercise these various aspects in an attempt to get by with as little tumult as possible.
My first video work, A Few Colourful Phrases (1995), dealt specifically with the
reconciliation of my identity as ‘multiple’, which I argued was the situation for all
people. My eventual contact with ‘hybridity’ in post-colonial theory seemed to put a
name to what I had been doing instinctively all along. In The Location of Culture

(1995), Homi Bhabha states that a strategy of hybridity:

..unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic demands of colonial power but
reimplicates its identifications in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze of
the discriminated back upon the eye of power. (1995, p.159-60)
Bhabha’s definition of hybridity appealed to me, as it affirmed the notion that my
knowledge of the dominant culture could be employed for my own empowerment.
While my attempts at assimilation had erased my heritage languages, they also
informed me on how to excel, or in Bhabha’s sense, to use hybridity as a strategy of

subversion. There are, however, conditions of possibility that distinguish my
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situation, such as my middle-class economic status which provided the means for the
gaining of knowledge through travel (mobility) and post-secondary education. The
issue of class points to some of the limitations of Bhabha’s concept of hybridity
which has been criticized for not fully considering the material and historical factors
that put restrictions on a person or group’s agency. Bhabha’s concept has also been
attacked for not constituting a truly subversive act that risks the re-inscription of a
stereotyped ideal of a properly assimilated, ‘colourful’ and visible, post-colonial
subject or ‘model minority’. While these limitations have validity, what becomes
crucial is not to throw out the concept of ‘hybridity’ altogether, but to approach it
with unflinching criticality in the spirit described by Ien Ang in On Not Speaking

Chinese. She writes:

What we need to question, then, is not so much hybridity as such, which would
be a futile enterprise, but the depoliticization involved in the reduction of
hybridity to happy fusion and synthesis. I would argue that it is the ambivalence
which is immanent to hybridity that needs to be highlighted, as we also need to
examine the specific contexts and conditions in which hybridity operates.
(2001, p.197)

Ang contends that for postcolonial and cultural theorists such as Stuart Hall, Paul
Gilroy, Trinh Minh-ha, Homi Bhabha and others, hybridity has “explicitly critical
political purchase”. (2001, p.198) She describes how hybridity can find its political
expression through Hall and Gilroy’s enunciation of a “hybrid speaking position they
call ‘Black British’ — a mode of self-representation designed to interrogate hegemonic
‘white’ definitions of British national identity by interjecting it with blackness.”
(2001, p.198) Similarly, I can see how I have used my hybridity as insider/outsider as
a strategy to negotiate all situations where I am marked as Other. Bolstered by Ang’s
writings, hybridity, therefore, remains a vital strategy in my work and describes my
artistic approach from both conceptual and political standpoints. The type of
hybridity that appeals to me is in keeping with Ang’s assertion that it “is a sign of

challenge and altercation, not of congenial amalgamation or merger” (2001, p.198). It
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refers to an artistic approach that reflects a conceptual desire to use forms and genres
in various combinations to allow for an ongoing mutability and flexibility in creation.
From a political standpoint, hybridity in my work employs tactics of combining that
can call attention to historically and culturally formed unequal relations of power. It
is this combining strategy that has brought me to the subject of the cheongsam itself.
Writer/historian Hazel Clark and artist/scholar Wessieling contend that the
cheongsam is a hybrid dress whose components can vary while maintaining a
Chinese identity. According to historians such as Clark (2000) and Finnane (2008),
the cheongsam takes formal cues from a combination of Han and Manchu clothing,
which was then influenced by Western fashion in the 1920s and 30s. As long as the
elements of the dress are maintained (high collar, fastenings, slits), it is possible to
play with the fabric and other elements such as sleeve length or the addition of other
adornments in order to make an unlimited number of combinations and statements.
Even in the 1920s and 30s, women were playing with these variables to express
personal taste and style. In the case of La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room,
however, the kind of cheongsam that I was interested in making, aimed at using — in
Ang’s words — the “interrogative effects” of hybridity to explore the experiences of
Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage. In addition to making several cheongsam
that would speak to the current condition of Canadian-born women of Chinese
heritage, La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room examined critical strategies of
hybridity that manifest themselves in current wearing practices of the cheongsam.
Likewise, these acts seek to question the dominant hegemonic ‘white’ definitions of
Canadian national identity by injecting ‘Chinese-ness’ into them. But I would argue
that they go even further, to question the dominant and essentialist ideas about what

constitutes the concept of an ideal Chinese identity.

Taking into consideration Hall’s description of identity as always in flux, writers and
theorists have struggled with the impossible task of using words to name an identity

in a way that considers nationality, ethnicity and culture simultaneously. Chinese-
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Canadian, Asian-Canadian, Can-Asian — are all attempts to describe the multiplicity
of identity of those of Chinese descent who immigrated to Canada or who were bom
in Canada. In “Bold Omissions and Minute Depictions” (1991), Trinh Minh-Ha
discusses the use of the hyphen as it is applied in ‘Asian-American’ as a way to
acknowledge the “realm in-between, where predetermined rules cannot fully apply”.
(1991, p.84) Bringing ‘Asian’ into contact with ‘American’, through the porous
hyphen indicates a transitional condition as well as the tension of living in the
interstices that is not limited to two or more cultures but extends into a deeper

understanding of living in the interstice and the knowledge that it can produce.

The ‘Chinese’ in Chinese-Canadian is also fraught with its own set of power
dynamics. When my parents would take me to Chinatown, I often heard Chinese
people refer to me as ‘jook sing’, which means ‘hollow bamboo’ in Cantonese. While
I was not sure what it meant at the time, I got the feeling that it set me apart from
other ‘real’ Chinese. As an adult, I remember going into an herb shop in Montreal’s
Chinatown with two friends who are also Canadian-born of Chinese heritage. They,
however, were able to speak a little bit of the Toisanese dialect. I had a very bad cold
and they encouraged me to get a specific medicine. The shopkeeper addressed me in
Cantonese and when I stared back at her, actually quite ashamed that I could not
speak to her in ‘our’ language, my friends stepped in. While I could not understand
exactly what they were saying, I could recognize the conciliatory tone as they
explained that I was born in Canada and did not speak Chinese, to which the
shopkeeper replied, “Ah, jook sing”. I was mortified. Experiences like this
contributed to my insecurity about claiming and asserting my Chinese heritage. Not
speaking or looking Chinese created a distance from a community and it nurtured a
fear of losing connection with my own family. Being called ‘jook sing’, therefore,
created a feeling of alienation for most of my adult life until I came upon, “The
Banana Blog: Echoes of the Jook Sing Generation”

(http://www.drivel.ca/banana/topic01.html) in the process of researching this project.
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The first topic of this new blog, launched on June 30, 2002, was about the term

‘banana’ which is used mostly among Canadian-born people of Chinese heritage to

describe our westernization — or more bluntly — our ‘yellowness’ on the outside, and

‘whiteness’ on the inside. The question posed was: “What is your definition of

“banana” as it relates to Chinese-Canadians?” As I began to read, my relationship to

the term ‘jook sing’ and the even more dreaded ‘banana’, started to open and evolve.

The first contributor to the blog wrote:

To me, a banana is someone who is Chinese but "westernized" to the extent
such that they cannot even speak or understand Chinese.

A Chinese-Canadian is not automatically a banana. Most are "jook sing",
while others are "westernized Chinese"; a "jook sing" being one who has
some of both Chinese and Western values but not all of either culture, while a
"westernized Chinese" is one who has mainly Chinese values with some
Western ones so that they can adapt to this western society better.

Then there are those who consider themselves "Chinese" and not Chinese-
Canadians, regardless of the number of years they have lived here. Those are
the ones who do not try to or wish to fit in and believe that they are "better"
than everyone who is a "Chinese-Canadian". They also seem to be the ones
that believe ALL CBC's (Canadian-Born- Chinese) are automatically bananas
and make it seem like being a CBC makes one a social outcast. To them,
anyone that is not "Chinese" is a banana.

The Banana Blog: Echoes of the Jook Sing Generation. (June 30, 2002) No
I’m not but don’t call me a jook sing [Blog post]
Retrieved from http://www.drivel.ca/banana/topic01.html

‘Jook sing’ was not necessarily the ostracizing label I thought it was, and the term

‘banana’ was also starting to lose its sting. Another contributor to the Banana blog

wrote:

Other than a delicious fruit and phallic symbol the word banana has been used
derogatively by others to describe a Chinese person (yellow on the outside)
who thinks, acts, and talks like a white person (white on the inside). So if you
can speak, read and write Chinese do you count as a banana?

It is high time we reclaimed this word. We shouldn't be afraid to call
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ourselves Banana. It's not just used derisively by other people - but mostly by
our own people.

There is another alternative moniker, the CBC (Canadian Born Chinese).
Though it is definitely more politically correct it still leaves a chasm in a
description of the modern asian canadian. In theory it's a good label but in
practice the CBCs who grew up in very Asian areas such as Vancouver and
parts of Toronto are closer to FOBs (fresh off the boat, new rich immigrants)
on a scale.

... Truth is, what if you're neither a complete Banana and not technically a
CBC, only you have a dash of FOB stirred in? What category do you belong
to?

While offering a comprehensive inventory of the nuanced ‘monikers’ that have been
coined to describe being Chinese in Canada, this writer also expresses how the
existence of a fixed and reduced identity is virtually impossible, and in the spirit of
Stuart Hall, ends his entry with a call to “stop trying to label ourselves so
definitively.” The ‘Banana blog’ offers a first hand account of the complexity of
identification and identity and does much to help confront feelings of shame and guilt
about the loss of heritage language and culture. Likewise, len Ang (2000) casts a
critical eye on the discourse formations around what constitutes ‘Chinese-ness’,
which, like the term ‘banana’, circulates within Chinese communities. Drawing on Tu
Wei-ming’s collection The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese
Today, she explores the source and construction of an essentialized Chinese identity
that serves to haunt the Chinese diaspora, effectively limiting its ability to find

comfort and stability in its inevitable evolution. She writes:

The notion of a single centre or cultural core, from which Chinese civilization
has emanated — the so-called Central Country complex — has been so deeply
entrenched in the Chinese historical imagination that it is difficult to
disentangle our understandings of Chineseness from it. (2001, p.41)

In response to this, Tu Wei-ming’s contributes the notion of ‘cultural China’, which
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Ang describes as a “symbolic universe” (2001, p.40) in order to de-centre the Central
Country complex. With this, Tu attempts to open up the reduced ‘ideal’ of
Chinesness — one that is defined as ‘belonging to the Han race, being born in China
proper, speaking Mandarin and observing the “patriotic” code of ethics’ (Tu,
1994b:vii) by challenging the claims made by Beijing, Taipei, Hong Kong and even
Singapore to be, the ‘ultimate authority’ in defining Chineseness. In issuing this
challenge, Tu wishes to open up ideas of Chineseness, and to “explore the fluidity of
Chineseness as a layered and contexted discourse, to open new possibilities and
avenues of inquiry.” (ibid.:viii) Through this exploration, taken up by Ang, the
periphery, or Chinese outside of China may gain the agency required to assert their
realities, significance and contribution to the opening up of the established and
reductive definition of ‘Chineseness’. Combining forces, the Banana blog, along with
Ang and Tu’s writings, helped me to consider how to articulate the situation of
second generation Canadian-born people of Chinese heritage and its expression in the

creation of works in La Cabine d’Essayage/The Fitting Room.

This discussion of the question of ‘Chinese-ness’ is important because of what it
contributes to the concept of diaspora and the limitations of this term for my project.
Returning to °‘monikers’ for a moment, Sean Metzger proposes the term
‘Sino/American’ in Chinese Looks: Fashion, Performance, Race (2014), and takes
specific items of clothing as a lens through which to examine the changing relations
between the United States and China over the last 150 years. Metzger’s use of
‘Sino/American’ is inspired by David Palumbo-Liu’s (1999) ‘Asian/American’.
Metzger and Palumbo-Liu prefer the slash as a way to better indicate the “sliding
over or “transitivity” between two always undecided terms.” (2014, p.9) Metzger
privileges the term Sino/American as a way to name the interface that facilitates his
analysis of the changing power relations between the U.S. and China. In this way, he
clarifies his area of study so that it does not become confused with the substantive

terms, ‘Asian American’ or ‘Chinese American’. I have also been inspired to re-




33

examine the terminology I use to describe the participants in La Cabine
d’Essayage/The Fitting Room in order to articulate the specificities and significance
of my particular target group. In earlier iterations of my research proposal, I described
the participants in my survey group as ‘diasporic Chinese women’. Through further
research on theories of diaspora, it became clear that while we are part of the Chinese
diaspora in the literal sense, we are most often not in the ideological sense. The
etymology of the term diaspora refers to the dispersal of the Jews, but is now applied
to people who have left a ‘homeland’ and are now scattered across the globe in a
variety of places and nations. What marks the term diaspora, in an ideological sense,
is that it refers to an intense longing for the homeland. For the women in the
interviews, myself included, there can be no longing for a place that was never truly
known. Again, I refer to Ien Ang who states that “(w)hat connects the diaspora to the
‘homeland’ is ultimately an emotional and almost visceral attachment.” (2001, p.32)
While the participants are able to eloquently discuss their connection or lack thereof
to their Chinese heritage, they do not speak about China in these ways. It is,
therefore, not the diasporic condition that interests me, as this could include women
who were not born in Canada. What is most pertinent to my exploration is the
situation of women of Chinese heritage who were born in Canada at a particular time
in history, a period which served to unsettle the idea of any connection to this

heritage.

Seen in this light, the cheongsam is not just a garment. It is a conduit through which
to address the ineffable quality of what it means to be of Chinese heritage in Canada
today. In concert with my exploration of theories of identity, the research that I
carried out reveals how the desire to foster a multiple and evolving expression of
identity is of major importance to Canadian-born people of Chinese heritage. A
connection with Chinese identity is directly affected by experiences growing up in the
Canadian context, which have resulted in a desire to either maintain it, to reject it or

to remain ambivalent about it. What [ have attempted to convey here is that identity is




34

a central conceptual thread that serves to unravel the complexity of the relationship
between the cheongsam and Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage. Many of
these ideas have had a direct influence on the conceptual aspects of La Cabine
d’Essayage/The Fitting Room and have resulted in decisions that I will describe in
depth in Chapter 4. Furthermore, being a Canadian-born female of Chinese heritage
brings about issues of sexuality and femininity that further complicate attitudes and

ideas towards the cheongsam that will be explored in detail in Chapter 2.

2.1.2 Ethnic Clothing

As the cheongsam is an ethnic garment, it is important to consider the theories
circulating about the significance, meaning and wearing practices of ethnic clothing,
particularly in the current global context. In Dress and Globalization (2004),
Margaret Mayrand brings the subject of ethnic clothing into dialogue with the process

of globalization, which she describes as having:

... commenced with the world crises of 1968-71, and the slowing down of
overall world economic growth. The period under discussion covers the
collapse of Sovietism; the consumer revolution in China; the speculative
booms in equity and property markets in the 1980s; the vast social changes
brought about by postcolonial rule and the changing, flexible rhythms of post
Fordist production and outsourcing; the rise of multinational corporations; the
globalisation of finance systems; and not least the growth of world media
networks and the e-revolution ... it must be emphasised that the
interconnectedness of the (so-called) First and Third Worlds, implied by the
term, has taken place on unequal terms, thus making globalisation seem
largely synonymous with westernisation... (2004, p.3)

It can be argued that now, more than ever, ethnic clothing styles are circulating
quickly, and are influencing the style of clothing created and produced outside of
their places of origin. With that in mind, what role and place does ethnic clothing

now have for people in everyday life around the world? Does ethnic clothing retain
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relevance for people outside of the countries of their ethnicities? How might an
understanding of globalization and its effects on the cheongsam inform my research,
and the creation of the works in my installation, in order to better transmit the
complexity of the relationship between Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage
and this dress? With these questions in mind, I combined the results of my field work
with the writings of Joanne B. Eicher, Margaret Mayrand, Carla Jones, Ann Marie
Leshkowich and Sandra Niessen to inform my creation process. The results of my
research indicate that the cheongsam is not an object of the past that has been cast
aside. Rather, it continues to be a conduit through which to express the contemporary
condition of complex identities in an advanced, globalized world. Not only can ethnic
clothing be worn to demonstrate a connection, or desire for connection with one’s
ethnic identity, it can be modified, embellished or styled in a way that communicates

multiple and even paradoxical messages.

