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Abstract 

Wenyi Qingnian 文藝青 , or Wenqing, in its most straightforward and literal 

sense, refers to youths interested in culture and art. Rooted in modern Chinese 

history, the term reemerged in today Hong Kong when local young people were 

spotted dressing themselves in particular styles; joining particularly cultural 

activities; and gathering themselves in collectives. By now, it has become a 

common term. On the one hand, this group of young people, in their preference 

for culture and art and in their pursuits not dictated by social and filial 

expectations, may constitute alternative and even counter-culture to dominant 

values of Hong Kong, having their creative careers and delivering their creativity. 

On the other hand, it is increasingly portrayed by media as yet another group of 

youthful victims of consumer culture and trend-followers. The project focuses on 

a recent phenomenon in Hong Kong: the emergence of a group of youths who are 

loosely called wenyi qingnian 文藝青  (Literary Youths). It aims to study their 

history, creativity and politics, particularly in the contemporary context of Hong 

Kong. 
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Introduction 

 
The project focuses on a recent phenomenon in Hong Kong: the emergence of a 

group of youths who are loosely called Wenyi qingnian 文藝青  (Literary 

Youths). It aims to study their history, creativity and politics, particularly in the 

contemporary context of Hong Kong. 

 

The inquiry into this group of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian became the subject of 

this MPhil project. It was more than planned, it was motivated by my solicitude 

for the creative trajectory of this group of youths, who were young, and creative, 

who saw themselves as alternative, in the context of growing up in Hong Kong. In 

my experience as one of them, or always being regarded as one of them, we were 

paving our career paths with our pursuit of literature and art, and some of us were 

having to maintain multiple inchoate identities. I am a young writer, or an 

amateur, and at the same time a young researcher; some of my peers are fashion 

designers, teachers and at the same time musicians and writers. We are not 

exactly established writers or artists, and sometimes we may appear more like the 

hobbyists, accompanying each other on our common trajectory. We are passing 

through a transitional stage, forming our own lifestyles and seeking to advance 

our careers using our creative capabilities in literature and art. Besides this, we are 

simply becoming adults. While we kept on doing our creative work together, 

either continually or intermittently, with some of our paths being smoother than 

others and some more of a struggle, I became curious about what we were 

actually experiencing and who we were actually becoming. How could we 

position ourselves and our practices in the contemporary context of Hong Kong, a 
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city that is usually perceived as being discouraging to cultural circles? Amid all 

these questions, I am also asking about myself. I blamed the forgivable 

sentimentality of my youth for all these inquiries, especially befitting the 

transitional stage of becoming an adult. Borrowing Bruner’s words to legitimize 

my youthful sentimentality and curiosity for this voyage of discovery, I hope I am 

trying to “set forth a view of what we call our Self and its doings, reflections, 

thoughts, and place in the world” (Bruner 25). At this starting point of my 

academic career, again an uncertain one, I am attempting to initiate it with my 

research into the wenyi qingnian as well as myself.  

 

I forget exactly when I started to be categorized as wenyi qingnian by my relatives, 

friends and teachers, including my dear supervisor. They sometimes termed me as 

wenyi qingnian when I was wearing a plain shirt, or when I had some 

extemporaneous or emotional thoughts. It seemed that I was a wenyi qingnian 

when I was wearing plain clothes, and irrational in making decisions. I remember 

there was a time when the term “wenyi qingnian” emerged in our daily discourses, 

became more and more popular in fashion magazines, and in mocking someone 

who was too artsy. Hence, I started to be more and more curious about the 

meaning behind this term and the stories related to it. I felt an urgency to explore 

this term, or this identity, to explicate and to complement this group of youths 

including myself. Instead of being too sentimental, too pretentious, and artsy, we 

were actually producing our creative work and sustaining our creative practices in 

Hong Kong. The part of our creativity, our wenyi, in our stories was usually 

overlooked. Then I started to explore and pay attention to the discourses on wenyi 

qingnian, the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian I had met, and myself. In the beginning 

of this project, as an introduction, I first synthesized a brief account of the wenyi 
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qingnian and today’s dominant representations of them. Then, I elaborated my 

plan for this project with my research interests and questions, theoretical 

framework and mythology. Finally, I offered an overview of different chapters.  

 

Today’s account of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian 

 

Wenyi qingnian, or the more simplified term Wenqing, in its most straightforward 

and literal sense, refers to youths interested in culture and art. Rooted in modern 

Chinese history, the term emerged in Hong Kong around the end of 2011 when 

local young people were spotted dressing in particular styles, consuming certain 

cultural products and lingering in different cultural spaces. To trace the 

emergence of wenyi qingnian in modern day Hong Kong, one cannot ignore the 

online bustling discussion and exchanges on the image of the wenyi qingnian. At 

that time, an article called 100 Q and A of Wenqing spread from Taiwan to greater 

China online. With 100 Q and A’s, the article intended to define the characters of 

wenyi qingnian. These 100 Q and A’s were mostly about their consumption 

practices and some of their little habits, for instance they wear Converse; they 

love photo shooting in Lomography; and they love reading Haruki Murakami’s 

literature, etc. Over the years, the content of these Q and A’s might have 

undergone some changes, but the main themes were always about the 

consumption practices of the wenyi qingnian. Apart from on online platforms, the 

discussions continued in printed media, especially in some of the popular fashion 

magazines such as Tao (see Fig. 1), Milk (see Fig. 2), and even the travel 

magazine Weekend HK (see fig. 3). In the media, ‘wenyi qingnian’ became a 

promotional term for particular fashion style and tourist spots. Recently, some 
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media have featured the cultural spaces of the wenyi qingnian, mostly the craft 

fairs and cultural cafés. Again, consumption.  

 

 
fig. 1 Tao: Styling Wenqing. Tao. Issue 84. 25 Feb. 2013. 

 

fig. 2 Fashion Explorer: Understand the life of Wenyi nusheng. Milk Magazine. Issue 674. 18 Jun. 

2014. 
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fig. 3 Take a breath, visiting Wenqing Cafe. Weekend HK. 7 Jan. 2015. 

 
fig. 4 K11 wenqing mooncake 
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The mainstream discourses on wenyi qingnian had been going on for years and 

were still on-going when I started formulating this project without expanding 

beyond the theme of consumption. In fact, there was an increasing number of 

cultural and creative events that involved this group of youths. Besides this, there 

were a few TV programmes that helped in recuperating the creativity of the wenyi 

qingnian, for instance Neo Intelligentsia from TVB broadcast and Artspiration 

from RTHK. Both had interviewed wenyi qingnian about their oeuvres and 

lifestyles. However, these programmes were few at the beginning of this project. 

The emergence of wenyi qingnian with their creativity was happening more 

significantly in the city but was still seldom mentioned. For many years the 

commercial world did not tire of using the wenyi qingnian to facilitate their 

business. The image of wenyi qingnian became highly commoditized.  

 

On the one hand, wenyi qingnian seemed to be a successful gimmick in the 

commercial world; on the other hand, their creative work, the wenyi, was mostly 

left out of the discussion on them. The story of wenyi qingnian was incomplete. 

While knowing that wenyi in its most straightforward and literal sense refers to 

literature and art, and as well as knowing what I and my like-minded peers were 

actually creating, I started to question why the creative part of wenyi qingnian 

seemed to be constantly missing from the mainstream discourse, and mainstream 

society. And why wenyi qingnian tended to be portrayed as the victims of 

consumerism rather than young writers or young artists? What happened to our 

creativity in the mainstream discourse seemed to exemplify what happened to us, 

the wenyi qingnian, the young creative people, in mainstream society. Society put 

more of a focus on the consumption habits of the wenyi qingnian than on their 

creations. Among those portrayals, they are neither the producers who are 
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delivering their creative and cultural works, nor the prosumers who produce and 

at the same time consume the creations (Toffler 267)1. In that case, I question 

apart from consuming products and places, and generating profit for the Hong 

Kong creative economy, how can the wenyi qingnian position their creative 

practices in society?  

 

Especially when Hong Kong branded herself as a creative city, seemingly offering 

room for innovations and entrepreneurship to develop in the creative economy, 

but being critiqued as nothing more than marketing strategies, how could the 

wenyi qingnian as young creative people pave their creative trajectories?  

 

Before answering these questions, I am going to elucidate how I understand the 

term wenyi qingnian, how I understand this group of youths in Hong Kong. 

Differing from the portrayals of wenyi qingnian in today’s mainstream discourse, 

wenyi qingnian refers to the creative youths who are not only consuming a 

particular life style, but also consuming various cultural products, especially 

literature, independent music, art-house film etc. Apart from consuming, as 

mentioned above, most of them are creating, writing literary works, making music 

and films, and also participating in different cultural events. More noticeably, this 

group of creative youths can be recognized by a parent culture in the Chinese 

context. In Chinese history, wenyi qingnian denoted more than a group of creative 

youths. Wenyi qingnian was a social movement, or youth movement, that made 

used of creative works, literature and art, to develop their political agenda. They 

were doing wenyi, and wenyi did not corresponded to creativity in general, but 

                                                 
1 Alvin Toffler introduced the notion of the prosumer in the early 1980s. It means the 
progressive lurri g of the li e that separates produ er fro  o su er  (Toffler 267). 
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particular creativity in the Chinese context, with the parent culture as backdrop, 

and to developing a particular form of lifestyle.  

 

Therefore, I am performimg neither a production study nor a consumption study 

of these youths, but rather a cultural study to see what they had developed and 

delivered through their forms of lives. This project hopes to dig deeper into the 

creative practices of wenyi qingnian as forms of culture. In this project, I put 

focuses on the group of wenyi qingnian who are young workers in the wenyi circle 

as well as producers, producing their wenyi.   

 

By selecting and recuperating the stories of these Hong Kong wenyi qingnian who 

are really creating their works, I am not aiming to offer a particularly 

representative discourse on these young people, considering them as legitimate 

wenyi qingnian, but to tell a better story of the wenyi qingnian, by enriching and 

explicating the missing parts, sharing Lawrence Grossberg’s attempt, “to provide 

a history of the present, to tell a better story about what’s going on, and to begin 

to open new possibilities for imagination and struggle” (67). In this respect, I am 

more interested in what was missing from or had been simplified in the public 

discourses. Finally, these inquiries summon up the central research question: what 

are the poetics and politics of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian? My approach on 

poetics and politics is explained further in the following section.  

 

My research interests and questions 

 

Studying wenyi qingnian in the field of cultural studies, this project is formulated 

with two broad foci: Poetics and Politics, which have a resonance with the 
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two-fold structure delineated in Stuart Hall’s edited work of Representation: 

Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. In this notable work, Hall 

considered representation involved importantly in building and sustaining a 

culture. Representation was intertwined with identity, regulation, production and 

consumption of culture in his concept of “circuit of culture”. Among the “circuit 

of culture”, members with the same cultural identity must share the same concepts, 

images, knowledge and ideas, for instance, a common shared set of sounds, words, 

notes, gestures, expressions and clothes. These languages work through a 

representational system to enable the members of the culture to feel and think 

about the world. In that case, representation is an essential part of the process by 

which meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture (15). It 

involved in building up and sustaining a common ‘life world’ which we have 

called a culture. Apart from delving into representations and languages, Hall is 

using them as models of how culture works, to see how the cultural practices, and 

different ways of life offer us meaning in a wider sense (6).  

 

To achieve his aim, Hall uses semiotic and discursive approaches to examine how 

representation works, how languages produce meaning within a culture. These 

approaches finally refer to poetics and politics, respectively. And he named this 

“poetics”. As Hall stated, “the semiotic approach is concerned with the how of 

representation, with how language produces meaning – what has been called its 

‘poetics’; whereas the discursive approach is more concerned with the effects and 

consequences of representation – its ‘politics’”(6, emphasis in the original). With 

these two approaches, Hall examined not only how language and representation 

produced meaning, but also how the knowledge of particular discourses, and the 
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representational practices produced, connect with power, regulate conduct, and 

make up or construct identities and subjectivities (6).  

 

Aiming to offer a better story of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, I am going to use 

Hall’s structure to look into the complexity of their poetics and politics. 

Following Hall’s approach, I am not going to offer a straightforward, rational or 

instrumental interpretation of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, but to see how their 

cultural meaning, and their cultural life, are formed and shaped in different 

situations, engaging our fears and fantasies, the sentiments of desire and revulsion, 

of ambivalence and of aggression (10). In this project, I have considered the 

creative practices including the productions, labour and clustering, as 

representations of the wenyi qingnian. This project attempts to account for the 

complexity of the poetics and politics of the wenyi qingnian’s creative practices, 

telling the story as best I can.  

 

Hence, the first part deals with the “poetics” that I refer to as the creativity they 

deliver, the aesthetics they demonstrate in the city via their creative practices, 

mainly with their productions. To embody their aesthetics, I also delve into the 

stories of their productions, and analyse how their productions relate to their 

status as wenyi qingnian and their positions in contemporary Hong Kong. In this 

case, I am examining their production logics and their products both within and 

outside the Hong Kong mainstream creative market. Using Hall’s words, this 

project examines how the languages worked, and how the meanings are produced 

and displayed in the above-mentioned creative practices as the poetics of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian. The second part is on the “politics”, by which I refer to 

both their political potentials and their actual politics. I considered their creative 
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practices, especially the creative products they delivered and the communities 

they formed, are at the same time offering political potentials to the audiences, 

and to the city. For their actual politics, I refer to their politics in their subjective 

experiences of offering creative labour. Particularly, I am examining how they 

struggled, managed and negotiated in their act of labour within the industrialized 

process. In this matter, I focus on their labour, mainly on their day jobs in the 

creative industries. Moreover, knowing that wenyi qingnian was not a new term or 

youth identity in modern Chinese history but constructed within a larger scope of 

subcultural history, I considered how their creative practices, poetics and politics, 

probably had intersected their own parent culture, and transformed and sustained 

their culture. In other words, they brought about the re-emergence of wenyi 

qingnian. Hence, I explored their poetics and politics also in a historical context, 

and analysed how the creative practices of today’s wenyi qingnian were relevant 

to their cultural past, pointing us to a greater historical specificity. Put more 

specifically and succinctly, I am focusing on their poetics and politics with the 

following aims: 

 

1. Chapter 1: Document the history of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian and study the 

connections between today’s wenyi qingnian’s creative practices and their 

parent culture.  

2. Chapter 2: Study the creative products they have delivered during their 

creative practices, and discuss their aesthetics and pleasure. 

3. Chapter 3: Study the creative labour they have offered during their practices, 

and discuss possible exploitation and agency. 

4. Chapter 4: Study their creative practices as a group of youths, and locate these 

practices in the discussion on creative community. 
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5. Conclusion: Position the above within the discussions on the creative city and 

creative economy in the case of Hong Kong. 

 

Although the wenyi qingnian, the young creative people with their poetics and 

politics, have participated in the Hong Kong creative industries with their creative 

practices, including their labour and leisure, researchers have largely failed to take 

these young creative people and their creative practices in a creative city as their 

field of investigation. More surprisingly, even though the emergence of wenyi 

qingnian in the context of Greater China had been for years interpreted as Chinese 

hipster or cultured youths, the investigations on them were missing in the field of 

both cultural studies and creative industries. In that sense, this project was meant 

to address a research lacuna, especially in Greater China. Furthermore, the study 

on wenyi qingnian offers us insights, by extension, into the young creative people 

in Hong Kong in general.  

 

Theoretical Framework  

 

Wenyi qingnian and subculture  

 

At first, in my original proposal, I planned to use subcultural concepts to study 

this group of youths, seeing them as youths forming a counter-culture with a 

peculiar dress, style, and lifestyle, opposing mainstream society, just like the punk 

subculture, and the hipster culture, while some media called them hipsters. I 

planned to start from the subcultural theories derived from the CCCS, mainly by 

Stuart Hall and Dick Hebdige. In Resistance through Rituals, edited by Stuart 

Hall and Tony Jefferson, it was pointed out how particular pursuits and lifestyles 
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may lead a group of youths to project a particular cultural response in their 

material and social class positions and experiences (14). In a similar vein, 

Hebdige also put an emphasis on style in his subcultural studies, considering 

subcultural style to have the power to confront the dominant values. Both 

theorists reconstruct youth subculture in relation to the parent culture and also the 

dominant culture. These studies offered me insights into how the culture of wenyi 

qingnian differentiated itself from, and interacted with, the dominant culture. As 

Chow stated, those youths who (per)form themselves to a collective style, a 

subculture, are not only distinguishing themselves from the dominant culture; 

they are challenging the dominant norms and values by being, or daring to be, 

different (3). 

 

In the same study by Hebdige, besides focusing on the resistant part of subculture, 

he also recognized the commercial incorporation of subcultural styles. In his later 

work Hiding in the Light, he stated that “the subcultures themselves are dismissed 

on the grounds that they are sexist/ racist/ brutalized/ narcissistic/ commodified/ 

incorporated; “commercial” not “political” (19). Apart from being purely 

oppositional and deconstructive to the dominant norms, he considered the 

subcultural members were at the same time enjoying, and consuming the 

subculture itself through wearing particular dress and engaging in particular 

places. He then repositioned subculture as oscillating between resistance and 

conformity (Chow 3). This line of subcultural theories echoed the discourse of 

heavily styled wenyi qingnian nowadays, offering insights into the particular 

lifestyle of wenyi qingnian with their dress and leisure-based activities.  
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However, the subcultural group did not all participate in a collective style, and not 

all of them were full time members. On the contrary, they were usually connected 

to the mainstream world, “the rest of life” termed by Hodkinson. In that case, the 

later subcultural theories, which some scholars claimed as post-subculture, 

emphasized the agency of the subcultural members, pointing out porous 

boundaries, internal diversity, temporary commitment and the individualism 

involved in subcultural groups. They focused on the subcultural youths in respect 

to a range of other facets of life, from different peer groups to housing and family 

arrangements, to education and career trajectories, and ageing bodies and 

identities (Bennett; Bennett and Hodkinson; Hodkinson; Holland; Smith). These 

focuses offered insights into how the alternative lifestyle of Hong Kong wenyi 

qingnian related to the different aspects of their lives. However, these studies that 

centred primarily on subcultural identity of the youths were not enough to study 

them. Apart from representing a counter culture, some of them were involved a 

lot with the creative economy that was intertwined with the mainstream market.  

 

Wenyi qingnian and creative class/creative work 

 

After rethinking the core practices of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, their literary 

and artistic production and consumption in Hong Kong, I realized that I had 

underestimated the intricate connections between these young people and the 

market. With their pursuits of literature and art, Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, who 

are participating in the market by producing their music, literature and design 

works, and are consuming creative spaces such as bookstores and even 

commercial cafés such as Kubrick, are definitely participants in the Hong Kong 

creative industries. Hence, in a market-driven society such as Hong Kong, which 
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has branded herself as one of the creative cities, I started to see them not only as 

resisting the dominant values of the city, but perhaps also as co-constructing and 

contributing to them. Their creative lives, their creative identities, should not be 

seen only as opposite to dominant society but also as part of it. Hence, given their 

participation in the Hong Kong creative economy, subculture theories that lament 

the commodification and marketization of subculture are not sufficient for me to 

explore their roles in Hong Kong, which is branding herself as a creative city. 

  

So, in addition to subcultural theories, I will also engage with theories in the field 

of creative industries. Since Richard Florida brought forward the concept of 

creative class in his highly influential book The Rise of Creative Class, notions of 

creative industries, creative cities, and creative class have become increasingly 

important both in academic and in popular discourses. The creative class in 

Florida’s book was defined as a new class whose economic function is to create 

new ideas, new technology and new creative content (8). Following Florida, there 

are scholars who believe in the economic potential of creativity and tend to be 

optimistic about creative work and creative class, suggesting that the creative 

class who are driven by human creativity can reduce class divides. They believe 

this to be a kind of work that is attractive, free and human. Regarding the 

relationship between creativity and economy, Floridian studies brought in the 

angle to place Hong Kong wenyi qingnian in the creative economy of today’s 

Hong Kong, considering the pursuits of literature and creativity of the wenyi 

qingnian to be involved with the creative economy instead of merely a lifestyle of 

a group of youths.  
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However, while Florida positioned creativity with his fascination to meet the 

market and celebrated the ideal fantasy of creative work with openness, flexibility 

and even wealth, a number of studies reminded us of the down side of the intricate 

relationship between creativity and economy, especially in the case of wenyi 

qingnian who were young and fresh, and could not easily develop careers from 

their pursuits. For instance, in the case of wenyi qingnian, they write for a low or 

even no writer’s fee, produce self-funded music, and have secondary jobs to 

sustain their creative work. In this respect, the studies that criticised the Floridian 

celebratory view of the creative class were important here. They point to issues 

concerning the struggles between art and commerce, exploitation and precarity. 

Among them, I found Richard Lloyd’s study on the Bohemia in Wicker Park 

specifically helpful, stating how the parent culture and attitude of Bohemians 

actually subject them to internal and external pressure in the creative economy. 

He offered a negative side of the picture of the creative economy, in which 

opportunity is actually a limited, compromised vision, and the spectacular wealth 

is mostly fantasy. Similar to the wenyi qingnian that this project studied, the 

Bohemians are haunted by the ghost of their parent culture as they deploy their 

efforts in a new urban milieu (246).   

 

In the similar vein to Lloyd, the later so-called “free labour debate” is important 

here. In Terranova’s definition, free labor is “simultaneously voluntarily given 

and unwaged, enjoyed and exploited” (33). Offering their free labour, the workers 

were not as free and flexible as the no-collar workers that Florida suggested. 

Contrarily, they were being exploited with long-working hours and were trapped 

in precarious situations by their passion, hope and other intrinsic motivations. 

This debate echoed the stories of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, since most of 
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them were working in the industries as hobbyists or amateurs, sometimes 

underpaid, but enjoying themselves. My project has tried to continue contributing 

to this debate with an empirical study of the wenyi qingnian in Hong Kong. Also, 

another line of critique questioning the optimism of the creative industry 

discourse is on its focus on economy, thus overlooking the importance of passion, 

experience and affect in creative labour. With this line of reasoning, David 

Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Bakers’ study on creative labour that emphasized the 

subjective experiences of creative workers is especially important. Their study 

stressed the agency of creative workers and takes their negotiations among their 

creative practices seriously. Informed by these studies, I am also interested in the 

affective dimension of the wenyi qingnian. I aim to study their labour, work and 

identity construction not only from the labour perspective, but also in connection 

to the pleasure and pain, as well as the other affective investments they have in 

their creative work. Finally, since most the studies on creative class focus on 

issues of exploitation and politics, I have supplemented this with an investigation 

of what they have actually created. Here I am referring to their creative output, 

and I will analyse its poetics. 

 

To summarize, I frame my project mainly with subcultural and creative industries 

theories. And I will investigate the everyday experiences of wenyi qingnian in 

terms of politics, that is, issues of resistance, exploitation, and their affectivity. I 

will also study them in terms of poetics, namely their creative outputs and their 

aesthetics. 

 

Methodology  
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Historical context: the 1960s to the 1990s 

 

To investigate the “historic” aspects, I conducted research on the history of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian using both literary research and in-depth interviews. While 

the “official histories” of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian are lacking and only 

captured sporadically in different media types and different genres, I researched 

various archives including literature, literary journals, academic journal articles, 

documentaries and blog articles. Most of these archives referred to their products, 

and some captured their communal practices sketchily. However, the picture that 

these archives provided was not enough. Although history is never complete and 

fixed, the available archives, that lack concern for the labour and practices of the 

wenyi qingnian, were insufficient to offer us a better picture of this group of 

youths.  

 

Given the lack of data on Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, I conducted face-to-face 

in-depth interviews with four senior wenyi qingnian by asking semi-structured 

questions. Moreover, since the difficulty of interviewing past wenyi qingnian 

increases over time, as people pass away, I consider these in-depth interviews to 

be important, in the long term, as archives. 

 

Through these interviews, I aimed to explore different stories and understandings 

of wenyi qingnian from different decades. Hence, a face-to-face interview is the 

most appropriate where depth of meaning is important and the research is 

primarily focused on gaining insight and understanding (Gillham 11; Ritchie and 

Lewis 138). I designed semi-structured interview questions with keywords such 

as wenyi, daily practices, roles and politics. Thus, informants were allowed to 
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provide their own narratives according to certain topics. In Jones’s words, “to ask 

them in such a way that they can tell us in their terms (rather than those imposed 

rigidly and a priori by ourselves) and in a depth which addresses the rich context 

that is the substance of the meanings” (qtd. in Punch 144). 

 

For my research, four “older” wenyi qingnian were identified by my archive 

research and through my network in the Hong Kong literary circle, they are: 

Kwan Mung-nan (1946 - ), Mok Chiu-yu (1947- ), Ho Shau-ping (1962-) and 

Chan Lai-kuen (1974-). Each of them is referring to one generation. My choices 

of informants were supported by their close relations with literature and art. With 

the interviews, their oral histories can add a wider range of voices to the story 

(Donald xiv). 

 

Using Lui Tai-lok's 2007 publication Four Generations of Hong Kong People as 

reference, the historical chapter was developed in a framework with generation 

classification as mentioned. This framework is useful in terms of examining the 

history of wenyi qingnian in relation to the social construction in Hong Kong. 

However, there are no clear boundaries for each generation. I am not portraying 

those informants as the representatives of any generation. Instead, it is an entry 

point to the historical context of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. 

 

Today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian 

 

In the core research on today’s wenyi qingnian, I aimed to capture their creative 

practices as experienced and interpreted by them. In this case, for the stories of 

wenyi qingnian after the 1990s, I continued conducting the research mainly with 
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intensive and in-depth interviews. Moreover, the keywords designed for the senior 

wenyi qingnian were also used to keep the structures of their stories more 

consistent. With intensive research aiming to investigate how processes work in a 

small number of cases, seeking explanation of the production of certain objects, 

events and experiences (Sayer 242–4), I am seeking their explanation of their 

creative practices. Deciding who to interview, I resorted to two sampling 

strategies. The first is a judgemental sample, which is selected on the basis of the 

researcher’s own knowledge of the population, and the purpose of the study 

(Babbie 204). By proclaiming myself to be one of the wenyi qingnian, I resorted 

to my own initial judgements through my archive research, experiences and 

networks, and I recruited half of the informants. The other half was a snowballing 

sample. While the population of wenyi qingnian is quite tightly defined, 

snowballing is appropriate here to invite initial informants to recommend their 

like-minded wenyi qingnian in order to enhance diversity of the samples, which 

made this project less limited to the starting point (Johnson et al. 68). In that case, 

16 informants, 8 female and 8 male, were recruited via media, my networks and 

snowballing from my peers and the initial informants from the first stage. When 

later I decided to conduct a case study on a Facebook Page Copybook in Chapter 

4, I also interviewed Yat Ming, who hosts Copybook together with my informant 

Hong-kiu, as a supplement. 

 

Firstly, the in-depth interviews with the senior wenyi qingnian were conducted 

during August 2014 to November 2014; followed by the in-depth interviews with 

today’s wenyi qingnian during December 2014 to March 2015. All the interviews 

were conducted in Cantonese Chinese, the native language of myself and also my 

informants. I got their consent to participate in this research project and record 
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their narratives, although a few of them were dubious if they were suitable to be 

my research subjects as wenyi qingnian. The interviews were held in the places 

that were chosen by the informants, mostly cafés and their studios, and also clubs 

and bookstores. I tried to offer a comfortable and friendly atmosphere to allow 

each of them to tell their story in as much detail as they were willing to. Second, 

the 4 interviews of the senior wenyi qingnian were transcribed by myself, and the 

other 16 interviews were transcribed by 2 of my peers. 

 

Apart from interviews, Aesthetics in Chapter 2 strongly employed visual 

methodology, specifically “critical visual methodology” in attempting to unveil 

the aesthetics of the wenyi qingnian in the context of their experiences in Hong 

Kong. Although the oeuvres of the wenyi qingnian were more than just visual, but 

were presented in various forms, critical visual methodology, as it is termed by 

Gillian Rose, is useful in order to think about the works in terms of the cultural 

significance, social practices and power relations in which they are embedded 

(xix). By using this methodology that Rose termed, the oeuvres of the wenyi 

qingnian will be analysed with the framework using the following critical 

approaches: to take image seriously, think about the social conditions and effects 

of visual objects and consider my own way of looking at images (12). Rose’s 

framework of visual methodology, which included three sites in which the 

product is involved, is useful in analysing the interrelationship between the 

personal, political, social and the artistic.  

 

In Chapter 4, after conducting the in-depth interviews, getting ideas on their 

community, I decided to investigate their community through the social media 

lens. In this case, I conducted a case study on a Facebook page Copybook, which 
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is ‘liked’ by most of my informants, and has been portrayed as the page of wenyi 

qingnian in the mainstream media, as a case to explore their collective and 

connective creative practices. I greatly employed textual analysis as a method, 

sampling publicly accessible Copybook, analysing the texts, images, discussions 

and quantitative data on the Facebook page.  