In Dress and Ethnicity: Change Across Space and Time (1995), Joane B. Eicher
examines the role of dress as a “sensory system of non-verbal communication” (1995,
p.5) and its link with and expression of ethnicity. Her research shows that ethnic
clothing is more than just a clear referent for a group of people who share the same
language, history and culture. Ethnic clothing takes many social and cultural factors
into consideration that can be employed as a way for people to distinguish themselves
and to ‘communicate their actual or desired autonomy”. (1995, p.305) Eicher also
offers a clarification of terms and definitions for the words ‘clothing’, ‘dress’ and
‘fashion’, which she feels are mistakenly used interchangeably. Not all clothing is
fashionable dress, ‘fashion’ is not limited only to dress, and ‘clothing’ is only one
aspect of dress. Yet, in order to examine these more distinct terms in relation to ethnic
clothing, Eicher proposes the concept of ‘world fashion’. ‘World fashion’ means the
dressing practices and garments of ordinary everyday people, which is quite distinct
from ‘high fashion’, which she describes as “a dominant or monolithic fashion with

exclusive, custom-made creations found in designer salons.” (1995, p.300) While
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‘world fashion’, like ‘high fashion’, changes quickly over time, from year to year and
season to season, Eicher contends that ‘ethnic dress,” in contrast, implies “non-
fashionable dress, dress that reflects the past with slow change and few modernizing
influences,” (1995, p.301) and is “worn and displayed to signify -cultural
heritage.”(1995, p.299) While Eicher affirms that ethnic clothing is worn as a way to
indicate connection with the group associated with that ethnicity, she is careful to
qualify that this takes into consideration the understanding that the term ‘ethnicity’ is

also fluid and contingent as individuals move through space and time.

In Dress and Globalisation, (2004) Margaret Maynard builds on Eicher’s work and
employs a political economy perspective to examine the “ways in which cultures
interact and engage with each other at the level of appearance.” (2004, p.13) What
she finds is that the dominant flow of Western clothing around the world has not had
a homogenizing effect on dressing, but that rather, “(in) non-western cultures,
acceptance, rejection or a combination of western and traditional clothing is highly
variable, complex and constantly changing.” (2004, p.27) Also of interest to my
project are her findings that show that “people use (clothing) tactically, to define, to
present, to communicate, to deceive, to play with...” (2004, p.5) Her work examines
how people actively choose what they want to wear and how they would like to wear
it, exercising agency through clothing. These choices can be influenced by a number
of overlapping factors including socio-economic background, political viewpoints,
and climate. She cites a number of examples to demonstrate her claims, such as the
case of ‘les sapeurs’ from the Democratic Republic of the Congo. ‘Le Sape’ is a
social movement that emerged in Brazzaville and is based on the acronym that stands
for ‘Société des Ambianceurs et des Personnes Elégantes’. Those engaged with the
movement -- the ‘sapeurs’ --are mostly men who select and wear clothing that evokes
the ‘dandyism’ of the colonialist past as a form of resistance. The ‘dandy’ is

characterized as a young man who stands outside of high society, yet is able to use
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his wit, charm, looks and fine clothing to gain access to the elite. I will discuss the

figure of the dandy in more detail in Chapter 4.

Figure 4. Modern day dandies-Gentlemen of Bakongo, Brazzaville. Photo: Daniele Tamagni. On-line image
http://www.urbanlife.se/en/life/men/161-fashion/366-gentlemen-of-bakongo-brazzaville
Retrieved Feb.22, 2015

The ‘sapeurs’ employ Western clothing to express anti-colonial sentiments and
because many Congolese men were forced to immigrate to big cities such as London
and Paris, ‘Le Sape’ offered a refuge from the difficulties of the experience of
marginalization in Europe. ‘Les sapeurs’ are a prime example of how clothing, in
combination with performance and wearing practices, become a vehicle of expression
for the revealing of uneven power dynamics and agency, discoveries which have

always been vital to my thoughts about the cheongsam.

Closer to home in North America, the Civil Rights movement greatly inspired an
increased sense of expression of affirmation of Black identity in the United States.
The ‘afro’ and the wearing of the West African dashiki are examples cited by Walter
Keenan in Walking on Water: Black American Lives at the Turn of the Twenty-first
Century (1999), of popular hair and clothing styles that were adopted on a large scale
as a way to reflect Black pride as well as the rejection of conformity to White
American culture. The wearing of the ‘afro’ was also a symbol of Black self-esteem

behind the “Black is beautiful” movement. These gestures are symbolic of resistance
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and agency for a large group of people connected through their shared history and

struggle for emancipation.

S

Figure 5. Anel avis in afro. On-line image.
http://www.autostraddle.com/idol-worship-angela-davis-is-my-ultimate-feminist-icon-22304/
Retrieved March 25, 2015

Figure 6. Example of a dashiki. On-line image. http://shop.fruitionlv.com/category/dashiki/

Retrieved March 25, 2015

Also valuable to my research was Mayrand’s finding that ethnic clothing is not
stagnant but rather evolves and changes while retaining its association with ethnicity,

particularly when it comes to the migration of people. She writes:

As part of mutation within diasporic migrations and shifts, ethnic identities in
new countries have been shown not to mirror precisely practices in the
homeland, but rather, use a range of sources to shape new ways of doing
things. (2004, p.72)
Again, she cites many studies from around the world to illustrate this claim, such as a
study of Arab-speaking youth in South Western areas of Sydney, Australia, who
employ a mix of western clothing and ethnic clothing to exercise what Mayrand
terms, a “strategic hybridity”. (2004, p.72) This strategy brings together the clothing

of mainstream culture with clothing that asserts ethnic heritage and allows people a
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way to negotiate their subject positions and to show the mainstream that while they
understand the norms of society, they will deal with them on their own terms.
Examples such as this support Mayrand’s main argument that ethnic clothing and its
wearing practices are fluid and subject to evolution and change, contingent on the

wearer. As she explains:

The term ‘ethnic’ clothing becomes impossible to fix with any degree of
certainty, however tempting. It is not exclusively hybrid clothing but attire
chosen by the wearer for particular reasons and used in particular ways in
different situations. Thus ethnic dress must be thought of as relational. It is
attire in which the components are never absolutely static or ‘frozen’, but in
continual process. (2004, p.73)

The women in this study aptly demonstrate Mayrand’s point. Those who choose to
wear the cheongsam do so under a very specific set of circumstances. Many women
only wear this dress to family occasions or special events that propose a context
where they feel they will not be questioned or receive unwanted or inappropriate
attention. Some have worn a semi-Western version or a store-bought version in
combination with western clothing to demonstrate a strategy of hybridity, while
others are on the lookout for more casual looking cheongsam to assert and affirm
their connection with an ethnic identity on an everyday basis. In all of these cases, it
is the wearers who determine how they want to wear the Chinese dress with an
awareness, however, of the dress’ dominant discourses. They may choose to modify
it, to combine something with it or to re-invent it in a way that communicates their
relationship with their ethnic identity as impacted by social, cultural and political

factors.
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Figure 7.. Charmaine Leung, fashion designer and teacher, wearing a cheongsam. Photo: Piera Chen, 1997.
On-line image http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/hsc/evrev/cheungsam.htm
Retrieved March 26, 2015

A final example of the tension between tradition and evolution in ethnic clothing was
illustrated by my own research in the Canadian magazine ‘FASHION’. The article by
Mishal Cazmi entitled “Under Cover”, focuses on a Canadian-born Muslim woman
named Saman Munir. Cazmi describes Munir as “among the newest crop of hijabis
using fashion to challenge what the hijab represents for Muslim women”. (2012)
Keeping Eicher’s definition of ‘global fashion’ in mind, the hijab or headscarf, worn
by Muslim women is very generally associated with the Muslim faith and religious
piety. However, for Munir, the hijab is also “an extension of her identity” (Cazmi,
2012) and asserts a connection and solidarity with her ethnicity through a visible,
sartorial choice. With a deep passion for style, no doubt in part inspired by her North
American context, Munir has become well known for her hijab styling tutorials on
YouTube, which have attracted over one million viewers. Munir’s desire to inject
personal flair into the wearing of the hijab further underscores Mayrand’s contention
that the mobility of ethnicity can bring about an evolution of meanings and wearing

practices of ethnic clothing. This point is especially salient for my work.
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Figure 8.Photo of Saman Munir. On-line image http://www.flare.com/fashion/hijabi-fashion-bloggers/
Retrieved March 26, 2015.

The anthology, Re-Orienting Fashion: The Globalization of Asian Dress (2003)
edited by Carla Jones, Ann-Marie Leshkowich and Sandra Niessen, examines the
tensions and complications that have arisen in dressing practices in Asia as a result of
rising globalization. Through the presentation of case studies that focus on the design,
production and wearing of ethnic garments, such as the Vietnamese ao dai, the South
Asian salwaar-kameez and the Korean han bok, the collected writings reveal how the
processes of globalization which have given rise to ‘Asian chic’ are simultaneously
re-Orientalizing Asian countries and Asian people. Asian people are, however, aware
of the power dynamics involved in ethnic clothing and are taking control of how they
are wearing it. Through a feminist and post-colonial lens, the writers concentrate on
what they call, the ‘mid-level actors’: Asian designers, merchants and consumers
whose economic, political and cultural positioning provide a reliable barometer for
measuring the agency and limitations that effect the choices they make about dress
and appearance. Useful to my own analysis is the concept of ‘performance practices’,
a theoretical tool developed by Jones, Leshkowich and Niessen that synthesizes
Judith Butler’s ‘performance theory’ (1990) with Bourdieu (1977) and de Certeau’s
‘practice theory’ (1984). Jones et al (2003) contend that, on its own, practice theory
“risks reducing people to the sum total of their socially and culturally defined roles”
(2003, p.24), while performance theory “overemphasizes the notion of play in ‘role-

play’”. (2003, p.24) Bringing these two theories together makes it possible to track:
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...the constraints shaping and limiting identity creation and subversion. Even
if we view the performance of self as stemming from conscious choice, we
must recognize that our desire to be a certain way is not entirely self-
generated, nor can we determine the outcome. (2003, p.24)

While a desire to wear the cheongsam may arise out of an attraction to its formal
traits and/or its representational link to a Chinese ethnic identity, the external factors
of Othering, exoticization and eroticization that have become entangled with the
dress’ image may impact on a woman’s actual wearing practices. ‘Performance
practices’ can be used to analyze the limits of a desire to assert a Chinese identity that
is informed by the internal links of kinship and yet impacted upon by external
hegemonic structures such as Western mainstream media. ‘Performance practices’
can, therefore, be employed as an analytical tool to examine agency for Canadian-
born women of Chinese heritage, as they negotiate the wearing of the cheongsam

today.

Another valuable contribution is Jones et al’s investigation of what they call ‘self-
Orientalizing’ gestures, which entail the ‘performance practices’ of the wearing of
ethnic clothing strategically, at the risk of re-inscribing Orientalist discourses.
Rebecca N. Ruhlen’s chapter “Korean Alterations: Nationalism, Social consciousness
and “Traditional” Clothing”, looks at feminist activists in South Korea who wear the
hanbok at national and international women’s events and fundraising activities. The
editors’ description of this case study explains how the wearing of Korean ethnic
dress in these instances was carefully considered “precisely because it softened the
potentially hard edges of feminism and insulated the wearers from accusations that
feminism is a form of Western neo-imperalism...” (2004, p.33) In my research
involving the cheongsam, I have termed these acts ‘auto-exoticization’, in keeping
with the critical examination of Orientalist and sexist discourses that have equated
Asian with exotic as well as the erotic. My use of ‘auto’ implies a self-generated and

determined action that underscores Jones, Leshkowich and Niessen’s finding that
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women in Asia “...are strikingly aware of the stakes involved in their choices.” (2003,
p.31) Ethnic clothing can be re-coded and re-appropriated for specific goals that can

lead to increased empowerment and agency for the wearers.

The theoretical contributions of Eicher (1995), Mayrand (2004), and Jones et al
(2003) support my analysis of the interviews with the women in this study. While a
dominant discourse around the cheongsam exists, the meanings of the dress are
multiple and have evolved over time, based on factors such place, time, culture,
mobility and design innovations. There is evidence that women in Canada are starting
to intervene with the cheongsam, altering how it has been worn in order to challenge
its past perceptions, meanings and ways of wearing. There is a desire to address the
constraints of the garment’s cut and form that imposes normative ideals of beauty on
the wearer. There is also a need to subvert the sexual stereotypes that have been
associated with the dress, and women are looking for ways to wear it on an everyday
basis instead of reserving it for formal occasions only. The dresses I made for the
installation were, therefore, a reflection of this range of concerns, issues, experiences

and wishes.

2.1.3 Installation Art

My work has focused mainly on single channel video as a reflection of my television-
saturated childhood, an early interest in documentary film, and my exposure to that
genre through my employment at the National Film Board of Canada. My use of the
single screen model went almost entirely unquestioned until my graduate studies led
me to a deeper engagement with critical theory. Through the work of academics such
as Michel Foucault, art historians such as Kate Mondloch and through my exposure
to multi-screen approaches in art history, I started to develop a more critical analysis
of media art and to consider the conventions or dominant regimes of viewing that

have contributed to the questioning of my employment of single channel video. I



have not abandoned single channel work, but instead approach it with a more
informed understanding of its extrinsic qualities that can be used in a strategic way,
not only to call attention to entrenched norms of production and presentation but to
think through the best presentation strategy for the work. Given the object/subject of
the cheongsam, however, as well as the focus on Canadian-born women of Chinese
heritage, the possibilities offered by installation art seemed more appropriate to my
interest in using a variety of forms (video, textile, audio, sculpture), within a specific
context, to convey the complexity and multiplicity of perspectives and to engage with
a diverse set of viewers. The theoretical work of art historians Claire Bishop (2005),
Miwon Kwon (2000), and Jennifer Gonzales (2008) have enriched my understanding
of installation art as a fundamentally critical approach that works in concert with the

nature of my main research questions.

In Installation Art: A Critical History (2005), Claire Bishop explores the emergence
and development of installation art through a non-chronological method that
acknowledges that the variety of approaches to installation have emerged in an
overlapping and continuous way, rather than through a series of developments and
ruptures. She explains that installation art emerged from minimalism, conceptual art
and institutional critique, as artists were interested in challenging entrenched regimes
of viewing, and a capitalist art market that emphasized a need for discrete,
exchangeable objects. Installation art also wished to explore the creation of works
that established a meaningful relationship with a particular site. She describes
installation art, not simply as the type of work one enters, but more specifically, a
strategy through which “the space, and the ensemble of elements within it are
regarded in their entirety as a singular entity.”(2005, p.6) Mindful that approaches to
installation are various and continue to proliferate, Bishop distinguishes installation
art from “traditional media (sculpture, painting, photography, video)” (2005, p.6) by
calling attention to the requirement of the literal presence of the viewer in order for

the work to be complete. Unlike modernist discourses that bestow autonomy on a
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discrete work of art, installation is dependent on the experience of the embodied
visitor. Installation art would exist for the duration of the exhibition alone and then be
dismantled, or works removed from its particular site, place or environment, so
emphasizing the ephemeral quality of the work, in so far as one would have needed to
have physically been there to have adequately experienced it. Bishop further
cha‘racterizes the importance of experience for installation art by explaining the
notions of ‘activation’ and the ‘decentring’ of the viewer. ‘Activated spectatorship’
refers to a direct, multi-sensory experience presented by the work that offers the
visitor a way to engage that is more akin to the way she engages with the world - as
an active player functioning on a variety of registers, and not limited to visual
contemplation alone. The concept of ‘decentring’ is related to the subjectivity of the
visitor and is based largely on post-structuralist theories that emerged in the 1970s
and has also had great influence on art critics and historians who have been receptive
to feminist and postcolonial theory. The concept of ‘decentring’ poses a challenge to
the “masculinist, racist and conservative...dominant ideology” entrenched in the
Renaissance perspective that positions the viewer as “...a rational, centred, coherent
humanist subject” and purports that there is only one, ideal and ‘right’ way of looking
at the world (2005, p.13). As Bishop explains, post-structuralist theories served to
undo these rigid conventions, contending that the way we “view our condition as
human subjects (is) fragmented, multiple and decentred” (2005, p.13). Rather than
constraining the viewer to one position, the ‘decentring’ effect, in essence, liberates
the viewer and transforms her into a visitor as the multi-sensory and spatial aspects of
installation offer a multitude of viewing perspectives, which effectively subvert the
Renaissance model of ‘centring’. In her conclusion, Bishop identifies a fundamental
contradiction between ‘decentring’ and ‘activation’ which she reconciles by
explaining how installation art is a simultaneous experience of both ‘centring’ and
decentring’ for the visitor. A tension is created between “the literal viewer who steps
into the work, and an abstract, philosophical model of the subject that is postulated by
the way in which the work structures this encounter.” (2005, p.130) In other words,



the work requires the viewer’s physical presence, which is centred in its subjectivity
in order to be subjected to a decentring experience, which may enlighten, engage, or
move the viewer. In Bishop’s view, the “closer the ideal model to the literal viewer’s
experience, the more compelling the installation”. (2005, p.133) Where this idea is
interesting to me is the extent to which the visitors -- through their own subjectivity --
can relate to my installation. What I take away from Bishop’s theory is the
importance of taking the visitor’s subjectivity into consideration, and looking for
ways to create a variety of entry points that will compel the visitor to engage with the
works and hopefully elicit a meaningful experience. This resonates with my own
instinctual approach to making art that is invested with the larger project of bringing
people together, through increased understanding and acknowledgement, through the
sharing of stories and experiences. I realize that the experience of the Chinese in
North American society may seem to speak about a specific group of people.
However, I believe that the sharing of these stories can open up a dialogue of
transcultural exchange that can have some long-term positive effects on the

dismantling of racializing discourses.

In the chapter “One Place After Another: Notes on Site Specificity” from the
anthology Space, Site Intervention: Situating Installation (2000) edited by Erika
Suderburg, Miwon Kwon discusses the emergence of site specificity as a major
element of installation art and offers a survey of its practices, which chronicle the
changing meanings and uses of ‘site’ in contemporary art. She concludes,
provisionally, that the “definition of the site has been transformed from a physical
location — grounded, fixed, actual — to a discursive vector — ungrounded, fluid, and
virtual.” (Kwon, 2000, p.46) Like Bishop, she is careful to point out that the variety
of approaches to site specificity did not emerge and phase out along a linear
trajectory, but rather operate “simultaneously in various cultural practices today (or
even within an artist’s single project).” (Kwon, 2000, p.46) The imperatives behind
the interest in site specificity are linked with those that inform installation art in
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general (for instance, the emphasis on the embodied visitor, centring/decentring, and
the subversion of the capitalist market economy), but also focus on the growing
critique among artists to challenge the established notion of the museum or gallery
white cube as an “innocent” space. Again, informed by minimalism, conceptual art
and various forms of institutional critique, Kwon names Hans Haacke, Daniel Buren
and Mierle Laderman Ukeles as examples of artists who began to consider the context
of spaces and to question the “cultural framework defined by the institutions of art”.
(2000, p.39-40) As Kwon writes, the white cube perpetuates its own ideology and

discourse.

The seemingly benign architectural features of a gallery/museum, in other
words, were deemed to be coded mechanisms that actively disassociate the
space of art from the outer world, furthering the institution’s idealist
imperative of rendering itself and its hierarchization of values “objective,”
“disinterested,” and “true.” (2000, p.40)

As artists began to question the neutrality of the museum or gallery space, they also
began to engage with the “outside world and everyday life — a critique of culture that
is inclusive of non-art §paces, non-art institutions, and non-art issues” (Kwon, 2000,
p.43). This engagement reflected a desire to make work that would engage with
social, political, economic and cultural issues, concerns and topics. Taking art outside
of the physical site of the exclusive and even elitist context of the museum or gallery,
in favour of sites non-traditionally coded as art spaces, was a critical and political
gesture. Kwon offers Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc, created expressly for the Federal
Plaza in Washington, D.C. as an often-cited early work of site-specificity. To remove
the object from its site would essentially be to destroy the work of art. She also cites
Daniel Buren’s “striped canvases marching out the gallery window” (2000, p.44)
which, on the other hand, proposes a direct critique of art institutions that are out of

step with the people and suggests that art should be taken to the streets.




48

Kwon contends that in addition to a concern with site, installation art is distinguished
by its growing interdisciplinarity that includes anthropology, sociology and cultural
histories. She also explains that installation art became “sharply attuned to popular
discourses (such as fashion, music, advertising, film and television).” (2000, p.44)
Furthermore, artists began to unmoor art from a fixed, physical space and to engage
with spaces in a more itinerant way so that “unlike previous models (of installation
art) the site is not defined as a precondition. Rather it is generated by the work (often
as “content”), then verified by its convergence with an existing discursive formation.”
(2000, p.44) With this, the idea of ‘site’ specific art offers a whole new set of
practices to be explored. For instance, an area of inquiry or subject such as racism or
colonialism could be considered a ‘site’ as evidenced in the practices of artists such
as Renée Green and Fred Wilson. Going further, Kwon shows how artists themselves
became the site itself as they began to travel in order to create works in different
places around the world. A further example of site-specific art that gets away from

the physical site itself is work that considers an aspect of site specificity so that:

...different cultural debates, a theoretical concept, a social issue, a political
problem, an institutional framework (not necessarily an art institution), a
community or season event, a historical condition, and even particular
formations of desire are deemed to function as sites now. (2000, 45)

Kwon offers Mark Dion’s 1991 project On Tropical Nature as a prime example of a
site-specific project that is not tied to a single site. His project included several phases
that occurred across a variety of related sites — an uninhabited part of the rain forest in
Caracas, Venezuela, a gallery space, where specimens collected in the rain forest
were displayed, the curatorial framework of a ‘group’ exhibition created by Dion and
the last site “concerning cultural representations of nature and the global
environmental crisis.” (2000, p.44-45) Kwon also cites Renée Green’s World Tour,
another example of a semi-nomadic work, where the conception of how it is deployed

over space, place and time is part of a discursive strategy to explore the boundaries
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and meanings of site-specificity. This project entailed th e re-creation of four site-
specific projects, in four different parts of the world, over a three-year period. Ideally,
the visitor would have had to experience, not only each of these recreations, but also
the original iterations of Green’s projects, to surmise the full weight of her proposal.
Part of the question or point may have been the material impossibility of this task for

most people. However, for Kwon, Green’s project presents an attempt:

..to imagine a productive convergence between specificity and mobility,
where a project created under one set of circumstances might be redeployed in
another without losing its impact — or, better, finding new meaning and
gaining critical sharpness through recontextualizations. (2000, p.54)
In a bid to further liberate art practices from a dominant mode shaped by art
institutions, and to produce works that engage with the social constructs of space and

even transcend the bounded-ness of site specificity itself, the work described by

Kwon opened up my project to a great number of discursive possibilities.

Jennifer A. Gonzalez’ Subject to Display: Reframing Race in Contemporary
Installation Art (2008), focuses on the contribution of artists Fred Wilson, James
Luna, Amalia Mesa-Bains, Pepon Osorio and Renée Green. Gonzalez selected these
artists as vital examples of those working primarily with the variables offered by
installation art, in order to engage with a “critical approach to material and visual
culture that examines and ultimately attempts to undermine racist, colonialist, and

sexist discourses in a long tradition of abolitionism.” (2008, p.20)

These artists grapple with a range of topics with which to explore issues and concepts
such as representation, identity and the politics of space and museum culture, which
has been pertinent to and inspiring for my work. Also, significant to my research, was
how Gonzalez situated the study of installation art as coming out of social
movements such as student protests, civil rights and feminist movements, all of which

sought to challenge entrenched social and political norms and injustices. In terms of
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art practice, these inspirations also motivated productive ways of disrupting “the
traditional semiotic and somatic boundaries assumed to exist among the audience, the
work of art, the site of exhibition and the world beyond.” (2008, p.8) What
installation art opened up for these artists was the appropriation of spaces and places
that provided the terrain for serious play. Installation art offers an opportunity to
transgress the social discourses that put limits on people’s mobility, whether literal or
figurative, due to racialization, class, age or occupation. Fred Wilson’s 1992 work My
Life As a Dog provides a prime example. In this satirical performance offered to
docents at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, he began by greeting
the group and then asked them to meet with him in one of the upstairs galleries.
Wilson then changed into a uniform wom by the museum security guards and placed
himself in the gallery that they agreed to meet in. When the docents arrived they
searched for the artist they had just met. When he finally revealed himself, they were
surprised and embarrassed realizing that he had been there all along. Wilson’s piece
revealed to the docents and re-confirmed to himself how the museum frames black
bodies. They may be visible in works of art or within a predominantly “white”
museum going public; however, when dressed as staff members, people of colour
simply disappear. This work employed site specific strategies, in this case the
museum and its mechanisms -- to create an experience that was immersive, visceral

and ultimately consciousness raising.

Miwon Kwon and Jennifer Gonzalez’ writings provided references for my reflections
on the use of site-specificity for La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room. While
Kwon provided perspective on the use of site in installation art, Jennifer Gonzailez
presented a number of important examples of works that use site-specificity to engage
with a particular community. One of her examples that demonstrates this aspect well
is En la Barberia No Se Llora (1994) by Pepon Osorio. For this work, the artist found
an abandoned building on a street accessible to foot traffic and transformed it into a

barbershop installation. Pepon created a place that looked legitimate on the outside
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and made passers-by think that it was simply a new business in the neighborhood. On
the inside, Osorio arranged the furniture according to the layout of a conventional
barbershop but then subverted those conventions through the incorporation of art
works into this environment. Images of male torsos, scissors and razor blades were
silk-screened onto the barber chair upholstery, television monitors were installed in
place of the barber chair headrests and a floor to ceiling display of photographic
portraits of historic and iconic Latin American and Caribbean men adorned the walls.
The ambiguity between a ‘real’ and a fabricated environment was intentional, and got
people inside to experience Pepon’s work and the issues he wanted to raise and
discuss. His strategy leads to a very key point about installation art and its use of
specific sites. The use of selected spaces makes it possible to bring projects into
communities, places and neighborhoods for the purpose of engagement with the
target audience for the artist — in Pepon’s case, men of Latin American heritage. At
the same time, this use of site specificity challenges the institution of the gallery as

the only legitimate place for art and underscores a critical post-colonial perspective.
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Figure 9.Left: External view of the installation Barbaria No se llora (No crying in the barbershop), 1994. On-line
image. http://blog.sharmashari.com/2011/01/art-tuesday-pepon-osorio.html. Retrived Feb. 23, 2015.

Figure 10. Right: Installation view of En la Barbaria No se llora (No crying in the barbershop), 1994.
http://blog.sharmashari.com/2011/01/art-tuesday-pepon-osorio.html. Retrieved Feb. 23, 2015.
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The accounts of artists’ work described by Bishop, Kwon and Gonzalez demonstrate
a range possibilities for what installation art can ‘do’. Also instructive are the critical
theories and questions that have developed through the analysis of art installation
practices. The concepts of activation, experience, centering/decentring, multiple ways
of experiencing the work, the engagement of all the senses, and the interaction with a
specific space and site, cohere with the kinds of questions and goals I had for my
work. In this way installation art made sense for a discursive and critical examination
of the cheongsam and its relationship with Canadian-born women of Chinese

heritage.

2.2 Methodological Approach and Research Methods: Realizing the pattern

For La Cabine d’Essayage / The Fitting Room 1 adopted a post-positivist
methodological approach for its resonance with my project’s aims which were to
develop a multi-faceted portrait of the current condition of Canadian-born women of
Chinese heritage. How can an exploration of their relationship with the cheongsam
shed light on a connection with one’s ethnicity, alongside a discourse of
multiculturalism, in combination with the effects of advanced globalization that have
decentered power relations between the West and China? How is a connection to
one’s Chinese heritage (or lack thereof) expressed, and how might ethnic clothing be
part of that expression? My project builds on Peter S. Li’s work on the history of the
Chinese in Canada, through its contribution of qualitative research on the situation of
women of Chinese heritage born in Canada between 1967 and 1987. Each woman’s
personal historical narrative gives us information about when and how her family
came to Canada, where in Canada she spent her formative years of socialization
(which province(s), what type of area - rural/suburban/urban), what her impressions

of those formative years are, and how, if at all, her family practiced or still practices
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aspects of Chinese culture. The factors of class, language, geography, and key
formative experiences add to the richness of this portrait and it is, therefore, the desire
to present this diversity and multiplicity of attitudes, ideas and experiences that
informed this project’s methodological position. A post-positivist approach was the
most appropriate as it allowed me to combine a variety of research methods and to
carry out an investigation “that shares the objective of giving voice to different
people and social groups in order to allow them to take their place in society.”'
(Anadon, 2006) A post-positivist stance is also grounded in a critical position that
investigates dominant and hegemonic discourses, the social constructions of ‘reality’
and systems of meaning. Anne B. Ryan writes in Post-positivist Approaches to
Research (2006), that this type of qualitative methodological approach is not about
seeking one overall ‘truth’. Rather, a post-positivist approach values reflexivity, the
investigation of one’s epistemology, problem setting over problem solving and
learning over testing. As described earlier, my primary research question is two-
pronged and links sociological questions with an artistic exploration. A need for a
variety of research methods, not only helped me to adequately address the variety of
stories from the participants, it also recognized how a variety of media such as video,
sculpture, and sound were the most viable way to approach the presentation of this
wealth of responses. It is for all of these reasons that an overarching post-positivist
methodological approach that employs a variety of specific research methods,
including ethnography, autoethnography, the use of historical archives and popular

culture was the most appropriate for my project.

2.2.1 Ethnography

The films produced by the now defunct Studio D, the women's studio at the National

Film Board of Canada, have greatly influenced my work. "Sisters in the Struggle"

! This quote translated from the original French text “La recherche dite <qualitative> : de la
dynamique de son évolution aux acquis indéniables et aux questionnements présents. Recherches
Qualitatives. Vol. 26, (10) p.5-31.
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(1991) by Dionne Brand, "Women in the Shadows" (1993) by Christine Welsh and
"Return Home" (1992) by Michelle Wong are examples of Studio D films that shaped
my approach to the exploration of a subject with, and through people, in my art
practice. The major contribution of these films is their ability to give voice to a
multitude of different women who are often silenced and essentialized in mainstream
media. The filmmakers celebrate difference within communities of women and
recognize the mutability of identity while refusing to reaffirm the ‘center’. Studio D
films also demonstrate how the expression of contrasting ideas and opinions can open
up opportunities for dialogue that can dismantle reductionist expectations of ‘Others’
that are perpetuated by those in positions of power. It is in this spirit that I worked
with an interview process that would garner a wide range of attitudes, ideas and
wearing practices in regards to the cheongsam. Through a process of ‘snowballing’, I
found a number of women willing to contribute their voices and stories to what would
form an accumule.ltive, complex representation of their relationship with the

cheongsam.

The interviews were conducted in-person, in a location agreed upon with the
participant. As they were audio recorded for the purposes of an art work, my only
request was that the interview happen in a relatively quiet place. I worked with the
same set of questions for all the participants (see Annex 1) which aided in the
organization of material in the editing stage. Selected excerpts were transcribed and
then put through a ‘paper edit’ process. The ‘paper edit’ produced a script for the
final sound editing phase which yielded two audio pieces — one with francophone
participants and the other with anglophone participants. These audio works were
presented in conjunction with the three sculptural pieces Les Robes hybrides / Hybrid
Dresses. My approach to ethnography as a research method is informed by an ethos
of respect in the handling of the words and voices of the interviewees in my final
work, and a desire to present a panoply of responses to complex questions contingent

on factors that include context and personal experience.
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2.2.2. Autoethnography

Documentary films by Christine Welsh and Michelle Wong and the work of artists
such as Richard Fung and Yinka Shonibare MBE have inspired my desire to explore
autoethnography as a research method and to situate and exercise agency over the

representation of my voice and image.

In “Autoethnography: Journeys of the Self” (1999), Catherine Russell explores the
emergence and evolution of the term autoethnography and presents a number of
examples of its employment in video and film. She acknowledges Michael Fischer’s
earlier use of the term ‘ethnic autobiography’, as a precursor to ‘autoethnography’, in
his essay, "Ethnicity and the Post-Modern Arts of Memory” (1986). Russell quotes
from Fischer’s article to illustrate how ‘ethnic autobiography’ in literary form,
“partake(s) of a mood of metadiscourse, of drawing attention to their linguistic and
fictive nature, of using the narrator as an inscribed figure within the text whose
manipulation calls attention to authority structures.” (Russell, 1999, para. 4) Russell
builds on this by contending that in terms of film and video making, autobiography
becomes ethnographic when the maker positions their personal history within the
larger context of social, cultural and historical forces to reveal how identities are
produced and performed. The insertion of the author into the video or filmic text,
either as the first-person narrator, as an on screen representation, or both, brings
attention to the maker’s (or artist’s) deep understanding of what Russell terms a
“staging of subjectivity — a representation of the self as a performance.” (1999, para.
5) Russell goes on in her article to credit Mary Louise Pratt with introducing the term
‘autoethnography’ as an “oppositional term”. In her book, Imperial Eyes: travel

writing and transculturation (1992), Pratt explains autoethnography as a term used:




56

... to refer to instances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent
themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer's own terms. If
ethnographic texts are a means by which Europeans represent themselves to
their (usually subjugated) others, autoethnographic texts are those the others
construct in response to or in dialogue with those metropolitan
representations. (1992, p.7)
An autoethnographic approach is, therefore, a tool that artists can use to empower
their representations in light of essentializing ethnographic practices that perpetuate
discourses such as ‘Primitivism’ and ‘Orientalism’. Those on the margins can harness
the language and technology of powerful media, such as film and video, to tell their
own stories from their own points of view. The timing of Pratt’s writing on
autoethnography coincides with my discovery of documentary and single channel
video art in the early 1990s. This was a time when there was much discussion around
identity politics, which had a profound effect on the work of aboriginal and people of
colour, filmmakers and artists who were looking to take control over how they were
represented in various media. One of the main approaches they took was to integrate
themselves directly into the work. Situating themselves within the content structure
was a way to take ownership of the questions and objectives they wished to address.
Another effect of an autoethnographic strategy was to call attention to how various
media are carefully constructed in order to influence and perpetuate a point of view.
If the power of the media is wielded by the person behind the camera, then it would
be crucial for subjugated ‘Others’ to take control of the means of production in order
to frame themselves. An influential example of this type of autoethnographic strategy
is found in the 1994 documentary film, Keepers of the Fire by Christine Welsh. As
the writer and producer, she chronicles her journey to discover her Métis
grandmothers as a way to connect with her lost heritage. It is her first-person
voiceover that drives the film forward, as it shares her insights and fears as she
engages with her quest. She is also present on screen in a variety of scenarios as well
as in discussion with members of her family and others she interviewed, taking an

active role in that process and connecting these stories with her own. Archival and
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family photos, as well as dramatic passages, are also part of her strategy that places

her in the frame in an actively engaged way.