 

Table 1: Background of informants 

 

 Informants Occupations Creative 

genres 

Age 

(in 

2015) 

Gender Sampling 

type 

1 Adonian 

Chan 

Designer, 

Musician 

Indie music 29 M Snowballing 

2 Anny Yiu Solicitor Writing  25 F Snowballing 

sample 

3 Chen 

Ho-lok 

Freelancer Writing, 

Space 

making 

27 M Snowballing 

sample 

4 Dido Executive 

Editor, Tutor 

of Creative 

Writing 

Writing 27 F Judgemental 

sample 

5 Donald 

Yeung 

Executive 

Director of 

The House of 

Writing 29 M Judgemental 

sample 
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Hong Kong 

Literature 

6 Hong Kiu Financial 

Writer, 

Freelance 

Writer 

Writing 28 M Judgemental 

sample 

7 Jess Lau Graphic 

Designer 

Graphic, 

Writing 

24 F Snowballing 

sample 

8 Mitsu Hana Brand 

Building 

Agent, 

Freelancer 

(Actress, 

Photographer, 

Model, 

Writer) 

Graphic, 

Photography, 

Writing 

24 F Judgemental 

sample 

9 Miu Miu Programme 

Officer, 

Theatre 

Director 

Theatre 26 F Judgemental 

sample 

10 Nate Chan Documentary 

Director, 

Executive 

Editor of As 

Artistic As 

Literature, 

Filming 

24 F Judgemental 

sample 
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You, 

Freelance 

Scriptwriter 

11 Page Fung Student, Poet Writing 22 M Judgemental 

sample 

12 Patricia 

Choi 

Artist Art, 

Installation 

35 F  Snowballing 

Sample 

13 Wong 

Ching 

Freelancer 

(Actress, 

writer) 

Writing, 

Acting 

34 F judgemental 

sample 

14 Wong 

Ching-hang 

Chinese 

Teacher, 

Writer 

Writing 24 M Judgemental 

sample 

15 Wong Jing Freelancer 

(Fashion 

Designer, 

Guitar 

Teacher, 

Musician) 

Indie Music, 

Theatre 

34 M Judgemental 

sample 

16 Yat-ming Reporter, 

Freelance 

Writer, 

Hotdog Seller 

Writing 26 M Judgemental 

sample 

17 Yuen 

Tsz-wun 

Chinese 

Teaching 

Writing 25 M Judgemental 

sample 
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Assistant, 

Writer 

 

Overview  

 

This thesis comprises 6 chapters, bracketed by this introduction and a conclusion. 

The next 5 chapters were results of the five sets of statements as mentioned. In 

chapters 3 to 6, which focus on the creative practices of today’s wenyi qingnian, I 

began with a literature review as a contribution to the theoretical and conceptual 

debate on their practices. The literature review offered me a revision before every 

analysis and examination on each chapter, which offered me insights into 

developing my thinking on the empirical data. More importantly, the empirical 

data I studied and developed later can re-enter the theories and debates I revised.  

 

Following this introduction, Chapter 1 is a study of the wenyi qingnian in the 

historical context of Hong Kong, aimed at recuperating the prototype of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian. This chapter offers a historical account of Hong Kong 

wenyi qingnian, delineating the stories of wenqyi qingnian in a chronological way 

from 1930s to 1990s Hong Kong. The demarcation of today’s Hong Kong wenyi 

qingnian from any other youths or young creative people, to a greater or lesser 

degree, involved the history of their parent culture. Thus, for the following 

chapters, I also examined how today’s wenyi qingnian had or had no resonance 

with history. In Chapter 2, I recuperated the creative part, the productions, of this 

group of youths. According to their narratives, I analysed the triggers that 

motivated them to produce and generate their productions logics. Furthermore, I 

examined how these creative triggers shaped their production experiences in the 
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industries with particular logics and finally developed their aesthetics. Most of the 

wenqyi qingnian indicated their difficulties in being a full-time producers of work, 

and some of them remained working in the creative field even though they had 

heard of and experienced discouraging conditions in the industries. Chapter 3 is 

concerned with the precarity associated with their labour. I present a close 

analysis of the precarity they encounter during their labour, focusing on why they 

stayed and how they stayed in the creative field. After exploring their productions 

and labour as individual wenyi qingnian, Chapter 4 concerns their community, as 

a group of wenyi qingnian, with a case study on a Facebook page Copybook. I 

investigated their communal practices through conducting content analysis of the 

10 most popular posts and their 5 offline projects. Moreover, also when 

investigating their interactions on the Facebook page (online) and off the page 

(offline), I discuss how their creative community formed online and offline.   
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Chapter 1 The Senior Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, the history 

 

Pre-1960s 

 

“Wenyi qingian”, in its most straightforward and literal sense, refers to youths 

interested in wenyi (literature and art), but has a more in-depth meaning in a 

historical context. According to Yeh’s study on wenyi and film, she first traced 

the vicissitudes of the term wenyi. In her findings, the term wenyi is derived from 

a Japanese literary concept, bungei, a term that stems from the Meiji period 

(1868–1912). It denotes a new type of literature and its affiliated cousins in 

performing arts such as theatre, music, dance, and film. Furthermore, the 

characters of wenyi include the use of first-person narration, depictions of inner 

and mental states, egoism, transcendence of human emotions towards the sublime 

(Varley 183-5). Later, the term bungei was borrowed by Japan-educated Chinese 

intellectuals such as such as Liang Qichao (梁啟超) and Lu Xun (魯迅), brought 

to China and translated as wenyi in the 20th century. Wenyi was then synonymous 

with progressive and serious literary and artistic productions aiming to take China 

into the modern era (Yeh 108). Then, wenyi quickly became became the title of 

literary magazines and newspaper supplements. It started to appear in the writings 

of some Chinese writers and the term wenyi qingnian emerged in the Chinese 

context.  

 

According to Jeph Lo’s article Wenyi qingnian, published on a Taiwanese blog 

Yinmou Biji2, the term first appeared in an article published by a leftist writer Guo 

                                                 
2 Jeph: Yinmou Biji 音謀筆記 is a blog posted by Jeph Lo 羅悅 , who is a curator of Taiwan 
indie music. It is mainly focus on the discussions on the spaces of electronic music, Taiwan music 
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Moruo in 19283 (qtd. in Lo, see also Zhang 2; Huang 271; Lin 378). As Guo 

stated, “be a phonograph, this is the best doctrine of wenyi qingnian” (65). Guo 

claimed that wenyi qingnian mostly belonged to bourgeois culture. Hence, the 

wenyi qingnian should abandon their bourgeois ideology and start a revolution by 

producing new ideology. Guo stressed the political aspects and suggested that 

wenyi qingnian should function as “a phonograph” of the society, working 

together in every social movement and overcoming their individualism (65). 

According to my research, the term wenyi qingnian first appeared in 1940 in 

Hong Kong, when three writers from the south, Yang Qi4, Mai Feng5 and Peng 

Yao Feng6, established an influential biweekly literary magazine called wenyi 

qingnian (Chen 248; Hou 41; Hou 94). In the 1940s in Hong Kong, the 

emergence of wenyi qingnian was being influenced by the ideology of China. 

Wenyi, the literature and art, was inseparable from the political movement.  

 

Based on my reviews of the history of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, the emergence 

of literary societies was the main movement of wenyi qingnian. For the literary 

societies movement in Hong Kong, there were few records, but there were two 

publications, written and edited by one of the senior wenyi qingnian, Wu Xuanren, 

and some articles posted sporadically in different literary journals. Before the 

term wenyi qingnian had appeared, the first literary society, the Furen Literary 

                                                                                                                                      
sphere etc. (Lo, “Yinmou Biji: wenyi qingnian”) 
3 Guo Moruo 郭沫若. Liuxin jiqi de huiyin – wenyi qingnian yingqu de taidu kaocha 留聲機器

的回音―文藝青 應 的態度考察 (“The Echo of Phonograph: The Investigation on the 
Attitude of Wenyi Qingnian”). Guo Moruo quanji wenxuipian di shiliu juan 郭沫若 集文學篇

第 六卷 (The Collection of Guo Moruo: On Literature 16th). Bejing: The People's Literature 
Publishing House, 1898.  
4 Yang Qi (楊奇) 
5 Mai Fung(麥烽) 
6 Peng Yao Feng (彭 芬) 
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Society7, was established in Hong Kong in 1892 to “open up the people’s minds” 

and “investigate new knowledge” (Wu 11). Apart from sharing and exchanging 

their literary thoughts and works, the Furen Literary Society members grouped 

together and expressed their eagerness to China with their moto “to learn how to 

be and act as a patriot”. By 1927, Lu Lun organized the first literary society of 

new literature, Tao Shang She (Huang 638; Liu 142; Wu 12).8At that time, the 

literary society published house journals such as Tao Shang9and Ji Liu10. After 

the Second Sino-Japanese War started in 1937, many young mainland writers 

emigrated to Hong Kong from southern China and published literary journals 

which promoted the development of Hong Kong literature (Huang 90). So many 

literary societies were formed by a young generation of local and southern writers 

in Hong Kong. As Hou noted, the term “Hong Kong wenyi qingnian” was usually 

mentioned by some famous writers from both Hong Kong and southern China 

(Hou 100).  

 

As recorded by Bi, in the 1950s, with the preliminary effort and contributions of 

some young southern writers such as Li Kuang11 and Xu Su12, the atmosphere of 

the Hong Kong literary world was flourishing. Some of their house journals 

turned into literary journals, which reached larger groups of readerships. However, 

from 1953 to 1955, one by one, the literary journals stopped publication. By 1955, 

Wenyi Xinqiao13 was published by some educated Hong Kong youths including 

                                                 
7 The Furen Literary Society was founded by Yeung Ku-wan (楊衢雲), together with Tse Tsan-tai 

and others. 
8 Tao Shang She (島 社) 
9 Tao Shang (島 ) 
10 Ji Liu (激流) 
11 Li Kuang (力匡) 
12 Xu Su (徐 ) 
13 Wenyi Xinqiao (文藝新潮) 
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as Ma Long14 and Kunan15. It was then, in Bi’s words, that there was a real start 

to the local wenyi movement. This movement was brewing from 1956 and the 

start of 1957, and many university students participated to form literary societies 

in the late 1950s; some even published their own mimeographed journals (Bi part 

1).  

 

To conduct research in the archives of wenyi qingnian in a historical sense, I 

examined 7 books, 19 articles from literary journals, 3 articles from independent 

media, 8 newspaper articles, 3 academic journal articles and 2 documentaries. 

Since the history is fragmentary in different archives, blog posts of both China 

and Hong Kong contexts were also included. Through my research, I examined 

articles about the cause of the emergence of literary societies in Hong Kong (Bi; 

Wu; Wu), the ideas of the term “wenyi qingnian” (Lo; Yang and Huang; Qiu), the 

cause and history of specific literary journals (Chen; Cheung; Hou; Hou; Ku: 

Yang and Mai; Kun) and a few fragmentary self-recorded articles by the senior 

wenyi qingnian as mentioned (Cai; Fang; Kwan; Ng). However, it is seldom that 

these documents give attention to the participants’ creative practices such as what 

they were actually creating regarding art and culture. 

 

Given the general lack of data on Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, specifically related 

to their creative practices, I have decided to continue the rest of the historical 

account of the post-1950s wenyi qingnian with both archive research and in-depth 

interviews. Furthermore, I decided to follow the senior wenyi qingnian from 

different generations from the 1960s, the peak time of their emergence, to the 

                                                 
14 Ma Long (馬朗) 
15 Kunan (崑  
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1990s. Finally, I would like to connect my findings about older and contemporary 

wenyi qingnian with a larger discussion on creative practices. 

 

The 1960s: Kwan Mung-nan (1946 - ) 

 

Kwan Mung-nan, is generally considered as one of the earliest wenyi qingnian in 

Hong Kong. His name was recorded as one of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian 

who were active in the 1960s in Wu’s book Xiangan wenshi shiji (1961-1980) 香

港文社史集 1961-1980 . Moreover, some contemporary wenyi qingnian told me 

that I must meet Kwan. Hence, I decided to follow Kwan’s story of wenyi 

qingnian in the 1960s. 
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fig. 5 Kwan Mung Nan, by Holly Lee in 1980-1981 

Kwan Mung-nan (legal name: Kwan Muk-hang), has been a poet for more than 50 

years. He was the editor of the poetry journal Qiuying Shikan16 ( Qiuying Poetry 

Journal), and is now the editor of both Hong Kong Secondary Student Wenyi 

Monthly and Hong Kong Primary Student Wenyi Monthly. He has won several 

important literary awards such as the Da Mu Zhi Awards for Poems in 198517 

and the Hong Kong Biennial Awards for Chinese Literature in 2003.   

 

In the early 1960s, the second wave of Chinese immigrants swept into Hong Kong 

and continued due to the widespread starvation in the PRC (People’s Republic of 

                                                 
16 Qiuying Shikan (秋螢詩刊) 
17 The Da Mu Zhi Awards for Poems (大拇指詩獎), as Kwan described, it was the most 
recognised poetry award in 1960s in Hong Kong. 
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China) following the Great Leap Forward in 1958. At that time, similarly to many 

of Kwan’s contemporaries, he emigrated with his family from Guangzhou to 

Hong Kong in 1962, at the age of 16. He started writing poems as a teenager. 

After his family moved to Hong Kong, Kwan studied in an evening school at the 

New Method College and joined his father’s business as a jade jewellery maker to 

earn his living. At the same time, he was an amateur writer and published articles 

in different newspaper columns. In the late 1960s, Kwan transferred to Matteo 

Ricci Evening Secondary School and formed a literary society with a few 

like-minded classmates. The Qiuying Literary Society was formed in 1969 and 

established a house journal, which later turned out to be an influential poetry 

journal with the same name, Qiuying Shikan.  

 

Before his marriage in the 1980s, he was an active wenyi qingnian who met with 

his like-minded friends twice a week. After his marriage and having three 

daughters, Kwan told me he became less active in the literary circle due to his 

family responsibilities. Nevertheless, he said he is still sustaining his writing 

trajectory in different ways. 

 

The Emergence of Literary Society  

 

The 1960s and 1970s were generally considered the heyday of literary societies. 

There are estimated numbers of literary societies recorded in different newspapers 

and journals. In Tiantian Daily, 180 literary societies were recorded in 1964. In 

the house journal of Haoqian Literary Society, 195 literary societies were 

recorded. Also with the literary societies as bases, there were different kinds of 
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house journals, with various backgrounds and styles, published by the younger 

generations.  

 

The practices of literary societies, however, did not only exist on paper; they also 

gathered as venue-oriented communities. These like-minded literary youths would 

meet in particular places and there were also activities such as seminars, 

cross-societies meetings and workshops. The emergence of literary societies was 

a social movement at that time18.    

 

Kwan was one of the youths who intensely participated in this social phenomenon. 

With his preference for literature, he and his friend Lanliu19 contributed to the 

proliferation of literary societies by forming one of their own: the Qiuying 

Literary Society. In 1969 they also established their own house journal, Qiuying, 

and mainly put their focuses on poetry. It should be noted that poetry, among all 

forms of literary and other creative production, appeared to be the main genre 

being practised by wenyi qingnian of this period. 

 

In Kwan’s description, literary societies were separated into two main types, 

which he called the academic type and the grassroots type. The academic type 

was formed by the intellectual elite such as scholars like Wu Yin-ching and Wong 

Kwok-pun who had a bachelor’s degree. The grassroots type of literary society, 

Kwan told me, was where he belonged and were more inclusive. According to 

                                                 
18 In the words of Wu Zhongxian, an activist and also a wenyi qingnian at that time, “the 
emergence of wenyi qingnian was a social phenomenon of youths, a social movement of young 
people. The literary society was a form for wenyi qingnian to group together and take action” (Wu 
820). 
19 Lanliu (藍流) 
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Kwan, the grassroots literary societies were more casual and welcoming to youths 

from different walks of life than were the academic-based literary societies.  

 

During the peak time for these societies, as Kwan described, there was a large 

group of youths of different ages and social classes, doing similar things, forming 

societies, publishing their writings and joining writing workshops. Sometimes, 

they even went to Guangzhou to buy books together. Their daily lives were 

preoccupied with writing, reading, and drinking. Indeed, while the Qiuying 

Literary Society based their office on Portland Street, Mong Kok, Kwan and other 

members frequently gathered in a local bar nearby called Kuangda Bar20. In their 

gatherings, they usually discussed their writings and the aesthetics of their poems. 

In particular, Kwan stressed the importance of frank and critical exchanges during 

such gatherings, which helped him making progress as a writer, for which Kwan 

was grateful.  

 

Kwan and His Own Literary Society: Qiuying Literary Society 

 

By Kwan’s account, both newspapers columns and literary journals were pivotal 

to his creative production and consumption. In the 1960s, many newspapers were 

involved in the promotion of literary events, playing a crucial role in 

communications and promotions. Kwan and his fellow wenyi qingnian were 

welcome to post announcements from their literary societies in newspapers. For 

instance, Overseas Chinese Daily News21 and Tiantian Daily News22 were 

actively nurturing the literary atmosphere by establishing literary columns, 
                                                 
20 Kuangda Bar (鄺達酒吧) 
21 Overseas Chinese Daily News (華僑 報) 
22 Tiantian Daily News (天天 報) 



36 
 

organising readers’ clubs and so forth (Wu 87). As Kwan noted, there were 

dozens of columns, with loose criteria, where they could submit their writings. So 

Kwan and other wenyi qingnian actively submitted their writing to newspapers 

and journals, hoping for their works to be seen. Besides this, they also composed 

the majority of readers. In Kwan’s description, they were the regular consumers 

of The Chinese Student Weekly23, the most influential journal among the literary 

circle. Kwan and his friends would purchase a copy every Friday and at its peak, 

sales reached 50,000 copies weekly.  

 

These newspapers and journals also took an important role in their social practices. 

According to some archives of the 1960s wenyi qingnian, their friendships were 

primarily built on reading and commenting on each other’s writings in journals 

and newspapers (Cai; Kwan; Lo; Wu). In Luo Sun’s words this was, ‘yiwenhuiyou’ 

(‘meeting friends with writing’), which means knowing friends by each other’s 

writings (Luo 260). As Kwan narrated, after reading good work, he wrote letters 

to the authors and showed his admiration. Writing letters after reading each 

other’s work in newspapers connected Kwan’s members such as A Lan24 and 

Mak Kai-on25. According to Kwan’s records in Wu Xuanren’s book, the Qiuying 

Literary Society had never organised an official meeting with all editors but they 

mostly exchanged ideas through writing letters and phone calls (Wu 221). As 

Kwan elaborated, even the establishment of Qiuying Shikan was motivated 

through letters by the writing relationship with the youngest core member, Lee 

Ka-sing26. Kwan read Lee’s works in a newspaper and appreciated his writing. 

                                                 
23 The Chinese Student Weekly (中國學生 報) 
24 A Lan (鄧阿藍) 
25 Mak Kai-on (麥繼安) 
26 Lee Ka-sing (李家昇) 
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Through correspondence by mail, they combined their journals; Qiuying and Huo 

e turned into the poetry journal Qiuying Shikan,  

 

As indicated by Wu’s study on literary societies, at the zenith of literary societies, 

most of the societies published their own journals and these society journals were 

financed and published by wenyi qingnian themselves (72). Kwan and his Qiuying 

house journal were no exception. At first, everything was done in a do-it-yourself 

manner. They explored the printing techniques themselves and at the same time 

consulted their senior writers such as Dai Tian. They printed their 14–16-page 

journals in monochromatic blue or black ink, page by page with a mimeograph 

and posted copies to other societies. Managing their journals on their own, they 

often bore heavy financial burdens as well as sarcasm from the others (Wu 209). 

 

Sense of Mission: Response to the Society 

 

As Yasi, who is a famous local poet and who was also a wenyi qingnian in the 

1960s Hong Kong, stated, the 1960s was a complicated time for the young writers. 

As he described, the cultural life was still dominated by traditional values from 

China, but the influence of Western culture was increasingly important. Most of 

the Hong Kongers did not agree with the political stance of China and started to 

look for new culture. Furthermore, with the high population growth, serious 

corruption and the extreme disparity between the poor and the rich, that were 

happening in Hong Kong, many citizens, especially young people, were 

dissatisfied with the Hong Kong government. Some of them, including Kwan, 

were using different approaches, such as publishing, to resist the government.  
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Therefore, in the 1960s, the literary society movement also nourished the political 

practices in Hong Kong. As Kwan repeatedly pointed out, his generation of wenyi 

qingnian had a sense of social responsibility to the society in the 1960s Hong 

Kong. Their social responsibility was referring to two particular situations in 

Hong Kong.  

 

At that time, Hong Kong had been a British colony for over a hundred years. The 

Chinese language, as the soul of Chinese culture, was still a source of dispute 

(Lam 125). Kwan, as well as other wenyi qingnian, who were using Chinese as 

their main language, was being discriminated against by the mainstream society 

especially when there was an emergence of Western culture. In his words, it was 

common for those, who were using Chinese to write, to be suppressed. 

 

Moreover, especially after the violent confrontations with colonial rule in 1966 

and 1967, Hong Kong has instead turned to the material benefits of slowly rising 

standards of living, and the first locally-born generation aspired to Western styles 

(Turner 26). For instance, Hong Kong was actively promoting Fashion Week,  

Hong Kong Week with popular culture and material goods, and focusing on the 

import of Western culture. While Kwan and other wenyi qingnian viewed 

themselves as outside of this materialistic world, producing a counter culture by 

creating literature and art which appeared to be unprofitable and unrealistic, they 

found that Hong Kong society had made it hard for them to adapt.  

 

With their sense of a mission, Kwan and his like-minded friends were responding 

to situations of Hong Kong intensely comparing to others. They started their 

movement by writing poetry with a clear political stance in anti-establishment 
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movements. Apart from being the frontier, they showed their support and action 

by writing and organising other literary events. For instance, in the 1967 Leftist 

riots27 and the Chinese Language Campaign28 starting from 1965, Kwan, as well 

as his companions, was writing poems, reporting issues and organising interviews, 

thus becoming the literary frontiers of participation in social movements. As he 

explained, without any channels to release their resentment and voice their 

opinions, creating literature and art was thus perceived as what he called ‘a way 

out’ of society.  

 

In addition, Kwan mentioned the May Fourth Movement, a cultural and political 

movement that grew out of student demonstrations in Beijing on May 4, 1919 

(Chou 49-50), as his inspiration to develop what he called ‘a sense of mission’ 

(shiminggan). The May Fourth Movement was part Cultural Revolution, part 

social movement. On the cultural side, the students had been inspired in the 

preceding two decades by Western thoughts, creating a feeling of frustration and 

dissatisfaction with Chinese tradition (Ouyang 147). Kwan, as well as his 

like-minded friends, aspired to this kind of student movement, and considered it 

their respective missions to write about and reveal the situation of political unrest 

in Hong Kong.  

 

Sense of Mission: To Inherit the Tradition 

 

                                                 
27 Hong Kong 1967 Leftist riots can be seen as a temporary end to the discourse on “Chinese 
Polities” in Hong Kong which had prevailed in the post-war decades. (Ngo 105) 
28 Before 1974, English was the only official language in Hong Kong. In 1964, a newly elected 
councillor Hung-lick Hu suggested Chinese as the official language. Afterwards, a group of 
university students started a series of actions to request Chinese as the official language. The year 
1965 signified the formal beginning of the event. (Chen, et al. 32) 
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In addition to societal responsibility, there was another dimension of Kwan’s 

sense of mission: tradition, particularly of how he inherited creative practices 

from his mentor Dai Tian (1937 - )29. Dai Tian, who is a poet and the founder of 

Modern Literature30 and Pangu31, started publishing his writing in newspapers 

and journals in 1956. As Du Jiaqi recorded, in 1969, with inspiration from the 

ideas of free university in the US, Dai Tian ran an experimental university called 

Chuangjian Shiyan College32 with a group of his liberal elite friends. The 

university was without establishment, without setting admission requirements and 

a hierarchical structure (Du, “Xiandai zhuyi minglanghua yu guozu renting”). 

Kwan was one of the students in the poetry workshop at that university and 

gained far-reaching influence from his attendance.  

 

Sometimes, Kwan would use the word “fan” to describe what was going on in the 

literary circle. In his words, a wenyi qingnian looked up to his mentor somewhat 

like a fan looked up to his idol. However, the main difference was that a wenyi 

qingnian would take steps to build networks with the senior writers. 

 

Being one of those “fans”, Kwan followed Dai Tian after reading his poems in a 

newspaper. He was inspired by Dai Tian’s lively style of poetry writing, 

continued to look for his works and had a strong feeling of admiration and respect 

for him. To show his admiration, Kwan wrote letters, waited around for Dai Tian, 

and finally became his pupil by joining his poetry workshop. In the following 

period, Dai Tian became Kwan’s mentor and also a helpful friend.  

                                                 
29 Dai Tian (戴天) 
30 Modern Literature (現代文學) 
31 Pangu (盤古) 
32 Chuangjian Shiyan College (創建實 學院) 
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With his sense of mission to inherit his teacher’s practices, Kwan decided to carry 

forward Dai Tian’s ideas and beliefs in poetry: to sustain poetry education in 

Hong Kong. Subsequently, his mission shaped his creative practices and 

motivated him to go further. Kwan and his companion, Yip Fai33, organised many 

poetry workshop from the 1990s to 2000s. Currently, Kwan still works in poetry 

teaching. Furthermore, Kwan established Hong Kong Secondary Student Wenyi 

Monthly Journal and Hong Kong Primary Student Wenyi Monthly Journal, which 

brought poems to primary and secondary schools. The encounter with Dai Tian, 

Kwan noted, was the turning point of his wenyi life. 

 

“All Wenyi qingnian Lived a Hard Life…” 

 

In Kwan’s story, when his writing trajectory intersected with his daily life, the 

word “pain” was significantly repeated in his narrative. As Kwan stated, the “pain” 

came from both living and the Hong Kong political situation.  

 

According to Kwan, the 1960s were a period when he struggled to earn a basic 

living. During that time, literature hardly yielded any money. Kwan, as well as 

other wenyi qingnian who focused their attention on ‘good’ work rather than the 

pursuit of ‘economic’ profit, seldom wrote anything popular and profitable. 

However, money was still needed to sustain his livelihood and also the printing of 

their house journals. In order to make ends meet, Kwan had two jobs and 

consequently had less time for writing. As Kwan remarked, it was impossible to 

be a full-time wenyi qingnian; he had to face reality just as the others did.  
                                                 
33 Yip Fai (葉輝) 
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Other than that, the pressure from Kwan’s parents was also one of the struggles in 

his writing trajectory. As Kwan emphasised, his parents survived many 

difficulties as migrants. They were looking for a stable life and money became 

important priority. Hence, as they did not find any economic value in Kwan’s 

writing, they disagreed with what he was doing during that period of time. 

Nevertheless, motivated by his sense of mission, Kwan sustained his creative 

trajectory despite the harsh conditions. In Kwan’s narrative, although his family 

could not understand what he was striving for, the hardships in the 1960s were the 

price he needed to pay before his mission was achieved. 

 

Besides, Kwan rationalised his struggles as the price to pay before one can strive 

for one’s dream. As he elaborated, the money he spent on publishing was the 

price of fame. Furthermore, he felt that other like-minded friends were supporting 

him and this encouraged him to continue.  

 

In the second dimension, when his preference for literature intersected with the 

atmosphere in the society, he suffered from the struggles between being excluded 

and being assimilated into society. As mentioned before, while the wenyi 

qingnian were being discriminated against at that time because of their writing in 

Chinese, they were being suppressed by society. Nevertheless, they felt the need 

to rebel against it by their writing. Hence, the “pain” was also a motivation for 

Kwan to keep writing his poems. “All wenyi qingnian lived a hard life”, Kwan 

told me in the interview.  
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The 1970s: Mok Chiu-yu (1947 - )  

 
fig. 6 Mok Chiu-yu, captured in The Life and TIme of Wu Zhong Xian (2003) 

 

In the early 1970s, the emergence of the literary society was fading out. They 

inherited the spirit of the literary societies and their practices transformed from a 

literary aspect into a more in-depth cultural aspect. For this decade, Kwan 

mentioned a magazine called The 70s Biweekly34. One of the founders of the 

magazine, Mok, who joined the Hong Kong cultural circle in 1970 after returning 

to Hong Kong from Australia, published The 70s Biweekly. Besides this, he had 

released a documentary A Letter to Hong Kong Wenyi Qingnian35 in 1978 to 

address a group of wenyi qingnian including Mok himself. The documentary is 

closely related to this project and triggered me to interview Mok for his story 

about 1970s Hong Kong.  

                                                 
34 The 70s Biweekly, one of the most impressive political journals among the emergence of 
literary society established by Wu Zhongxian34 (1946-1994) and Mok Chiu-yu (1947- ). 
35 A Letter to Hong Kong Wenyi Qingnian (1978) is a 35mm film. After being inspired by Letter 
to Jane directed by Jean-Luc Godard, with the eagerness to change the world, the authors would 
like to find their like-minded friends.  



44 
 

 

Mok Chiu Yu (1947- ) was born in Hong Kong in 1947. In the 1960s, he studied 

at Queen’s college, a supposedly elite school, at which all the students were 

proletarian back then. Similar to Kwan, following the trend of forming literary 

society in the 1960s, he formed the Hao Xin Literary Society36 with three of his 

classmates. After graduated, he studied at the University of Adelaide in Australia. 

He then returned to Hong Kong in 1969 and worked as a youth worker. On 1 

January, 1970, Mok and his friends, Wu Zhong Xian37 and Chan Ching Wai38, 

published a Chinese political magazine The 70s Biweekly. The 70s Biweekly 

provoked many social movements in 1970s Hong Kong.  

 

The 70s Biweekly finally stopped publication in 1978 (Wu 302). Afterwards, Mok 

continued his artistic and political trajectory by working as a curator, artist and 

director. He produced many creative works including dramas, indie movies and 

also documentaries. One of these works, The Letter to Hong Kong Wenyi 

qingnian will be the later part of his story. In 2004, he ran the Centre for 

Community Cultural Development and now is the Chief Executive.  

 

Communal life of The 70s Biweekly 

 

The political situation in Hong Kong was turbulent in the late 1960s to 1970s. 