Figure 10. Gallery of images from Women in the Shadows, On-line image.
http://www2.nfb.ca/boutique/XXNFBibeCCtpltmDspRte.jsp?formatid=26603&Ir_ecode=collection&minisite=10
002&respid=22372 . Retrieved Feb. 10, 2015.

The work of Richard Fung is an example from video art that engages productively
with an autoethnographic approach. His 1990 work My Mother’s Place, is an
experimental documentary that gives voice to the memories of his then 80 year-old
mother, Rita Fung, a third generation Chinese-Trinidadian. Through her story and his
illustration of it, Fung presented her recollections with the over-arching aim of
exploring how discourses of ‘race’, class and gender are formed under colonialism.
He employs a poetic mix of first-person voiceover, interviews, home movies,
personal photos and the placing of himself within the framing of the interviews, to

convey a story that is personal and yet, connects with a larger community and

narrative.

Figure 12. Left Image olechard Fung On line image.
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http://news.brynmawr.edw/2014/01/30/film-studies-program-brings-video-artist-richard-fung-to-campus-on-
monday-feb-10/
Retrieved Feb. 25, 2015

Figure 13. Right: Still from My Mother’s Place. On-line image.
http://blog.lib.umn.edu/puot0002/qd2010/2010/1 1/queering-intimacy-annotated-bibliography-2.html
Retrieved Feb. 25, 2015

Pratt’s definition of autoethnography, in combination with the examples of
autoethnographic strategies in documentary film and art video, corresponds with how
I wanted to use the videographic form. In La Cabine d’Essayage | The Fitting Room,
I employed autoethnographic strategies in two ways. First, I recorded an interview
with myself so that I might mix my voice and responses with those of the women I
interviewed. This is why throughout this dissertation I use the pronoun ‘we’ rather
than ‘they’, in reference to the women interviewed for this project. Secondly, I
incorporated new video content in L’ Ecran (Chinois) / (Chinese) Screen that shows
me wearing the three cheongsam made for the Robes Hybrides / Hybrid Dresses
installation. I also included clips of myself being fitted for and wearing a cheongsam
from my previous video Ode to the Cheongsam. These choices were aimed at
exploring a critical reflection of the cheongsam that would subvert dominant
expectations through the authoring of my own words and representation. In this way,
I used autoethnography as a research method to help me better understand my
subjectivity within the framework of the Canadian context and its impact on how my
figure as a Canadian-born (invisible), woman of colour (visible) is seen and
interpreted through the dominant culture, as well as the the culture of Montreal’s

Chinese community.
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2.2.3 Historical Research / Popular culture.

Nina Levitt's installation Little Breeze (2002-2004) exemplifies a research method
that brings historical data together with research on popular culture for the purposes
of an artwork. Little Breeze is an interactive installation that tells the story of the
often overlooked and misrepresented lives of European women who worked as spies
during the Second World War. The work focuses on Violette Szabo, a British officer,
who bore the code name "Louise”, who by the age of 23 had completed two missions
in occupied France before being captured and executed a few months before the end
of the war. In this installation, the viewer is confronted with a large format projection
of a sequence of spy portraits produced out of ASCII code. About a dozen vintage
suitcases are placed in front of the screen. By lifting a suitcase, an audio excerpt of
dialogue from the film "Carve Her Name with Pride" (a film about the life of Violette
Szabo) is broadcast through a speaker embedded in the suitcase. When one opens the
suitcase, an excerpt from the film appears on the screen. The action of moving around
the space and opening suitcases enables the viewer to interact with physical elements

in the space while learning about these forgotten women.

Figure 14. Installation view of the installation Little Breeze. On-line image.
http://www.ninalevitt.com/html/artwork/installation/littlebreeze/detail.htm
Retrieved Feb. 25, 2015

In a separate room, a wall features small photo portraits of nine female British
officers who worked in the occupied zone of France, along with a coded "teletype"

text. A radio transmission of Morse Code is broadcast from speakers installed in the
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room. When the movements of the visitors are captured by a webcam, the Morse code
sound transforms into the song "Louise" by Maurice Chevalier. Again, the movement
of the visitor’s body in the space triggers the change in audio and activates the

visitor’s experience.

Figure 15. Detail of Little Breeze 0 audio installation. On-line image
http://www.ninalevitt.com/htmV/artwork/installation/littlebreeze/detail. htm#
Retrieved Feb. 25, 2015

Levitt worked with Second World War archives as well as a Hollywood film and a
popular song as a base on which to build her installation. This combination of
historical information and popular media provided a useful reference for the multi-
screen work in my installation, which brought in archival images of Han and Manchu
dress, photos of the ‘modern’ cheongsam from my personal collection and original
video work into dialogue with clips from a well known film through a recombinant,
non-linear narrative that attempted to evoke the complicated story of the dress, as
well as a critical exploration of the historicity of the dress. I started by gathering data
on the history of cheongsam from a variety of sources. I then plotted out the many
theories of its origins, the narratives of its evolution and the historical, socio-cultural,
economic and political events that affected the dress, and its arrival in Canada. This
charting allowed me to carry out a comparitive analysis which confirmed my
suspicion that, rather than a clear, linear historical narrative, the story of the
cheongsam’s origins and evolution consists of diverse and divergent historical
accounts. (See Annex II) This comparative analysis revealed the complicated place
the dress has in the minds of the women interviewed, and helped to shape my

treatment of the subject of the cheongsam in the final multi-channel work.
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This explanation of the theoretical framework, methodological approach and research
strategy establishes the foundation that informed the creation of the final installation.
In the following chapter I will delve into research related to the object and subject of

the cheongsam and the findings that emerged from the interview process.



CHAPTER 3

LITERARY REVIEW AND ANALYSIS

3.1  Part 1: The Cheongsam As ‘Cultural-Political Complex’

A variety of political and cultural influences have shaped the evolution of the
cheongsam, affecting its design and physical look, as well as how it is perceived
today. Like the ‘military-industrial complex’, which is comprised of a web-like
system of relationships between legislators, armed forces and the arms industry, I
contend that the cheongsam is a ‘cultural-political complex’, made up of a tight
network of linked relationships that inform its quality as a ‘technology’ shaped by
governments, patriarchal discourses, popular media and the fashion industry, to affect
the current perception and wearing practices of this garment by Canadian women of
Chinese heritage. In Section 1 of this chapter, I will address the elements that make
up the weave of this complex, through a sequential unraveling of its various strands.
First, I will map out the historic and cultural events that surround the cheongsam in
China as explored by historians Hazel Clark (2000), Wessieling (2007), Juanjuan Wu
(2009) and Antonia Finnane (2008). This mapping will expose how the dress was co-
opted by the nationalist interests of the Chinese government and later exploited for
the needs of a growing economy. With references to the publications Jin Guo: Voices
of Chinese Canadian Women (1992) and the website database Chinese Canadian
Women, 1923-1967: Inspiration — Innovation — Ingenuity, produced by the
Multicultural History Society of Ontario, I will then discuss its migration to Canada. I
will explain how the dress was embraced in Canada, soon after its popularity rose in
China, and was worn by Chinese Canadian women everyday, as well as for special

occasions. In Section Two, I will delve into and explore the responses gathered in the
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interview process, to assess the current attitudes towards the cheongsam. This
primary research material will also investigate the contemporary wearing practices of
this dress by Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage, to reveal whether women
wear the dress or not, when and where it is worn. I will conclude the chapter with an
analysis of the interview responses that illustrates how the dress inspires deep
ambivalence, a pre-occupation with the notion of authenticity and is coming to be
associated with a growing sense of agency. The ambivalence, authenticity and agency
of the dress make up the major components of the cheongsam that characterize it as a

‘cultural-political complex’.

3.2  The ‘technology’ of the cheongsam

Ursula Franklin’s 1989 Massey lectures entitled “The Real World of Technology”
advanced a compelling treatise on how technologies are systems, “that entail far more
than (their) individual material components.” (1989, p.12) In these lectures, Franklin
does not refer to machines, gadgets or the computer chips or gears that are inside
them. Rather, she is interested in how technologies are constructed, owned, and
controlled through, “organization, procedures, symbols, new words equations, and,
most of all, a mindset.” (1989, p.12) Through the analysis of a number of concrete
examples, she reveals how technologies have permeated our everyday lives, and
claims that over time we have become increasingly blind to the hegemonic quality of
these systems, which have led to the deterioration of human relationships, quality of
life and the natural environment. She acknowledges her affinity to French
philosopher Jacques Ellul’s concern that technology may have a growing tyrannical
hold on humanity. As a key to articulating her arguments, Franklin focuses on
technology as practice and how the ‘doing’ of things in certain ways can carry out the
goals of a technology or system. She argues that practices as technologies in
themselves, “identify people and give them their own definition” (1989, p.31) as well

as “identif(y) and (limit) the content of what is permissible.” (1989, p.31) In other



words, within a given technology or system, those who do not follow prescribed
practices according to certain established norms, are considered deviant and may be
penalized. For Franklin, what is ultimately at stake here is how practices have become
ingrained into everyday culture to the point where we no longer see how we are
complicit in supporting technologies which could have serious and harmful
consequences on our social, political and physical lives. In the case of the cheongsam,
my research reveals that the dress is a technology in Franklin’s sense, in that it is
governed by well-entrenched discourses that control and discipline the body,
perpetuate a limited, idealized concept of Chinese femininity, and impose upon
women a certain set of ‘correct’ practices. I will explain how the dress changed over
time, from being a loose-fitting garment that began as a symbol of Chinese women’s
emancipation during China’s Republic Era, to become a thoroughly body conscious
garment by the 1960s, as it came under the influence of the fashion industry and
popular culture. The responses gathered from my interviews, however, reveal that
these factors do not detract from the overall high regard and desirability of the dress.
This demonstrates clearly on the one hand, how ‘technologies’ are at work in a
transparent sense. On the other hand, my research also shows that women are aware
of the issues attached to this dress, and are thinking critically about it and acting on
how to use the cheongsam as a tool, in order to affirm links to Chinese ethnicity that
may also subvert general sexual and racialized stereotypes perpetuated in the Western

context.

3.3 Theories of emergence of the cheongsam in China

A review of literature about clothing in China shows how the Chinese have always
been acutely aware of the significance of dress. Specific customs, styles and items
have been instrumentalized to enforce political, cultural and social agendas. For
example, in The Art of Oriental Embroidery (1979), historian Young Yang Chung
explains how during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the favored scholar class of the

mandarins who attained high positions in the court and public life, were awarded a
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special rank badge. This ranking system consisted of elaborately embroidered badges
with carefully designed motifs that were stitched onto the chest area of the wearer’s
coat. Special attention was paid to colour and symbol. Birds were allocated to the
civil system while larger animal designs were given to those in military roles. In this
way, rank badges worked to visually and symbolically structure Chinese society.
According to Chang, these badges, commonly referred to as the ‘mandarin square’,
were “striking little masterpieces of handsome colour, carefully organized design, and
skillful needlework...” (1980, 34) that were either carried out by the wives or

daughters of the officials, or by a professional embroidery studio.

Figure 16. Left: Buzi Mandarin square that employs a bird to symbolize the rank of a civil official. On-line image.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandarin_square. Retrieved November 8, 2014.

Figure 17. Middle: A 15th-century portrait of the Ming official Jiang Shunfu. His Mandarin Square indicates that
he was a civil official of the first rank. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandarin_square. Retrieved November 8,
2014.

Figure 18. Right: Qing Dynasty photograph of a government official with Mandarin Square on the chest.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandarin_square. Retrieved November 8, 2014.

The imposition of Manchu clothing and hairstyle on the majority Han people is
another example of the importance of clothing in China’s history. When the invading
northeastern Manchu took over rule of China to form the Qing dynasty (1644-1911),
one of their first orders of business was to erase the ethnic identity of the majority

Han people. Han men were forced to abandon their ethnic clothing, to shave the front
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of their heads, and to wear the rest of their hair in a single braid down the back. Those
who did not comply were summarily executed. In Chinese Fashion from Mao to Now

(2009), Juanjuan Wu explains how:

“(i)n this brutal struggle between conqueror and conquered, clothes were
weapons. The Manchu wielded this weapon as a means of imposing their
authority while the Han clung to their own clothing styles as a means of
resistance...” (2009, p.104)

She goes on to explain that in order to mitigate Han resentment, Manchu rulers
eventually relaxed certain sartorial rules, which allowed Han women to continue to
wear their own style of dress. This event is a strong indicator of power and gender
inequality for women in Chinese society. Given an entrenched patriarchal system,
women simply did not matter politically and the Manchu, therefore, saw no value in
imposing any changes on their dress. Women’s struggle for emancipation and
equality began shortly after the fall of the Qing dynasty and imperial rule, which is

when the discussion of the birth of the modern cheongsam begins.

A comparative mapping of the ‘birth’ of the cheongsam reveals a number of
inconsistencies that point to disputes that are culturally and historically rooted, as I
will explain later in this chapter. This is particularly revealing when applied to the
responses from Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage, concerning their
perceptions of the cheongsam. In what follows, I will attempt to provide a review of
both the historical literature on the dress as well as a summary of the author(s)

conclusions about its origins.

My review of literature revealed that English language writings on the history of the
cheongsam began to emerge in the late 1980s, as part of larger studies on Chinese
clothing. Valerie Garrett has been one of the most prolific Western historians on this

subject, starting with the publication of Traditional Chinese Clothing in Hong Kong
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and South China 1840 — 1980 (1987). Given the scale of her research, she does not go
into depth into the history of the cheongsam but she does say that it first appeared in
the 1920s and, “developed from the robes worn by Manchu women during the Qing
dynasty.” (Garrett, 1987, p.15) This assertion is one that is repeated and goes largely
uncontested until later writings. It is on these later accounts that I focus my attention,
as they provide some meaningful correlation with the divergent attitudes and ideas on

the dress that prevail today and in turn provided reference for my installation.

The Cheongsam (2000), by Hazel Clark, was promoted as the “first comprehensive
account of the garment to be written in English”. (back cover) Through a feminist
lens, Clark examines the origins of the dress, the historical and cultural influences on
its evolution and perception, its production, its wearers and its influence on the
Western fashion industry. In terms of the dress’ origins, she is the first to begin to
diverge from the prevailing discourse that the cheongsam was a descendant of
Manchu dress. Her contention is that during the Qing dynasty (1644 — 1911) the two-
piece skirt and tunic traditionally worn by Han women and the one-piece garment of
the Manchu started to merge and “(a)s a result the styles between the two groups
became somewhat blurred, increasingly so after 1800.” (Clark, 2000, p.4) Rather than
evolving from the Manchu robe alone, Clark contends that the cheongsam is a hybrid
style informed by two forms of dress and further influenced by American fashion and
culture. Furthermore, Clark is the first to call attention to how the hybrid nature of the
dress extends into its various formal aspects, affecting the fabric, sleeve and other
details which make it appealing to the fashion industry, offering women an
opportunity to take pleasure in the garment and to communicate their personalities
and taste. Clark’s statements about the origins and evolution of the dress complicate
the history of the cheongsam in a way that underscores the findings in my own

research, as expressed in the final installation.
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Fusionable Cheongsam, by artist and designer Wessieling, is the catalogue that
accompanied her exhibition of the same name at the Hong Kong Arts Centre in 2007.
Her texts chronicle the cheongsam’s rise and evolution, examine the dress as seen
through popular culture and discuss the garment in relation to the hierarchies of the
fashion industry. Wessieling’s main argument builds on Hazel Clark’s assertion that
the cheongsam is an inherently hybrid garment and explains that it is informed by the
binary relationships of masculine/feminine, East/West, and traditional/modern, which
establishes conditions of possibility for the wearer across a variety of symbolic and
visual terrains. While Wessieling does mention that the cheongsam has been
associated with the Manchu robe, she contests that “its feminine image offers little
suggestion of its affiliation with the men’s attire of the Manchu”. (2007, p.10) Like
Clark, Wessieling locates the political rise of the cheongsam in the 1920s, coinciding
with the May Fourth Movement (1919-1921) which she explains “was an intellectual
revolution and sociopolitical reform movement led by students and directed toward
national independence, emancipation of the individual, and rebuilding of society and
culture”. (2007, p.12) This movement marked the start of a new reform culture,
driven by Western ideas in combination with Chinese patriotism and included bids
for liberation for women after the fall of the Qing dynasty. It is against this backdrop
that Wessieling asserts that the cheongsam was able to become “the official formal
dress during the Republican era.” (2007, p.12) She further contends that the dress
descended, not only from Manchu clothing, but also the changpao worn by Han men,
as described in Zhang Ailing’s famous essay “A Chronicle of Changing Clothes”,
first published in January 1943. Both Clark and Wessieling point out that until the
Republican era, Han women had worn two-piece garments, while a one-piece robe
was traditionally reserved for men. The appropriation of the one-piece garment by
women was, therefore, an expression of their desire for equality during the Republic
Era. The irony, however, as pointed out by Clark, Wessieling and others, is that the

eventual influence of popular culture would influence the cut of the dress, while
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increasing global trade would covertly transform the dress from a symbol of freedom

into an instrument of constraint, both figuratively and literally.

Changing Clothes in China: Fashion, History, Nation (2008), by Antonia Finnane,
examines connections between the modernization of China and its visibility to the
rest of the world, from the viewpoint of the changes in the fashion industry and
Chinese dress. The chapter “Qipao China” looks at the roots and evolution of the
garment in Beijing and Shanghai at the beginning of the twentieth century. Diverging
from her colleagues, Finnane points out that there are no clear links to the exact
origins or precise dates of emergence for the dress and that the abandonment of the
two-piece ensemble for the one-piece garment, “is one of the great enigmas of
Chinese fashion history in the twentieth century.” (2008, p.141) Like Wessieling, she
states that while the dress may have been quoting Qing clothing, it should not be
confused with the Manchu one-piece garment. Furthermore, she does not consider
Zhang Ailing’s account of the emergence of the garment in 1921 to hold much
validity, as the writer was only a year old at the time and, therefore, could not be
speaking from first hand observation. Instead, Finnane looks to other writers and
ethnographers at the time, such as Aoki Masaru who studied Chinese dress. She also
researched photos and accounts of prominent women who might have been seen
wearing the cheongsam, in order to ascertain when it started to gain popularity.
Although Finnane concedes that the cheongsam most likely appeared as student
uniforms in the 1920s, at a time when there were a number of dress styles circulating
among Chinese women (including Western clothing), she asserts that the modern
cheongsam did not become truly fashionable until the 1930s. Furthermore, Finnane’s
research indicates that the high collar, which has become a major characteristic of the
cheongsam, was scarcely seen on clothing in the 1920s. Finnane’s analysis has
influenced my own understanding of the complex history of the cheongsam, and her

work impacted on the historical framing of my final installation.
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Juanjuan Wu (2009) presents an account of the rise of the Chinese dress through an
examination of the rise of the Chinese fashion industry. Like Finnane, she uses the
term gipao and focuses on this garment in the chapter “Reinvented Identity: The
Qipao and Tang-style Jacket”. While Clark explains that the cheongsam came out of
the blurring together of Han, Manchu and Western clothing styles, Wu goes a step
further towards a more nuanced explanation of how the dress emerged. She writes

that:

“(tyowards the mid-to late Qing, upper-class Han and Manchu women started
to imitate each other’s styles, and a look that mixed both Han and Manchu
dress features became popular along with hybrid styles that mixed Chinese
and Western features. By the Republican era, the ethnic demarcation of dress
was obscured. As Han Chinese regained power in Republican China, the need
to mark ethnic identity was overshadowed by the need for new symbols that
would represent the new China as a national state.” (2009, p.107)

The modern cheongsam represented a mode of dressing that was more “democratic in
nature”(Wu, 2009, p.108) while representing freedom in that “no restrictions were
officially placed on its design and usage.” (2009, p.108) In this way, the cheongsam
was “embedded with modern meanings while still vested in a traditional frame”,
(2009, p.110) which reflected the government’s political interests at the time. In
essence, the vocation of the dress evolved to become the symbol of a united country.
Wu’s contribution to the understanding of the complex nature of the origins of the
cheongsam, adds to the idea that decisions around clothing and dress do not happen
in a vacuum. Instead, a diverse set of factors that include politics and culture play an

important part in shaping how dressing practices evolve.

Chui Chu Yang completed her doctoral thesis, "The Meanings of Qipao as
Traditional Dress: Chinese and Taiwanese perspectives" at Iowa State University in
2007. The objective of her study was to explore the understanding and interpretation

of the dress by women of Chinese and Taiwanese nationality attending Iowa State
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University, and also to question the influence of cultural contexts on current wearing
practices. In order to fully underline its historical significance, her review of literature
focused on how the cheongsam became the national dress of China. Yang conducted
interviews with 14 women between the ages of 24 and 30 who had been living in the
United States for less than three years at the time of the interviews. Yang’s theoretical
framework draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘practice theory’, which “emphasizes a
practical research method that can simultaneously investigate structural meanings and
the meaning interpreted by social actors within the culture.” (Yang, 2007, p.10)
Utilizing practice theory as an analytical tool, she concluded that the meanings and
traditions associated with the dress are fluid and unstable and that personal
experience is important to an understanding of how and when women wear the dress.
Furthermore, while the meanings of the dress are similar for both Taiwanese and
Chinese women, the political situation between China and Taiwan makes it difficult
for Taiwanese women to consider it their ‘national’ dress. Western dress codes
further influence the meanings attributed to this dress, and influence perceptions of
the dress by the women interviewed, as the ultimate feminine and sexual object. As I
have found myself, the women in this study have become aware of how the dress is
associated with Western stereotypes about Asian women and how they might
instrumentalize the dress as a tool of agency, at the risk of re-inscribing or
perpetuating these stereotypes. While Chui’s work focuses on young Chinese and
Taiwanese women living for only a short time in Iowa, and is, therefore, limited in
scope, what is significant for my study is how external cultural forces can impact on
the perception of ethnic clothing and how that perception can be challenged through
the use of ethnic clothing itself.

The cumulative findings presented in the work of Clark, Wessieling, Finnane, Wu
and Chui encouraged me to adopt a more nuanced and relative point of view
concerning the origins of the cheongsam. A more productive approach would be to

consider how a category of dress known as the cheongsam is a result of flows and
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exchanges, as well as political and cultural factors that influenced its adoption by
Chinese women. The story of the cheongsam is one of ethnicities and cultures coming
into contact with one another to bring about a new and progressive outcome for the
dress and the women who desire to wear it. It is analogous to the complexity of
identity formation for Canadian women of Chinese heritage who are trying to find a
conciliation between their Canadian cultural upbringing and its effect on an evolving
sense of Chinese ethnicity. The cheongsam, therefore, represents possibility, change
and becoming, and is an affirming and vital symbol for women in the pursuit of new
sensibilities around identity that as Hall states, are always “in a process of

becoming.” (Hall and Du Gay, 1996, p. 4)

3.4  Historical narrative of the cheongsam in China

While historians do not agree on the exact origins or the date of birth of the
cheongsam, the historical narrative of the dress follows the same general contours
across all accounts I studied, from the fall of the Qing dynasty, into the late twentieth
century. As mentioned above, the conditions of possibility for the rise of the
cheongsam were largely born out of the fall of imperial rule and China’s desire to
modernize during the Republic Era (1911-1949). The value of a woman’s role in
society grew in importance to the extent that the formal education of girls was
encouraged among the middle and upper classes. According to Clark (2000), the
female student became a channel for the promoting of the ‘new woman of China’ and
represented, as such, the “potential for fundamental social change and self-
liberation.” (2000, p.7) At the same time, women reformers began to speak out about
women’s rights and “respect for women’s individuality” (Clark, 2000, p.15). Based
again on the 1943 writings of Zhang Ailing, Wessieling (2007), explains that the
early 1920s cheongsam, with its loose cut based on the men’s changpao, became the
right garment to express the desire for gender equality, as it offered freedom from the
heavy, restrictive Han and Manchu clothing, reflecting “the desire for women’s rights

and a respect for women’s individuality.” (2007, p.14-15) As Wessieling explains
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further, the appropriation of the one-piece male garment by female reformers and

activists became a meaningful, expression of women’s politics as:

“the ‘androgynous’ cheongsam created the pleasure for women of being able
to dream about being the opposite sex or having the freedom to choose
between sexes: one day a man in a cheongsam, the next day a woman in
jacket and skirt. They could swap, or role-play, or sample ‘in between’ gender
roles through the significance of gender representation by the cheongsam.”
(2007, p. 15)
These statements demonstrate how the cheongsam began as a politicized garment,
employed as a tool of agency and desire for Chinese women. It is not surprising,
therefore, that it should continue to be a source of consternation and wonder for
Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage who struggle with the complexities of
identity in the shadow of discourses of gender, ethnicity and national identity

formation.

Wessieling draws on Finnane’s 1996 article, “ What Should Chinese Women Wear?
A National Problem”, to underscore how the popularity of the cheongsam also grew
partially out of the May Thirtieth movement of 1925. This labour movement was
characterized by anti-West demonstrations and a rise in nationalism which shouted
out for the discarding of Western clothing which at this time had entered vigorously
into the sartorial vocabulary of Chinese people. As Wessieling writes, “(g)iven that
the cheongsam was already worn by some women who were seen as open-minded
reformers, advocates of strengthening the nation, the cheongsam seemed to suggest
the answer to the Nationalist cry.” (2007, p.17) By the late 1920s, the appeal of the
dress was firmly in place and showed no signs of abating, and by 1929 the Nationalist

government officially declared the cheongsam the national formal dress for women.
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Figure 19. Women in cheongsam, in the late 1920s. On-line image.
http://hk.history.museum/en_US/web/mh/whats-on/announcement-05.html. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

China. On-line image.
https://nttreasurehunt. wordpress.com/2012/07/13/the-lost-world-of-fu-bingchang/. Retrieved March, 29, 2015.

Juanjuan Wu explains that the cheongsam became the “most dominant urban female
fashion of the 1930s and into the 1940s” (2009, p. 110) as it is “embedded with
modern meanings while still vested in a traditional frame.” (2009, p.110) She further
writes that China’s intense economic boom encouraged women to “act as modern
consumers” (2009, p.110) who would partake in the styles coming out of New York
and Paris. As a result the cheongsam became more form fitting as fashion influences
from the West flooded into China through mass media such as magazines, films and
advertising. For those who celebrate the style of the cheongsam today, the 1930s is
considered the garment’s heyday, as hybrid styles that mixed Western and Chinese
elements emerged with great creativity and fervor. Endless combinations and
variations on necklines, sleeve shapes, lengths, fabrics, cut and trims abounded while

the essence of the Chinese dress remained.
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Figure 21. 1930s Calendar advertisement. On-line image.
https://germainewidjaja.wordpress.com/2013/02/19/0ld-shanghai-style-cheongsam-girl/. Retrieved Feb. 20, 2015.

Figure 22. Image still for the film In the Mood for Love, 2000 Directed by Wong Kar Wai Example of 1960s
trend of high collar. On-line image http:/www.wgsn.com/blogs/beauty/inspiration-in-the-mood-for-

love/attachment/in-the-mood-for-love. Retrieved Feb. 10, 2015.

Even the quintessential collar was subject to fashion’s whims and rose as high as the
cheeks only to narrow down in the following season. Wessieling (2007) argues that
the wild fluctuations in the styles of the cheongsam were an indication of the
importance of fashion in the lives of women at this time, as it offered them control
over something. The 1930s marked a time of great political and economic instability
with the growing communist threat and conflicts with Japan that eventually led to the
Sino-Japanese war of 1937. Exercising decisions over one’s cheongsam provided a
way to react to the reigning anxieties aﬁd pressures of life, while providing some

greatly needed pleasure and enjoyment.

As the cheongsam became a form-fitting garment, the Chinese woman’s body was
seen like never before. China’s push towards modernity as determined by the West
also exerted its influence on the cheongsam, as it could be used to increase the
desirability of the Chinese female, making the female body China’s latest export.

Hazel Clark describes how calendar posters contributed to this situation. Calendar
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posters were hand painted images that accompanied calendars that emerged in the late
nineteenth century and were a popular art form, given as gifts and found in many
Chinese households. As Clark explains, the development of lithographic printing
made them more accessible and soon posters were “purchased and distributed by
locally based companies” in Hong Kong and Shanghai “who added their names and
products to mass-produced images.” (2000, p.14) While the circulation of these
images may have contributed to the popularity of the cheongsam in China, and the

association of the dress with Chinese culture, Clark writes that:

(their often very revealing portrayals of the female body not only drew
attention to the product being advertised, but also covertly projected a notion
of Chinese women as ‘exotic’ and desirable commodities. ... The poster
depicted women in a variety of roles, ranging from object of desire used to
advertise popular brands of cigarettes, fabrics, or cosmetics, to the virtuous
wife and devoted mother who appeared in the prints issued at Chinese New
Year...both stereotypes were, in their own ways, sexually subordinate to their
male counterparts. (2000, p.15-16)
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Figure 23. Calendar advertisement. On-line image.
http://www.myelegantdress.com/chinese-cheongsam-in-modemn-calendar-advertisements-of-shanghai/

Retrieved February 8, 2015.

F igure 24. Calendar advertisement illustration. On-line image.
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http://www.walkinginmay.com/2012/12/qipao-love-part-1-from-qi-pao-to.html
Retrieved March 29, 2015.

The association between the cheongsam and an idealized Chinese feminine beauty, as
well as the idea of the Chinese woman as ‘exotic and therefore erotic,” is one that
continues to haunt perceptions of the cheongsam in the minds of Canadian-born
women of Chinese heritage today. Add to this the double discourse of tradition and
modernity that promotes a nationalist agenda alongside the need for trade with the
West, and a portrait emerges of how the seeds of great ambivalence towards the

cheongsam have been sewn.

By the 1940s, women of all classes in China had adopted the cheongsam as everyday
wear. While part of the appeal was its connection to the urban fashion elite and
leisure class, it had become more widely available as more Shanghai-based tailors
began to migrate to Hong Kong at the onset of the Japanese invasion in 1937. The
popularity of the cheongsam remained high but the fluctuation of styles settled down.
Wu explains that the Sino-Japanese wars and the insurgence of the Communist party
during the 1940s greatly affected the fashion mood. Patriotism and frugality were
called for in the media, while new tools and techniques from the West such as
zippers, snaps, darts, set-in sleeves and detachable linings for easy cleaning had an

impact on the design of the cheongsam.

The Republic era ended in 1949 with the establishment of the Communist party and
the founding of the People’s Republic of China on the mainland. The values of
austerity, hardship and egalitarianism marked another shift in the history of China. As
Wu writes, “anything bourgeois was looked down upon, and the cheongsam
accordingly fell out of fashion.” (2009, p.111) The dress that had initially represented
freedom and modernity now signified extravagance in the eyes of the new ruling

governement. The cheongsam was discarded for a plain jacket and trousers, called the
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‘people’s suit’, underscoring China’s continued understanding of the power of

clothing to shape ideas and attitudes.

Figure 25. Patriotic wool suit. On-line image wool. http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/hsc/evrev/mao_suit.htm
Retrieved March 29, 2015.

In the 1950s the cheongsam mostly disappeared from daily life in Mainland China
but was occasionally worn by certain elites. In Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan,
however, the dress continued to be a staple in women’s wardrobes. For a number of
the women interviewed for this project, including myself, the introduction to the
cheongsam came through photographs of grandmothers and aunts who lived in these
places during the 1950s and 60s and later immigrated to Canada. The cheongsam was
an everyday dress made from practical fabrics such as cotton, wool, tweed and
polyester. Our aunts and grandmas brought their tailor made and store-bought dresses
with them to Canada and would have more made during visits back to Asia after

immigration.

With Mainland China being largely closed, Hong Kong became the primary exporter
of Chinese culture to the West. The cheongsam’s popularity in Hong Kong, promoted
through mainstream culture in the form of beauty pageants, cinema and fashion,

contributed to its image in the West, as a symbol of Chinese cultural identity.
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Figure 2. Family friend in cheongsam, 1976. Photo: V. Sim

While the cheongsam had arrived in North America via Chinese immigration, it
became an international sensation through the musical The World of Suzie Wong,
starring France Nguyen, which was later made into a movie in 1961 with Nancy

Kwan in the starring role.

Figure 28 Left: France Nguyen on the cover of Life Magazine. On-line image
http://www.oldlifemagazines.com/october-06-1958-life-magazine-3443.html. Retrieved February 8, 2015
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Figure 29. Movie poster for The World of Suzie Wong. On-line image.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_World_of Suzie_Wong_(film). Retrieved February 8, 2015.