During that period, there was widespread corruption in Hong Kong, and two 

major riots took place in both 1966 and 1967. The riots were localized and related 

to grievances expressed in local industries over working conditions, pay, and 
                                                 
36 Hao Xin Literary Society (灝心文社) 
37 Wu Zhong Xian (吳仲 ) 
38 Chan Ching Wai (陳清偉) 



45 
 

general living standards. At that time, there were young political forces with 

stances of anti-colonialism, anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism, offering 

alternative counter discourses in Hong Kong in various ways. Therefore, youths 

became a matter of public concern (Lam 2004; Adorjan and Chui 2014; Cheung 

2016). Mok was one of the young activists at that time. Mok told me, they were 

yearning for a collective, communal life when they were young. In 1969, Mok 

graduated from the University of Adelaide with a degree in economics and 

returned to Hong Kong. In the same year, he dropped out of his work to join a 

political issue called Chu Hoi Incident39 (Chiu and Lui 213). Consequently, Mok 

first met Wu Zhong Xian and Shi Yuan Hui40, two of the twelve students in the 

protest, and decided to publish their own magazine to spread their voices. The 

establishment of The 70s Biweekly on 1st January 1970 brought them their desired 

communal life at the same time. 

 

As Mok noted, their start-up capital was brought by chance. It was donated by Shi 

Yuan Hui, who was one of the twelve students and also a Buddhist monk. Mok 

further elaborated the story. At that time, Shi Yuan Hui was financially stable due 

to his relationship with the Po Lin Monastery. Hence, Wu Zhong Xian convinced 

Shi Yuan Hui to donate money upon their publication for telling their truths. Then, 

Mok, Wu Zhong Xian and other members rented a ninth floor office in Wan Chai. 

In the 1970s, about three hundred dollars per month was enough to pay for the 

monthly rent of an approximately one thousand square feet office. After having 

                                                 
39 This was the so-called Chu Hoi College Student Protest of autumn 1969, which originated from 
the college authorities’ dismissal of 12 students who had criticized in student publications the 
college’s authoritarian control over students. Chu Hoi College expelled twelve students who 
boycotted classes to protest against the school’s control over the student union and which turned 
into a political issue called Chu Hoi Incident (Chiu and Lui 213) 
40 Shi Yuan Hui (釋源慧) 
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their own place, they started their publication of The 70s Biweekly which become 

the staple of their a communal life. In Mok’s words, the communal life was the 

way of life they were aspiring to, allowing them to gather with like-minded 

friends frequently, strive for the same dream and learn from each other. 

 

Recalling their practices in the office, Mok noted that they were very welcoming 

for all like-minded people to join them. For instance, he mentioned a form 4 

student who ran away from home and lived in their office. Their hospitality and 

casualness attracted many young people to visit. He and his peers never rejected 

any uninvited visitors and eagerly chatted with those visitors once they knocked 

their door. Regarding their hospitality, Mok elaborated that some of those 

uninvited visitors finally became their editors. He emphasized that, although some 

visitors had no knowledge about publication and writing, they would welcome 

starting from the bottom, helping with miscellaneous tasks such as the newspaper 

delivery. He described that publishing The 70s Biweekly was like attending a free 

school. Apart from learning about publishing, they learnt many skills from each 

other in the office, either in political or other aspects. In Miller’s words, in the 

commune, members came up with ways of living that made it all work (192). 

 

A Letter to Hong Kong wenyi qingnian 

 

Before interviewing Mok, I watched his documentary The Letter to Hong Kong 

Wenyi qingnian (1978). In the documentary, Mok was the guidance and narrator 

leading his audiences to follow their daily practices as wenyi qingnian in 1976. As 

Mok portrayed, they were a group of youths working as artists, photographers, 
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poets and directors. According to the images, they dressed casually with plain 

shirt and trousers, and gathered together and exchanged their works frequently.  

 

According to Mok’s further explanation in the interview, the documentary was 

inspired by a short film called Letter to Jane41 (1972), which was directed by 

Jean-Luc Godard. As he explained to me, he and his three other friends started 

making the documentary in 1976. At that time, he was addressing a group of 

so-called wenyi qingnian and discussing the meaning of revolution. The youths 

Mok addressed were writing poems, doing art and mainly aiming at making good 

films. He elaborated, those youths could not be separated from politics. They 

could be either actively or passively political.  

 

As Mok narrated, he and his contemporaries usually gathered in three places at 

that time: Café do Brazi in the Ocean Terminal, the member club in the Hong 

Kong Art Centre and the Hong Kong City Hall. Especially for Café do Brazi, 

Mok emphasized that wenyi qingnian would have tasted the coffee in this café. In 

their gatherings in that cafe, they talked about their recent developments, creative 

works and plans. Those practices mentioned were also recorded by Chen Guan 

Zhong. According to Chen, one can sit for a whole day by ordering a cup of 

coffee, and this attracted many wenyi qingnian to gather there and chat for a long 

time (63). 

 

Furthermore, in the documentary, Mok mentioned some signature groups of their 

generation for instance, Phoenix Cine Club, an independent film club they 

                                                 
41 Letter to Jane. IDFA. Web. 17 March 2015. 
<http://www.idfa.nl/industry/tags/project.aspx?id=fb2dd64f-40aa-4352-94eb-54da97ebc301&tab=
idfa#sthash.CyA3t78d.dpuf> 
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participated in, and also Blackbird, the revolutionary indie band at that time42. 

Moreover, the indie band Blackbird aimed to enlighten the youth to be conscious 

about their culture and ideology43. In that case, in the 1970s, apart from joining 

the recreational activities designed by the MacLehose government44, they focused 

more on their own independent practices. In Mok’s social circle, most of his 

friends refused to participate in such constructed education and activities. In 

addition, he told me that some of his like-minded friends joined an experimental 

college called Chuang Jian Shi Yan College45, which is also mentioned in Kwan’s 

story. 

 

Their products  

 

In Mok’s narrative, many of their creative works at that time were closely related 

to the social atmosphere. In the 1970s, some of them were interested in 

film-making, since the local television industry was growing. From the mid-1970s 

onwards, locally-made TV soap series dominated the mainstream culture. In the 

                                                 
42 According to the study by Chu Ying Chi42, the Phoenix Cine Club was published in 1971 to 
involve more tertiary students and youth interested in films (39). Yingchi, Chu. Hong Kong 
Cinema: Coloniser, Motherland and Self. London and New York: Routledge, 2009. 29. Print. 
43 According to an interview of Lenny Kwok, the vocalist of Blackbird, they needed diverse forms 
of wenyi to response to the society (Mak, “Interview the Blackbird”). Mai, Ming Yi. Yong yinyue 

weichi yizhong taolun he sikao 讓音樂維持一種討論和思考 (Keep a Kind of Discussion and 
Thinking with Music). Hong Kong Christian Institute. 2011. Web. 10 March. 2015.  
<http://www.hkcidata1.org/database/sze/119/sze119-5.html#article> 
44 According to Michael and Chuis’ study, Murray MacLehose became the governor of Hong 
Kong and introduced widespread social reforms motivated by the increasing rate of crime in the 
early 1970s, which also included the riots in late 1960s. Hence, in the 1970s, the social welfare 
department promoted various initiatives aiming to attract youth into “healthy” recreational and 
constructive activities (15). In Mok’s description, after the Hong Kong 1967 Riots, the British 
government set up many youth services to reduce young people’s anti-social and deviant 
behaviours. Moreover, there were many youth centres established in housing estates, different 
recreational courses and such as grooming course and hiking, were provided to young people. See 
also Adorjan, Michael, Chui, Wing Hong. Responding to Youth Crime in Hong Kong 
Penal Elitism, Legitimacy and Citizenship. Oxon: Routledge, 2014. 55. Print. 
45 Chuang Jian Shi Yan College 創建實 學院. Without any English translation of the title of 
this magazine is found, I translated it according its hanyu pinyin.   



49 
 

late 1970s, some of them even hoped to join the industry, producing “good” films 

and finally forming the Hong Kong New Wave Cinema. It was the generation of 

film (Lam, “Luoka jiegou jindai dongou dianying”). As Mok recalled, some of his 

like-minded friends such as John Woo Yu-Sen and Luo Ka were making their 

own experimental films in 8 mm and 16 mm formats. For instance, a short film 

about the Hong Kong Baodiao movement46 on 10 April 1971 was produced by 

them. In 1976, Mok started to make his own short films too. In accordance with 

Mok’s description, the movie was an indispensable part in their wenyi circle.  

 

Mok continued to talk about the relationships between their work and the social 

context. The 70s Biweekly was the bi-weekly magazine established to tell stories 

in their versions avoiding distortions by the mainstream media in the Chu Hai 

Incident as mentioned. Moreover, many features of The 70s Biweekly referred to 

the happenings around that time. As Mok elaborated, their magazine addressed 

controversial issues. For instances, they published a feature called Knowing Hong 

Kong, to arouse awareness of the Baodiao movement47. Moreover, revising some 

issues of The 70s Biweekly, it covered the Chinese Language Campaign48 and 

criticism towards the education system, etc. As recorded in Lam’s study, it is 

important to note that magazines catering mainly to young people, such as Pan 

                                                 
46 70s biweekly. “Xiangang 1971 nian 410 baodiao shiwei” 香港 1971 410保釣示威 (“The 
Baodiao Protest on 10 April 1971 in Hong Kong”). Online video clip. Youtube, 20 Aug. 2008. 
Web. 18 March 2015.  <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lbXztWIS_I0> 
47 Baodiao movement (Chinese: 保釣 動) in 1970s, literally Defend the Diaoyu Islands 
movement) is a social movement in China, Hong Kong and Taiwan that asserts Chinese 
sovereignty over the Diaoyu Islands (Senkaku Islands).  
Yukio, Wani. Barren Senkaku Nationalism and China-Japan Conflict. Japan Focus. July 9, 2012. 
48 Before 1974, English was the only official language in Hong Kong. In 1964, a newly elected 
councilor Hung-lick Hu suggested Chinese to be the official language. Afterwards, a group of 
university students started series of actions to request Chinese to be the official language.  
Irwin, Lewis G. The Policy Analyst's Handbook: Rational Problem Solving in a Political World. 
US: M.E. Sharpe, 2003. 125. Print. 
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Gu and The 70s Biweekly, helped to shape the Hong Kong force into a political 

force (133). 

 

The 70s Biweekly also covered literature and art. For example, they posted poems 

of Pablo Neruda (1904-1973)49 and also writings submitted by different local 

young writers. Moreover, they also posted articles of “scar literature”, a genre of 

Chinese literature portraying the sufferings of cadres and intellectuals during the 

tragic experiences of the Cultural Revolution and the rule of the Gang of Four 

(Chen 160). According to Chen Zhide’s article, The 70s Biweekly also posted 

information on Avant-garde art. On the one hand, it inherited the tradition of the 

literary magazines from the 1960s; on the other hand, it introduced Western 

politics and also literary thought to the young generation in Hong Kong (Chen, 

“70 niandai chutan”50).  

 

Mok believed that a wenyi qingnian, or a citizen, should be active in responding 

to or revolting against the bureaucratic society. He kept emphasizing the word 

“politics”. In his words, he thought that it is important to be an active creator 

rather than a passive one. In fact, he was turning his idea of being creative into 

praxis. In his words: revolution. Mok elaborated that it was not merely a political 

project, but also an economic and cultural project.   

 

Mok also critiqued on the social movements, protests and parades for not being 

creative enough. They were passively following a format of typical revolution, 

having the same routes and shouting the same slogans. Hence, he had decided to 
                                                 
49 Pablo Neruda (1904-1973), a Chilean poet who wrote in a variety of styles 
50 Zhide, Chen. 70 niandai chutan 七 代初探 (The Exploration of the 70s). Sparkpost. 2013. 
Web. 18 March. 2013. 



51 
 

start his revolution with his own creation such as The 70s Biweekly and his 

documentary A Letter to Hong Kong Wenyi Qingnian. Moreover, he mentioned 

that there were many creations about the social events. For instance, a poem titled 

Wode canlan zai yijiuyijiu51 which was written by Chung Ling-ling after her 

arrest in the Baodiao Movement. As Mok emphasized, creativity was a tool for 

him to change society and improve the civil system in Hong Kong. 

 

The struggles 

 

Although Shi Yuan-hui donated six thousand dollars to The 70s Biweekly, their 

publication was not easy to sustain. Hence, as Mok noted, he and his partner Wu 

Zhong-xian needed to invest their own money for the publication. At that time, 

Mok, a youth worker who was receiving $1200 per month, spent $1000 on The 

70s Biweekly every month. Also Mok’s partner Wu Zhong-xian, who worked for 

The 70s Biweekly full time, would also put in $200 into it. Their publication was 

not that financially viable and they usually had to seek sponsorship. Mok 

continued his story, he remembered that they would invite the owner of the 

printing factory to have tea, yum cha 飲茶 in his words, when they were poor. He 

emphasized that the owner usually paid the bill at the end and so they had gained 

a free lunch. Sometimes they were not able to pay for the cost of printing 

(“Chongsu xiangang jiyi duanceng”). 

 

Mok explained more of their financial situation; in the 1970s, many writers wrote 

for magazines and literary journals without receiving any writer fees. On the one 

hand, this atmosphere reduced the financial burden of the publications including 
                                                 
51 Wode canlan zai yijiuyijiu (我的燦爛在一九一九) 
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The 70s Biweekly. On the other, it made it hard for writers to earn their living by 

writing.  

 

Regarding unprofitable publications and writings, Mok defined them as “the 

aesthetics of poverty”. As he noted, a creator should not create his or her work 

with regard to profit. On the contrary, he believed that once you had confidence in 

your work, you might sacrifice your time and money to focus on it. In Mok’s 

view, he refused to be used by capitalists, and would rather not see his works as 

economic goods. Therefore his works were usually self-financed. According to 

Mok’s background, he was making $1200 per month as a salary, and did not 

suffer much from financial problems. However, for some of his like-minded 

friends who were struggled to earn their basic livelihood, working as peddler 

hawkers and selling snacks such as fish balls was not uncommon. 

 

In addition, apart from the inviable financial burden situation, Mok and his friend 

were suffering from the imminent danger of being arrested in their political 

movements. From the late 1960s to the 1970s, the youths were seen as the main 

rioters, who were prone to lose control and were in urgent need of guidance 

(Hong Kong government 1967). During the 1970s, the portrayals of youths were 

usually related to crime in the view of the government (Leung 99; Mok 149). In 

that case, Mok was one of the at-risk youths in the mainstream discourse in Hong 

Kong. For instance, on 7th July 1971, Mok joined the demonstration lead by the 

Hong Kong Defend the Diaoyutai Islands Action Committee. Since they used the 

park as the protest venue without permission from the Urban Council, twenty-one 

of them including Mok, Ng Chun Yin, Chung Ling Ling and eighteen other 
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youths were arrested. They were arrested for what they strove for and also what 

they had written. 

 

The 1980s: Ho Shau-ping (1962- )  

 

 
fig. 7 Ho Shau Ping, captured in Zuni's website 

Ho Shau Ping (1962-), who was born and bred in a Hong Kong grassroots family, 

graduated from True Light Middle School for her secondary education. Her role 

in Zuni Icosahedron is a highlight in Ho's background. In 1982, Ho and her 

like-minded friends52 formed Zuni Icosahedron. She then became one of the 

founders of this experimental performance group. In the 1980s, many wenyi 

qingnian were engaged in the studio of Zuni and watched their performances. 

Besides this, in the 1980s, she kept writing popular lyrics and various columns.  

 

Before 1997, there was a wave of emigration from Hong Kong caused by the 

transfer of Hong Kong from British to Chinese rule in 1997, which was expected 

                                                 
52 Danny Yung Ning-tsun, Huang Wan-ling, Lam Yik-wa 
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to result in political instability. Ho immigrated to the US in 1996 and returned to 

Hong Kong in 2005. After returning to Hong Kong, she continued her creative 

trajectory by working in Zuni, Commercial Radio and by writing lyrics.  

 

I heard the name of Ho instantly when I became a fan of Zuni theatre. Up to now, 

in the 21st century, Zuni is still a popular performance group among groups of 

wenyi qingnian ("Xin Wenyi qingnian"; "Face to face: Nianjai youqing, youshi 

gongming"). With my own initial judgments as one of the contemporary wenyi 

qingnian, and also supported by media sources, I planned to interview Ho for the 

story of the 1980s wenyi qingnian.  

 

The Family of 1980s  

 

Differing from Kwan and Mok, who related their creative trajectories to the 

political atmosphere of Hong Kong, family was the key factor in Ho's adoptions 

of the creative ways of life. As mentioned, Ho was born in a four-person family, 

of parents, a little sister and herself, in an average household, and lived in a 

cubicle apartment. In her narratives, her parents were corresponded to the first 

generation of Hong Kong people in Lui’s studies who were born in the 1920s and 

had put much effort into building their post-war lives. Her father worked in a 

catering business and her mother was a housewife. They were not highly educated 

and her father needed to work long hours to sustain their livelihood. In her 

description, they were working hard like most parents of their generation and had 

no time to take care of their children.  

 



55 
 

With the freedom given by Ho's parents, there was a large amount of individual 

time for her to deal with loneliness. Daydreaming became the main activity in her 

leisure time. It allowed her to think in creative and unrealistic ways, she told me. 

Apart from the daydreaming, Ho also spent her time reading and listening to 

music. As she explained, those activities were low-priced, time-consuming and 

quiet. Since the sound insulation of the cubicle apartment was poor, she was 

afraid that the sound of the piano she played would disturb the neighbours and she 

stopped practicing it. Thus, she started to spend her time on quiet activities: 

listening to cassettes and reading literature. Without much pocket money for 

shopping, those long-lasting creative products were precious to her. In order to 

avoid waste, she would make the best use of everything she bought. Thus, instead 

of merely consuming them in direct ways like listening and reading, she made the 

best use of those books and cassettes by enjoying them repetitively over a long 

period of time. After that, she started to create her own works such as imitating 

the writing style of the books she read.  

 

Ho explained further, though she chose to pave an alternative pathway when 

compared with the majority of youths of same age, her parents had never put any 

pressure on her. In her elaboration, the word “generation” was repeated a few 

times when she was explaining her experiences. Her parents were of the first 

generation53 who could tolerate all the difficulties after the war period they had 

been through. Thus, they treated their family as the centre of their life and were 

easily satisfied with sustaining a stable and complete family. At least Ho did not 

commit crimes or break any laws such as committing murder or arson, she said. 

                                                 
53 Correlate with Lui’s study, the first generation experienced the Second Sino-Japanese War in 
their childhood. They had the experience in overcoming the hardships (Lui 18). 
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Her parents would not interfere with every decision of hers. As Lui studied on the 

generation of the 1930s Hong Kong, who he called the first generation Hong 

Kongers, instead of resisting things that they were not interested in, they would 

rather be silent and tolerant (Lui 23). Although they had no idea about theatre, 

they allowed Ho to focus on theatre performance and go out at night. Ho was 

allowed to gather with her peers casually. This facilitated her to think creatively 

and independently.  

 

Meeting like-minded friends of Zuni 

 

With the increased economic prosperity came a rising interest in culture, in the 

late 1970s and the 1980s. The government spent a lot on promoting the arts, as 

shown by the establishment of the Arts Centre in 1979, the Academy of the 

Performing Arts in 1984, and the Hong Kong Museum of Art in 1985 (Carrol 

168). From the pre-1980s period, artistic values and creativity were highly 

respected in Hong Kong. Moreover, there were 704 foreign drama titles staged in 

Hong Kong. There was a rise in popularity and an increase of performance 

opportunities after the 1980s (Chan 65). This phenomenon provided opportunities 

for Ho to meet like-minded friends.  

 

At that time, there were many alternative artists who returned to Hong Kong. 

Danny Yung Ning-tsun (1943- ), who deeply inspired and influenced Ho, was one 

of them54. When Danny returned from the US in 1979, he was actively engaged in 

the cultural circle and shared his avant-garde ideas with his peers. Ho was one of 

                                                 
54 In the late 1960s to late 1970s, Danny Yung was studying in the US and was exposed to many 
experimental performances in New York. 
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his new friends. In the early 1980s, Ho was an unemployed woman who went to 

the Hong Kong Art Centre to seek a summer job as an art coordinator. However, 

instead of getting the summer job, she experienced her turning point by meeting 

Danny Yung on that day. In their encounter, although Danny Yung was more 

senior and older than her, they exchanged ideas in a free and casual way.  

 

After she got to know Danny Yung, she was introduced to other theatre amateurs. 

By forming networks with different artists, she was inspired to focus more on 

creative work. At first, they formed a co-operative together. They usually watched 

the foreign performances recorded on DHS tapes brought by Danny Yung to learn 

the avant-garde performances together. In March 1982, Ho, Danny Yung, and 

other friends decided to establish an official experimental theatre. They went to 

register their organization title Zuni Icosahedron as a non-profit organization. 

Afterwards, they started creating their own experiments in the theatre. Instead of 

focusing on the performing skills, they would rather put effort in giving new 

definitions to the theatre to create. In Ho's words, since they were all thirsty for a 

new culture, it was very natural to form Zuni Icosahedron in which they did 

experiments and performed after its formation. 

 

As the name of their theatre organization Zuni Icosahedron55 revealed, they were 

unpredictable, experimental and had an uncompromising attitude (Lo 97). In Ho's 

words, they were trying to challenge the audience through unusual forms of 

performances. They believed that everyone could show their talents, as long as 

                                                 
55 Zuni is a color between blue and green; Icosahedron is a solid figure having twenty faces 
bearing a strong and contagious character. 
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they put in effort and spent time on it. At the same time, their aim and belief 

attracted many young talents and some of them became their members and peers.  

 

Besides the regular practices, Ho and her peers usually gathered and chatted until 

midnight. Ho also mentioned in an interview that they usually gathered in cafes at 

that time since they could not afford to pay the rent and most of them were living 

with their parents. Their gatherings became a precious time in their lives, so they 

gathered for as long as they could every time. Hence, they chose to stay in those 

cafes where interminable loitering with a single cup of coffee was allowed.  

 

The Odds are in Favors  

 

Being a multi-talented artist during these 30 years, Ho's works involved various 

kinds of media such as radio, performance and writing. In Ho's story, the 1980s 

were full of opportunities, and one job brought her another chance of job 

continuously. 

 

The formation of Zuni was definitely the entry point for Ho's multiple talents. In 

1987, a Hong Kong singing group Tat Ming Pair was the composers of the play 

Romance of the Rock56 in Zuni. Hence, she met Tat Ming Pair at that time which 

brought her a career as a lyricist. At that time, Anthony Wong, member of Tat 

Ming Pair, told her about his new album and asked if she would like to write 

lyrics for them. Hence Ho first wrote lyrics in 1987. After that, Ho kept writing 

lyrics. In the collaboration between Ho and Tat Ming Pair, she usually wrote 

alternative lyrics. But the lyrics were still accepted and used. Anthony Wong once 
                                                 
56 Romance of the Rock (石頭記) 
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said that the important element between them was trust ("Face to face: Nianjai 

youqing, youshi gongming"). After listening to Ho's story, I found that they 

seldom judged each other's works and were usually confident with them. This 

kind of trust was not merely based on friendship but was also a result of the same 

preferences and attitudes in the same creative field. Hence, Ho got a variety of job 

opportunities.  

 

In the early 1990s, in Ho's narration, many DJ and staff members from 

Commericial Radio became fans of Zuni theatre. As Ho described, since in the 

1980s and the early 1990s, different creative parties were searching for new ideas 

and people, Commercial Radio was bored with their standardized DJs with the 

same tone and style and they started to search for alternative talents. After 

watching Ho's performances, they had trust on her and believed that she was a 

good talker. Then, they invited her to become one of the DJs for Commercial 

Radio. Furthermore, she was also writing for several magazines such as City 

Entertainment Magazine and City Magazine.  

 

When I expressed surprise for the opportunities she got, she told me that she had 

never strove for them herself. She was actually taking benefits from the cultural 

atmosphere of the 1980s and also the networks in the creative industries. Apart 

from the exposure that was brought by Zuni, Ho repeatedly mentioned the 

perspective of Hong Kong in the 1980s. At that time, there was a relaxation of 

colonial tensions in Hong Kong so noticeable in the late 1970s after Thatcher's 

visit to China in 1982. It was a moment when signs of optimism, like the end of 

the Chinese Cultural Revolution, appeared everywhere. It led to the rediscovery 

of the local (Abbas 30). Moreover, after the the creation of Canto-pop in 1974, 
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and the explosion of the local film industry in the late 1960s and the early 1970s, 

the industries of film, radio, pop songs and television became increasingly mature 

in the 1980s (Carroll 168). Towards the second half of 1980s, the local culture 

thus experienced an additional metamorphosis, and welded together different 

genres, themes, and concerns into a highly idiosyncratic and symptomatic cultural 

style (Gerard and James 184). As Ho mentioned, the cultural atmosphere in Hong 

Kong was hopeful. With the aim to discover the local, search the content of Hong 

Kong culture, the industries were innovative and would like to make changes. In 

that case, this situation brought Ho to different experimental and adventurous 

practices of creativity. In Ho's words, it did not mean that the creative workers 

were treasured by society. It was just that society coincidently opened up and 

developed, which provided many different opportunities.  

 

To Be Cool 型 and Unique!  

 

“To be as cool and as unique as possible” was the philosophy of Ho and her peers. 

In her words, they would like to be “trendier than everything” (“型過乜噤”). To 

be cool or trendy was the point. Ho mentioned the cultural background of the 

1980s. In the late 1970s and the 1980s, since the early post-war years, American 

culture shaped youth culture in Hong Kong. Also, the influence of Japanese 

culture quietly and gradually grew. Reflecting the rise of the Japanese economy in 

the world economic order, Japanese pop culture and consumption culture 

displaced the earlier American and British dominance (Slater 43). As Ho stated, 

with the publication of the City Magazine and the great return of a group of 

talents from overseas, whom she called "the first generation of sea turtles", they 

started to gain knowledge of the Japanese and Western trends from those talents 
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and printed media. At that time, on the one hand, there was a group of youths who 

returned from Western countries. On the other hand, there was another group of 

youths who went overseas. Hence, they had many opportunities to familiarize 

themselves with different cultures. In Ho’s words, their culture was constructed 

by foreign influences.  

 

Although Ho emphasized that they were creating their own new culture, she told 

me excitedly that Japanese culture influenced them a lot at that time. For instance, 

they would follow the fashion trends in Japan. Most DJs did not travel anywhere 

but Japan. Ho also mentioned the music culture overseas. During the interview, 

she underscored that the trendy youths of their generation would not be interested 

in Canto and Mandarin pop. They were proud of their alternative preferences for 

music from overseas. In Steve Tsang’s study, in the 1980s, the Hong Kong 

identity was based on a shared image and a common popular culture which 

blended traditional Chinese culture with that imported from overseas, with the 

influences of United States, the United Kingdom and Japan being particularly 

noticeable (230-231)  

 

Although most of them were influenced by Japanese and Western culture, Ho 

kept emphasizing that they were striving for uniqueness. As she stated, they 

rebelled against orthodoxy and refused to be similar to others. Being cool was the 

top priority for them to represent themselves. In Ho's words, there was never a 

format for their style.  

 

Enjoy While We Can! 
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To sustain her creative practices, unlike the path that Kwan and Mok paved by 

working as a full-time creative worker, Ho chose to be a receptionist, which was 

unrelated to her creative work. In the first few years in Zuni, she was a 

receptionist who was merely responsible for picking up routine calls with no 

complex skills needed. Ho explained, since Zuni was her first priority in daily life, 

and other creative works were also important to her, she needed a regular job to 

sustain the unstable, creative and time-consuming part of her life, in which she 

could not earn much money. As she described, since working on a reception is a 

nine-to-five job, it offered an organized time schedule for her to practice in Zuni 

longer at night. Without needing to work overtime, she could get her monthly 

salary, which gave her a stable and simple life so she could concentrate more and 

give more energy to her performances in Zuni.   

 

Although the anticipation of a creative trajectory differentially affected Ho's 

choices of jobs, she claimed that she had never expected to gain too much from 

her creative works. When I asked her about the pleasure and struggles she 

experienced in her creative pathway, she told me that she was not concerned 

about it.  

 

As Ho stated, she was just doing what she was interested in, and tried her best in 

every opportunity she got. Moreover, instead of putting effort into finding 

freelance creative projects, she was just awaiting assignments from different 

parties. Ho was not an aggressive artist who would take the initiative to search for 

jobs. Instead of asking anyone to give her a song or a column to write, she would 

rather wait for it with a calm and laidback attitude. Hence, she did not even care 

about the money. The most important thing was that the jobs had to be enjoyable. 
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Her philosophy was: go on tolling the bell as long as one is a monk. “Let's live for 

today, not tomorrow”.  

 

However, Ho also mentioned contradictorily that she would not be upset as far as 

her works were accepted and she could receive a reasonable fee. This revealed 

that there was a concept of “reasonable fee” in her mind. In the 1980s Hong Kong, 

different things thrived in the cultural field, including new cinema and canto pop 

music (Li 160, Beng 4). Hong Kong enjoyed a mixture of economic wealth and 

cultural eclecticism that fostered hybrid media forms (Chu 130). So in the 

optimistic 1980s Hong Kong, Ho had never worried about opportunities for her 

creative trajectory. On the other hand, there should be a “reasonable fee” in return, 

and she always received it. The conditions of the city allowed her to get many 

opportunities easily and receive a reasonable fee most of the time. Thus, she told 

me that she did not worry about it too much. In the understanding, she did not 

need to worry much in the fruitful 1980s.   
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The 1990s: Chan Lai-kuen (1974-) 

 

 
fig. 8 Chan Lai-kuen, Nanfang Metropolis Daily 

Chan Lai-kuen, a poet, editor and also a literary educational worker, was born and 

into a Hong Kong five-membered working class family in 1974. Her father was a 

decoration worker and her mother was a painter and then became a full-time 

housewife after forming a family. Five of them were living in a Kowloon City 

squatter area. Chan graduated from the Chinese University of Hong Kong with a 

degree in English Literature and a degree in fine art organized by the Royal 
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Melbourne Institute of Technology University and Hong Kong Art School. 