Women of Chinese heritage born in North America in the 1950s and 60s, often cite
the film version of this musical as an example of ‘bad publicity’ for Asian women
and the cheongsam. It tells the story of Hong Kong prostitute Suzie Wong and her
romance with white, British lover, Richard Lomax. Lomax is an architect who
decides to move to Hong Kong for a year to try his hand at being an artist. He meets a
woman named Mee Ling on the ferry to Hong King Island and, given her clothes, he
thinks she is a respectable young woman of good social standing. The next time he
sees her is in a bar in the company of a sailor, wearing a tight fitting, red cheongsam
and discovers that she is a prostitute who goes by the name Suzie Wong. He asks her
to model for one of his paintings and they begin to get to know each other. He finds
out that she was forced into prostitution when she was ten years old. As they spend
more time together, they start to fall in love, but Lomax attenuates their growing
affair. Later, when Lomax’s friend Ben Marlowe, a white married man offers to make
Suzie his mistress, she accepts to make Lomax jealous. But when Marlowe gets back
together with his wife and asks Lomax to tell Suzie, the pain of rejection overwhelms
her and Lomax finally admits his love for her. Their relationship starts off well and
Suzie stops working as a prostitute, but faces difficulties when Lomax discovers that
Suzie has been hiding a child. He accepts the child but their relationship is again put
to the test when he starts to have financial problems. His pride prevents him from

taking money from Suzie. When she pays his rent and offers to resume prostitution to
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help him, he casts her away in a fit of anger. After realizing his mistake he goes after
Suzie. When he finds her, she has discovered that her baby was killed in the annual
flooding. They finally reconcile, committing themselves to each other forever. The
‘white knight’ saving the tragic Asian woman is a narrative that is re-iterated from
other texts, including Puccini’s opera Madame Butterfly, and the hit Broadway
musical “Miss Saigon”. However, what women of Chinese heritage in North America
remember best is how the The World of Suzie Wong fuelled the exotic/erotic appeal of
the cheongsam. Wessieling (2007) writes, “ The World of Suzie Wong brought the
cheongsam to Western audiences alongside the ascription of sexy-exoticism to the
dress.” (2007, p.31) She goes onto explain that “(r)eflective of the plot, a love story
that crosses racial, cultural and social boundaries, Suzie’s beauty is contained through
her appearance in the cheongsam which has been sexualised and exoticized...feeding
the desire of the gaze.” (2007, p.31) Wessieling argues that the inter-cultural
affiliations of the musical and film that bring the ‘Orient’ into contact with the West
through a hybrid setting (the film was shot in Hong Kong and London), hybrid plot
(set in British Hong Kong), and a hybrid actress (France Nguyen, the star of the
musical is of French and Vietnamese ancestry, while the star of the film version,
Nancy Kwan, is of Chinese and British origins) increased the exotic appeal of the
story in the West. Suddenly, white women wanted to wear this dress as way to access
a kind of naughty mystique. The excitement over what became known as the ‘Suzie
Wong dress’ reverberated back to Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore and the

cheongsam became even more form fitting as evidenced in photographs.

Figure 28. Woman in tight fitting cheongsam. circa 1960s, Hong Kong Photo: V. Sim
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Figure 29. Western woman in cheognsam, 1960s Hong Kong. On-line image. http://www.quora.com/What-look-
is-famous-in-the-Far-East. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

As the cut came closer to the body and the slits rose higher, American journalists
started to take note. The glossy 2009 publication The Cheongsam, produced by
Pepin, contains a reprinted 1964 Saturday Evening Post article in which Stanley
Karnow explains that, “the proper cheongsam is supposed to look as if it were painted
on” and that “(t)raffic accidents in Taipei increase sharply at lunch hour, when girls in

their slit skirts grace the city’s boulevards.” (Pepin Press, 85)

Figure 32. Article by Stanley Karnow Featured in Cheongsam, Pepin Press, 2009. Scanned image.

The tightness of the cheongsam was a result of fashion trends and media images that
in turn influenced how women should look. In interviews, many of the women in this
project felt that only slender women can look good in the dress, given its close cut.
Even as late as 1996, advertisements for the “Suzie Wong” dress could be found in

importer trade magazines in England, and as evidenced in my interviews, the
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cheongsam is still popular as a Halloween costume for those who wish to masquerade

as a “sexy Chinese” type character.

&
Figure 33. Image of the costume called “Adult Oriental Princess Costume”. On-line image.

http://www.costumecraze.com/category/asian-japanese-and-chinese-costumes. Retrieved on March 29, 2015.

Figure 34. Examples of Asian influenced Halloween costumes pictured in the article “Is your Halloween costume
racist?”. On-line image. http://gawker.com/56729 14/is-your-halloween-costume-racist/ Retrieved March 29,
2015,

The issue of cultural appropriation and the flattening of Asian culture, coupled with
the association of the cheongsam with overt sexuality, continued to inform
mainstream perceptions of the cheongsam today. The dress form that had emerged as
a representation of emancipation and equality for women had now become one of
constraint. The tightness of the modern cheongsam limited women’s movement,
forcing them to walk with shorter strides, to sit with a certain restrained posture and
prohibited them from bending down with ease. The image of the cheongsam in

popular Western culture would also be objectified by the male gaze, effectively




84

reducing the dress to one of sexual availability and male fantasy. While other pieces
of Western clothing, including the mini skirt of the 1960s and ‘skinny’ jeans of the
2000s, expose the female body, they are not marked ethnically or culturally in the

same way as the cheongsam.

The onset of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in China (1966-1976) brought
about a seek and destroy mission led by the Red Guard to rid society of any decadent,
bourgeois clothing or accessories. Clark writes about a Shanghai woman who “related
how the Red Guards burned all her cheongsam and ripped up photographs of her
wearing them, using anti-imperialism as a justification.” (2000, p.23) Finnane
describes the story of Wang Guangmei, wife of President Liu Shaoqi, who had been
filmed wearing a cheongsam during a tour to Southeast Asia in 1963. Her wearing of
the cheongsam was noted by the zealous Jinggangshan Corps who subjected her to a
mock trial where she was charged with being “a member of the reactionary
bourgeoisie” (2008, p.227) and was “humiliated by being forced to put on a gipao too
small for her, a necklace of ping-pong balls, and high heeled shoes.” (2008, p.228)

ire 35. Wang Guanmei wearing gipao and necklace of ping-pong balls. On-line image.
http://www.applet-magic.com/cultrev.htm. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

These coercive acts are reminiscent of those carried out by the Manchu during the
Qing dynasty and are a continued testimony to the instrumentalization of clothing and

the politicization associated with what to wear and what not to wear. The cheongsam
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was out and replaced by the practical, androgynous, monochromatic clothing of the
Cultural Revolution, which became the dress-image that China wished to represent to
itself and the world. As Wu writes, “(in) the sea of monotonous blue and gray,
outsiders divined a deeper meaning: uniformity in dress signified the desire for

uniformity in thought and behavior.” (2009, p.112)

Hazel Clark (2000), Juanjuan Wu (2009), Wessieling (2007) and others mark the late
1960s as the start of the decline of the cheongsam in the places where it survived after
the founding of the People’s Republic of China. As the ready-to-wear garment
industry took off in Hong Kong, mass-produced Western-style clothing became more
available and affordable. The desire for Western garments such as the mini skirt
reflected the changing values and desires of a new generation who saw the
cheongsam as “old-fashioned and too obviously ‘Chinese’. This younger generation
wished to be seen as ‘modern Chinese’.” (Clark, 2000, p.28) Wearing Western
clothes at this time, closely resembling the ideas of the Republic era, was linked with
“social progress, informed taste and elite style.” (Clark, 2000, p.28) At the same time,
the cheongsam sparked controversy for being worn too tight, with slits too high,
prompting the Catholic Church and other community organizations to intervene.
Clark describes how a Kai Fong (local neighborhood) Association held a ‘Happy
Family Life’ campaign, which urged women to wear cheongsam with knee length
hemlines and only two-inch slits.” (2000, p.30) By the 1970s, the hem of the
cheongsam continued to rise in order to compete with the mini skirt. But this iteration
of the cheongsam was considered vulgar and without the elegance appropriate for
national dress. From this period onward, the cheongsam became outmoded as

everyday wear for the new generation.
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Figure 36. Woman in office appropriate cheongsam, 1960s. On-line image.

http://www .wgsn.com/blogs/vintage/qipao-crush. Retrieved March 20, 2015.
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Figure 36. Mini 'cl-l:ongsam. On-line image. hitp:/free-images.gatag.net/en/2013/02/07/020000.html.
Retrieved April 18, 2015

By the 1980s, in Mainland China, Wu writes that “the political focus suddenly shifted
from class struggle to economic development.” (2009, p.112) With this change of
mindset yet again, people began to exercise more freedom in their choice of clothing,
which brought about a revival of older ‘indigenous’ garments including the
cheongsam. The fashion industry got a major boost from the government to ignite the
economic development of China. As a result, the cheongsam started to appear in

magazines and stores.
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Figure 38. Fashion editorial from Vogue China. On-line image.
http://projectrungay.blogspot.ca/2009/09/vogue-china-60-memorable-fashion.html. Retrieved March 29, 2015

™ photo by Anusuya Mitra

E gure 9. congsarﬁon sale in Beijing market. On-line image.
http://www.chinahighlights.com/beijing/shopping.htm. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

With the Cultural Revolution and Red Guard tactics not so far in the distance, women
greatly hesitated to wear the cheongsam. Wu explains that women’s ambivalence was
centered around the paradoxes now associated with the dress, which was “modish yet
a fashion from a bygone era. It was feminine, yet backward looking. It was classic,
yet looked out of place.” (2009, p.112) Wu cites the publishing of an article in July
1983 in the Ximmin Evening News titled “Women Like to Wear the Qipao: There is
No Need to Fear” as an attempt by the government to mitigate women’s concerns

about the dress and stimulate the marketplace. The article tells the story of a woman




who wanted to buy a cheongsam but hesitated because she was afraid of what that the
leaders in her work unit would think. Wu further describes how the cheongsam re-
appeared in fashion shows, trade exhibitions and advertisements, on mannequins in
window displays and advertisements, but did not take off as a garment worn by the
masses. There were many factors that worked against the re-adoption of the
cheongsam. Younger people saw it as old-fashioned, while the older generation
remembered a time when the dress was forbidden. Its use by the service industry as a
uniform for workers, such as flight attendants, restaurant servers and hostesses at

commercial events also greatly diminished associations with exceptional elegance

and grace.

Figure 40. Restaurant worker in cheongsam uniform. On-line image.

http://www.eastern-queen.co.uk/specialEvents.html. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

Furthermore, the formality and constraint of the cheongsam was still out of step with
the general desire for more casual and comfortable clothes. All of these factors
worked against the government’s attempt to revive the cheongsam and interest in the
dress did not take off on a mass level. However, as Wu points out, “attempts to
promote the (cheongsam) in the media did help to re-popularize it as ceremonial attire
for traditional holidays and special occasions....” (2009, p.113) and it does still find

an enthusiastic, if niche audience in China.
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Figure 42. Members of a Shanghai qipao club. On-line image.
http://china.org.cn/learning_chinese/news/2009-03/20/content_17475567.htm. Retrieved March 29, 2015.

3.5  Migration of the cheongsam to Canada

The cheongsam’s arrival in Canada can be traced thanks to two major contributions to
the history of Chinese Canadian women in Canada. Jin Guo: Voices of Chinese
Canadian Women (1992) is an oral history book project produced by the Women’s
Issues Committee of the Chinese Canadian National Council. This groundbreaking
collection of interviews archives a cross section of stories and experiences of women
who immigrated to Canada as well as women who were born in Canada. It begins
with the an interview with Margaret Chan, one of the oldest pioneers and ends with
Sharon Lee, an artist and writer born in British Columbia. The second is the website
project Chinese Canadian Women, 1923-1967: Inspiration — Innovation — Ingenuity,
produced by the Multicultural History Society of Ontario. This veritable goldmine of
oral histories, photographs, pedagogical resources and virtual exhibits was created in

order to recognize and commemorate “Chinese Canadian women for the important
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roles they played during a challenging time in their community’s history, the over
four decades in which Canadian immigration policy was blatantly discriminatory.”

(http://mhso.ca/wp/multi-faceted-websites/ Retrieved November 23, 2014)

Jin Guo: Voices of Chinese Canadian Women features a brief overview of the history
of Chinese women in Canada and also features a fascinating selection of historically

significant photos.

Fern and mother, bmihers, and sisters. 1961.
(Fern Hum Collection).

Figure 43. Fern and mother, brothers and sisters 1961. Fern Hum Collection.

Womnen fn a race, Chinese Schoot plcnic, Bk Lake, Victocia, BC
1938, (Siale Nipp Collechion)

Figure 44. Women in a race, Chinese School picnic, Elk Lake, Victoria, B.C., 1935. Susie Nipp Collection.
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Figure 45. “The Woman’s Part in War” .Valerie Mak Collection.
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In the historical overview, the text explains that:

the majority of pioneer Chinese women came from the Pearl River Delta
region of Guangdong province in Southern China. Women from this area have
traditionally demonstrated an exceptional independence. The people of the
region had been emigrating for centuries, mostly to Southeast Asia. (1992,

p.18)

We are also given an account of how Mrs. Kwong Lee, wife of a “prosperous
merchant” based in San Francisco, was the first Chinese woman to arrive in Canada
when she landed in Victoria, British Columbia on March 1, 1860. Earlier migrant
workers did not have the means to bring wives over or were unable to afford
marriage. Edgar Wickberg’s research for his 1983 book, From China to Canada,
indicates that fifty-three Chinese women had arrived in Canada by 18835, as recorded
in immigration records. From that year onward, more women arrived, predominantly
wives of merchants, despite the Head Tax legislated by the Canadian government to

limit Chinese immigration. As the Jin Guo publication explains,

(t)his increase reflected not only the growth of the merchant class, but also a
response to the new fifty dollar Head Tax on Chinese immigrants. While not
explicitly forbidding women to enter, the new tax made any further
immigration extremely difficult. (1992, p.18)

While the Head tax tended to restrict Chinese immigration to Canada, it did not stop
it entirely. Families and friends continued to find the money to help pay the tax.
However, the introduction of the Chinese Immigration Act in 1923 effectively put a
stop to any further immigration of the Chinese to Canada until 1947. The Chinese
Immigration Act, today referred to, as the Chinese Exclusion Act, was the most
comprehensive legislation ever to be enforced in Canadian history. Furthermore,
Canada has not applied this type of Act on any other immigrant nation. While
Chinese women had already started to arrive prior to the Act, they were subject to
long decades of separation from their families back in China. But despite the

propaganda and institutionalized racism that was rampant at that time, Chinese
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women were active and engaged members of Canadian society, bringing their cultural

heritage, together with the customs and clothing of their adopted country.

An analysis of the images found on the Chinese Canadian Women, 1923-1967
database show that Chinese women who first arrived in the late 19" century often
wore Western clothing and were sometimes photographed in Han traditional clothing

for formal portraits. The cheongsam, nevertheless, arrived in Canada in the early

1930s, not too long after it became fully adopted in China.

Figure 47. Chew Family Portrait, Collection of Jan Mah.
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Figure 48. Volunteer servers for the Women’s Missionalzy Sbciety';s Chow mein tea, Calgary, 1934 Collection:

Loretta Lee.

It is possible that as the cheongsam took off in China at the end of the 1920s, the
latest Chinese fashions from Shanghai and Hong Kong were seen in family
photographs, magazines and other advertising, prompting an influx of the cheongsam
through regular trade as well as via relatives back in China. The 1934 image above
clearly shows how traditional Han, Manchu and Western clothing styles were
combining and merging. The woman standing on the far left wears a Han style ao qun
or two-piece jacket and skirt while the woman standing on the far right wears a
Western style dress. A few of the women seated in between them are wearing the
one-piece cheongsam or variations that work with all three styles. This mixing and
mingling of styles lends visual support to an understanding of how Manchu, Han and

Western clothing interacted stylistically to give birth to the modern cheongsam.

Photos in the Jin Guo publication and the MHSO website reveal that the cheongsam
continued to be worn by women in everyday situations, from the 1940s until the
1960s however, by the 1970s and 1980s it gradually became used only for formal or
community oriented occasions, mirroring the decline of the dress’ popularity in Hong

Kong, Taiwan and Singapore.
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Fre 49. Chinese Canadian women [undraising for the Allied War effort c. 1940s, Multicultural Society of
Ontario, E.C. Mark Collection, Film 1-30.

£

Figure 50. Left: Forﬁ?al occasion cheongsam, Figure 51 .Right: Women in daywear cheongsam Courtesy Susan
Chew.

In the early 1990s, Clark, Wessieling and Wu describe how the cheongsam made a
comeback that inspired a kind of dialogue between designers in China, designers of
Chinese heritage based in the West and Western high-fashion houses. New York
based designers Anna Sui, Yeohlee and Vivianne Tam, all of Chinese heritage, began
to create cheongsam that reflected their particular branded style. Anna Sui’s dresses,
“were informed by popular culture and retro styles, but they also firmly reflected her
Chinese heritage.” (2000, p.57) Yeohlee’s minimalist aesthetic, “produced
deceptively simple shapes”, while Vivian Tam’s dress cuts and iconography were

“influenced by Chinese tradition and popular culture.” (2000, p.58)
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Figure 52 Left: Cheongsam by Hong Kong designer William Tang, Hong Kong Fashion Designers Assoication
show, Hong Kong Fashion Week, 1992. The Cheongsam, by Hazel Clark, 2000.

Figure 53 Right: A white silk cheongsam, designed by Blanc de Chine. The Cheongsam, by Hazel Clark, 2000.

As Clark notes, Hong Kong designer William Tang updated the cheongsam in his
1992 collection, featuring them in contemporary colours and with eclectic
accessories. She claims that at the same time a new crop of designers based in
Beijing began to adopt the cheongsam as one of their references. The major retail
chain Shanghai Tang launched in 1994, promoted its ‘Made by Chinese’ branding
and featured home furnishings, gifts and clothing, including the cheongsam, inspired
by nostalgic images of 1930s Shanghai. Sun Jian and Guo Pei are noted as the first

designers to arrive on the scene with their collections, which both featured pieces that

evoked the cheongsam.

Figure 54. Shanghai Tang toe in the Pedder Building in Hong Kong. On-line image.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedder_Building Retrieved March 30, 2015.

Clark describes their joint 1996 fashion show called ‘Approaching 1997’ as a

reflection of “the eagerness with which Mainland designers awaited the return of
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Hong Kong to China, which would provide greater access to what was seen as a key
fashion centre in East Asia.” (2000, p.58) The re-emergence of the cheongsam did not
go unnoticed by the most powerful fashion houses of the Western fashion industry
and by the late 1990s designers such as Karl Lagerfeld, John Galliano and Jean-Paul
Gaultier took up the cheongsam as their latest inspiration. Galliano’s versions were
particularly reminiscent of those of the 1930s, due to the mixing of western fabrics
and cuts with the basic elements of the cheongsam, but also because of their emphasis
on the sex appeal of the dress. Short, flirty and trimmed with peek-a-boo lace or worn

with fur, these iterations stirred the imagination of the Western high-fashion loving

public.

Figure 55. & Figure 56. Left and right: John Galliano for Dior Autumn/Winter 1997/98 Prét-a-Porter Collection.
The Cheongsam, Hazel Clark, 2000.

Clark explains how the cheongsam found its way into every level of the fashion
industry, from the ‘high street’ to the red carpet and cites a member of girl group
“The Spice Girls”, as wearing a mini cheongsam to meet Nelson Mandela, as a prime

example of this phenomenon.



Héﬁre 57. Celine Dion poses on the red carpet with Jennifer Lopez. On-line image http://yan-er-
ji.weebly.com/traditional-clothes/chinese-traditional-cheongsam-qipao-dress-in-global-cinema. Retrieved March
30, 2015.

Figure 58. The Spice Girls meet Nelson Mandela in 1997. On-line image.
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/spice-girls-in-tribute-to-mandela-298 164 78.html.
Retrieved March 30, 2015.

I recall the many items I bought in trendy, mainstream stores in the mid 1990s that
distinctly riffed on the cheongsam. Whether it was a top or a dress, each of these
cheongsam type pieces demonstrated the hybrid quality of the garment, which is able

to maintain its Chinese roots even when made from high tech fabrics and designed

with more relaxed cuts.

Figure 59. The autor wearing a white cheongsam made from high-tech fabric (nylon/cotton blend), with zippered

side slits and minimalist styling. Photo: Jamie Riddell
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While the cheongsam was no longer officially considered the national dress of China
by the 2000s, it had re-established a more legitimate, less stigmatized presence in
Chinese society in service of the growing fashion and retail industry. In North
America, the dress had been seen on actresses like Anna Mae Wong in American
films of the 1930s. It had been seen on older women who immigrated from Hong
Kong from the 1960s to the 1980s. It became an inexpensive mass produced item
found in Chinatown stores and appeared on actresses and pop singers and eventually
influenced the style of mass manufactured casual wear by the 1990s. The cheongsam
as signifier of Chinese culture became part of the fashion vocabulary in the West,
even if the mainstream public did not know its proper name. This message went back
to China and as Wu writes, “affected views of the (cheongsam) as serving as a
symbol of Chinese identity” (116). To illustrate this point, Wu describes how
renowned mainland Chinese actress Gong Li wore this dress for her debut at the
Venice International Film Festival in 1992, and further explains how China
experienced, “its own China fad, marked by a revival of many traditional styles as
street fashions along with a renewed and intensified interest in Chinese traditional

culture.” (Wu, p.117-118)
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Figure 60. Gong Li at 2002 Venice Film Festival. On-line image.
http://www.spokeo.com/Gong+Li+1/Sep+04+2002+London+Gb
Retrieved March 30, 2015
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The cheongsam’s resurgence in China and North America was further bolstered by
film. According to Wessieling, Wu and the findings of the interviews carried out for
this project, the 2000 film “In the Mood for Love”, by Chinese director Wong Kar
Wai featured the cheongsam like no other before, a point I will describe in more

depth in Section Two of this chapter.

What I have attempted to demonstrate through this brief mapping of the history and
evolution of the cheongsam is that this iconic garment has its roots in a deep and
complex set of circumstances and influences that are shaped by political events that in
turn affect its place in Chinese and North American culture. Furthermore, the
cheongsam is a prime example of what Ursula Franklin describes as a ‘technology’. It
is surrounded by a tight weave of discourses that shape, limit and enforce ideas about
who is permitted to wear it, how it should look, how it should be worn, when it
should be worn and what it means. As explained, forces and interests have altered the
dress’ shape and its representations, transforming it from a symbol of freedom and
progress for women to an instrument for the commodification and disciplining of the
female body that also perpetuates an idealized image of Chinese femininity. Yet
despite all of these contradictory influences and currents, the cheongsam remains,
even if perhaps secretly so, a desirable object. Pleasure can be taken in the enjoyment
of the garment’s fabrics, design elements, details, and cut. The appeal of the
cheongsam also lies in its ability to be used as a tool of agency in affirming links to
an evolving Chinese identity that is mutable and multiple, especially in contexts
outside of China. What I will endeavor to illustrate in Section Two, is how the
responses culled from my interviews reveal current wearing practices of the
cheongsam by Canadian women of Chinese heritage and how these wearing practices
are informed by the garment’s history, its representation in Western mass media, and
the experiences of the Chinese in Canada. The analysis will also underscore how the

cheongsam functions as a ‘technology’ that inspires great ambivalence amongst
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Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage, making the dress a veritable material-

symbolic, cultural-political complex.

3.6  Part Two: Wearing Practices In Canada — interviews and analysis

In this section, I will present and offer an analysis of the interview question-based
responses from the twenty women who participated in this project. I will begin
however with an outline of the limitations that shaped the overall process and provide
further evidence of the importance of this research and its potentional for deeper

study.

3.6.1 Limitations

As outlined in the Methodological Approach, this project presents qualitative
research that aimed to weave together a portrait that might adequately portray the
vibrance and complexity of the lives of the women interviewed, in regards to my
primary research questions. The sample size is, therefore, relatively small but
demonstrates an attempt to address and underscore the diversity and range of
experiences within this particular group. Another major aspect that guided the search
for interview participants, was the need to include an equal representation of
anglophone and francophone women as a way to address the variable links between
language and its effect on culture and ethnicity in the Canadian context, to
acknowledge Montreal, a bilingual city, as the location of the presentation of the
exhibition and to address certain expectations and assumptions about Chinese people
in Quebec. As previously described, the Chinese in Canada have been historically
affected by the perpetuation of Orientalist discourses, which I believe have cultivated
an assumption, particularly in Quebec, that Chinese people or people of Chinese

heritage are difficult to assimilate and tend to learn to speak English before French. I,
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therefore, wanted to subvert this assumption, in the first place by making sure that

francophone women of Chinese heritage were well represented.

Taking all of this into consideration, it is important to point out that the participants
were from British Columbia, Ontario, Quebec and Alberta. I would eventually like to
expand my investigation to include women from all provinces and territories, so that
this study may benefit from an analysis that takes more of Canada’s regions into
consideration, as there is the possibility that the experiences of women who grew up
in the Yukon and Nunavut, as well as the Atlantic areas of Canada may have unique
experiences affected by the history and culture of those areas that are not addressed
by the women interviewed at this stage. Thus, any future research on this subject will
include interview participants from these unrepresented areas. Concerning the
installation itself, I think that a future work should adopt a more expansive approach
to audio montage and that it should include a visual mapping of the year and place of
birth for each participating woman. This demographic information would reveal the
extent of Chinese immigration across Canada and would also provide additional
contextual background that would enhance an understanding of the variety and
richness of the responses in the interviews and perhaps by extension provoke a larger

reflection on discourses and their formation.

The methodology of ‘snowballing’ involves the use of my immediate contacts in
order to locate women for the interview process. These contacts may lead to other
contacts and so on. I only knew six of the women personally and gradually found the
others through other contacts, including family members, a Facebook group for
Chinese Montrealers, Alan Wong, an academic and community organizer, and
Parker Mah, a jazz musician who also worked on the film “Etre chinois au Québec”.
They each reached out to the women they knew who met with my criteria. Some of
the women I interviewed referred me to other women and so on. I found

‘snowballing’ to be an effective and objective tool for my qualitative research
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purposes as it did not entail any major limitations that would lead to a problematic
homogeneity in my participants nor undermine my desire to represent a multiplicity
of voices. The only inherent limitation of ‘snowballing’ is that it tends to produce a
smaller sample than perhaps a survey or more quantitative research tool. But my
concern and aims were focused on a deeper and richer examination of the questions I
was engaged with and that could only adequately be answered through extended one-
on-one interviews, which were facilitated by pre-existing connections through a
mutual contact. With more time to expand on my initial sample group, I will be able
to include women from more regions. The final group of participants came from a
variety of Canadian locations, socio-economic backgrounds and immigration
situations that reflect the movement of Chinese people around the world (the Chinese

in Viet Nam, Malaysia and Singapore, for instance).
3.6.2 Interview responses and analysis
The preliminary questions were as follows:

* Briefly tell me about how your family came to Canada.

¢ Tell me about growing up in Canada (your school, your friends, your
experiences).

* What does it mean to you to ‘feel’ Chinese or to connect with your
Chinese-ness? Do you feel connected? Why or why not?

After getting a sense of the woman’s background and formative years, I focused on a

set of questions about the cheongsam.

* Have you ever worn the cheongsam?
If not:

*  Why? What factors might have contributed to not wearing it?
¢ Under what circumstances might you wear a cheongsam?
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If so:

*  When was the first time?

*  What did it look like?

* How did you get it? (store bought? tailor made? inherited? borrowed?)
* How did you style the cheongsam? (hair, makeup, accessories)

* How did you feel in the cheongsam? (physical comfort, emotional and
mental state)

Whether you have worn a cheongsam or not:

e What does the cheongsam mean or symbolize to you?

* Who can wear it?
In the following pages, I will provide a brief summary of the responses to these
questions, along with a selection of excerpts from the interviews to illustrate the

findings outlined in the summary.

3.6.3 Have you ever worn the cheongsam: No.

Of the twenty women who participated in the interviews, seven women had never
worn the one-piece cheongsam. Their reasons were multiple, ranging from not having
had the right occasion to wear one, not feeling enough of a connection to it, not
having a sufficiently developed knowledge of Chinese culture, not having the right

body type and not wanting to wear store-bought versions.

LC, who is of mixed Chinese and Trinidadian-Chinese heritage and grew up in
suburban/urban Alberta during the 1980s, has never worn the cheongsam. She
attended a middle-class elementary school, and then a middle-to-upper class Catholic
high school. She describes the student population at both schools as predominantly
white but explains that there were more Chinese students in her high school. What
she remembers is that differences were more apparent across class than across ‘race’.

Her family was the only Chinese family in her neighborhood and they spoke English
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at home. LC explains that generally she does not identify herself as Chinese and feels
cioser to the West Indian culture of her mother. If she does feel an affinity with her
Chinese heritage, it is mainly through food. Her mother cooks Chinese and Chinese-
Trinidadian meals, and LC chooses the most adventurous dishes on the menu
whenever she goes out to Chinese restaurants. In Alberta she never had to provide
explanations about her ethnic background and it was only when she moved to
Montreal that she truly became aware of her difference and has been asked where she
comes from on a regular basis. Furthermore, she has been exposed to racial slurs, and
on one occasion during a job interview, was shamed by one of her white interviewers
for not having learned to speak Chinese. This combination of experiences has led her
to a current crisis of identity and has contributed to a sense of loss in terms of a
knowledge of her Chinese heritage. As a result, the cheongsam is a garment that she

does not feel she would or should wear:

I don’t ever picture myself wearing one unless my parents bought me one. I.
think they offered to buy me one in China and I think I turned (my mom)
down. She probably thought it would be difficult to get one anyways. I
wouldn’t know what to do with it. I wouldn’t wear it at a white person’s
wedding because I don’t want to be the token person — exotic Chinese friend —
at a white person’s wedding — but I would wear it to a Chinese friend’s
wedding. But it’s more because I don’t know enough about it and would feel
like a fraud — even because I don’t even know about festivals and holidays. I
think they are beautiful. I just don’t think I would wear one. (LC)

ACV, who is of mixed heritage, also feels the fear of being an imposter. She was
born in Hamilton, Ontario and grew up in the suburban town of Stoney Creek during
the 1970s. She attended Catholic elementary and high schools that she describes as
98% white, and became a little more aware of her ethnicity in high school when there
was more diversity among the student population. Her parents divorced when she
was a child and she lived with her Filipino mother, while staying with her Chinese
father only occasionally. As a result, she says that her connection with her Chinese

heritage “is lost”. She explains that even when her parents were together that her




105

father did not feel that teaching her Chinese was a priority and that in Canada it was
expected that one should speak English. She talked about how she hated Chinese food
as a child and that she didn’t have any friends of Chinese heritage until she was in
university. She also laughed about how her Black, Jamaican born, Canadian-raised
husband knows how to use chopsticks better than she does. She now lives in
Markham, Ontario which is a suburb of Toronto that has become the new enclave for
newly arrived immigrants from Mainland China. There are entire malls and shopping
centers that cater to the Chinese community, offering activities and events during
holidays such as Chinese New Year and the Harvest Moon festival. She says that she
likes to bring her children to these events so that they might know a little bit more
about their heritage. But because her appearance is more Chinese than Filipino, she is
often worried that she won’t be able to respond to people who try to speak to her in
Chinese. These concerns are directly linked with why she has never worn the

cheongsam:

I think for me personally — I think it’s the expectation of looking Chinese and
wearing this dress...they might come up to me and speak Chinese to me and I
would feel foolish. And since I don’t feel 100% (Chinese) I don’t feel
comfortable wearing the dress...I feel totally ignorant, through non-exposure —
not educating myself. I can’t speak to it. (ACV)

While ACV does not have a cheongsam, she does own a cheongsam-style blouse with
gold embroidery and a red and black reversible Chinese jacket (ma gua), which she
wears for special occasions. She styles these pieces with jeans and more casual
Western accessories and feels that mixing Western clothing with these Chinese
looking garments expresses her own style and also communicates that she is a mix of
ethnic heritages, reducing any essentialized expectations from white Canadians and

Chinese mainlanders.
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This ‘strategic hybridity’ is also employed by AL who was born and raised in
suburban Burnaby and urban Vancouver, British Columbia during the late 1970s and
1980s. Her father arrived from Hong Kong in 1968 and her mother arrived during the
1950s as a teenager. In elementary school, she remembers being bullied for being
Chinese and wanted badly to integrate into mainstream society. At home, she only
spoke English and says that her refusal to speak Chinese did not meet much
resistance as her father had stated that he knew what the values were in Canada when
he arrived and was ready to live by them. When AL reached high school, she started
to feel more part of the mainstream, as 80% of the student body was of Asian
heritage. She now considers herself very Canadian, but “with a twist”. Most of her
close friends are of Asian heritage and she explains that they have created their own
culture, given that they share the experience of being of Asian heritage and growing
up in Canada. Despite her interest in style and her studies in fashion, she has never
worn the cheongsam. She explains that it was something she did not know how to
access or make and that the ones she saw in the stores did not do justice to the beauty
of the cheongsam, which she had seen in films such as Joy Luck Club and later In the
Mood for Love. She says she would happily wear the dresses presented in those films,

but still expresses a deep ambivalence similar to that of ACV:

Without even intending I think I would feel very Chinese in it. There is some
sort of significance. I do take clothing seriously and it is a way to express
myself... I do imagine that if I wore it, it would be a definitive expression of
my Chinese-ness...knowing at the same time that if I wore it my family would
laugh, like, you look Chinese but you don’t speak it! (AL)

ACV, LC and AL’s discomfort with wearing the cheongsam can be described as the
‘burden of representation’ as articulated by Kobena Mercer (1990). With this idea, he
raised the concern that Black artists in Britain were expected to ‘represent’ the Black
identities or Black community issues through their work. This expectation, expressed

by the art world’s institions of museums, critics, curators and art schools, unwittingly
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(to various degrees), reduced and essentialized the black experience while limiting
the scope of what black artists were expected to explore in their art. This
responsibility assumed that one artist could speak on behalf of a widely diverse
community, and saddled the artist with a great deal of cultural responsibility.
Similarly, Canadian-born women of Chinese heritage who express a disconnection

with their Chinese heritage, do not feel they should wear the cheongsam.