Moreover, she was a student and follower of many senior poets including Kwan 

Mung-nam in the 1960s. When I discussed my research with Tang Siu-wah, a 

friend of mine in the literary circle, she introduced me to interview Chan for the 

history of the 1990s. 

 

In the interview, differently from the three older generations, Chan kept 

emphasizing that her heyday of literary life was mostly in the 20th century and 

she would like to talk more about it. In the 1990s she was a fresher stepping into 

the literary circle. In Chan's narration, she was not as active as Kwan, Mok and 

Ho. Furthermore, she did not have as many opportunities as they did. In Chan's 

words, compared with the wenyi qingnian nowadays, they were not that special. 

They were just a group of youths who were interested in wenyi, literature and art, 

and that was it.  

 

The Teacher and Senior 

 

Regarding the 1990s, Chan mentioned many big names in the literary circle. For 

instance, Kwan Mong-nam, Yip Fai and To Chia-chi, who were her seniors at that 

time. By the 1990s, some of the wenyi qingnian from the 1960s and 1980s had 

gained a high reputation in the literary circle. They became teachers in 

universities, such as Wong Leung-wo and Tu Chia-chi, and some of them, such as 

Kwan and Yip Fai, became senior writers and poets in Hong Kong. They 

inherited the practice of their mentors and devoted their lives to poetry education, 

which was mentioned by Kwan in his story. They organized new poetry courses, 

and writing workshops, and gathered many young talented writers in literary 
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societies. What Kwan and other senior writers aimed at was closely related to the 

trajectory of the 1990s wenyi qingnian including Chan.  

 

In her narration, her trajectory was not closely related to her family background. 

Chan finally became a poet mainly because of her education. During her 

undergraduate years, she was studying English literature at The Chinese 

University of Hong Kong. At that time, she enjoyed reading English literature but 

had never thought of writing a piece herself. When she joined a special poetry 

course organized by To Chia-chi, who was teaching at The Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, she started writing Chinese modern poetry. As Chan described, since 

some teachers in the Chinese department were bored with the traditional and 

classic styles of poem-writing, they offered this special course with the aim of 

breaking through traditions and inspiring students to write poems in various ways 

rather than in the style of Chinese classics. Hence, this condition offered Chan, a 

potential junior, an encouraging atmosphere to learn and write poems in her own 

way. Furthermore, her poems gained positive feedback from To Chia-chi, which 

motivated her to keep writing and submitting poems to different poetry journals. 

 

With the connections of To Chia-chi, she joined Huxi Poetry Society and also 

participated in different literary events. For instance, Chan actively participated in 

those poetry recitations and inaugurations that took place at the Hong Kong Art 

Centre. Hence, she met more like-minded friends and built her network in the 

literary circle. As Chan elaborated, throughout the 1990s, there were usually some 

"bosses" such as Kwan Mong-nam from the 1960s and Yip Fai to take care of her 

in different gatherings. At that time, Kwan and Yip usually brought her and other 

young writers to Chinese restaurants for meals and drinks, having long 
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discussions about poems and also some trivial topics, which were not the usual 

gathering places and activities of wenyi qingnian in her imagination. A large part 

of her memories of the 1990s wenyi qingnian was related to the senior writers.  

 

The footsteps of the predecessors - Poetry Society and Poetry Journals  

 

Amidst all these connections with the senior writers, the wenyi qingnian of older 

generations, she built up her literary career by following in their footsteps. She 

told me that they even visited the police station and registered for forming a 

community officially and legally. 

 

At first, Chan's teacher To Chia-chi brought her to Huxi Poetry Society which 

was an established poetry society at that time. Then, Chan met Wong Leung-Wo, 

who was teaching a poetry workshop at the Hong Kong Art Centre. At that time, 

Wong Leung-wo and a group of his students were forming a poetry society called 

Wo’men Poetry Society, which Chan later joined. In the 1990s, there was an 

emergence of poetry workshops. For instance, the workshop organized by The 

Hong Kong Institute for Promotion of Chinese Culture and Singtao in 1992 and 

the workshop in Hong Kong public libraries every year (hklit.com. "Guanyu jin 

shinian xinshi ziliao zhaji."). As Chan explained, after learning poetry writing 

from the course held by To Chia-chi, she was interested in any activities and 

workshops related to poems and hence she joined the new poetry society with 

Wong Leung-wo.  

 

Moreover, when the Hong Kong Art Development Centre was established in 1994 

and promoted a project grant for publications, Huxi Poetry Journal and Wo’men 
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Poetry Journal were successfully awarded grants (Chan 270). More fortunate than 

her seniors, Chan and other members had their own journals with governmental 

grants.   

 

Wo’men Poetry Society was operating in the same way as the societies of the 

1960s, but the atmosphere was different. Similar to what Kwan experienced, they 

had regularly organized gatherings to circulate their poems and also published a 

few issues of their house poetry journal. Chan described them as a “church 

fellowship”. As Chan elaborated, the total number of members was about 

ten-to-twenty. Most of the members had a full-time job. They were working as 

teachers or civil service workers. Hence, they usually wore their work clothes. 

She usually dressed like an office lady with high heels and the others also dressed 

in a formal way. Chan emphasized that they did not have any significant wenyi 

qingnian style. They did not have a fixed place for gathering. They usually 

contacted members via phone or e-mail before every gathering to inform each 

other of the venue and time. After each gathering, they went to have meals and 

chat further. Also, due to their jobs, instead of concentrating seriously on their 

gatherings, it seems that they were more likely to simply linger in them. They 

seldom had in-depth discussions and some of them seldom even wrote poems. As 

Chan states, most of the time, there were merely three core members who handed 

in their pieces and sustained their writing regularly.  

 

Following the footsteps of the predecessors- Political stances  

 

Focusing on Chan's political stance, her political involvement at that time was 

also closely related to what the older generation did. Chan was not as active as the 
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seniors and she seldom related her practices to the Hong Kong context as Kwan, 

Mok and Ho did. “Follow” became a keyword in her creative and political 

trajectories. This corresponded to the atmosphere of Hong Kong at that time. As 

Carroll stated, the people in Hong Kong had no say in the compromises between 

Britain and China following the Tiananmen Square Massacre. There was a sense 

of helplessness and frustration in the 1990s Hong Kong (Carroll 195-196), and the 

student and youth movements were fading. Therefore, the 1990s was also titled as 

an era of the death of the student movement (Chen, “women zheyidai xueyun de 

kaishi”).  

 

Instead of participating in a movement of her generation, Chan usually looked to 

the past for references. When we discussed the life of the 1970s wenyi qingnian, 

Chan mentioned that she admired them a lot after reading Qiong Fengliu57 

written by Lui Ging-suen, which is about a group of Hong Kong university 

students who were striving for their dreams and at the same time participating in 

the social movements in the 1970s. Seeing those seniors of the 1970s as 

references, Chan told me that she usually spent time at the office of the Chinese 

University Student Press during her study. Although she was not a core member 

of it, she was usually there to chitchat with them. In Chan's memories, those 

members of the Chinese University Student Press were definitely the wenyi 

qingnian of that time.  

 

Following the move of Chinese University Student Press, Chan joined some 

student movements. After the incident of the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989, 

the Hong Kong Federation of Students was against China in the 1990s. Including 
                                                 
57 Qiong Fengliu窮風流 ( Poor But Happy ). Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 2010.  
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The Chinese University of Hong Kong, there were many groups of students 

actively resisting the Chinese government in different ways. In the 1990s, the 

images of student movements were always related to assaults and radicals. For 

instance, after the Tiananmen Square protests as mentioned, some besieged the 

building of Xinhua News Agency, the official press agency of the People's 

Republic of China, this was one of their usual practices to resist the China 

government (“The 90s Students Movement”; “Zhongda Xueyun de Qingyijie”). 

Chan told me she once went to a deonstration organized by students, and walked 

to Xinhua News Agency to reveal their anger towards the bureaucracy and the 

overpowering officials. They even scolded the police who came to urge her to 

leave the demonstration.  

 

Although Chan actively participated in those actions, she explained that she was 

unsophisticated at that time. She never dared to stand on the frontline in the 

movements. Since she wanted to make a contribution but she was unfamiliar with 

the political issues, she then decided to resist the government in a softer and safer 

way and she started a journal called Luse Tiandi (Green the Earth) to promote 

environmental protection. At that time, she realized that she was more confident 

to be involved in political actions by writing.  

 

Working Trajectory  

 

Besides Chan's pathway of literature, I also explored her working pathway in the 

1990s to see the relations in between. Chan told me that she did various kinds of 

jobs, including working full-time as a reporter, project manager and curator. As 
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she explained, most of the students who graduated from the art faculty were doing 

either so-called art-related jobs or became a teacher.  

 

Chan was a reporter of cultural page in newspaper for a few years. Unexpectedly, 

her job duties were more about product promotion, borrowing products from 

shops and malls, taking photos and writing descriptions. As Chan told me, she had 

a feeling that her job was boring and meaningless. Hence, once she saw an 

employment advertisement posted by the Leisure and Cultural Service 

Department, she went to the interviews and worked as an art administrator as her 

second job.  

 

As first, in Chan's expectation, again, her second job would be closely related to 

art and culture. However, after taking the job, she realized that it was as harsh and 

time-wasting as her last job. She described further, there was a group of wenyi 

qingnian at her office including herself, who were expecting a poetic and cultural 

working environment but were disappointed like she was. Although the contrast 

between the reality and expectation disappointed her, she had never planned to 

resign and seek a better job. She realized that the working conditions of every 

artistic and cultural organization in Hong Kong were similar. There was no big 

difference between leaving and staying. Nevertheless, she was delighted by still 

nominally working in an art-related place and she could watch free shows with 

her employee's support. Moreover, as Chan stated, a stable governmental job at 

least allowed her parents to feel relived about her future.  

 

In Chan's narration, there was no doubt that the job also deprived her of the time 

for writing. Although there was some leisure time after work, she was too 
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exhausted to write. In that case, she usually spent her limited leisure time with 

friends or shopping. As she explained, fortunately poetry was a genre of writing 

with fewer words, compared with novels and prose, so she could still create some 

poems in her limited leisure time.  

 

At that time, Chan as well as other wenyi qingnian, thought that it would be more 

dignified if their works were produced as printed material. Thus, she had 

submitted her poems to different poetry journals and newspapers. However, she 

seldom received a commission. For instance, Qiuying never sent her any writer's 

fee; and Huxi usually sent her $100 per poem. As Chan underscores, wenyi 

qingnian had never received any reasonable commission. It was not because they 

did not need it, but they seldom had the opportunity to get it. It was all about the 

value for literature in Hong Kong rather than the attitude of wenyi qingnian. In 

her words, literature cannot be used to earn money in the market in Hong 

Kong.Their writings and the culture they were cherishing were usually 

undervalues in society. However, she did not blame this on the literary circle but 

rather the society in Hong Kong. She still kept writing even though she did not get 

satisfactory pay at that time.  

 

Passion: Writing as breathing  

 

In Chan's early childhood, she already identified herself as an abnormal person. 

Apart from being minority, she would rather describe herself as a weird person. 

There was always an intrinsic desire for her to draw, write poems or create other 

works to express her feelings.  
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At first, when she was a child, without any knowledge of writing poetry, she 

expressed the voice inside by drawing. Since she has never lost her intrinsic ideas, 

she keeps finding ways to express them. So writing poems now has become an 

important way for her to express herself.  

 

With a strong desire accumulated, her poems were more related to her personal 

life. In the interview, when she recalled her works at that time, she criticized her 

poems as immature. As she elaborated, at that time, although she had participated 

in different social movements and had many feelings about the city, Chan 

honestly told me that she was still too young to manage it. In the 20th century, 

with more sophisticated writing experiences and skills, most of her works were 

related to the society and the city.  

 

No matter whether writing or drawing, they are both her ways to express herself. 

As she stated, writing poems was a kind of breathing, which was also the message 

of the poetry society, Huxi Poetry Society, to which she belonged.  
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Conclusion 

 

Before beginning the conclusion, I would like to bring up a clarifying remark 

once again. In this chapter, I have offered a historical account of Hong Kong 

wenyi qingnian within a framework with a generational classification, have 

conducted textual analysis on the pre-1960s history, and have archived the oral 

histories of wenyi qingnian of four generations from the 1960s to the 1990s. I did 

not aim to portray those informants, Kwan Mung-nan, Mok Chiu-yu, Ho 

Shau-ping and Chan Lai-kuen, as the representatives of any generation, but 

considered their narratives as an entry point for me to engage with the stories of 

wenyi qingnian in the context of today’s Hong Kong.  

 

As illustrated in their narrations, the stories of each generation from the 1960s to 

the 1990s were intertwined. There is no clear-cut distinction between the 

generations as there is no clear-cut distinction between the past and the future. In 

that case, instead of comparing the culture of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian of 

different generations, I would rather consider the interconnections between 

different generations, the past and the present. Therefore, I examined the entry 

points that offered in those stories, the key themes or terms in the narratives of the 

seniors, in order to connect them with the present day wenyi qingnian in the 

following chapters. As Bourdieu argues in his Outline of a Theory of Practice, the 

substantialist traps us by leading us to expect clear boundaries around the things 

we investigate while there are no clear-cut boundaries and no absolute breaks. 

Moreover, to connect is at the same time to compare to a certain extent. Driven by 

the oral histories that I heard from the interviews, I have arrived at the following 

entry points.  
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First, their stories show me the significance of intrinsic motivations in creative 

productions. Kwan interpreted his writings as being motivated by a sense of 

mission to respond to society, and also motivated by the pain he suffered living in 

the 1960s; in the 1990s, Chan considered her writings and drawings as ways to 

express her inner voice, which is as essential to her as breathing. Pain, a sense of 

mission, and the intrinsic need to express were the motivations behind their 

productions. Furthermore, they were all feelings, senses, intrinsic needs, and I 

considered these intrinsic directives as affects. While the concept of creative 

industries had yet to emerge in Hong Kong, and the government tended to 

undervalue literature, Kwan and Chans’ productions of poems were driven by 

their affects instead of any economic motives. At the same time, I also wonder 

what are the affects generated among the wenyi qingnian in the context of today’s 

Hong Kong. How are those intrinsic elements such as passion, emotion and affect 

intertwined with their creative works? With their feelings and affects articulated 

in their productions, what poetics had they delivered through their products?  

 

Second, politics was inseparable from their productions, and was transformed in 

different generations. In the 1970s, Mok considered his productions as always 

being part of his political agenda, offering a counter and alternative voice to the 

mainstream capitalist and bureaucratic society. At that time, mainstream society 

was concerned with the issues of youth crime and youth deviance, and the counter 

discourses that were delivered by the young people would usually be suppressed. 

In that case, Mok and his peers organized and published The 70s Biweekly to 

attempt to achieve their cultural and financial revolution. Therefore, I wondered 

how the politics involved in today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian’s productions 
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takes from now. How were their productions related to their political stance, 

especially after the Umbrella Movement in 2014, in which most of them had 

participated?  

 

Third, from the 1960s to the 1990s, whether it was Kwan, Mok, Ho or Chan, each 

of them believed that their generation was creating something new, and 

experimental, and they were different from the works created by the seniors, 

which bring me to the question of creativity. For instance, Kwan believed that he 

was writing a new style of poetry; Mok believed that they were revolting against 

the traditional culture; Ho considered her generation as always doing something 

unique, cool and experimental; and similar to Kwan, Chan stated that she was 

writing a new style of poetry. In their interpretations of what they were creating, 

their views on creativity are about doing something new, unique and experimental. 

I wondered if today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian were also asking for something 

new and different from what was created in the past. Moreover, I wondered what 

is their creativity among their productions if I considered them as creative 

productions.  

 

Forth, their histories demonstrated various forms of labour in sustaining their 

creative trajectories. The decisions they made revealed the conditions of the 

changing industries and Hong Kong. In the 1960s and the 1970s, Kwan and Mok 

both told me that it was impossible to be a full-time writer or editor at the time. 

Both of them were working at other jobs in non-creative fields to support the 

creative part of their lives. Similarly, in the 1980s, Ho chose to work as a 

receptionist to sustain the time-consuming, unstable and demanding practices in 

Zuni. And in the 1990s, Chan did not leave the creative field and worked as a 
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reporter for a cultural page of a newspaper and then an art administrator. As their 

narrations illustrated, their jobs consumed their time and energy, and affected 

their creative practices. I wondered what forms of labour today’s Hong Kong 

wenyi qingnian were taking. Moreover, I am interested in how they negotiate and 

what they are they negotiating for their creative trajectories in their position as 

labourers. 

 

Fifth, these seniors all emphasized how important it was to have like-minded 

peers in their creative trajectories. Continuing the literary societies and student 

movements, Kwan remembered fondly how he enlarged his Qiuying literary 

society by meeting new peers, gathering with peers in bars and restaurants. Mok 

mentioned frequently how his practices with his like-minded friends were in their 

base office, and also a Café, and a Member’s Club. In the 1980s, Ho was grateful 

she was able to meet many like-minded peers to form Zuni and exchange ideas. In 

the 1990s, Chan did not put focuses on the peers of her generation but on the 

seniors, the teachers, for her to follow. Turning my attention to the wenyi 

qingnian of today, I was curious about the friendships, or kinships, they were 

forming among their wenyi circle. Also, how far can we understand such 

relationships as creative community? Moreover, what kind of spaces might these 

artistic and cultured youths open up in this city via their gatherings. 

 

With these entry points – the themes of affect in productions, the issue of labour, 

the community and the notion of creativity – I started to investigate the stories of 

the latest generation of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian.  
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Chapter 2 Their creative production, today wenyi 

 

Entering the 21st century, the HKSAR government increasingly recognized the 

importance of the creative industries. Specifically, as Ho mentioned in his study 

of Hong Kong cultural policy, the creative industries were considered by the 

government to revitalize the economy after the handover of the sovereignty of 

Hong Kong in 1997, and a series of financial crises. Differing from the British 

Hong Kong before the handover in 1997, the government was motivated to adopt 

the idea of ‘creative economy’ in industrial development and urban renewal to 

pusue an alternative economic path (Ho 9-12). With the rise of a discourse on 

creative industries in Hong Kong, the current generation of wenyi qingnian 

experienced a creative ecology that differed from that of their seniors, one which 

was more market and economy oriented, delivering their creativity in a different 

context. Before delving into the creative production part, I know that creative 

labour is an issue that has rightly concerned many researchers in the field of 

creative industries studies during recent years. Discussions on exploitation and the 

nature of work continue to be key issues in this field. Miller et al. even argue that 

the study of creative production needs to start from the category of labour, since 

“working backwards from the finished product, it is clear that objects and services 

obtain their surplus value as commodities through exploitation of the value 

derived from the combined labour generated by different kinds of work.” (50) 

(For a detailed discussion on creative labour see Chapter 3.)  

 

The above-mentioned argument has, nonetheless, been challenged by a number of 

studies on creative production. Concerning a study on artists’ experiences in 
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German theatre, Doris Ruth Eikhof and Axel Haunschild in the field of business 

and management stated that “in everyday life artists did not present themselves as 

workers in the usual, slightly negatively connotated sense of labourers but as 

contributors to the production” (238). Taking their study as an example, some 

young creative workers see creative production as the number one priority in their 

daily practices. They produce works mainly with the primary intention of 

contributing to art as a greater good. Like those “neo-bohemians” in the Wicker 

Park studied by Richard Lloyd, using their creative talents to create work, they 

choose their day job to sustain their productions. Their productions influence 

different aspects of their lives, including the works themselves, and also the 

places in which they live. They committed themselves to their creative product 

ions. Hence, in this chapter I am going to focus on the experience of wenyi 

qingnian concerning production before any discussions on their labour and 

creative community.   

 

I will first present an overview of existing studies on creative production and then 

explicate the contribution that my research will make. These studies discuss 

creative production moving from logics to their cultural impact and then to their 

emotional inputs and possible resistances formed. In recent years, moreover, with 

the emergence of new technologies, there has been a call for a redefinition of 

creative production. With more and more opportunities to consume online and at 

the same time produce online, several studies considered the line between 

production and consumption is blurred. Here, to continue these mentioned 

discussions, I am going to locate the discussion of creative production in the 

context of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. Specifically, I will attempt to show the 

affective dimensions and creativity involved in their experiences of production in 
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a Hong Kong context, and to explicate the aesthetics they delivered to the city 

with their products.  

 

Underwritten by the dominant discourses on the creative economy and creative 

city, creative production was largely framed economically by the state and the 

capital. The creative production of each subject must come under the sovereign 

control of the capitalist class so it can be turned towards the business of making 

money (Negri; Giroux; Quart; Thompson; Hardt and Negri). In that case, creative 

production was initially studied from economic and artistic perspectives but 

squarely within the field of business. Using Eikhof and Haunschilds’ terms, these 

perspectives are “the economic logics” and “the artistic logics”. With the 

publication of Richard Florida’s international bestseller, The Rise of the Creative 

Class, creativity has been interpreted as “the means of economic production”, and 

innovation is its product (44). Creative production is legitimized by its market 

value. This viewpoint has given rise to a set of studies that highlight the economic 

dimension of creative production. They demonstrate a widely shared consensus 

on Florida’s concept of the creative ethos, agreeing that creativity is a new 

economic force to economic growth and urban development. In line with 

Florida’s work, in the field of economic geography, some scholars have 

investigated the innovative processes in relation to the geography of the city as an 

important driver of production (Scott; Stoneman; Davies and Sigthorssun; Lee 

and Drever). The “creative innovation” nature of a city is a key factor for local 

economic development. In Lee and Drever’s words, this nature includes “the 

integration of creative occupations” and “the innovation-related activity”, which 

contribute to the quality of life in the city (1990), attracting additional human 

capital. As noted above, since the creative industries have become highly 
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localized, the governance and cultural policy on creative production with regard 

to local economic development is highlighted (Power and Scott; Pratt a; Pratt b). 

With regards to the localized creative production system, the creative industries 

are increasingly attractive to policy-makers; a new form of governance tool is 

constructed, which is open to “internal organizational dynamics, production 

processes, regulatory forms and economic development agendas.” (Power and 

Scott 64). 

 

Steering away from the singular narrative of market-based creative production, a 

number of studies have addressed issues concerning “the artistic logics” and 

considered it as an essential element to back up the economic logic of practices in 

productions. The familiar slogan Art for Art’s Sake reminds us of the intrinsically 

artistic value of products. With both artistic and economic reasoning, the primary 

intention of contributing to art as a greater good is considered to place creative 

production across the margins of artistic and economic activities. Richard Caves, 

despite his background as an economist, reaffirms the creative agents involved in 

the complexity of creative production, noting that both “artistic talents” and 

“humdrum inputs” are required (79). His viewpoint has been taken up by various 

studies on the paradoxes surrounding creative production where both art and 

commerce are involved. While some scholars assume the critical standpoint that 

creative work cannot be understood as merely economic entities in the market 

place (Eltham; Heuman), others conceptualize creative workers as entrepreneurs 

and argue that artists in the creative industries manage to bridge the gap between 

artistic work and the economic need for self-sustainability (Eikhof and 

Haunschilds 535). Focusing on practices in diverse arenas including German 

theatre, haute cuisine, film, videogames, and popular music, DeFillippi et al. 
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explore the paradoxes of managing creativity between “managing creative 

personnel” and “managing creative processes” (515).  

 

However, it does not mean that creative production can break loose from the 

economy. Both art and commerce, creative and economic parts, are essential to be 

balanced in productions. There is a critique that the individual talent and 

creativity should not be overemphasized. Finding the balance in between, Bilton 

argues that “excluding ‘uncreative’ elements which apparently ‘block’ creative 

thinking is not only a distraction but also potentially destructive” (2). On the 

contrary, the recent study from Sarah Brouilette has offered a more complex 

model with consideration of the capitalist world as the backdrop of productions. 

Apart from cooperations between art and commerce, she suggested there are 

essential ongoing conflicts in between. As she suggested, there are ongoing 

conflicts between creative and uncreative, artistic and economic, and these 

conflicts are precisely marketable, consumable, and often articulated in a way that 

anticipates their suitability to what they contest (208). By and large, using either 

logic to understand creative production results in over-optimistic or unrealistic 

expectations.  

 

Besides the discourses on the logics of production, some scholars pay particular 

attention to the social and cultural locations of creative production. They offer 

insights not only into the process of production, but also into the producers and 

their products in relation to politics, economics and culture. Producers’ personal 

experiences involved in the creative production are addressed with theoretical 

insights from social sciences and humanities (Mayer et al.; Hesmondhalgh and 

Baker; Luckman). These studies collect various cases to offer insights and 
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empirical data on different parts of “off-screen” media production, suggesting “a 

balanced approach to production texts as sociocultural constructions, and 

production activities as cultural texts” (5). In that case, there are studies mainly 

based on the narratives by producers exploring the production culture 

(Hesmondhalgh and Baker; Luckman). Although the book Creative Labour by 

David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker foregrounds issues of good and bad work, 

such issues are intimately interwoven with those of good and bad products. As 

they explain their approach, the quality of products involved made a contribution 

to “the well-being of others, including (potentially) the common good.” (17). 

They emphasize the relationship between creative workers’ lived experiences and 

their products. In the belief that creativity might enrich our lives, they also 

recuperate the social and cultural impacts involved in creative production. 

Whereas Hesmondhalgh and Baker’s exploration is limited to city-centric 

industries: television, music recording and magazine publication, using their 

framework, Susan Luckman conducted her study on alternative creativity and 

innovations, which included “old” innovations such as small workshops and crafts, 

and argued that the “emotion associated with place” is one of the elements of 

creative production (9).  

 

Following up on the cultural impacts and social structures surrounding creative 

production, some studies considered that the producers may create works in the 

market but are motivated by internal directives to which profit is irrelevant. They 

focus on the feelings and affects, or emotional energies, articulated in the 

relationships between producers and their productions and products (Fox; Hermes; 

Ma; Russ). Referring to the relationships, Fox argued that creative production is 

part of “an open-ended flow of affect” between assembled human and non-human 
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relations instead of the closed-ended creative production chain (2); and Hermes 

recognized that different types of production, depend on work of volunteers and 

interns, who are producing goods with “the energy of passion, emotion and affect” 

(1). Apart from putting emphasis on the producers with agency, these studies also 

see those emotional inputs as key factors in the process of production. Those 

inputs are the agency in production that define the meaning of the products. Using 

Hermes’ words, those emotional inputs are the “key terms in understanding how 

such works are meaningful; there is a sense of talent being liberated” (4).  

 

More recently, scholars have started to rethink the definition of creative 

productions. They capture the qualities of place-making, and provide insights into 

how volunteer labour and also consumers help co-create and sustain products 

(Rantisi and Leslie; Shaw; Warren).Especially informed by the digital age, the 

field of production includes wider possibilities for co-production for everyone to 

easily access the process of production with the internet, smart phones and other 

digital hardware and software. The nature of production has become broader and 

more inclusive. The line between producers and consumers has become blurred 

with their engagement in the “co-creation experiences”, especially of music 

making (Baker and Huber; Choi and Burnes) and new media production (Ross; 

Das and Pavlíčková; Ekström and Östman). These studies have attempted to 

bridge the gap between production and reception, or production and consumption.  

 

The emergence of technologies in the digital age also leads to the globalization of 

creative production (Flew; Hartley et al.). With rapid technological change and 

innovation, creative production and consumption must be understood in the 

context of particular dynamics. These dynamics are being shaped by globalization 
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through “the development of global production networks on the one hand, and 

global brands and the question of a global consumer culture on the other.” (Flew 

27). With this in mind, Hartley et al. advance the argument that “the creative 

industries need to be reimagined on an entirely bigger scale than heretofore” (7). 

The “entirely bigger scale” mentioned here, is mainly due to the transformational 

shift of production from place to unlimited space on the internet. As they 

elaborated, “creative productivity can be scaled up, straight from the inventor’s 

garage, coffee shop or bedroom to a global market of billons.” (106). Apart from 

integrating the predominant concepts of creative production in the digital age, 

Mayer et al. examine the micro politics of production on a global scale using 

different case studies. They published Production Studies, The Sequel!, which 

furthers the original agenda of their previous volume Production Studies, 

examining the production communities in both the processes of the digital and 

global markets.  

 

This chapter locates the discussion on creative production in the context of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian. Building on the aforementioned review and following the 

experiential framework established by David Hasmondhald and Sarah Baker (50), 

I will first enquire about their affective forces, followed by an analysis of their 

logics of production, which may shape, or in turn be shaped by, their affective 

forces involved in creative production.   
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Affective Triggers 

 

In a similar manner to established artists – their seniors (for details see chapter 1) 

– the contemporary wenyi qingnian I interviewed for this study are writing for 

literary journals, directing documentaries, playing indie music and creating works 

of art. They appeared to be walking in the footsteps of their seniors by delivering 

similar kinds of work to the city. Furthermore, similar to their seniors, they 

mentioned a lot their intrinsic motivations when describing their productions. In 

the interviews, I asked all of them about their reasons to create works, and nearly 

all of them referred to their particular affects in personal experiences that 

triggered them to create.Although the contemporaries seems walking on similar 

pathways with the seniors, and creating similar types of products, their affective 

experiences as collective youths involved in their productions were particular to 

this epoch. These affects are melancholy, anger, self-doubt and solitude, which 

are all somewhat negative and highly related to their state as young and fresh 

creative workers. In other words, they are turning the particular negativity in their 

youths into creativity. Apart from the hijacking of “creativity” in the economic 

dimension by entrepreneurial capitalism, outlining their affective experiences of 

productions, I am going to discuss what forces are at work in their every choice, 

act and resonance of productions. As Fox stated, “affective flows produce 

capacities to act, feel and desire in bodies, including creative capacities (9). From 

there, I move to the logics of their production that are intertwined with their flows 

of affect. Finally, I turn to the aesthetics of their products.  

 

Melancholy 
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Some of the wenyi qingnian created works as responses to their melancholic 

disposition in order to unburden themselves and express their sentimental 

thoughts or feelings. These feelings can be grief, frustration, depression, etc. that I 

termed them as melancholy. As Kiessling mentioned in his study on creativity, 

melancholy has notably characterized creative artists for instance Socrates in 

classical times, Robert Burton the English Renaissance and Kafka in the 20th 

century (286). In the history, melancholy was appeared as the affect that allow 

artists to impose an artistic order on experience. As Brady and Haapala stated, 

melancholy is “an emotion with various shades” (Brady and Haapala, 

“Melancholy as an Aesthetic Emotion”). While most of them shared their sadness 

during the interviews, some of them specifically told me of their states of 

negativity constituted by their melancholic experiences, including experiencing 

the death of loved ones, having difficult love relationships, losing their self-value, 

viewing the world pessimistically, and frustration with their future in the 

industries. These melancholic experiences they encountered were particularly 

influential to them while they were young and sentimental, that some of them 

claimed themselves as sensitive.  

 

In Dido’s case, she told me how her depression triggered her writing of a prose. 

While she was growing up, she witnessed the deaths of people who were close to 

her. The death of her grandparents was particularly affecting to her which 

triggered her to write a memorial piece for them. As she recalled, after the deaths 

of both her grandfather and grandmother, the grief recurred in her mind from time 

to time, and she finally felt a need to write it out. “Actually it was brewing in my 

mind for a long time”, she said. Besides this, in the case of Jing Wong, he 

frequently mentioned the personal loneliness he felt after his six-year relationship 
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had ended and lost some friendships when we were talking about what impelled 

him to write songs. For both of them, the melancholy generated in their 

experiences of losing someone accumulated as their lives progressed, and 

transformed into creative triggers for their productions.  

 

Besides losing loved ones, their melancholy was also elicited by their loss of 

self-value. Yuen, a Mainland immigrant, told me about his sadness in being 

unvalued as an outsider. “I can’t communicate with the Hong Kongers easily,” he 

mentioned. In his undergraduate study, Yuen was the minority in class and felt 

incompatible with others. With reference to Yuen’s interest in the thoughts of 

Mohism, he was even mocked by his classmates and was renamed by them as 

“Mo Shen” 墨神, which became transformed from the name Mozi 墨子. 

Experiencing difficulty integrating into different circles, he found it difficult to 

build up his self-value in Hong Kong. Hence, he started reading and writing to 

communicate with himself, and he sometimes wrote his experiences down as 

story. As he narrated, the daily practices of wenyi helped him to “escape from the 

reality”. Besides, critiquing the reality, Page’s pessimistic view of his 

surroundings frequently elicited feelings of melancholy. Page, who was an 

undergraduate student, told me that he had suffered from serious frustrations 

when he lost his girlfriend and felt betrayed by his peers in his second year of 

campus life. He also told me of his sceptical perceptions of his surroundings in a 

sentimental way. His melancholy also generated his sadness of losing someone 

and his sentimentality towards his surroundings. “I thought a lot while I am 

walking back to my place, … for instance why the sky in Summer seems higher 

but lower in winter. …why we need that kind of smile… why there are lots of 

things around us and will that always be the case?” he said.  
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Apart from the experiences in their intimate personal lives, the feelings of 

melancholy were elicited by reason of their underprivileged position in the 

market. Young creative producers are usually marginalized or ignored in the 

industries, and these wenyi qingnian were no exception, being frustrated by 

the market. This was especially the case for Dido and Jing, who were 

developing their creative trajectories with frequent publications. In this 

matter, Dido described some tragic personal experiences that she witnessed 

in the literary industry, including a friend in the same literary circle who 

developed a psychological disorder after he failed to win several literary 

awards time after time, and could find no way to get published. This 

experience reminded her how harsh the conditions of a beginner in the 

literary circle can be until he or she becomes established. Different anecdotes 

of the failure of her peers accumulated in her mind and inevitably elicited in 

her a sense of frustration with the literary market. Also in the music industry, 

Jing Wong felt frustrated after he realized not everyone is allowed to strive 

for their dreams as freely as he did. After meeting some like-minded peers 

from the grassroots, who needed to feed their entire families, he found it to 

be even cruel to encourage them to sacrifice a stable life and strive for their 

musical dreams. “Hong Kong is not a dream-friendly city”, he said. With all 

the melancholic experiences he encountered, he created his album that 

exactly titled as Last Breath of Youthful Melancholy. In that case, although 

they intended to produce works to unburden themselves from their 

melancholic states, they also ironically found the unsettling melancholy in 

the market in their role as producers. 
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Anger  

 

In some cases, their anger against the government and political system impelled 

the wenyi qingnian to create, which occurred intensely in response to their 

encounters with different social issues. With their resistant stance towards the 

hyper capitalism, their anger was usually triggered by the governmental decisions 

that are benefited to the capitalist institutions. In the group of my informants, 

Ho-lok, Nate and Adonian produced creative works as their political agenda, 

using their anger against the prosperous social happenings in the city as creative 

triggers. According to their stories, they were often irritated by the inequalities 

resulting from the rapid urban development in Hong Kong. These emotions then 

became transformed into a sense of mission, driving them to use their creative 

talents to articulate their political stances. Using Ho-lok’s words, with their anger 

generated in the society’s turbulence, they were moved to use their creativity to 

“intervene in politics”. In 2013, Ho-lok published Be Thy Crime: Political 

Prosecution and Hope in which he expressed his irritation at the adults who were 

fettered by the old conventions and hegemony in the city. In Ho-lok’s story, after 

reading the inaccurate examination of the post-80s activists in Lui Tai-lok’s 

published article58, saying that their action was irrational, he felt offended and 

decided to do something to express this. “Why do we need those lo see fut 屎

忽 (snobby seniors) to analyse us? We are still alive! I can actually investigate 

myself,” he said. Irratated by the “Lo see fut”, who are the ignorant, arrogant older 

people who occupy top positions in a society, Ho Lok was moved to record their 

movements and to speak out himself to resist the narratives from the seniors. In 

                                                 
58Lui, Tai lok. chongji lifahui chaochu heping kangzheng fanwei衝擊立法會超出和 抗爭範圍

呂大樂, 19 January 2010, Hong Kong Economic Journal.  
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the same vein as with Ho-lok, although Nate did not claim herself to be an activist 

but rather an image worker, she experienced a strong sense of mission seeded by 

her anger against the police powers after participating in a protest with her camera. 

In the 1st July parade few years ago, she witnessed how the police arrested young 

activists, injuring them with the use of excessive violence. That was the point that 

she became angry about police powers. Consequently, with that anger, she found 

her need to record the truth in the movement as justice. “At that moment, I 

believed this thing has the meaning here,” she told me. Similarly to the case of 

melancholy, the wenyi qingnian suffered from such a high degree of anger that 

they could not bear it anymore, and their anger transformed to become creative 

triggers for their work as an outlet. “We may encounter a situation naturally that 

we cannot bear the recent political discourse anymore. We must do something!” 

Ho-lok said. 

 

Self-doubt 

 

For most of the wenyi qingnian, their positions as young creative workers are 

ambiguous and some of them are regarded as amateurs or hobbyists instead of 

writers, musicians etc since they are mostly at the very beginning of their career 

paths. In that cases, they usually enter the positions with the feeling of self-doubt 

that urged them to prove their own talents and values. “Actually in the field of 

literature, you can say how good your writing is, and you can even tell others that 

you write better than Jia Ping-wa. But you need to prove it,” Yuen stated. Dido 

even told me that writing is partly aimed at proving her talents, which comforted 

her from her feelings of self-doubt. Explaining her need to prove herself by 

getting published, she compared her attitude with the online writers. “I saw that 
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there are some people who write online and brand themselves as a kind of star. 

Then they may think that they are a very good writer. But I am not that kind of 

person,” she said. To break loose from their affective situation of self doubt, they 

write with their desire to be acknowledged as writers one day. As Gregg et al. 

stated, to receive is to act (37). Without any authorized acknowledgement of their 

creativity, they could not be sure that they were qualified to pave their creative 

trajectories any further. Some of them decided that they could not bear the feeling 

of self-doubt for too long. In Jing Wong’s case, he even set a deadline for himself 

to achieve success. He would quit his unstable state if he could not get what he 

longed for.  

 

Furthermore, their state of self-doubt led them to have anxieties about telling 

others of their creative pursuits. These anxieties worked as side products of their 

affective situation of self-doubt since they were not confident enough about their 

work. According to their stories, some of them had experienced the challenges 

and critiques given by their peers or seniors. These experiences usually 

discouraged them and made them less confident about what they produced. Dido 

even told me of her temporary setback after she was critiqued by her peers. She 

had stopped writing for a while and kept questioning herself. “There was a 

problem of self-actualization and self-realization when I was writing, […] Can I 

still call myself a writer if I cannot write?” she said with anxious narrative. 

Similarly, Yuen specifically mentioned his lack of confidence in his literary circle. 

He told me that he relied on awards to find the confidence to tell others about his 

pursuit of literature. In that case, especially when their creative talents cannot be 

quantified, the few rewards and privileges became their only means to affirm their 

creative talents and self-esteem. Entering their positions as the fresh and young 
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ones in the industries, have yet to be established and stable, the contemporaries 

usually encountered the affects of self-doubt that also motivated to create to break 

loose from it.  

 

Solitude 

 

Alongside self-doubt, the wenyi qingnian also experienced solitude while 

practicing their alternative lifestyles, producing work outside the mainstream 

market while feeling that no one understood them. They were actually very 

upfront about their marginal, alternative status but at the same time they feel 

lonely that generated their affect of solitude. In that case, having like-minded 

peers helped them to get rid of the solitude, and also gave them a sense that they 

are not the only ones who are striving for these alternatives. In Dido’s experiences, 

she met many people who questioned the value of her works and even challenged 

her purpose to write. Having the alternative pursuit of writing made Dido 

different from some of her friends. Moreover, she sometimes felt that she and her 

family belonged to different worlds. Being marginalized by the society, as her 

friends and family, she felt lonely in her trajectory. “When you are working [on 

literature] at midnight and no one can help, it is so painful that you are alone and 

they are all just doing other things,” she said. In this matter, the existence of 

like-minded peers could help to share their burden, and the in-group solidarity 

with the sense of togetherness was key to sustaining their pursuits of wenyi. As 

Adonian told, solitude was not a good state to create works, no matter which field 

he was engaged in. “Being together, even though we are doing different things, 

there is still someone to understand you … then you realize that you are actually 

not alone,” he elaborated.  
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Hence, in order to alleviate their solitude, working as a minority and in seemingly 

difficult circumstances, by creating for someone and with someone, they acquired 

a sense of togetherness and of “not being alone”. By publishing their works, the 

imagined audiences grew in their minds and gave them the hope that there was 

someone reading their works out there to get rid of their solitude. As Ross 

mentioned, producers think of their audience in terms of “viewers like us” (6). 

Hence, they finally found a sense of togetherness, during and after production, 

with the image of like-minded viewers in their minds, without ever meeting them 

face to face. For instance, Page Fung took delight in the hidden connections 

created with his readers. He found pleasure in connecting with those “latent peers” 

who may read his work and maybe write similar things. “[The pleasure is] 

knowing that behind [the scenes of] my writing and the works I published, I know 

that I am not alone”, he explained. As Page put it specifically, “they are not fans 

or fellows but like-minded people”.  

 

In some cases when the production involves co-working, the connections with 

peers are also built during the process of their productions. The support of their 

peers offered them a strong sense of togetherness which encouraged them to go 

on with their productions. In Jing Wong’s case, friends become important when 

he was lacking money to produce work. For instance he used his friends Lee 

Kai-ho and Savia to direct his music video and to take photographs, respectively. 

His friends formed his social capital and were the compensation for the lack of 

financial capital. “[Playing music] brings me lots of friends and they are very 

helpful. … there is a spirit of brotherhood”, Wong Jing said, and he emphasized 

that they are all “in the same boat”. Besides the hidden connection with their 
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viewers that grew in their minds, Jing Wong also found a sense of togetherness 

with like-minded peers who were helpful during his production. Playing outside 

the mainstream industries, creating their works, they experienced their affective 

situations of solitude. However, the affect of solitude in turn motivated them to 

keep creating works to be together with each other.  
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More than artistic and economic  

 
It is too general to attempt to understand the nature of wenyi qingnian’s 

productions based on the assumption that creative production is mainly driven by 

economic and aesthetic demands. In their narratives of their productions, they 

mostly put emphasis on their affective situations that finally generated their 

creative motives. According to the affective experiences shared by the wenyi 

qingnian interviewed in the previous section, who usually regarded themselves as 

outsiders, excluded from the mainstream market, they found almost no pleasure in 

the market orientation of their end products. Nevertheless, they did not produce 

works simply because of their belief in art for art’s sake, but were also motivated 

by their affective inputs, as particular affectivity. There are free flowing affects 

are charged and recharged in their productions. After highlighting their affective 

experiences, I have examined three components of their production logics 

including the logics of melancholy, anger and self-doubt. Built on Eikhof and 

Haunschilds’ ideas of artistic and economic logics of creative production, I am 

going to explore the logics framing their concrete practices of production, and 

problematize the dichotomy between art and commerce. 

 

The Production of Melancholy 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, some of the wenyi qingnian produced their 

works in a melancholic state to unburden themselves, and their productions were 

driven by melancholy as a creative trigger. In their stories, their melancholy did 

not occur in an instant but accumulated in the creators’ minds and finally 
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transformed into creative triggers by giving them a sense of getting unbearable. 

Using Richardson’s words, the melancholy the wenyi qingnian experienced 

accumulated in their minds like the “layering of sediment” and the forming of 

strata. The effects of melancholy, bit by bit, accumulated with time and changed 

their writing bodies (160). Using the term mentioned by Dido about her 

melancholy, it attained a state like it was “exploding” inside her body. 

Consequently, the wenyi qingnian felt a need and were moved to create in 

response to the unsettling melancholy. “Therapy” is one of the keywords they 

used to interpret their productions of melancholy and it was necessary for the sake 

of their mental health. In Dido’s case, hiding under the carpet on her bed and 

writing the memorial pieces for her grandparents was a natural response to her 

melancholic state. Moreover, it was her therapy. The whole process of writing 

allowed her to release her unsettle melancholy and her affect was transformed and 

finally flow to the prose she had written. She could not even explain how this 

writing finally worked out. “I don’t know why this thing happened [...] I just 

knew that I needed to write it down tonight and sleep whenever I stopped”, she 

said. 

 

Furthermore, sometimes they consciously used melancholy as their inspiration for 

creation. They known that the melancholic state is helpful for their creation and 

they even deliberately engaged in certain difficult situations to seek out a 

melancholic state. This negative affective situation is used positively to facilitate 

their creations. In this matter, Dido resisted writing in a comfortable state. “The 

easy and comfortable state will deprive you of your motivation and inspiration for 

writing”, she believed. In that case, she suggested that one can work in society to 

get more inspiration to write from the hardships. Here, their logics of melancholy 
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also invite their creative considerations come into play “in everyday situations 

that give reason for melancholy to arise” (Brady and Haapala, “Introduction”). On 

the contrary, lacking melancholy in their life can be obstructive to their creative 

trajectories. As Yuen stated, “now I am much happier than before. Maybe this is 

the reason why I cannot write a good piece.” 

 

However, if it was a “therapy” for their personal state of melancholy, I started to 

doubt why did they need to publish their works for others? Apart from merely 

produce works to release their personal melancholy, their productions also 

participate in the market in an ambiguous way. Their productions were 

intentionally personal, but practically involved the market. According to their 

narratives, instead of experiencing their melancholy alone, they are longing for 

somebody to understand them. With the concept that their works will be received 

by “somebody”, there were always “imagined audiences” coexisting with them as 

producers within the process of their productions (qtd. In Ross 7). In so doing, the 

wenyi qingnian shaped their output in accordance with their notional audiences, 

which in turn could be the market. For instance, having concern for their readers 

and audiences, they felt embarrassed to exhibit their internal selves in public, 

while at the same time wishing to communicate with others through their works. 

In such cases, they mediated their works by means of different artistic skills 

including the use of images and metaphors instead of revealing their feelings 

explicitly. Moreover, in order to reach outwards to connect with others, they 

turned their unique experiences into common experiences in their works, longing 

to be understood by others. Hence, behind the narratives of connections and 

expressions, their productions are actually undergoing a certain degree of 
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mediation, or even commodification, in order to reach their readers and audiences 

within the market.  

 

The Production of Anger 

 

Beside youthful melancholy, the anger that is involved in their production 

experiences is another important component of their production logic. Instead of 

the personal anger, their productions are incited by the public anger corresponding 

with their political stances. Before telling their stories of production, Ho-lok and 

Nate told me about their participation in certain social movements. Ho-lok joined 

his first social movement as an activist in the Choi Yuen Village anti-eviction 

struggle59. And Nate found her position after documenting the parade during the 

Hong Kong 1 July protests for HKFS60. Adonian was an activist in the Queen’s 

Pier demolition61. Their positions and political interests were affirmed by these 

starting points, and their anger was elicited by the injustice happeneing in their 

political interests including place-making, documentation and conservation. Their 

anger elicited their greater desires for political participation as confrontation with 

their creativity. “On the one hand, I am participating in that issue; on the other 

hand, I found my identity and position [in that issue]”, as Nate stated about her 

participation by documenting. 

                                                 
59 It is part of the movement of the The Guangzhou–Hong Kong high-speed rail controversy. The 
governmental project of The Guangzhou-Hong Kong high-speed rail will cause possible damage 
to the environment during its construction and operation. Besides, village along the track, Choi 
Yuen Tsuen, home to about 500 people, would be dismantled. A number of different groups, 
ranging from environmentalists to the affected villagers and young people including Ho-lok, 
oppose the project for different reasons. (“Hong Kong Express Rail Link controversy”)_ 
60 HKFS ( Hong Kong Federation of Students ) 
61 In 2007, funding has been approved by Hong Kong's legislative council for the demolition of 
Queen's pier, built in 1925. Under a $HK50m (£3.2m) plan, the pier will make way for a shopping 
mall and road, forming part of a redesigned central waterfront. At that time, protesters are camping 
out on a the pier in an attempt to stop the demolition. (“Protesters fight to save historic Hong Kong 
pier”) 



100 
 

 

Taking their confrontation as central to their production, their productivity and 

their design of products were dependent on the context of the social issues they 

were addressing. Even their choices of mediums including various forms such as 

installation, film, print media and place were part of the resistance rather than 

aligning themselves with a particular creative field. For instance, Adonian’s 

collections and exhibitions of old calligraphy signs recuperated the local 

streetscape that was altered by the governmental territory-wide operation to 

remove abandoned signboards; Nate captured the fading scene of Lai Sun Ban 

Koon that was going to be demolished and would disappear into a housing estate; 

and Ho-lok set up a rooftop farm to plant vital plants to show that the place is 

liveable while the government regarded the old building as uninhabitable. Their 

works were created as resistance to the issues they were against. 

 

Moreover, in my examination, these confrontations had become a mission or 

agenda for them. They accomplished them as a need and obligation to the city. 

“Mission” and “agenda” are the words Ho-lok used to describe his confrontation. 

As Ho-lok put it, “actually I want to accomplish pushing an agenda, and then I 

can try new things. Always it is about pushing your limitations and then I can start 

[some works] with the new limitation, so you can keep the revolution going on.” 

The intention to accomplish a mission or agenda is not about altering the whole 

political system, but more about delivering their messages to the public. In that 

sense, the messages of their works were the most important part. By delivering 

the messages to the city, they hoped that the citizens might change their mind-set. 

While their works were also their political agenda in response to society, their 

works entered the market and had the possibility to raise issues among their 
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readers or audiences. As Johnson and Klandermans’ study suggested, “these 

issues spring forth alternative symbols, values, languages, and frames that can be 

the seeds of challenge and mobilization” (6). “Actually I just want to generate a 

seed in their hearts. I don’t need any instantaneous response [from the audiences],” 

Nate explained. Therefore, apart from creating works to directly against particular 

issues, some of them would aimed at offering political potentials to the audiences, 

which at the same time continue flow of affect of anger.  

 

The Production of Self-doubt 

 

As illustrated, for the wenyi qingnian with insufficient capital to reward their 

creative talents and identities, they maintained a high degree of productivity in 

order to gain recognition from others. In that sense, their self-doubt led to the 

aspirations of the wenyi qingnian to extrinsic affirmations and drove their 

production. As the younger and fresher group in the industries, they were facing 

the problems of self-realization, and a lack of social, economic and cultural 

capital. Being part of these youths, some of the wenyi qingnian I interviewed 

produced works aiming to achieve self-realization, and also recognition from 

like-minded peers. While their creative talents cannot be quantified and there is 

no definitional parameter to measure the results, the few rewards and privileges 

became their only means to affirm their creative talents and self-esteem. As Bain 

stated, “unlike other highly regulated professions, in the arts there are no 

prerequisite or credentials to distinguish artist form non-artists, professionals from 

amateurs” (34). Especially when they are novices in the creative industries, and so 

experience more precarious situations than established artists in building 

creative-capacity, they need to find ways to secure themselves to sustain their 
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creative trajectories. Moreover, they are longing for and striving for turning their 

pursuits to their career. Consequently, the external rewards, including money and 

publications, become “some kind of compensation for [their] insecurity” 

(Hesmondhalgh and Baker 19). In Dido’s case, seeing her name published in a 

literary journal gave her a sense of recognition that affirmed her talent for writing. 

Besides, as Yuen told, “it is meaningless to tell others that you are nominally poet 

but you did not write poems”.  

 

To response to their affect of self-doubt, they create develop their value of “self” 

in the industries. They do not work for mazimizing profit or business expansion, 

but for the basic need of being secure in the industries. Similar to the case of 

Hong Kong independent music group in Angel Lin’s study, they have to claim 

cultural and aesthetic legitimacy for their own innovative, creative production on 

the other (13). Therefore, although they kept emphasizing the “self”, the 

self-realization they were longing for was actually not merely created by 

themselves but also by the institutions and the authorities that to a greater or lesser 

degree caused the standardization of products. According to their narratives to 

achieve self-realization, they all mentioned their desire to be published by certain 

institutions besides any self-funded ways. DIY, online publishing and low-fi 

publications seemed to be not that helpful in their considerations. Most of them 

were attracted by the affirmation of authorities such as publishers, and awards 

with a good reputation. For instance, Page Fung mentioned that being published 

in Zihua was a challenge for him. In his view, Zihua wass a high- quality, 

high-class literary magazine that could offer him a certain degree of rewarding 

self-realisation. “The [literary] market in Hong Kong is limited, it is superlative to 

be published in Zihua already,” he said. Apart from Zihua, Youth Literary Awards, 
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University Literary Awards, IFVA, Tom Lee etc. were the authorities they 

mentioned. In order to be recognized by these authorities with particular tastes 

and judgements of work, a certain degree of standardization and high productivity 

of their work is needed.  

 

Affectivity, Productivity 

 

I consider the creations of the wenyi qingnian as affective processes. When 

talking about their productions, they frankly shared different stories and issues 

related to their products. Although they created their works within the framework 

of those issues and experiences, I do not assert that they are creating to respond to 

the events around them. Rather, I consider that the affects they experienced are 

the key creative triggers of their productions, which move them to the act of 

creating. As Richardson comments on writing, the body is moved affectively to 

write. As he formulates it, it is about a “body open to possibility yet always 

already responding to what will be, discrete affects taking hold in muscles and 

nerves before awareness strikes” (157). With the events the younger wenyi 

qingnian encountered, affects were generated and flowed to the act of creating 

and to the products. Different affects elicited by particular personal experiences 

were at work in their acts of creativity, moving their hands to write, and their 

mouths to sing aloud. In Gregg and Seigworths’ words, the wenyi qingnian, with 

their potential to “reciprocate or co-participate in the passage of affect, are moved 

to produce work as a natural and a-rational response to their affect” (2). In that 

case, their productiveness synchronizes with every flow of affect and that results 

in their high degree of productivity. As Hemondhalgh and Baker stated, “their 

high degree of personal investment meant also devoting considerable time to their 
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creative project” (150). They produced works that were as necessary as mundane 

biological responses.  

 

Refering back to the stories of the wenyi qingnian, they produced works as a 

therapeutic and daily necessity. Their high productivity was deal to the frequent 

flows of affects they experienced. Jing Wong even made music as his diaryto 

express everyday feelings. “I am not a disciplined person who writes a diary every 

day, but writing songs can be interpreted as a kind of diary”, Jing Wong said. 

Besides, some of them triggered by their anger against the hegemonic forces, the 

wenyi qingnian believed that creative political productions were a part of their life, 

with their notion that life is inseparable from politics and the injustices happened 

around them. Ho-lok even told me that an apolitical attitude is harmful to his life. 

Presenting their voices in order to make societal changes became a need of their 

citizenship as well as their role as producers. In addition, the very lure of 

self-realization to compensate for their self-doubt became an urge, and disciplined 

them to maintain a high degree of productivity to sustain their recognition. With 

the affect of self-doubt attached, they reminded themselves to produce works 

from time to time so that their identities as writers, musicians or actors could be 

recognised from time to time. As Yuen said, “If I stopped writing then I could 

only be recognised as a teacher.” 

 

While their productivity is depending on their affectivity, on one hand, the 

productivity could be as high as their frequency of entering their affective 

situations; on the other hand, one can imagine that their productivity will be 

instable if it is depending on their affective experiences. For instance, Yuen 
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frankly told me that his productivity turned lower since he became happier than 

ever.  

 

Anti-economic logics and practices 

 

While listening to their explanation of the urges behind their productions, their 

anti-economic narratives were within my expectations. They generate strong 

creative affects, which have been mixing with anti-economy and anti-government 

sentiments of the larger society. Regarding their different production logics as 

mentioned, managing their affective negativity was central to their productions. 

The nature of their productions was determined as affective and personalized. 

Their pleasure and satisfaction was mainly gained from their subjective 

experiences of relief from imperative internal feelings and from achieving their 

self-development and missions. With these non-materialistic aspects as the main 

concerns of the production process, economic values and business perspectives 

were almost absent from their narratives. In that case, they put high degree of 

personal investments into their productions which distanced them from the 

market.  

 

This is especially the case for those who produced work driven by their 

melancholy. Rather than having business goals or longing for profit, they 

produced work by following their intrinsic directives including their feelings and 

sense of mission. They finally received a sense of relief as their main return. 

Although most of their productions are finally embedded in the context of 

economic utilisation, the monetary rewards for their productions are usually 

undervalued in their mindset since they were satisfied by the therapeutic process 
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of production without consideration for formalised structures such as a guaranteed 

salary. The monetary rewards for instances the writing fees, artist fees became 

bonus for them. As Dido said, “I need to write them out no matter what”. Besides 

this, they tended to avoid discursive economic engagement which revealed their 

emphasis upon the inner life brought by their works. Even for Nate, who 

produced her documentary about urban conservation, she became quickly 

embarrassed and clarified the point that she did not work for money while she was 

receiving a budget of a five-digit sum as investment in her documentary. 

According to some of their narratives, economic logic works against their pursuit 

of an inner life; the economization will influence their intrinsic motivations of 

creative work. In their production logics, affectivity and commerce are 

incompatible. Similar to the bohemian values mentioned by Eikhof and 

Haunschild, among their productions, “the development of one’s personality is 

more important than monetary rewards” (531). 

 

Hence, in some cases, instead of simply being distanced from the economic world, 

some of them were consciously working against the quantifiable and monetarily 

understood market-values. They merge their productions into the resistant 

movements to against the mainstream in their mindset. In Ho-lok’s case, driven 

by his anger towards the developer hegemony, he strongly refused to be involved 

in the capitalist system that contradicted his political stance of anti-developer 

hegemony and anti-monopoly. He attempts to run his productions with a low 

degree of market-orientation and commercialization. He and his partner tried their 

best to work in alternative ways to keep themselves outside of the market. As 

Ho-lok explained, his farm avoided the involvement of capital, “[it is] a space 

created for neighbourhoods and locals, but not a space created for easier capital 
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exchange.” The facet of resistance is prioritized in their productions. However, 

Ho-lok was actually an unusually successful case of one who successfully evaded 

the market.  

 

Apart from distancing themselves from the economic world as an antimarket 

gesture, some of them told me they were actually refused by the market. The 

refusal they encountered in the market deprived them of hope of receiving any 

rewards. They in turn started to forget about the market. However, in their 

narratives, their hopelessness in the face of the market also reflected their desire 

for higher market values of their productions. Their self-exclusion from the 

economic world is ambiguous. When asked if they had thought about what they 

had earned from their productions, some of them compromised with the realistic 

view that culture and art are not valuable in the dominant market of Hong Kong. 

Most of them had the feeling that poverty should be the consequence of creating 

art and literature. Thus, when they had no hope for the industries of wenyi, they 

gave up looking for extrinsic rewards for their works. As Yuen expressed about 

his situation, “It is impossible to get money. It is impossible to feed yourself by 

merely writing. … Who can do that in Hong Kong?” Hence, Yuen had never 

imagined that he could get reasonable payment while he was writing for different 

publications. Although they disappointed with having little value in the market, at 

the same time they told me about their desire to participate in the market. Their 

hopelessness in the face of the industries puts them into a vicious circle of staying 

away, and so losing possible returns from the market. Their ignorance of 

economic forces is a compromise response to the mainstream market. This 

compromise response may at the same time benefit the capitalist exploitation in 

the industries.  
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For those whose productions were mainly triggered by their affect of self-doubt, 

they usually interpreted their desire for publication and rewards as being due to 

their need to achieve self-actualization. However, publication and rewards 

more-or-less involve market decisions and institutional standards. In this matter, 

the case is more complicated when external rewards are involved in compensation 

for their self-doubt. Instead of simply earning monetary profits with creative 

products, the honour of getting awards or being published offered them the 

recognition for their creative talents that helped them in developing their careers. 