In a more pointed way, AL’s hesitance to wear the cheongsam is underscored by a
kind of internalized racism transmitted to her by her mother. AL would look at
fashion magazines and show her mother a hair or makeup style that she wanted to try.
Her mother would reply that those styles were only appropriate for white women.
This reaction extended into the wearing of the cheongsam, inspiring AL to wear

Chinese style clothing differently:

And I remember a white girl wore the (cheongsam) top and I asked my mom
about why it looked different and my mom said, oh they look better on white
people. I wore the cheongsam top with baby barrettes, cat eye glasses, jeans
and combat boots. That was my interpretation. (AL)
AL’s wearing of the cheongsam top in this manner expressed her desire and ability to
explore and master the language of hybridity. Her ensemble is a reflection of the
influence of grunge music on youth subculture and fashion trends, but also her desire
to express some irreverence towards traditional Chinese clothing, perhaps in light of
her mother’s comment. Grunge music and the style of the early 90s, echoes the punk
subculture of the 70s, which was about transgressing social conventions, rebellion
and anger towards class inequality. The combination of the heaviness and masculinity
of combat boots and jeans with the more delicate and highly codified top creates a
dissonance that speaks to her feminist and identity politics. The cat eye glasses evoke
images of trendy Hong Kong girls from the 1950s and 1960s, while the baby barrettes
worn in the hair were an accessory that emerged in 90s rave subculture, along with

other accessories of regression, such as baby t-shirts, backpacks and soothers. With
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all of these elements together, AL played with Chinese clothing in order to articulate,
not only her personal style, but also what informed her identity at a certain place and

time.

As previously stated throughout this section, ethnic clothing can be a signifier that is
worn when very little else is left to affirm one’s heritage. AJ was born in
Mississauga, Ontario in the mid 1980s. Her mother is Singaporean Chinese and her
father is originally from the former Czechoslovakia. She has several Chinese style
shirts that she has received from family members over the years and would wear them
proudly to school as a teenager. Growing up in suburban Ontario, she was made very
aware of her mixed heritage and racialization. At the same time, she noticed how her
parents did not give her much exposure to their own ethnic heritages. She
hypothesizes that this is linked with their embracing of Pierre Trudeau’s discourse on
multiculturalism. The possibility that this suppression of ethnicity on her parents’ part
was due to an internalized colonialist mentality prompted AJ to take it upon herself to
wear the Chinese blouses to bring her closer to her Chinese family and heritage. But

other factors kept her from wearing the one-piece cheongsam:

They’re shiny and overly bright and have hideous patterns that are often not
well cut so the seams don’t quite match up and the pattern is disjointed at the
seams — oh my god they’re so not attractive. But the idea of participating fully
in my family and fully in my family’s activities is what is appealing about it
and what keeps bringing me back to these stores despite the garishness of it
all. And pretty much every time we pick out a few colours that we think might
somehow magically match my skin tone — even though they really don’t
match anyone’s skin tone — and I go and I try them on and they wrinkle in
certain places and they have extra material in others and the saleslady will
reassure me that they can take it in and make it all fine. But it’s not
comfortable to be in and I feel self conscious about my body and the excesses
of my body in some places, particularly my chest which are not intended to be
there in the cheongsam, also my hips, which are not intended to be there and
how the dress wrinkles whenever I sit down and...yeah, it’s just not a look I
can pull off. (AJ)
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The cheongsam’s form fitting cut does not make it an easy garment to buy off the
rack. The choice of colours and fabrics is also mostly limited to bright hues of blue,
pink and red made from affordable polyester brocade featuring cherry blossom,
dragon and phoenix motifs. The availability of more formal looking cheongsam
reflect how the dress is now worn almost exclusively for weddings and other special
occasions. Taking all of these factors together, subtlety and comfort are not

characteristics of the contemporary, store bought cheongsam.

JY was born in Montreal, Quebec in 1982. Both her parents are Chinese and
immigrated from Vietnam. She feels she had a fairly sheltered childhood, raised
mostly by her grandmother, while her parents worked. Cantonese was spoken in the
home and she did not start to learn French until pre-school. Her parents later enrolled
her at a private francophone school with a mostly white student population. While
there were very few Asian students, she did not feel marginalized by her ethnicity.
Class differences emerged from time to time but she explains that the emphasis was
primarily on academic achievement. It was not until she started university that she
started to experience racialization, more significantly in everyday life situations. She
is close with her family and feels she has adopted a Chinese mentality as well as a
number of its values and customs. At the same time, she is aware of how both white
and Chinese people have the ability to make racializing comments. When she was
younger, she found the cheongsam too Chinese and would not want to wear it in
public out of a fear of being seen as a newly arrived immigrant, rather than someone
who was born in Canada. Now that she is older, she feels more confident about her
place in Montreal and has a deeper appreciation for her Chinese heritage. She has
seen photos of her grandmother in the dress and describes her as looking elegant,
regal and chic. JY feels the cheongsam is a dress that belongs to the upper classes but
that it is not appropriate for everyday. Despite the fact that she has never worn the

cheongsam, JY feels the dress is a symbol of respect for Chinese heritage and family:
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C’est un moyen pour s’exprimer et étre en contact avec son héritage — c’est le
symbolisme qui est ancré dans la tradition — c’est un signe de respect de
rassemblement aussi, non seulement le vétement mais le fait que tu la portes
pour d’autres personnes. C’est un bon moyen pour se connecter. (JY)
While she does not feel that the cheongsam is associated with any negative
stereotypes, she does feel like AJ, that the cut of the dress is very limiting and that it

does not lend itself to women of different shapes and sizes.

Je ne vois pas les stéréotypes — mais pour moi ¢a idéalise un certain genre de
corps. J’hésite & la porter comme mon corps n’est pas parfait. Je 1’assume.
Alors pour cette robe il n’y a pas beaucoup de ‘loose’ pour cacher les
imperfections...c’est aussi lié a I’image que nous avons des femmes asiatiques
aussi. Oui on a beaucoup de pression pour €tre belle et mince, toujours
placé...]la robe est dans la méme chaine d’idées...contraignante. Mais si je
trouve une qui me va, je vais la porter. (JY)

JY’s ambivalence is palpable. She is knowledgeable about how the dress originally
took after the men’s changpao and that its close, form fitting shape is a result of
fashion influences and the marketing aspects of the fashion industry. She, therefore,
states that, if mainstream designers took it upon themselves to create a quality
cheongsam that was more accommodating and wearable for all types of women, she

would definitely wear that one.

AH/1 and AH/2 are twin sisters, born in 1984 and raised in the small rural town of
Chibougamou, Quebec. Their mother is a Chinese refugee from Vietnam and their
father arrived from Hong Kong in the late 1970s. The population of Chibougamou is
mostly francophone Québecois with very few visible minorities. The fact that AH/1
and AH/2 are identical twins, as well as being one of the few Chinese people in
town, made them very aware of their difference and visibility. They grew up speaking
Cantonese at home and observing Chinese holidays, such as the New Year and
Harvest Moon festival. While interviewed separately, one in English, the other in

French, they both revealed that they feel equally close to their Chinese and Western
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cultural identities. While neither of them has yet worn the cheongsam, they each

express the desire to wear one for an important life event.

Il y a des moments dans la vie ou c’est le moment opportun on peut dire. Et
pour moi 1’occasion opportune serait, par exemple, si je suis reconnue pour
des accomplissments c’est la que peut-étre dans cette cérémonie je mettrai
comme un cheongsam. Parce-que pour moi, qu’est ce que ¢a représente c’est
des valeurs chinoises. Par exemple — de travailler fort, faire des sacrifices,
avoir de la discipline, étre modeste — alors pour moi avec un seul geste je peux
représenter tous ces sentiments. (AH/1)

As explored in the dress designs of the 1930s, the cheongsam lends itself extremely |
well to hybrid styling that combines Chinese/Western elements. AH/2 explains that |
she would like to wear a cheongsam as a wedding dress one day, and describes how

she might use it to relay both aspects of her cultural identity:

What I had in mind was to show that a big part of me will maintain and will |
want to express my Asian roots and to show that part of me is Westernized
and North American. Not one or the other but a mesh of both. I want to take
the Asian culture from my parent’s generation and grandparent’s generation
and modernize it and make it relevant in modern society. I decided
traditionally or culturally, cheongsam are usually for weddings and are red,
while in Western culture, most brides wear white. I would go with ivory or
cream rather than red. I also found different sites or people that make
cheongsams and found one with lace overlay with the Chinese collar and pearl
buttons so there are elements of Asian and Western style. (AH/2)

For both AH/1 and AH/2, the dress is considered an elegant gown that must be
treated with respect, as a way to honour family and heritage without eclipsing their
Western cultural upbringing. They do not consider the cheongsam a dress that can be
worn in an every day context, such as the workplace due to its slim cut and fine

fabrics.

Parce-que pour moi s’il s’agit d’un cheongsam plus traditionnel, ¢a
communique 1’élégance. Et ce n’est pas dans la vie quotidienne qu’on a
besoin de ce niveau d’élégance... Alors pour moi (porter le cheongsam tous




112

les jours), ¢a diminue un peu la valeur de qu’est ce qu’il représente, si on le
porte n’importe quand ou n’importe comment. (AH/1)

3.6.4 Have you ever worn the cheongsam? Yes.

Thirteen out of the twenty women interviewed had worn the cheongsam at some time
in their lives. In order to get an in depth sense of what wearing this dress currently
means to these women, I asked a series of questions that address the contextual,
physical and psychological aspects of the dress: when it was worn for the first time,
how it was obtained, what the dress looked like, how it was styled, how it felt on the
body and what the psychological effects of wearing it were. This section is organized
according to the question asked, with theoretical observations based on the writings

of Olivia Khoo, Dorinne Kondo, Ien Ang and Sean Metzger.

* When did you wear the cheongsam for the first time? What did it look like?
Where did you get it? How did you style it? How did you feel wearing it
(physically, psychologically)?

For AM]J, the cheongsam was first worn for her high school graduation ceremony.
Both of her parents arrived from Hong Kong and she was born in Montreal, Quebec,
in 1971. She was one of the few visible minority children in her downtown Montreal
school and quickly became aware of her racialized difference. She was teased, bullied
and even experienced physical aggression, based purely on her Chinese appearance.
While she did not fully reject her heritage, she grew up knowing that her visibility
made her vulnerable to various types of attack, and that her best form of defense was
to fit into the dominant culture. Upon her final year in high school, she was named
valedictorian of her class and was required to deliver a speech at her convocation
ceremony. Her mother suggested that she wear a black, brocade cheongsam along
with a black, beaded cardigan that she had been keeping in her closet for many years.

Without any hesitation, AMJ proudly wore this ensemble, and did not feel it did
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anything to negatively emphasize her Chinese heritage. Rather, the cheongsam was a

beautiful dress that was appropriate for a dignified and significant life event.

But it is for me, not about reminding me about my Chinese-ness. We don’t
live in a society that will let us forget that. So when we want to wear
ethnically marked clothing, we have to do it out of our own choice.... I’d be
happy to wear it whenever I want to wear it. When would [ be unhappy to
wear it is when I would be expected to wear it. That would be feeding into
expectations and they might not be well informed. (AMYJ)

AM]J explains that her mother wore the cheongsam as an everyday dress back in
Hong Kong, so in many ways, the dress itself was not ethnic clothing, but simply
regular clothing. At the same time, she is aware that, in the Canadian context, the
cheongsam is a racialized and feminized garment that requires a certain negotiation
when deciding when and where it can be worn. Being selected valedictorian was a
major, public validation of AMJ’s accomplishments and perhaps this occasion

provided a safe context in which to wear this dress.

Like AMJ, JW first wore the cheongsam as part of her high school graduation. She
was born in Quebec City in 1980 and is third generation Canadian. Her mother is
Québecoise and her father, who is of Chinese heritage, was also born in Quebec City.
She was raised mostly by her paternal grandmother and spoke Toisanese at home.
Even though she was one of only a few visible minority children in her neighborhood
and school, her father and grandmother established in her a confidence and pride
about being Chinese. While she had worn some Chinese clothing as a child, her
dream was to wear a proper cheongsam one day. When her high school graduation
party came around, she finally had an occasion to wear it and bought one with her
father’s help in Montreal. For JW it had to be full length, red and made of satin
brocade. She had her hair and make up done and said she felt incredibly elegant and
beautiful.
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Pour moi il n’y aura aucune autre robe. Je ne sais pas si c’était pour
m’identifier comme Chinoise, mais ¢’était une occasion. Et jeune dans ma
téte, quand tu as des grands occasions, tu peux porter la belle robe
chinoise...et puis c’était mon tour. (JW)
Wearing the cheongsam was a rite of passage for JW as well as a long held dream. A
high school prom celebrates the transition from childhood to adulthood, marking a
major accomplishment and the start of a new phase in life, which includes making
one’s own decisions. JW and AMJ’s choosing to wear the cheongsam for these
special events, demonstrates respect and admiration for a dress that is not so much a

reminder of their heritage, but more a reflection of the pleasure they take in the dress’

formal beauty.

CW wore the cheongsam for the first time when she traveled to China. She was born
in Montreal, Quebec, in 1985 and both of her parents issue from the community of
ethnic Chinese in Vietnam. They spoke only Cantonese at home and she was raised
with very strict Chinese values. She attended a conservative, predominantly white
private school for girls. As a child, she considered herself Chinese and all of her
friends were of Chinese heritage. But as she got older and some of her friends started
to join street gangs, she drifted away from her Chinese friends. As a teenager and
young adult, her awareness of racialization and issues of identity grew. This
awakening attracted her to political activism in the Québec mainstream. In this
homogenous environment, she felt the need to prove her Québecois identity to her
peers. At the same time, she felt deeply constrained by her family and the pressure of
the values that they strongly enforced. Feeling like a minority in both cultures,
compounded by her feeling that Chinese people were just as racist as the Québecois,
she began to reject her origins and to disconnect from her family. Now as an adult,
she feels fully integrated into Québecois culture but still feels at odds with her
Chinese heritage. In order to find more balance between her militant Québecois

values and her family’s strict Chinese values, she decided to go to China. It is there




115

that she bought her first cheongsam.

La premiere fois c’était en Chine, c’est la chose touristique a faire. Elle était
blanche, au genou, subtile — je I’ai porté pour des événements mais ce n’était
pas pour m’identifier comme Chinoise mais parce-que je la trouve belle. Je ne
cherche pas a mettre cette robe. Elle me va bien simplement. Ce n’est jamais
pour affirmer mon identité. J’aimerais méme enlever tout le coté identitaire de
la robe — je ne la porterais pas pour éviter les questions et commentaires. Je
veux la mettre pour me plaire. (CW)

Wearing the cheongsam was not about realizing a dream. It was simply a dress that

CW felt looked good on her. Furthermore, the dress’ association with Chinese

heritage was more of a burden than a symbol of affirmation.

(J)e trouve que ¢a me ‘folklorize’. Ce n’est pas quelque chose que je
recherche. J’ai toujours eu de la misére avec le mexicain qui porte son
‘poncho’ méme si je reconnais la fierté qui vient avec. Ca améne des
commentaires. La question identitaire est tellement présente dans ma vie. J’ai
tellement besoin de me justifier face & mes politiques. Cette robe ne me tient
pas plus a coeur & cause de ¢a. (CW)

What is most fascinating is that CW has more than one cheongsam and wears the
dress despite serious reservations about how it marks her as Chinese and may attract
questions and comments that make her uncomfortable. This double discourse reveals
a deep ambivalence that reflects her ongoing attempt to reconcile her Chinese
heritage with her Québecois values. The attraction and repulsion of the cheongsam,
therefore, seems to be analogous to the forced reconciliation of living within an
east/west or Chinese/Canadian binary tension, a phenomenon also noted by each of

the women interviewed.

FM, born in Edmonton, Alberta in 1978, experienced the turmoil of this ambivalence
in a very deep and intense way. Both of her parents arrived from Hong Kong in the
late 60s and she was raised in south Edmonton in a mostly white neighborhood. She

felt that she stood out from the other children in school where she was teased and
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