Apart from recognition, the rewards offered them reputations that were helpful to 

marketize themselves in the expanding market. In a similar manner to marketing, 

the accumulation of external rewards can brand their identities as writers or 

singers, instead of as amateurs. As Brouillete suggested in her study on literature 

writers, “identity is a matter of marketing but also a matter of the meaning of 

one’s life”. Moreover, their productions may be influenced by their consideration 

of the standard of the awards. Yuen mentioned that he got a few awards since the 

judges were usually interested in literature that covered the topics of sex and the 

darker side of people. Besides this, Mitsu even talked about the monetary rewards 

that most of them avoided to make them relevant to their productions. “These 

things in the society are not important, are useless. No matter how meaningful and 

profound you think they are, […], finally only money can tell!” she said. In her 

experience, although her productions were not driven by economic reasoning but 

by her negative emotions, she believed that the monetary rewards became the 

only quantifiable things that could affirm her products within the hyper capitalist 

system in Hong Kong. As Brouillete stated, their “imperative internal quests 

augments one’s inherent potential in the service of career development” (207).  
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In most of the cases, the economic logic was not entirely separate from their 

productions that were triggered by different affects. While they kept emphasizing 

the affective experiences among their productions, it is somehow hard for them to 

escape from the art-commerce relationship. As Eikhof and Haunschild stated, “the 

key feature of creative or cultural industries is that creative goods and services are 

not only produced, but that their productionis embeddedin a contextof economic 

utilisation” (531). For the contemporaries, their affective experiences, which were 

interpreted by them as being prior to their market values, were actually useful for 

them to keep engaging with the market. For instance, Jing Wong produced his 

songs individually driven by his depressions, and finally entered the popular 

music industries. Dido’s personal prose, written with the imagined audiences and 

the literary market in her mind, and other projects including Adonian’s exhibition 

and Nate’s documentary, received investment from government and business 

groups. Instead of practicing their productions to resist the creative-economic 

relationships and the marketization of their creative talents, their productions also 

exemplified the market involved in the creative economy. As Dido said, 

“although you did not plan to be marketable there are some conditions that may 

force you towards marketization”. To distance themselves from the inevitable 

relationship with the market, most of them mitigated their economic engagement 

discursively rather than practically against the market as Ho-lok did. In Adonian’s 

case, he explained the ambiguous relationship between creativity and commerce 

in his project Untitled Speech (2015) in PMQ, which is one of the “conserving 

Central” projects launched by the government and benefiting the developers, he 

re-interpreted his works as searching for the “friendships” between politics and 

the commercial world. In his view, all parties can form friendships and can work 
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together to create a better world. “Many of us can be friends. Just we haven’t 

realised it,” he said.  

 

All in all, while they were presenting their antimarket stances when explaining 

their productions, their production practices in turn revealed their involvement in 

the market. They felt an intrinsic need to create works and also to consider their 

imagined audiences; they reinterpreted and personalized the economic aspects of 

their works by framing them in their affective experiences; they longed to 

participate in the market but at the same time were refused by it. Instead of 

balancing or simply practicing both economic and artistic logics, their productions 

were operated in the struggles between their internal imperatives and the creative 

market. As in Brouillette’s examination of art, the artistic autonomy is produced 

by the same social circumstances that it is supposed to disavow. Their wenyi 

productions become thereby a space where the struggle between autonomy and 

the market takes place. Instead of autonomy, I suggest a struggle between 

affectivity and the market. 
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Aesthetics, poetics 

 

While the creativity discourses were largely aligned with the creative industries, 

and economics and industry research, the aesthetic part of the products was 

usually ignored and the functionality and the usefulness in the market was 

emphasized. As Davies and Sigthorssun told us, “creative production has been 

industrialized, set-up in factory-like structures and managed along the same 

principles as the manufacture of any other mass-market goods” (ix). However, 

according to the last sections, their productions were affective rather than 

industrialized. With the backdrop of their affectivity, their works could be 

considered as their responses to their affective experiences rather than profitable 

products in the market. Although most of their works finally entered the market 

with marketability, none of them saw their works as marketable innovations but 

usually as personal and even political works. In this section, instead of their 

market values, I attempt to examine the aesthetics these works delivered among 

the struggles and interplay between their affects and the economic force in the 

market. To examine the aesthetics, I am going to look at the themes, forms, 

content and also the materials used in their works. 

 

The Fragility of Existence 

 

The main quality of the aesthetics of their oeuvres is fragility. The fragility they 

captured or built. While many forms of art and literature encourage us to strive for 

eternity and long-lasting things, the wenyi qingnian developed their poetic view of 

the fragility of existence, revealed the fragility of things of today neolibreral 

society. Among the oeuvres of the wenyi qingnian, their themes included the 
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perishability of love, the disappearance of city scenes, the fading of memories, the 

powerlessness of humans and also their sentimental thoughts on their 

surroundings with the sense of fragility. In their works, destruction and the loss of 

someone or something were always inevitable endings. For instance, Adonian, 

Jess and Nate produced work related to different local fading scenes of the 

streetscapes, Shum Shui Po and Kwun Tong; Dido and Page had written stories of 

their decaying relationships and memories. They captured the fragility of various 

things with their words, media works and music, and sometimes intertwined them 

with other qualities which will be elaborated later. To present the fragility of the 

things they captured, particular forms and materials were used to express the 

delicacy of different things. For instance, Page and Dido used fragile things as 

metaphors in their writings, and Jess had drawn her works with delicate lines. 

 

In Page’s short story Gas Giant 氣態行星, the theme of fragility of love and 

relationship was captured explicitly among the conversations between the 

protagonists that he created. The story of Giant Gas revolved around a vulnerable 

love relationship between a pair of schoolmates, F and “her”, who seldom met. In 

Page’s story, F and “her” had never committed to be together. Contrarily, they 

were neither friendly nor aloof. By writing about how they smoked together and 

left each other three times, and ending their relationship with a scene of a dying 

cigarette end, his writing revealed the vulnerability and the vagueness of love. As 

F said in the story, “love and desire is merely a linear process. It will die 

automatically when come to a certain destination.” In the similar vein, the 

subjects they captured tended to be broken and vanished. The changing scene of a 

city; the memories that were fading away; and the store that was closing down. 
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Using Page’s writing style to describe those subjects, they would die 

automatically when they arrived at a certain destination.  

 

 
fig. 9 Jess Lau’s graphic in Monday Blue 

 

In this case, they used many ephemeral objects as images to present their fragile 

subjects. To aestheticize the fragility in the world, puff, flowers, erasing strokes 

and other fading images usually appeared. Amidst all of them, light and transient 

smoke were frequently used. In Page Fung’s Gas Giant, smoke appeared at both 

the beginning and the ending. At the beginning, the smoke rising slowly in the air 

after F met “her”, then there were the little sparks reflected in F’s eyes while “her” 

kept silence, and also the elapsing flame appeared every time that F was 

witnessing “her” leaving. As the smoke dispersed within a short time, the scenes 

of describing the disappearance of smoke helped Page to reflect on the fragility of 

relationships.  
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Similar to Page, Dido also used disappearing objects as imageries in her writing. 

Fading and dissolving were the form of disappearance they used in their works. 

Besides, writing about the memories of her grandparents who had passed away, 

Dido described her memories as fading as easily as dissolving in water. “If grief is 

a pot of water that is cooling down, then I cannot escape from feeling guilty to see 

those memories immersed, faded out, rotting away and even dissolved”, the 

memories in her words faded like any old photo or paper immersed in water, 

waiting to disintegrate. 

 

Apart from writing, Jess had drawn sentimental works with delicate and light 

lines in pencil strokes which revealed the fragility of the objects visually. Her duo 

stop-motion animation The Fading Piece, showed a pastel diminishing slowly on 

the right while the line drawing of the landscape of Kwun Tong Town Centre was 

developing at the same time. It is based on a photo named Kwun Tong Town 

Centre from Wikipedia, which no longer looks the same due to urban renewal 

programme. The diminishing pastel and ongoing development of the light 

line-drawing of landscape shown us the delicacy of things caused among 

consumption and development. As Jess stated in her artist statement, “A 

stop-motion animation in the virtual world is formed when the pastel in reality 

transformed into the scenery (Kwun Tong) on the paper, simultaneously, line by 

line.” The fragility she revealed is not only about the strokes and the lines, but 

also the streetscape behind the celebration of urban development. As Jess’ 

English-language poem in the artist statement in a gallery Connecting 

Space-Zurich said: 

 

It has already gone too far. 
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Who knows when? Who knows how? It just gradually happens. 

We remains, 

Wandering randomly, 

On the streets, Into the alleys, 

And in our faintly discernible memories. 

One day, 

Seems to be secretly, 

Or quietly, 

It comes. 

Again, it comes. 

 

 
fig. 10 Gas Giant in Zihua 

 

None of the images they used were long-lasting, but were perishable and easily 

disappearing. Similar to the process of the disappearance of fading love, changing 

city, losing memories and even life, they were transformed and were finally 

broken in to pieces. However, apart from focusing on the fragility they 
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experienced, the losing and breaking of what they loved and cherished, they were 

actually keeping those subjects in more long-lasting forms by creating different 

oeuvres. By writing memories as prose, recording the changing Kwun Tong as 

animation, describing the diminishing sparks in words, etc., the wenyi qingnian 

created works of fragility to oppose fragility itself. They could not keep those 

things completely, so they captured them. On the one hand, their posture to 

aestheticize fragility played against the searching for certainty and eternity, and 

revealed the fragility of things beind the belief of the stability of our lives and 

society; on the other hand, their form of art which transformed the fragile objects 

into long-lasting works resisted their fragile existences.   

 

Indigenous aesthetics  

 

Continuing with the depiction of fragility, most of the wenyi qingnian preserved 

the fragile local scenes that were vanishing with the development of Hong Kong. 

These works demonstrated the beauty and the preciousness of the locality of Hong 

Kong specifically, which I have termed as indigenous aesthetics. In fact, not all 

parts of the local culture can be used to constitute their indigenous aesthetics. In 

their works, they put their focuses on the local culture and scenes that were 

mostly under threat from the rapid urban renewal and redevelopment. Moreover, 

they usually captured the districts that the grassroots communities were mostly 

living in. Thus, those redeveloping districts including Shum Shui Po, To Kwa 

Wan, Yau Ma Tei and Mong Kok, grassroots communities and old urban areas, 

were the key backgrounds of their creative works. Instead of bringing accurate 

images of those districts into their works, they selected certain “old” elements that 

fitted with their impression of those places. They were old-fashioned, raw and 
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with the atmosphere of Hong Kong before the 21st century. The indigenousness of 

their local aesthetics was espsecially referred to the aesthetics constituted in the 

old Hong Kong, usually the 1980s or 1990s Hong Kong, before the Urban 

Renewal Authority developed and the acceleration of redevelopment.  

 

Hence, the “old” elements of Hong Kong usually appeared in their works either 

intentionally or unintentionally. A nostalgic tone emerged in their works. For 

instance, in Ho-lok’s project Very MK and also Wrong Side Cafe, co-produced by 

him and his peers, were places in tenement buildings located in yet developed 

Portland Street and Soy Street, respectively. Both places were surrounded by 

grassroots and locals with hybrid backgrounds. Ho-lok told me every choice in 

the projects was made to develop certain scenes. As he mentioned in the teaser of 

his project, they were located in “where the good, the bad and the ugly mingle”. 

His project is participated in the streetscape of Mong Kok, where with high 

density of people, includin marginalized people, and has yet to be renewed. 

Besides this, in Nate’s documentary of Lai Sun Ban Koon, while Ban Koon was 

more upmarket than most stores and was popular in the 1970s and 1980s and now 

declinging, she began with a scene depicting how Ban Koon was set up in the 

morning, and captured different elements of this “old-fashioned” store, including 

a pachinko machine, a traditional wine menu, and also yellowing family photos. 

By portraying the underdeveloped facets of these districts and places, and putting 

focuses on the grassroots, their works showed their particular desire for the 

indigenous Hong Kong atmosphere before the rapid urban redevelopment.  

 

Since most elements they needed for their work contained the feelings of “old” 

Hong Kong, they usually obtained abandoned material from local sources. The 
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sign boards and the abandoned bunk bed in Ho-lok’s farm, the pachinko machine 

in Nate’s documentary, and Adonian’s collection of abandoned signboards. 

Adonian devoted a couple of years to his collection of abandoned street 

signboards in a traditional character style Beiwei Kaishu 魏楷書. With the 

renewal and development of core streets, there are frequent closures of restaurants 

and old stores due to the resulting soaring rent. The signboards were then 

abandoned. Similar to Keith Tam’s study on neon signboards, the signboards with 

Chinese calligraphy were sadly being replaced by oversized billboards making 

blatant statements of globalisation and rampant consumerism with the emergence 

of chain stores and global brands (neonsigns.hk). In this case, opposing this 

process, the abandoned signs collected and transformed by Adonian constituted 

an archive of local streetscapes that addressed the disappearance of the local 

culture of calligraphy. As Adonian emphasized, “actually these are the 

calligraphies that were incubated in Hong Kong. …So I want to represent this 

thing to others.” Besides following the historical font style, he refined the style of 

the fonts with his own imagination and also with contemporary techniques. He 

even combined the calligraphy with electronic music and neon lights. The 

combination of technology and traditional Chinese calligraphy demonstrated a 

more complicated version of the nostalgic tone of the indigenous aesthetics he 

constructed. Instead of being nostalgic, he rather aimed to recuperate the sign 

scape into our daily lives. “…actually [I] need to break loose from the nostalgia,” 

Adonian emphasized. Instead of choosing between the old-fashioned and the 

new-fashioned, his works brought the old Hong Kong into conversation with the 

present. 
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In their intepretations of their works, the indigeneity they captured and formed 

was to against the developing Hong Kong that they perceived as 

hyper-economicalized and igrnorant to the uniqueness of Hong Kong culture. 

With the streetscapes they captured and recuperated, particular aesthestic of 

indigeneous Hong Kong formed and also happened as resistance to the rapid 

changes in urbanization due to both economic growth and globalization.  

 
fig. 11 Calligraphy on street posted in Adonian’s Facebook 
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fig. 12 Untitled Speech, Detour 2015 

 

Community aesthetics 

 

With their particular longing for the local scenes before the rapid urban 

redevelopment, the tangible community with human warmth and proximity was 

also a key subject that they were longing for. Under the rapid urban 

redevelopment and the neo-liberal practices of Hong Kong, strong senses of 

individualism and utilitarianism were deeply rooted in the society. One was 

encouraged to rely on the market mechanism to survive and the communities in 

the city became more and more separated. While some of the wenyi qingnian 

commented in their interviews about the rareness of human warmth in Hong Kong, 

having the feeling that the people were increasingly isolated from each other, 

some of their works displayed the communal bonds generated among 

communities that at the same time was against the neoliberal individualism in 
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Hong Kong. In their oeuvres, for instance, Lai Sun Ban Koon directed by Nate, 

the Very MK rooftop farm set up by Ho-lok, and the theatre performance A 

Kitchen of Her Own directed by Miu Miu, they focused attention on the 

interactions and the mutual respect and love between people, especially the more 

vulnerable groups. The human warmth, tender-heartedness, proximity and 

harmony in the groups of people they portrayed, I termed the community 

aesthetics. 

 

Moreover, the community aesthetic they captured were developed and bound to 

particular spatial settings. As Ranceire observed on the aesthetic experiences amid 

the community of senses, the community they portrayed was not merely about the 

interactions in between but also the distribution of spaces (40). For instance, in 

Miu Miu’s work, she demonstrated the close bonds between different women 

while they were sharing their cooking stories on the stage in the settings of a 

kitchen. Similarly, Nate’s story of Lai Sun Ban Koon displayed the human 

warmth that captured the atmosphere of neighbourhoods in public housing estates. 

The aesthetic of the community was constituted by the living attitudes and the 

materiality of certain spaces captured in their works.  

 

In 2014, Nate documented Lai Sun Ban Koon, which was her first long 

documentary, to record the history of a demolished 40-year-old store, Ban Koon 

辦館 in the old saying, in Pak Tin Estate62. To tell the story of this Ban Koon, the 

film captured the last days of the old store, and how the neighbours said goodbye 

to the owners, the Chan family. Deviating from the typical documentary style that 

                                                 
62 In April 2012, the Hong Kong Housing Authority announced the redevelopment of Pak Tin 
Estate. Blocks 1, 2, 3 and 12, in which Lai Sun Ban Koon was located, would be demolished first 
and replaced by a modern shopping centre in 2016 (Lai Sun Ban Koon). 
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recounts history, Nate paid much attention to the friendships built between the 

neighbours in that space. Lai Sun Ban Koon was represented as a public space or 

communal place for the neighbours in Pak Tin Estate. As captured in the 

documentary, a Thai neighbour helped Mrs Chan to buy dishes while Mrs Chan 

was engaged in the business in Ban Koon, a bus driver brought his lunch box 

there and had lunch with the visitors in Ban Koon everyday since there was no 

canteen in the bus station. The mutual cooperation and caring that took place in 

that Ban Koon reminded me of the humanistic feelings of life in a public housing 

estate that was passed down in stories and often captured in Hong Kong cinema, 

for instance The House of 72 Tenants (1973) and Below the Lion Rock Series 

(1972- ). Furthermore, the documentary ended with all the neighbours and the bus 

driver singing Yau Yi Ji Gwong 誼之光 together, crying out the lyrics “the 

friendship is always in our heart”, that thoroughly conveyed the human warmth 

generated in a public housing estate community.  

 

Beside the spatial settings, anecdotal memoirs of human interactions were 

exquisitely focused in their works. In the real world, these anecdotes, which 

seemed to be tiny, subtle and routine would usually be ignored in our fast-paced 

lives. By putting a focus on those anecdotes with detailed narratives and with a 

slower pace, these works helped us to rediscover the subtle but precious nature of 

interactions with others. Hence, their rhythm of their works usually ran in steady 

pace without any climate designed. In October 2015, Miu Miu directed a theatre 

performance A Kitchen of Her Own in order to explore the life stories of different 

Hong Kong kitchen women. The performance also delved into their relationships. 

For instance, there was a mother who made a lunchbox every day, come rain or 

shine; a foreign domestic helper who was cooking her native speciality in another 
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place; and a disabled woman who could not easily cook. In the theatre, the 4 

actresses took turns to play out 4 different roles to narrate their personal 

experiences of cooking in detail, describing their feelings as precisely as possible 

with lengthy scripts. These actresses sat together, with some leaning on one 

another and some holding one another under the soft orange light on stage.  

Furthermore, regarding the foreign domestic helper in Miu Miu’s performance, 

the Thai neighbour in Nate’s documentary and the South Asians in Ho-lok’s farm 

etc., the community aesthetics they delivered were not only about proximity and 

spatiality but also hybridity. The harmonious worlds they created were constituted 

by people with different backgrounds.   

 

 
fig. 13 publication of A Kitchen of her own in Mingpao 
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fig. 14 Photo of A Kitchen of her own 

 

 
fig. 15 screencap 1 of Lai Sun Ban Koon, 2015 
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fig. 16 screencap 2 of Lai Sun Ban Koon, 2015 

 

DIY Aesthetic  

 

While some of them, especially those who wrote literature, would aim at 

publishing their oeuvres through official publishers and the markets in order to 

gain a reputation in the literary circle, some of them produced their works in a 

DIY manner either because of a lack of resources, or by preference. Their DIY 

efforts were usually low-fi, simple, and involved some degree of rawness 

compared with standardized products.  

 

While the wenyi qingnian are being placed or placing themselves outside of the 

market, some of them create works in an independent way as part of their 

“bottom-up” practices. As Baker and Huber explained concerning DIY music, 

DIY is “an identifiable trait that seems to be a useful and recognisable signifier of 

the ‘bottom-up’ activities” (515). Due to their particular tastes and the limited 

resources and skills they had, these works were usually minimal. For instance, the 

rooftop farm created by Ho-lok and the neighbours as mentioned, Adonian’s 

collection, Jing Wong’s music, and also Mitsu and Jesss’ books. Mitsu’s book 
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Immature, which was published in a print-on-demand manner, was bound in a 

cover with a plain grey colour, with the book name and her name printed in the 

middle occupying a small area. Moreover, her words were printed on pages 

paragraph by paragraph without any images or design. Jess’s hand drawn graphics 

also demonstrated a certain degree of minimalism by placing a small object in the 

corner and leaving a large area of blank space. In her recent book Last Time You 

Cried, that she published in a limited edition of 150, the graphics were all tiny and 

with simple lines. Adopting the same tone, the stories were told in short sentences. 

Nevertheless, the simplicity or the minimalism brought out the delicacy of their 

works. Knowing that they spent so much time and effort engaged in crafting their 

works, gave these works a uniqueness and warmth amidst the standardization in 

the industries. As Smith stated, “the meaning and value craft takes on as a form of 

resistance to industrialized life has endured for well over a century” (214).  

 
fig. 17 Promotion image of Mitsu’s diy book Immature 
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fig. 18 Promotion image of Jess Lau’s zine Last Time You Cried 

 

Besides this, “dirtiness” and rawness were characteristics they were aiming for in 

their products. Contrary to the practices of the mainstream industries, they 

enjoyed the process of production using natural forms creating their products on 

their own. In Ho-lok’s farm, everything, from poster, to booklet, to the 

infrastructure in the farm, was handmade, second-hand, remade or exchanged. As 

he recalled, the fruit tree in his farm was donated by a farmer after Ho-lok helped 

him in a protest, and the soil was donated by the Mapopo Community. Every 

feature of his works appeared to have a story behind it. Similarly, Jing Wong even 

quit his music production company PMPS (People Mountain People Sea) due to 

his intention to develop rawness in his music. In Jing Wong’s case, he told me 

how he tinkered with every song by experimenting in his bedroom. When 
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describing his music made in the DIY manner, he told me that he was more 

satisfied than with the spectacular sounds produced by PMPS. “Actually I don’t 

want [the sound] to be so clean and refined. I want it to be dirtier,” he explained. 

In this case, his “dirtier” music showed his DIY aesthetic, which is a 

revolutionary sort of aesthetic that allows us to make elegant objects from 

inelegant things. As stated by Hamilton, it is the aesthetics of refusal of the 

homologenized, manufactured popular culture (37).  
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter on the creative productions of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, I 

had four aims: 1) to delve into their experiences of the production process; 2) to 

examine what forces were at work and what the possible production logics were 

beyond the dichotomous perspectives of the artistic/economic, in their 

experiences; 3) to analyse the aesthetics of their products in order to show the 

creativity the wenyi qingnian had delivered to the city; and 4) to analyse the 

political potentials they offered, or failed to offer, via the products they created. 

By and large, I attempt to explore how the personal experiences of this particular 

group of youths led to their creations that were delivered to our city. How did 

their personal experiences generate their particular aesthetics?  

 

First, as illustrated by their personal experiences of production, what they 

experienced and acquired was not merely the pleasure or pain usually highlighted 

in creative industries studies; rather, they were the strong intensities of affects 

passing through and moving their bodies. More specifically, they were driven by 

their melancholy, anger, self-doubt and solitude during the production process. 

These affects were generated in their relations with the worlds, the happenings 

around them, which triggered their bodily acts and responses. As Fox notes, this 

affective flow begins long before any mark is made on a canvas and continues 

long after the paint has dried (7). Therefore, I argue that affects are the creative 

triggers in the creative process. In this way, their affective experiences of 

production are not only related to the creative production itself, but their personal 

experiences in other facets of their life. As Hesmondhalgh and Baker state, 
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“ ‘affect’ potentially refers to a broader domain of such non-cognitive experiences” 

(163). The wenyi qingnian in this study experienced their melancholic states when 

they were losing their loved ones, or feeling isolated in school life, and they found 

boredom and hardship on their creative trajectory. Concerning their anger, this 

was generated by their anti-urban development stance and the turbulent changes 

that are taking place in today’s Hong Kong. In addition, self-doubt and a sense of 

solitude were generated as they pondered their creative capabilities, and they felt 

lonely on a trajectory that seemed to depart from the mainstream. These affective 

experiences led them to various productions. As Probyn says, “different affects 

make us feel, write, think, and act in different ways” (74). While affects flow to 

alter our understanding of our relations to the world, I consider the affects they 

experience to be highly related to their state as young, alternative, and fresh, 

asserting their resistance to the industries and the society they perceived they were 

struggling in and with. Their affective experiences, their productions and products 

reveal the world they understood as fragile, hyper-consumerist, dominated by 

economic growth and undervaluing art and culture. They experienced deep 

feelings in the relationships with their peers and partners. Besides, they usually 

suffered due to social issues and their lower positions in the industries.  

 

Second, with all these above-mentioned affects that were unsettling, the wenyi 

qingnian were motivated to create, for instance to write, to make films, or make 

music, to relieve themselves from those affective states. The affective powers of 

things, ideas and social forms together affected the author’s body, territorialising 

its capacities to think, to feel, and to create (Fox 9). It was intolerable to 

accumulate the affects without enabling them to flow. As they usually mentioned, 

production was a way to maintain their mental health. This echoes the 
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understanding of creativity in the field of anti-humanist sociology, that creative 

production is part of an open-ended flow of affect between assembled human and 

non-human elements. Driven by their affects, their stories presented three highly 

personalized logics of production that were neither economic logics nor artistic 

logics: the productions derived from melancholy, from anger, and from self-doubt. 

In their productions derived from melancholy, they had written and played guitar 

to express their grief; in their productions from anger, they created works as a 

direct challenge or threat to the dominant culture and the hyper-development they 

perceived; in their productions from self-doubt, they created different works to 

sustain their status as creators, and to achieve self-realization. Here, their 

productions were an outlet for their unsettling affects, and a way for them to 

respond to the negative situations they experienced individually, transforming 

them into another, which echoed the notion of expressive art. They offered more 

versions of production logics and broadened the domain of artistic logics.  

 

Focusing on self, the wenyi qingnian usually undervalued the economic aspect of 

production, considering their productions as something spiritual rather than 

marketable. In their perception, symbolic capital and economic capital are 

opposed to each other. However, their affectivity did not totally crowd out their 

economic logics of production. In fact, most of them could not escape from 

complicity with the creative economy. Different components of the market, for 

instance, the audiences, and the tastes of the market and their investors, were 

involved in their considerations in productions. Their production logics echoed 

Brouillette’s examination in the literature; it also exemplified and internalized 

some of the foundational aspects of the creative economy that also involved 

market activity (14). With their particular logics of production, there were 
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struggles between their affectivity and the market. Apart from the contract 

between art and commerce, the contract between affectivity and the market 

became an important facet of their production. 

 

Third, I focused on the aesthetics that were constituted by their affectivity in 

production, which are usually overlooked in creative industries studies. This part 

filled the research gap by considering the artistic values of their products, their 

wenyi, seeing aesthetics as the result of productions and apart from economic 

values. Produced by the personal affective flows, their oeuvres revealed particular 

aesthetics including the aesthetics of the fragility of existence, indigenous 

aesthetics, community aesthetics and DIY aesthetics. For the fragility of existence, 

their works emphasized the fleeting aspects of life including perishable love, 

fading scenes and uncontrollable fate. By poeticizing this fragility, their works 

preserved the fragile parts of their lives by capturing them. Besides this, their 

works also captured the local scene and focused on the fading streetscapes and 

human warmth among communities. Those works demonstrated their indigenous 

aesthetics and community aesthetics. Furthermore, corresponding with their 

attitude to oppose development in Hong Kong, some of their works presented 

their DIY aesthetics demonstrating rawness, simplicity and the human touch. 

 

Continuing the discussion on wenyi in today’s Hong Kong, I wondered how 

today’s wenyi offered their political potentials or aspirations to the public. As 

illustrated, since their productions were connected to creative production as 

interpreted by the field of sociology, echoing the concept of “affective flow” in art 

suggested in Fox’s study, I wondered what affects and desires were projected onto 

the city by the works of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. If the products of 
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creativity are themselves affects that will produce further impulses and desires, 

and are thus part of an on-going evolution of social life (Fox 10), they should be 

considered not only in the context of what is marketable or artistic, but also in 

terms of the as-yet unknown aspirations that they have given us.    
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Chapter 3 Their labour, their precarity 

 

In chapter 2, regarding the labour practices of the senior wenyi qingnian I 

interviewed, they offered two alternatives, in general: either they were dedicated 

full-time to their self-funded productions, or they had an office job to save their 

time and energy for the creation of works. Both versions revealed that their 

creative works were prioritized in their making of career choices, managing their 

lives to accommodate their creative endeavours. They seemed to be doing this for, 

as Florida suggests, “what money can’t buy” (87). Refer back to 21st century 

Hong Kong, most of the wenyi qingnian I interviewed had day jobs as freelancers, 

were unemployed or worked part-time, etc. in various creative fields (this will be 

elaborated upon in the next section). The cases of these Hong Kong wenyi 

qingnian provided more alternatives that offered a more complex view of 

Florida’s celebratory notion of creative labour.  

 

In Florida’s celebratory concept of creative labour, capitalism and the “free 

creative spirit” are united in the creative ethos. Since he argues that creativity is 

an innate characteristic of all human beings, this union established expanded and 

democratized labour forces to drive the economy in the capitalist world. In the 

democratization and intensification of creativity, which refer to allow everyone to 

work with their creative spirit, the creative worker is supposed to be a particular 

type of worker who has escaped from the stratification of class divides (Florida 

320). For Florida and his supporters, it is a positive development that workers can 

be autonomous and liberated by their free creative spirit (Boschma and Fritsch; 

Clifton; DCMS). As he suggests, workers are no longer standardized by the 

routinisation of work that estranges them from their humanity. They work for 
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more than “just a job” and “require more than compensation for their time”. In 

their works, they were looking for meaningful aspects of life, for instance their 

own personal development (88). Workers are empowered to take charge and 

manage their working lives to create meaning from their work. Celebrating the 

supremacy of creative labour over other forms of labour, Florida announces that 

we have come to “the end of work” in the creative ethos (109), experiencing the 

totally different features of labour practices in the no-collar workplace, such as 

flexibility, freedom and rich and multidimensional ways of life such that “we are 

truly on our own” (115).  

 

There is no doubt that “creative workers” have emerged in the capitalist systems 

of cosmopolitan centres and cities, exerting their interests and creative capacity. 

More career opportunities are available for people to enter labour processes where 

they can exchange their creativity for wages. However, it is not completely as 

positive as Florida suggested. The Floridian version of creative labour, that 

overemphasized the autonomy of the workers in the creative industries, 

overlooked the commercial and capitalist forces exerted on driving labour. Using 

Mckinlay and Smiths’ words, “it is difficult to remain unaffected by the forces of 

monetised and mass capitalist production values” (33-34). In this respect, there 

have been a number of scholars who have critiqued Florida’s simplified creative 

labour concept with a Marxist theoretical approach, revisiting creative labour with 

the concept of class. As Pang states, referring to the term “creative class”, “we 

should be reminded that ‘class’ is a highly constructed concept; it is not simply a 

structural category based on the nature of property ownership, but is always 

politically and ideologically constructed.” (69-70, see also Brouillette 39, Gill and 

Pratt 10). These studies further explicate the features of creative labour, mainly 



136 
 

based on the theories of immaterial labour of autonomist Marxism. Regarding the 

immaterial labour that embodied the diffusion of the boundaries between manual 

and intellectual logics, the autonomists claim that the incorporation of creativity 

in labour is structured or even alienated in social praxis. As Brouillette states, “the 

personality and subjectivity of the worker, including the desire for variety and 

self-expression, are made susceptible to organization and command”(39). In their 

viewpoints on creative labour, the autonomy of labourers is subject to capitalist 

logics and continues to be exploited in the changing markets. The alternative side 

of an optimistic claim of workers’ autonomous creativity is revealed, for instance, 

the effect of institutionalizing the unique in different institutions, and the 

routinization resulting from working in a particular genre or style (Mckinlay and 

Smith 32, Miller 96). Furthermore, the management of emotions of workers can 

also be integrated into the production process (Hesmondhalgh and Baker 108). 

Behind the romantisization of creativity as liberation from labour, creative 

workers have to manage a variety of challenges within the capitalist 

industrialization of creativity. Creative labour is “freer in some sense yet also 

harsh and isolating” (McGuigan 334).  

 

Following the Marxist viewpoint of creative labour, precarity has long emerged as 

a dominant discussion on labour and life that is skeptical of the Romanticist 

notion of creative labour. Precarity signifies the politically induced condition in 

which certain populations suffer from unstable, insecure forms of living, and new 

forms of political struggles (Gill and Pratt 3, Cuurtain and Sanson 13). Scholars 

are increasingly paying attention to the precarious experiences of various types of 

workers in creative industries. In order to broaden the spectrum of free labour, 

Karin Fast, Henrik Ornebring and Michael Karlsson offer their typology of free 
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labour activities including the slave, the carer, the apprentice, the prospector, the 

hobbyist, the volunteer and the patsy. Their study criticizes the similar concepts 

and effects of precarity in the long emergence of discussions. As they suggest, 

“we should be careful not to talk about free labour as if this was one distinctive 

category of labour” (11). In this vein, some studies explored multitudinous 

precariousness by differentiating creative labour into freelancer, artist, co-creative 

workers and fans, and even into gender, especially as female creative workers.  

 

By and large, exploitation under the guise of flexibility is one of the most 

significant aspects of precariousness encountered by creative workers, especially 

by freelancers who are seemingly “free” but who actually do not take holidays, 

readily engage in work for long hours, and do not get paid commensurately for 

the hours actually worked (Hesmondhalgh and Baker 117). Besides this, 

uncertainty is also a key precariousness due to their nature of flexibility, 

especially for freelancers. Without signing a long-term contract, and usually 

characterized by employment for a fixed period of time or for a particular project, 

freelancers are faced with insufficient union or governmental support (O’Connor 

35; see also Mould et al. 15; Pultz and Morch 1; Randle and Culkin 112; Banks 

316). While creative industries are recognized for their inclusiveness and 

democratization, they are often exclusive regarding their policies. Also, with the 

broad and ambiguous definitions of creative industries, workers in some fields are 

trapped in uncertain and insecure situations. Similarly to freelancers, artist 

workers are excluded from the market policy for creative industries since their 

“otherness is widely accepted by the general public (Rossiter 105-109, see also 

Gaztambide-Fernandez 233, Ross 11, Menger 801, Thomson 516). In this case, by 

further explicating that capacity of the artists’ works, including the reproduction 
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of their performances, some studies have suggested reconsidering artists as 

labourers in the economic market (MacNeil 301, Lingo and Tepper 354). 

Following the discussion on the distinction of creative workers and policy making, 

users’ or audiences’ participation can also be interpreted as a labour activity by 

offering unpaid labour by their participatory activities. The term “creative labour” 

should be more inclusive to also encompass consumers’ experiences as 

co-creative labour (see also Flegel and Roth 1096, Banks and Deuze 426). 

However, the neglect of the labour involved in their consumption has put these 

consumers into the precarious employment conditions of professional creatives 

(Zwass; Hartley; Banks and Deuze). Their creativity is seldom paid for. In 

addition, gender also contributes to particular conditions of precarity due to the 

gender gap especially suffered by female workers. These studies disclose the 

inequalities beyond the myth of equality and diversity that circulate within the 

creative industries (Conor, Gill and Taylor 1).  

 

Apart from the characteristics of labour itself, the digital age has also contributed 

to the precariousness of creative labour. It seems that technological development 

is a good thing for workers to engage audiences, or publish works, and more 

people offer their creative labour via participatory activities in the digital age. On 

the contrary, technology has also contributed to a shift in the spatiality and 

temporality of labour and the ever-increasing competition among producers, 

causing the disruption of different traditional creative businesses, for instance 

newspapers, printed magazines, and the traditional music business revenue 

streams (Thompson 515, see also Hracs and Leslie 66). Moving to online 

platforms meant workers within the manufacturing sector were eliminated and the 

workers who stayed had to be accommodated in the 24/7 digital world. Alongside 
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the fast technological development, workers are juggling more work, shouldering 

more risk, and are tasked with more career-management duties, often for lower 

rates of pay than before (515).  

 

The above-mentioned studies have revealed disappointing facets of creative 

labour. According to these studies, creative labour, in the sense of work that is 

flexible, creative and non-standard, is actually rare. However, some workers have 

not yet become disillusioned by the actual conditions. Despite the precarious 

material conditions, numerous studies have paid attention to the intrinsic value of 

creative labour negotiated by the workers themselves. Exploring various intrinsic 

forces and stressing the passion that engages workers in their labour, they 

examine labour practices in a broader sense than Marx did. First, going beyond 

the critique that not all works in creative industries are creative, as Florida 

claimed, some studies argue that it is the symbolic values of “creativity” that have 

driven the workers in their labour praxis. The symbolic values of “creativity” can 

be the values opposing the routinization, repetition and alienation of manual 

labour. They can refer to alternatives, freedom of choice, changes in life, and the 

sense of individuality (Kim 569, Hesmondhalgh and Baker 115). Second, with 

their creative passion to do “creative” works, workers may be attracted by the 

symbolic values and engage in everyday work irrespective of if it is creative or 

rather mundane. In this vein, passion has recently been considered as a significant 

driver of labour practices (Hermes 3). Similarly to a labour of love, a labour of 

passion is driven by a worker’s strong emotional and affective inputs into the 

works that are meaningful to them. Instead of working as workers, these workers 

tend to work towards striving for their own betterment in life, contributing to their 

self-fulfillment and also their hopes for the future (Hong 2). Third, some studies 
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suggest that creative labour can be driven and empowered by hope. Workers’ 

hope can transform the labour they offer into a future-oriented investment for 

delayed rewards or future returns. Even though they hope for outcomes that are 

difficult to obtain, or may not happen at all, the imagined future can always be the 

compensation for the hardships of work. As Kuehn and Corrigan state, “the 

temporal relationship between present experience and future aspirations shifts 

costs and risks onto the hope labourer” (21). Similarly, the symbolic value of 

creativity, passion and other intrinsic motivations, are de facto transforming the 

precariousness of creative labour into the individual responsibility of workers. 

These studies remind us to pay attention to what encourages the workers to 

participate in or stay within industries with known risks.  

 

Apart from understanding the intrinsic drivers that helped workers to mitigate or 

endure precarity, a few studies look into how they actually cope with, or survive 

in, the precarity of the industries within the capitalist world. For instance, they 

may have performed their free labour as a strategic means to reach a higher goal 

(Fast et. al. 8), or have naturalized their precarity in their accounts (Hong 7). In 

the same vein, Lloyd’s study offers an account of how neo-bohemians subsidized 

their artistic pursuits and lifestyle aesthetics by means of their other forms of 

labour. These few studies explore how different parts of worker’s lives are shaped 

to manage the precariousness of their creative labour. Furthermore, according to a 

recent study by Pultz and Morch, there is a group of young creative people who 

consciously choose to be unemployed, claiming that being precariats has become 

their strategy to manage themselves and their lives. As they state, “they take on 

responsibility for choosing a turbulent and insecure path and apply certain 

strategies to deal with the extensive responsibility and insecurity” (17). Instead of 
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being passive victims, there is still room for creative workers to position 

themselves and negotiate for themselves amid the precariousness. Their ambitions, 

desires and strategies in social struggles have offered alternatives to the dominant 

development paradigms (Arnold and Bongiovi 304). According to what Pultz and 

Morch claim, their practice provides important insights into how they handle late 

modern challenges of increased responsibility and individuality, and indeed how 

they insist on agency in even the most vulnerable situations (15). Continuing the 

discussion on survival strategies among precariousness, this chapter aims to 

examine the strategies that the wenyi qingnian have operated in their labour 

practices. It provides insights into how these young creative people manage the 

precariousness they encounter in the Hong Kong creative industries. In other 

words, it helps me to examine how these young creative people have survived in 

the industries and becoming the established creatives in Hong Kong. In the 

following section, I will first introduce the precariousness these wenyi qingnian 

have encountered. It will be followed by an exploration of the different reasons 

that have encouraged them to stay in their fields. From there onwards, I will 

examine the strategies they have used to remain and survive in their fields.  
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Precariousness  

 

During the interview period, I was meanwhile dealing with the conflict in a 

project with an art magazine publisher for my freelance work of writing 

introductory texts of a Hong Kong cultural map. The reason I accepted this 

freelance offer was because the details with attractive return and satisfactory time 

limit listed out in the email: 0.4 HKD per word, 8 short writings and 2 weeks to 

finish it. However, behind the title as writer, I was finally required to be the 

interviewer, director and as well as the photographer of every interviews. The 0.4 

HKD per word writing fee was no longer a good pay for the whole job. The 

glamorous freelance jobs suddenly turned out to be exploitative. After briefly 

telling my depression on Facebook, many of my peers in the literary circle 

commented with their empathy. Most of them indicated that they had heard or 

encountered similar experiences. When I interviewed Wong Ching, the former 

editor of that magazine few years ago, and now a freelancer, also shared with me 

about the hardships she faced in that publisher. Nevertheless, most of us were not 

dare enough to dun for any compensation. Being one of them, I know that I may 

lose my other opportunities after ruining this publisher’s reputation. While my 

peers were mostly being in the weakened bargaining position and tolerating their 

hardships silently, how can I stand out easily and change the conditions? This is 

neither the case only happened on me and Wong Ching, nor only brought by this 

particular art magazine publisher. In this section, I attempt to disclose a number of 

precariousness that these wenyi qingnian encountered among their labour 

practices, showing what they were facing behind the romanticized image of them.   

 

Time stress  
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While a growing amount of time to labour is needed in these wenyi qingnian’s 

position, most of them were working under time stress in different situations, 

including the long working hours and the loss of work-life balance. They told me 

without any surprise that they were usually required to work longer or unsocial 

hours even in their holidays. Working overnight without rest is not the rare case 

happened in this group of young creative people. To meet the deadline, Mitsu told 

me that she had been working for three days without rest. Wong Jing, who was 

working as a fashion designer alongside his own music productions, told me that 

he was working from nine-to-ten for every day and every week. “Sometimes till 

eleven”, he added. The long working hours seemed to be a norm in the industries 

where they are working in. Few of them even described their experiences of long 

working hours as their combat gains. Without gaining any wages for their 

overtime works or any attendance rewards, they devoted most of their time to 

work with their stress of breaking the “norm” of long working hours. For instance, 

Nate mentioned how a director reduced her time limit to write a one hour script 

within 2 days which made her to work overnight. “This is the industry!”, she 

stated. Moreover, the situation of Wong Ching even led her to guilt when she 

once planned to leave her office on time. As she told, after she bravely asked her 

employer to hire one more colleague to help on sharing the workload, her 

employer rejected and suggested her to spend her night at office as the former 

editor did. “…she said, ‘Actually the former editor was sleeping here, here has a 

heater, and this sofa, you can open it to be bed.’ Is that crazy?”, she described 

agitatedly.  
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Although the working hours ended at 6:30pm officially, an explanation is needed 

to satisfy Wong Ching’s employer for leaving the office on time. As she told, her 

employer finally felt comfortable to allow her to leave with the reason of having 

another interview with an author. This is to say, leaving on time was no longer 

appropriate unless the work was ongoing even outside the workplace. “It seems it 

would be my problem if she didn’t exploit me”, she elaborated. As Wong Ching 

put it, leaving her work on time would be a “problem”. The extended working 

hours become the unspoken rule. Moreover, as she mentioned, her office is set 

with little furniture to allow colleagues to spend their nights with overtime works, 

and she had been reminded that she can actually sleep there as her colleague did. 

Her case reminded me that there can be a system-wide exploitation that 

contributed by various parts in the industries, including the employer, the former 

colleagues who slept in the office and even the settings of the working space with 

bed and “cosy” furniture for workers to spend their nights. The exploitation with 

overtime work is normalized in different aspects as required which led them to 

question themselves if they did not work overtime. They cannot not be certain that 

when is the best moment to leave their works. 

 

Besides, their time stress was also came from the need to be 24 hours on call for 

works. They needed to be on standby for works in their leisure time. As Standing 

stated, “the growth of labour, work-for-labour and work-for-reproduction also 

eats into ‘leisure’”(128). In some of their stories, they seldom enjoy their leisure 

and flexibility as creative workers. Their employers are usually the real 

beneficiaries of their leisure and flexibility. They took advantage to call their 

employees for work in any time and any place. In Dido’s story, she had to throw 

herself into work whenever her employers sent her a messages or a manuscript to 
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edit. As she described, this situation was rather “scary”. It was scary, in the panic 

of receiving orders from the boss. While their creative works were supposed to 

allow them to take more charge in their lives compared with other manual works, 

the actual cases told us that their employers were the one who in charge. Their 

employers, who may also experiencing self-exploitation in a certain extent, 

prioritized works above the personal lives of themselves and of their colleagues. 

In that sense, their working lives were predominant over their employees’ 

personal schedule. As Dido pointed out accurately, “her working schedule is 

totally embedded in my personal schedule.” 

 

Similarly, the stress came from the endless editing works that spoiled Nate’s trip 

with her husband. As Nate told, she planned a trip with her husband as a buffer 

after a long period of being overworked. Nevertheless, instead of getting 

enjoyment, she was threatened by different calls and emails to keep working. “I 

need to bring my laptop when I was travelling with my husband … when I went 

down stairs in the hotel, I received a call from a designer and started to discuss a 

page with him….I want to relax. This was not the trip I wanted.” She elaborated. 

Her case revealed the actual conditions behind the guise of flexibility. It not only 

deprived the free time of the worker, but also brought quotidian stress to their 

lives. While the Floridian scholars were celebrating for how work can be handled 

by the workers whenever they are and brought them out from a settled routine, 

Dido and Nate were obviously unwilling to enjoy this “flexibility” that merged 

their leisure and work together. However, the sense of responsibility and the fear 

of losing their reputations forced them to be wired into this preacarity. “For 

example, it was so harsh to work for this issue and I wanted to resign too. But the 

whole world will know that you are an irresponsible people”, she elaborated.  
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Uncertain future  

 

As mentioned, they spent much of their time in work. However, their 

work-for-labour that ate into their leisure time did not bring them any monetary 

compensation or any opportunity for upward mobility. They were inevitably 

remained in the low income level; some may remained stagnant in their positions 

without any chance to move upwards. They devoted much of time and effort to be 

on standby for their labour but did not see the shadows of their future.  

 

In relation to their low-income status, most of them mentioned that the business 

capital of the cultural enterprises they were working for was insufficient. They 

usually needed to work in a tight budget, lowering down their expenses including 

the salaries. For instance, the monthly salary of 12,000 HKD for Dido in Zihua is 

part of the limited funding from the Hong Kong Arts Development Council 

(ADC). In April 2015, there was an emergence of blaming voices online queried 

about Zihua was raised by the grant from ADC. As termed by those voices, Man 

Hok Chung Wun (文學綜援)  (“literature assistance”). Among the debate, Zihua 

disclosed their expenditure and revealed that all of their staffs were being 

underpaid with not more than 12,000 HKD monthly and most of them were 

working as part-time with around 2000 HKD per issue. The 710,000 HKD 

funding from ADC did not successfully raised Dido and few of her colleagues 

with reasonable salaries. Besides, Donald got 15,000 HKD per month in the Hong 

Kong Literature House was supported by the limited and fluctuated memberships 

and donations, and Ho-lok was earning around 8800 HKD per month in The 

Coming Society that was supported by an activist Daniel Lee, who had another 
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independent book store to host. Receiving not more than 9,000 HKD per month, 

Ho-lok told me that sometimes he had to lend money from friends to pay his rent. 

As he told, some of his roommates, the wenyi qingnian and activists, usually 

failed to pay their rent. 

 

Among them, a considerable monthly salary became a wild wish to these wenyi 

qingnian while all their employers and colleagues were sustaining their 

productions in a tight budget with difficulties and setbacks. Knowing the 

conditions of the industries, these wenyi qingnian received poor pay as they 

expected. Therefore, in order to sustain their dignified lifestyle, at least able to 

pay their rent, most of them got freelance and part-time to gain extra income. As 

Ho-lok told me, while his 8800HKD monthly wage was insufficient for his living, 

he was now relied on the payment from his last freelance job. “I am spending 

those 15,000 HKD bit by bit”, he said. However, there would be one day Ho-lok 

finally used up the payment, when he would be stressful again due to his financial 

condition. “It will be running out of money in the end of the month”, he said. 

Similarly, Dido, who got a part-time job to teach creative writing, admitted that, 

“it will be so lei hea厲揭 (hard to manage) if you lost this job”. Referring to their 

conditions, even though they were not suffering from grinding poverty and most 

of them were living decently as supported by their secondary jobs, they cannot 

escape from the vulnerability brought by their low-income status. They were 

stressing out about the loss of secondary job, which ended up the loss of financial 

support and secure living. Strictly speaking, they were in the state of precarious 

living, gaining their precarious bread.   
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Moreover, as mentioned before, most of their cultural groups and organizations 

were working on a tight budget, some the firms that they were working in seldom 

hiring full-time for each specialization. Contrarily, they usually hired someone 

who can take care of various parts of work. The limited positions produced a 

decline of upward social mobility. As Donald said, “the chance of moving upward 

is small.” Without seeing the chance to move to higher positions, it was difficult 

for them to foresee a clear career path. As Standing illustrated, they cannot be 

professionalised because they cannot specialise and they cannot construct a steady 

improvement in depth of competence or experience (23). Nevertheless, they 

usually tend to cherish their positions as they known the opportunities in this field 

were limited. “I think I am the lucky one already, … there are not much 

opportunities in this field”, Donald explained.  

 

Worse still, their uncertain future was also due to the uncertain nature of the 

industry itself. The industries that these wenyi qingnian belonged to were 

normally marginal and in minority, for instance the indie film and music and 

especially the literary magazines. Usually without sufficient financial capital or 

governmental support, it was arduous to sustain their wenyi productions compared 

with other mainstream marketable industries such as design and IT. While there 

were more and more new cultural groups emerged, meanwhile, there were groups 

that encountered difficulties and even closed. For instance, the cultural café that 

Ho-lok set out was closed in 2015 and the Coming Society he worked for was 

also closed in April 2016. Similar to their seniors’ experiences, there were also 

publications terminated due to the lack of capital and the lack of readers. Thus, it 

was possible for those wenyi qingnian to lose their jobs while their enterprises 

may suddenly closed down. As Donald mentioned, he was once hired by 
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CULTaMAP as an editor for around 6 months and then dismissed when the 

organization was closed. “Actually that publication was already suspending after I 

participated in it...due to the money”, he elaborated. Beside this, Nate was yet not 

dismissed by her working company but shared similar uncertainty with Donald. In 

Nate’s case, knowing there were magazines closing down, no matter mainstream 

or non-mainstream, she was stressful in the uncertainty of sustaining a cultural 

magazine. Tiring in fighting with the uncertainties, she told me that she was 

planned to resign one day before our interview. “I just called my boss and tell him 

I decided to quit yesterday, it was so tiring. It is difficult to sustain a cultural 

magazine for secondary students. Yes! is folded! It’s Yes!”, Nate emphasized.  

 

Fear of knowing nothing 

 

Apart from taking several jobs at the same time, some of these wenyi qingnian 

need to handle different parts in their workplaces instead of concentrate on their 

specialities. Hence, they were required to contain various parts of ideas and 

knowledges to handle the multitasking. As mentioned, in order to cut down on 

expenses, the cultural groups or organizations usually hired part-timers and 

volunteers rather than salariats or full-timers. In that case, for those who were the 

rare full-timers usually need to handle a bundle of tasks, whether they were 

included as their job duties or not. It is difficult for them to ascertain what are 

actually included as their job duties. Aside from working as extra duties, some of 

them were invited to work in their unfamiliar fields. While the cultural and art 

circles were somewhat small and overlapped, they were easily invited to try new 

disciplines or to collaborate for transboundary projects. For instance, Nate was 

invited to be an editor and Jing Wong was invited to be a fashion designer. Either 
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was required by the job or invited by other established workers, the workers 

including those wenyi qingnian were more and more needed to have multiple 

skills. In other words, it made them to feel that they need to be omnipotent to 

survive. Moreover, apart from hoping to be professionalized, they feared of 

missing knowledges and skills during paving their trajectories. 

 

Donald was one of them who required working with multiple skills in his 

workplace. As he termed it, he had to be the “jack of all trades” . With his title as 

executive director of The House of Hong Kong Literature and earning around 15, 

000 HKD monthly, he was in face doing multiple duties without being entitled to 

more pay for compensation. More importantly, what he was required to handle 

were multifarious, within and also outside his familiar areas that placed him in 

insecure situation. As he described, apart from the administrative and promotional 

items, he also needed to handle the communications with different writers. On top 

of that, he was required to handle the maintenance of the space and the 

memberships. Managing Facebook page, posting regularly, writing newsletter and 

contacting members were all handled by Donald. “There were dozens of people 

handling one project out there; we can have one person for one project. So there is 

no other solutions”, he explained. What Donald’s explanation had revealed is, 

more skills and knowledge were needed to work in the literary and art enterprises 

since there were usually lack of menpower and business capital. Similar to 

Donald, Nate and Wong Ching were also receiving seemingly good payment but 

working more than editing in their positions. They offered their labour in more 

areas than the job title included without being defined at any given price” 

(Menger 787).  
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However, instead of thinking themselves as exploited, they rather feared of being 

not skilful enough to handle those extra tasks. “You have to be eligible and 

efficient”, Donald emphasized. Hence, while the typical precariats suffered from 

skills excess of having more skills without opportunity to use them, these wenyi 

qingnian were perplexed in seeking opportunities and ways to acquire more 

knowledges and skills. “The main problem in this cultural circle is the loss of 

knowledge. You need to work on most of the things automatically and you cannot 

ask precisely. It will be so scary if you asked things precisely since no one can 

actually teach you”, Donald explained. Stress occurred when more skills are 

demanded but they have no way to get it. “The skills required to survive in a 

precariat world are not captured by years of formal schooling” (Standing 112). 

Beside this, Nate decided to enter a larger company to acquire skills and 

experiences in producing independent films. Lacking in the knowledges of 

financial management of filming, Nate felt that she was not good enough to 

sustain her productions.  

 

Ambiguous Creative Standard  

 

Apart from the exploitations and the lower wages in their fields, the weakened 

bargaining positions were particularly influential in trapping these wenyi qingnian 

into precarity. They were not able to bargain in the marketization of their 

creativity, and lost in sustaining their aesthetics autonomy. Doing wenyi as work, 

which turned out to be economised anyhow, usually brought the workers into 

paradoxical situations to manage both their aesthetic autonomy and the 

economization of creativity in the industries. Especially when their cultural and 

creative enterprises are not able to support themselves financially, some of these 
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enterprises were invested by other large-scale enterprises or employers in 

commercial areas. Consequently, the creative productions would be controlled 

and used as part of the economic tools in a more or lesser degree, or, the creativity 

involved would be measured and altered to serve for economic profits. While this 

was the case in some of those wenyi qingnian’s works, they usually got lost in the 

conflicts of commerce and their creativity. Placing in weakened bargaining 

positions, these wenyi qingnian endured those conflicts with fear of not reaching 

either the economic standard or their own aesthetics standard. They seldom 

bargained but compromised with fear and anxiety. On top of that, they would be 

criticised by their peers who were presenting their anti-market gesture, as 

illustrated in the previous chapter, for being too close to commerce. However, it 

was always difficult to figure out what is too close and what is too far. In that case, 

it was difficult for them to please both sides. The fear of not reaching the standard 

of the market and their own aesthetic standard was involved in their labour 

practices. 

 

In Wong Ching’s case, she was the victim of not reaching the market standard. 

Moreover, in her words, the market standard that set by the investors was too 

elusive and intangible that brought her insecurity. In October 2014, Wong Ching 

was invited to be the editor of Movie Xtra, and required to make it as an 

avant-garde and provoking magazine with serious reviews on movie and literature. 

While she was spending time on the writing for months to rush for the expected 

publishing date on December 2014, she was suddenly told to postpone the 

publishing for twice. Finally, although the magazine was not yet proved to publish, 

she was told to “be resigned” without any earlier notice after her company moved 

to a larger place in a commercial building with luxurious decorations. As she told, 



153 
 

the dismissal reason given by her investor was that “the idea of publishing an 

avant-garde and inspiring serious magazine is only for feeling good but not 

cost-effective.” In that case, she was eliminated with the whole project of Movie 

Xtra was terminated by reason of being too avant-garde and not cost-effective 

enough while she was asked to be avant-garde at the beginning. This ironical 

experience of Wong Ching revealed the precarious position of being a young 

creative worker, expecting to start something new but always come to the fear of 

not reaching the market standard to deliver their works, especially the market 

standard may be fluctuate between art and commerce. As she stated in her public 

declaration after this issue, “if every decision of editor is under the command of 

investors with their equivocal thoughts, then how can media practices their 

missions and societal responsibilities easily?”  

 

On the contrary, I was surprised that the standard was not merely existed in the 

mainstream market or in investor’s mind, but among their groups of like-minded 

peers. In Nate’s case, she was feared to expose her job in As Artsy as You Can 

since it did not meet the standard of creativity or wenyi in her peers’ views. As 

she told, she had almost never told others about what she was doing. “I didn’t tell 

it until now, and I won’t announce it on my Facebook”, she said. In fact, Nate was 

having good relationship with her investor fortunately. She was instead free from 

the command of her investor. In her viewpoint, it is a good opportunity to 

contribute a million dollars on investing a literary magazine in the youth market, 

especially when literary publication was rare to the market of secondary students. 

Hence, As Artsy as You Can was something meaningful in her view. However, as 

she told, seldom like-minded peers who with anti-market gesture, as illustrated in 

the last chapter, agree with that. She was even mocked by other young writers for 
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working for a literary magazine of a “tutor king”. While her employer was a 

famous “tutor king” in Hong Kong, with a few records on how he earned much by 

marketising education, some of her peers looked down on her for working for a 

business man. Some of her peers questioned on how literary the magazine can be 

while the investor was the “tutor king”. As Nate recalled, “they will question this 

‘tutor king’ of knowing nothing about literature….Even there are many of them 

sneering at this [magazine] til now, but actually they had never read it.”  

 

Nate’s case seemed to be the opposite version of Wong Ching’s experience, being 

too commercial in her peers’ viewpoint instead of being too avant-garde or 

creative. All in all, these two cases revealed the same precarious situation of these 

wenyi qingnian: always fear of not reaching the standard while the standard was 

always fluctuating between the market norms and notion of creativity of their 

circles.  
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“Why are you still doing this job?” 

 

After long conversations with the wenyi qingnian about their labour practices, I 

noticed that they were actually paying a price for their career choices. As part of 

their burden, the difficult question “why are you still doing this job” was 

commonly asked by parents and relatives. Nevertheless, although some of them 

changed their jobs frequently, they had never decided to switch to other 

professions or to leave the creative field. Despite the harsh material conditions 

which they were all conscious of, it is important to note that each of them 

disclosed their dedication to remain in their chosen field of work. In their view, 

work was not just about money and livelihood. As Hermes stated, now work 

encapsulates the real meaning of life (3). Despite the precarious conditions they 

experienced, their stories did not always victimize themselves. On the contrary, 

they found their works offered them some level of self-realisation. They felt the 

sense of responsibility even though they encountered difficult situations.. They 

became precariats not only as victims. As Standing stated, there are varieties of 

precariats (59). This section explores the motivations that are crucial for the wenyi 

qingnian to sustain their works, which also defined what kind of precariats they 

were. Apart from passion, hope and the symbolic creativity as previously 

discussed, the wenyi qingnians’ stories suggested more options for intrinsic 

motivations that constituted the nature of creative work.  

 

Destined 

 

Instead of being actively interested in their creative fields, some of these wenyi 

qingnian disclosed their passive attitude when explaining the reasons they kept 
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working as creative labourers. Without any specific purpose or reason, some of 

them told me abstractly that they “felt” or “sensed” that they belonged to this 

career path as creative workers. Beyond their abstract interpretations, what they 

felt and what they sensed may result from their childhood experiences, their 

education and also their personal interests in creative fields, etc. After all, their 

narratives revealed that they thought they were destined to work with their 

creativity. For instance, in Donald, Wong Ching, and Wong Jings’ interpretations, 

they linked their career choices with their own characters and personalities; 

aspects of them that cannot be changed. Referring to their particular personhood, 

they all told me in different ways that they knew they had to be creative workers 

in the future. It seemed that intuition led them on their creative career paths. As 

Donald told me, he felt a strong intrinsic urge to work in the cultural or art fields 

when he was still an undergraduate student. “I think I should go on in this 

direction,” he said. Donald tried quite a lot of different jobs within creative field, 

including freelance translator, gallery assistant, and TV programmer, before 

working in his current position as administrative manager in The House of Hong 

Kong Literature. All these jobs were within the creative field. “Knowing” the 

direction of his career, Donald put all his efforts into finding jobs in different 

cultural and art organizations after graduating. Similarly to Donald, Jing Wong, 

who had been a theatre director, and fashion designer, and is now a musician, told 

me that he knew he could do anything at long as it was creative. Hence, he was 

adventurous enough to switch his jobs between different fields in the creative 

industries. Explaining his career path, he stated, “You never know where life will 

lead you”. In their different stories, their lives led them on their creative career 

paths.  
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Life, the driver of every career choice in Wong Jing’s words, disclosed how 

determinism was involved in every step that led them to become the creative 

worker. Instead of being free and liberated to make their career choices as part of 

their individualism, the stories surprisingly revealed an alternative interpretation: 

that they had no other choice besides working in their creative field. In this 

respect, Wong Jing and Ho-lok even found limitations in making career choices. 

“In a way I can say that I have no choice”, Wong Jing stated. “You ask me to be a 

doctor? Stop joking! Or you ask me to do mathematics? Stop Joking!” he 

elaborated. Besides this, apart from considering his personhood and feelings, 

Ho-lok explained his unconventional career path by also taking his political 

stance and sexual orientation into consideration, eliminating all the fields that did 

not work for him. As he illustrated, he could not be a teacher since his sexual 

orientation of homosexuality would not allowed to be disclosed; and he could not 

work as a civil worker while he was opposed to the chief executive CY Leung. 

“Time after time, you found that the [choices of] jobs that you can do are so 

limited”, he said. 

 

Similarly to Wong Jing and Ho-lok, Wong Ching even followed her mother’s idea 

to try to work in other fields, for instance the financial field and educational field. 

Among those working experiences, she found that she failed to get any sense of 

belonging. In that case, her failures told her that she was unsuitable to work in 

those fields.  

 

Living alternatively 
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Besides feeling they were destined, they also choose to do creative works as part 

of their will to construct a certain lifestyle or achieve their self-fulfilment by 

being alternative. Referring to different terms they used to describe their ideal life 

and personhood, for instance “rebellious”, “cool”, “non-mainstream”, “sensitive”, 

these words revealed their desire to be as alternative as they could through their 

choices of works. More importantly, the alternatives they are looking for were 

conditioned as opposite to the stereotypical mainstream lifestyle, which they 

constantly see and hear in their daily lives.  

 

In their viewpoints, the mainstream lifestyle of the wage earners in Hong Kong is 

boring, for nothing more than earning money, being insipid and meaningless. For 

instance, when Ho-lok explained his choice of working in the bookstore, he 

analysed the characters of the other jobs that he was opposed to. In his words, the 

other uncreative work can only lead them to live a fragmented life, without 

accumulating anything but money. Moreover, he described a scene of the images 

of the mainstream Hong Kong workers that is also common in other wenyi 

qingnian’s views: money and economy are prioritized and they tended to be 

apolitical. “…there were an unlimited number of people who were wearing suits 

and walking towards the Central, …there were some empty people walking, and I 

think Hong Kong people are like that”, as Ho-lok described.  

 

In Ho-lok’s descriptions, Hong Kong people in general are the office workers 

who are living, working and walking with emptiness. Their lives are as 

monotonous as the way they are walking to Central. Similar to what Ho-lok 

described, Dido was planning to write a story about these workers in society, in 

order to reveal how these people worked endlessly in doing different jobs for 
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money. Apart from having the stereotypical image of the majority of the workers, 

they also opposeed the “mainstream values” of Hong Kong in their minds, which 

was exemplified by hyper-capitalistic characters who were ignorant of culture and 

art. As Wong Ching described, “society tends to mock and look down on one who 

loves culture and art”.  

 

Thus, the wenyi qingnian, with their pursuit of being alternative and resistant to 

mainstream society, chose to work in creative fields to go against the flow while 

creative and other uncreative jobs seemed to form a dualistic relationship (Eikhof 

and Hunschild 523). As Ho-lok told me firmly, “I don’t want to live a life like 

that.” The creative jobs appeared to offer them alternative way to break loose 

from the “mainstream”. For instance, in Miu Miu and Nates’ stories, their desire 

for a life of coolness and rebellion brought them to their work in theatre and the 

film industry, respectively. In Miu Miu’s narrative, On and On Theatre was 

located in a Cattle Depot which seemed like a secluded place, and it performed 

mainly experimental and non-mainstream theatre works. By being located in a 

place that was far from the crowd, doing experimental performances, and staying 

outside the mainstream, these aspects of the theatre constituted the image of 

“coolness” in Miu Miu’s mind. In this case, the “coolness” that Miu Miu yearned 

for was referred to the marginality, experimentalism, and the outsider status of a 

theatre worker. Although her position was as a programme officer who needed to 

manage uncreative matters including ticketing, promotion, etc., the coolness held 

her in the job. Besides, Nate mentioned her rebellious character when explaining 

her career path. In Nate’s stories, her career choices were always contradictory to 

her parents’ will. After her university study of Chinese literature, Nate did not 

follow the normal way as other students, to become a Chinese teacher in a 
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secondary school. On the contrary, she gave up this secure path and started her 

life as freelancer. “I think I am a rebellious person actually.” She explained. 

Giving up a stable career path as a teacher, choosing to become a film director to 

fit her rebellious character, these choices revealed her pursuit of an alternative 

pathway that had strong hold on her in the industry.  

 

After all, I termed the abovementioned flexibility, changeability, coolness and 

rebellion as alternatives. They were all the symbolic values of creativity. With 

their resentment of the stereotypical mainstream lifestyle, the yearning for 

alternatives of creative work in their minds motivated them to make their career 

choices in order to be different. Here, the symbolic values of creativity given 

them the sense of being alternative. Similarly to Menger’s study on the particular 

image of artist-based creative workers, they were looking for the reputation for 

being subversive, anti-conformist, having inspired behaviour, and rebelling 

against social conventions and commercial utilitarianism (801). Moreover, this 

pursuit of an alternative lifestyle was effective in helping them to overcome the 

precariousness in their creative work, seeing the precarity as part of the price to 

live a non-mainstream life. As Kim illustrated, there is the power of the symbolic 

value of creativity, for instance the sense of being alternative helps creative 

workers engage in everyday work that far from what they might have considered 

as alternative (570).  

 

Self-development 

 

Instead of searching for secondary employment to earn money for their 

productions, some of these wenyi qingnian aimed to acquire skills, knowledge, or 
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inspiration to contribute to their own productions. Some of them told me that their 

jobs offered them the chance to acquire knowledge, skills and experience. 

Specifically, knowing that they all had their own productions to work on, what 

they had learnt from their day jobs was mostly beneficial for their productions. 

Therefore, they stayed in their jobs in order to learn and to enhance their own 

productions. This is similar to what Fast stated on hobbyists in creative industries, 

“the only kind of payment that the hobbyist would ever think of expecting in 

return for his or her productivity” (9). In this way, their labour praxis was a way 

for them to develop themselves as a better producer. As Miu Miu put it, “I feel 

that I am really learning something, and I made some progress on my own 

production, so I stayed”. Having her own theatre group HerStory, what Miu Miu 

learnt from her programmer work in On and On was beneficial to her product 

development and helped her to stay. Similarly, Wong Ching also told me how her 

cultural reporter and editor jobs allowed her to develop her artistic appreciation. 

For both of them, work was a necessary part of developing their cultural capacity. 

As Miu Miu stated, “working is the time for most of my intake of wenyi.”  

 

Moreover, with her aim to develop her independent film career, Nate specifically 

worked in Dumb Youth Productions to learn about management in the 

mainstream film industry. She believed that it was crucial to have knowledge 

about the operations of the mainstream film industry to contribute to the 

underdeveloped indie film industry in Hong Kong. “Because I think I don’t have 

enough understanding of the film industry. […] how they waste money? If I have 

never been in the mainstream industry then I will never know how a film industry 

runs,” she explained. Contradictorily, while their jobs with long working hours 

deprived them of their leisure time to develop their cultural capacity in different 
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wenyi activities, their jobs became the platform for them to acquire cultural 

intake.  
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Coping strategies: managing the self, managing the reality 

 

Having established the precariousness the wenyi qingnian experience in their 

work, and also their determination to keep working in their chosen field, this 

section put focuses on their coping strategies amid the precarity in the industries. 

Although this group of wenyi qingnian are yet to live from their productions, they 

have participated in the cultural and art circle for some time and most of them are 

quite active in it. Referring back to the interviews, most of them talked a lot of 

how harsh the conditions were that they were working in. However, after all the 

precariousness they mentioned and revealed, I was curious about how they 

responded to their precarious positions now that most of them now are quite 

well-known among their wenyi circles after all the difficulties. Taking their 

interpretation and response in different precarious conditions into account, I 

attempt to analyse their coping strategies. Since there is so little research on 

strategic management of creative labour, the analysis of this section is mainly 

inspired by Pultz and Morchs’ study on the strategic self-management of 

unemployed creative young people. Their study offered the concept of strategic 

self-management to describe the strategy applied by the young creative people in 

order to live up to increased demands of individualisation (7). This concept is 

specifically helpful for this section to understand how the young creative people, 

the wenyi qingnian, take care of themselves and their own trajectories in harsh 

conditions. Hence, borrowing their concept, I am going to examine their strategy 

in two aspects: management of oneself and management of one’s social life.  

 

Managing the self 
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Acceptance of the “reality” 

 

Amid all the surrounding precariousness, the wenyi qingnian are young creative 

people lacking labour-related security, such as reasonable income-earning 

opportunities, protection against arbitrary dismissal, and opportunities for 

advancement, etc. In fact, the impression of Hong Kong creative industries was 

much worse than that and the worst impression surprisingly helped them to 

overcome the difficulties. It cannot be denied that the creative industries in Hong 

Kong did not offer sufficient support to the young entrants who were developing 

their local culture. As Stephen Chu pointed out in his book Bound to Hong Kong 

Culture, the creative city that Hong Kong branded herself as was not concerned 

with the development of creativity in local culture. The government only put her 

focuses on promoting the creative industries in Hong Kong to Mainland China 

and overseas (138). However, although some of the wenyi qingnian’s projects are 

supported by governmental funding, most of the them felt helpless in the face of a 

government that was branding the creative Hong Kong in a commercial way. 

Instead of taking action to change the conditions that were unchangeable in their 

impressions, this group of young people chose to accept and told themselves not 

to care about it.   

 

The ideas of the useless government and the unhealthy creative industries were 

deeply rooted in their minds from their personal experiences and the experiences 

of their like-minded peers, and also what they had heard from the daily discourses. 

For instance, in Donald and Nates’ narratives, both of them mentioned that the 

government thoroughly undervalued and ignored the local cultural and creative 
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industries. The resources for cultural and art groups in non-governmental circles 

are usually lacking. As Nate put it, “it is completely impossible for this 

government to invest any resources in cultural works.” Moreover, Donald pointed 

out that their harsh conditions, lacking governmental resources and making low 

profits, had not changed for years. In fact, the poor conditions they described are 

not be the only version of the state of Hong Kong creative industries. Some of the 

events they organized in their works were actually subsidized by some 

governmental institutions, especially the Hong Kong Art Development Council. 

Nevertheless, they had imagined a stereotypical and unalterable “reality” in their 

mind. Their financial predicament in their mind is unchangeable.  

 

By understanding reality, they tended to be pessimistic and accept it. Their 

acceptance appeared similar to the typical self-help strategy of accepting the 

current reality, leading them to be mentally prepared for the shortage of resources 

and their poor conditions. Moreover, in their narratives, they gave up looking for 

a better situation. “I had given up expecting to be rich once I began to study 

literature. Actually I don’t care about money too much. At least I have enough to 

survive”, Dido said. Besides, Ho-lok admitted that he allowed himself to be 

somewhat exploited. “Yes, I know that for instance working in a bookstore you 

can make only very little money. And I know that maybe other jobs can get you a 

higher wage than this”, he said. Seeing his low wage as an inevitable outcome of 

being a creative worker, Ho-lok accepted the low wage of his work and did not 

worry about it. In this way they would rather position themselves as being outside 

the mainstream materialist and capitalist society than keep yearning for tangible 

rewards. Contrarily, the security and stability of the work become a bonus to them. 

“Being a cultural worker happily is a bonus”, as Nate emphasizaed. In that case, 
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on the one hand, their attitude of acceptance is suitable in the capitalist system 

which may further intensify their financial insecurity; on the other hand, their 

acceptance was transformed into a passive resistance to the precarity when they 

overcame their anxieties about their unfavourable conditions. The acceptance of 

reality became their coping strategy and generated an attitude of ignoring 

materialism. As Dido put it, “I used to ignore the market […] if not, you will be 

so hurt if you wanted to be rich.” Accepting the hearsay version of cruel “reality”, 

they were not surprised for their low wage and other hardships they faced. The 

hardships became inevitable and not particularly painful. As Nate and Dido told 

in common that “all kind of works have their painful parts”. Accept the pain, it 

hurts less. 

 

What money cannot buy? 

 

Given their lack of socio-structural support, the relentless pace of work, the low 

wages and other poor material conditions, the autonomy, competence and the 

personhood they acquired in their labour that cannot be quantified, became 

invaluable rewards for their work. Stressing the positive sides of creative labour, 

through which they acquired their intrinsic values, became one of their strategies 

to overcome the precariousness they encountered. As Hong stated, the dimensions 

of workers’ lives outside work, their personal relationships, and life experiences, 

which are the entire product of human subjectivity, are incorporated into the 

product of work for the purposes of corporate profit (4). Some of the wenyi 

qingnian shared similar stories. For instance, Nate and Donald both emphasized 

the extra knowledge they had gained from their work. The knowledge and 

experience they acquired compensated for their losses and exploitation. For 
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instance, Nate, who had never been an editor before, told me that she got the 

chance to learn the skills of editing an in-depth literary magazine. In Donald’s 

case, he acquired knowledge from the courses he organized. “We invited many 

teachers from different institutions to give courses here. So sometimes I could 

have the advantage of learning at the same time. So it is quite good”, Donald 

explained to me as he had attended a free lesson. Moreover, they usually 

interpreted their work as benefiting their self-development. As Nate put it, 

choosing a job without violating her autonomy allowed her to become a better 

person. “At least I will be someone that I can identify myself”, she added. Nate 

even positively reinterpreted the precariousness she faced as a challenge to her 

passion. Being forced by a director she worked for, she was required to write 

scripts within very limited time. Beside this, she was once blamed as not being 

considerate enough. Instead of exploitation, she understood her experiences as a 

worthwhile opportunity to enhance her passion. As the director told her, “if you 

really want to strive for it, then you need to know it will be so painful. But you 

finally need to do it, it can test how passionate you are.” 

 

In their narratives, apart from self-development, the wenyi qingnian were 

delighted to realise their contributions to the field of literature. As some of them 

put it, for instance Ho-lok and Wong Ching, the works were meaningful to them. 

Again, these meanings cannot be brought by money. In Dido’s case, although 

sometimes she would hesitate to work so hard in the industry, she finally found it 

was important that she had discovered some young writers in Hong Kong as a 

result of her job. Helping the young writer to gain exposure was the collective 

mission of Dido and her colleagues.   



168 
 

“There are some writers who may write for a couple of years, and then you need 

to offer them a platform. …Then your work will receive the greatest respect from 

us”, Dido explained her mission. 

 

Putting emphasis on what they acquired apart from money, they also constantly 

compared and contrasted secure jobs that followed the market norms with their 

creative insecure jobs, emphasizing the negative sides of the popular jobs which 

made their choice sounded appropriate. In their view, those uncreative jobs would 

turned them to an apolitical, cynical, superficial and boring people. “You won’t 

become better or successful even you worked for ten years as a steward. You will 

only get more and more boring. Then you can only live for a life that is 

fragmented and cannot accumulate anything instead of money”, Ho-lok said. In 

their comparison, the choices are only ‘creative’ or ‘boring’. Stressing that a life 

of routine, sameness, and monotony would be the outcome of being uncreative 

workers, they disparagedf uncreative or mundane jobs and at the same time 

emphasized the intrinsic values they acquired from their creative work. In their 

stories, what money cannot buy was much more precious to them. 

 

Managing their lives 

 

A “real” job that provides steady income 

 

Before reaching their ultimate goal of the financial independence derived entirely 

from the sale of their own productions, some of these wenyi qingnian worked in 

areas not directly related to their creative talents in order to maintain an adequate 

standard of living. In Cantonese there is a colloquialism “wan sik” 搵食, literally 
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translated as “look for meal”, which was mentioned sometimes in their narratives. 

Similar to the cases of creative workers in some studies, while they were working 

in or sustaining their pursuits of something they love but failing to support 

themselves, they subsidized their life with employment in other occupations. In 

that case, they termed it wan sik. “I know that there is one thing that can help me 

to wan sik.” Anny told me when she started explaining her choice of occupation 

as a solicitor. Similarly, Hong-kiu, Yuen and Ching-hang all more or less ascribed 

their career choices for wan sik to the discouraging atmosphere in the Hong Kong 

creative industries. Salaried work is their strategy against the precarity in the 

industries. Always worrying about the lack of money, Hong-kiu worked as a 

financial writer after his work as a promotional writer in a cultural café, a reporter, 

and a writer for a cultural magazine. However, as he expressed it, the insecure 

experiences of these creative jobs scared him a lot. Now, writing articles to 

promote insurance and financial products, an occupation somewhat related to 

creative writing, he earned 1,8000 HKD monthly. “It supports me financially,” he 

said. 

 

Never working as a freelancer, Ching-hang and Yuen were engaged in the 

educational field after they graduated with a bachelor degree in Chinese Literature. 

While being a teacher seemed to be a common path for most of the Chinese 

graduates, Ching-hang told me frankly that it was a choice for a stable life. “You 

have to think for a stable life first,” he explained. Moreover, Anny’s occupation 

was even more irrelevant to her creativity. Similarly, working as a solicitor, Anny 

interpreted it was the only occupation that can support her life. She had thought of 

making literature as her career, but she knows that this was almost impossible. 

The desire for stability urged her to position herself as a serious hobbyist of wenyi 
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but with a stable career path as a solicitor. As she explained, “I think that the 

possibility of sustaining my life by [doing] law is higher. …then I can achieve a 

stable life merely with my skill that is not so good but above average.” 

 

Moreover, although these jobs that consumed most of their time are not directly 

related to their creative pursuits, they tried their best to practice or develop their 

creative capacity in their work. For instance, Anny told me how the mundane and 

boring task of reading long documents enhanced her patience to read literature. 

Also, Yuen requested to teach a creative writing class even though no extra 

payment was given to him. Apart from only longing for stability, they tried their 

best to keep their wenyi practices at work. 

 

However, some of the day jobs that they chose to subsidize their lives in order to 

create works finally interfered with to their literary and artistic pursuits. Their job 

duties may contradict their attitude to literature and art. In that case, they may get 

lost between different identities. This precariousness they encountered with their 

fractured identity wrought by both their creative and uncreative employment is 

significant in Ching-hang’s case. Ching-hang, who is a Chinese teacher at a 

secondary school, earning around 11,000 monthly, told me that he seldom has the 

chance to teach students how to write essays or understand literature. As he 

recalled, instead of teaching about the critiques on Zhou Zuoren in The Imperial 

Japanese occupation in Hong Kong, the controversial history of Zhou, he was 

required to follow the instructions and teach his student on the tactics of choosing 

a right MC. “The recent education system is irrelevant to literature. It turned 

literature to an examination”, he said. While multiple-choice (MC) is the current 

popular format of educational assessment in Hong Kong, Ching-hang mentioned 
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that this form of learning has destroyed the nature of literature. It was a struggle 

for him to follow the education system.  

 

When I asked how he managed this struggle, he told me frankly that he had no 

idea how to manage it and he mentioned the importance of wan sik again. “You 

cannot request the students to be interested in literature too, you cannot destroy 

their future to fulfil your ideal”, he stated. On the one hand the strategic 

management of his insecure life offered him a guaranteed income; on the other 

hand it risked his autonomy in the schizophrenic situation of being both the 

institutionalized teacher and the writer.  

 

A dollar saved is a dollar earned 

 

Living with an unstable and insecure income, saving money and reducing 

expenditures are both significant strategies for the wenyi qingnian to sustain their 

livelihoods. While some of them such as Ho-lok and Nate sometimes received 

project-based freelance jobs with a satisfactory income, they usually saved their 

income for their jobless periods in the future. For Ho-lok who only earned around 

9000 monthly as mentioned, he told me that he kept spending his savings from his 

part-time jobs. “For example I had worked as a translator for an auctioneer before. 

I earned 15,000 for five days. So I spent this 15,000 bit by bit”, he explained. 

Moreover, they reduced their expenditures on particular items of their daily 

practices. Specifically, they saved money on their creative consumption and their 

rent, especially since some cultural activities such as theatre, film and concerts are 

expensive. In Wong Ching’s case, she used to go to classical music performances 

which usually cost around 700 per ticket. As she could not spend her limited 
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salary freely, she sometimes asked for free tickets in exchange for writing a 

review. Similarly, working in As Artsy As You offered Nate opportunities to get 

free books from different publishers. “It has been a while since I had to buy books, 

but I keep receiving new publications because they usually send them to us for 

review”, she explained. Besides, Miu Miu told me that most performances she 

watched were by her group, the On and On Theatre. “The performances from my 

office are free”, she added. Hence, having free tickets from her work, she seldom 

spent money on other theatres. In that case, free books, free shows and films 

became part of the employee welfare as creative workers and at the same time 

reduced their expenditures on various cultural activities. 

 

Since rent is an expensive item that the wenyi qingnian were most concerned with, 

half of them chose to or were compelled to live with their families although most 

of them were hoping to live independently. However, not having to pay rent saved 

them at least a few thousands from their salary. Miu Miu, who told me about 

arguments with her parents and her desire for her own space, gave up the idea of 

leaving her family home due to the expense of rent. “I also want to live by myself, 

but it is really expensive, so I gave up”, she said. As Dido pointed out, “the rent 

is…you can really save much more without paying the rent.” Similarly, living 

with her family, Jess who earned 7000 and spent 1500 as her contribution to the 

family’s monthly expenses told me that she had no idea why others need to spend 

so much money.  
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Conclusion 

 
If every job is painful, then I would not aim at doing a comfortable job. I must 

choose a job that I like to do. So as long as I like this stuff, and I want to be a 

better person. 

Nate, 24 years old 

 

“Be a better person”, emphasized by Nate and also appeared in other wenyi 

qingnian’ narratives in different ways, was the common aspiration of most of 

them during their labour practices. Trying to be a better person or someone who is 

honest to herself/himself, these wenyi qingnian encountered challenging 

precariousness during their labour. Referred back to the precarious experiences 

these wenyi qingnian encountered, their precariousness echoed the previous 

studies on the creative precariat that I reviewed at the beginning. Different from 

their seniors who had more opportunities and wider community supports 

comparatively, today wenyi qingnian, like any other creative workers, were 

vulnerable in their precarious forms of living. As commonly claimed among the 

major creativity discourses on creative workers, the insecurity, uncertainty and the 

loss of control over knowledge, ethics and time were what they were facing in 

their labour (Standing 119). As illustrated, these wenyi qingnian, like other 

creative workers had experienced, were enduring the stress in unequal work-life 

balance, uncertain future, the fear of being ineligible and the elusive standards of 

work. More importantly, while these cases were not only familiar in the creativity 

discourse but also familiar in their understandings, the precariousness were 

normalized and formed as usual consequences in their views in some cases. 
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Therefore, they usually found stressful to bargain vis-à-vis the employers, the 

enterprises and the agencies in those precarious situations. Moreover, since they 

were usually the fresher and the younger in the industries, their youthfulness 

particularly contributed in shaping them into a more vulnerable precariat.  

 

Different from their seniors, whose narratives focused more on their talents and 

expressive will, a number of them indicated a high degree of self-determination 

and future-orientation in their labour when explaining their reason to keep 

working in the creative field after knowing and experiencing all those 

precariousness. Echoing Florida’s and other colleagues’ studies on creative 

workers, these wenyi qingnian treated their works as “more than a job”. 

According to their stories, they indicated their high degree of personal investment 

in their works, related them to their personhood, their way of life and cultural 

growth. “Self” and “life” were the key parts they were developing through their 

labour, which brought me more questions on their positions. As illustrated, 

defining themselves as certain person, usually alternative and rebellious, they had 

a sense that they were belonged to the creative field and cannot adapt to other 

professionals. Seeing themselves as destined to work as creative, they found there 

was no other way but kept working in these precarious conditions. Their sense of 

their destined interests and talents underpinned their passion in works and brought 

us insights on this powerful intrinsic driver of creative labour. It was difficult to 

alter and stop since it was their destiny. Moreover, regarding some of them 

worked with their aspiration to build an alternative way of living, especially 

against to the mainstream of social life in Hong Kong, I found that their choices 

were contextualized in the societal atmosphere of Hong Kong, which appeared to 

be insipid, hyper-capitalistic and materialistic in their views. Hence, a job of 
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creativity in the industries became a way for them to escape, or live against, the 

mainstream society. Furthermore, it helped them to become a better person but 

not the cynical and unchangeable Hong Kongers in their views. Apart from the 

coolness and the glamor (Hesmondalgh and Baker 124), their offered more 

symbolic values of creativity: the alternative way of living and the autonomy in 

the society. In that sense, creative work was also related to their societal situation, 

and their ideal future. With these symbolic meaning, their creative works become 

their important choice in their transitional stages of becoming adults and choosing 

their right way of living in Hong Kong, which the city they interpreted as boring. 

As Bain stated, the artistic profession held out the promise not only of an 

attractive kind of work but of a superior way of life, freed from alien and petty 

constraints to the full development of the person (30). All in all, self-image and 

the futurity had guided most in their narratives of labour practices, which 

reflected that their choice making in working in the creative field had a resonance 

with their youth transition stage. Using Worth’s words, picking their occupation 

as one of “the important life choices are being made as young people look ahead 

to adulthood and anticipate the future” (1058).  

 

Understanding their works as self-determined and future oriented, closely related 

to their “self” and way of life, they were experiencing a high degree of 

internalisation of precariousness in their labour practices. Regarding their coping 

strategies to the precarity, different from their seniors who aimed further to 

improve their conditions and change the culture, these wenyi qingnian dealt with 

their individualistic responsibility to manage their self and form of lives. Instead 

of mobilizing any activation to change their conditions, they had rather reduced 

their precarity with their attitude and arrangement on multiple jobs. In fact, they 
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seldom bargain. They accepted the worst case in the industries, stressed the 

positive sides of their works, found a day job to subsidize their adequate standard 

of living and saved as much money as they can. On the one hand, they may felt 

more alleviated since those precarity become expected and inevitable in their 

mind-set; on the one hand, their responses were more like compromising to the 

precariousness that increased their vulnerability. Moreover, with the hearsay 

scene of Hong Kong creative industries, that become difficult to improve in their 

mind, they did not think to change the industries but themselves. Their 

internalization of the precarity was facilitated by their stereotypical image of the 

creative industries. As Pultz and Morch stated, “when the political requirements 

are impossible to meet, an individualized positioning is called for” (1394). This 

reflected to the neoliberalism in Hong Kong that demanded their increased 

individuality in most vulnerable situations. In that sense, their high level of 

personal investment was problematic here while it put them in a much weakened 

bargaining positions, taking responsibilities of the precariousness.  

 

Nevertheless, one cannot deny that their sense of becoming a better person was a 

precious thing to gain from their labour. The cases of these wenyi qingnian 

reminded me that the transition stage of any creative workers, or creative class, 

had not been discussed enough in the creative industries discourses while there 

are many studies on young creatives.  
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Chapter 4 Wenyi Community  

 

In the last chapter, after exploring their personal experiences of productions and 

labour, I am going to examine their communal practices that were the most 

important part of their seniors’ trajectories. Today, media have started to focus on 

the Facebook pages that have been set up by the wenyi qingnian. The 

contemporary wenyi qingnian appeared to be acquiring their experiences of social 

life in particular spaces, including tangible cultural spaces, but mostly in virtual 

spaces. In this chapter, I will examine the related emergence of a wenyi qingnian 

community that meets mainly online, focusing on the practices and locality 

presented online, also in relation to their offline practices.  

 

To explore the community formed by this specific group of young people, this 

chapter engages with the concept of “creative community” suggested by Richard 

Florida, as well as the studies on youth communities. In Florida’s study on the 

creative class, he suggested that these creative people constitute a new form of 

community that is moving away from traditional cooperative communities. These 

people do not desire strong ties and prefer a more flexible, quasi-anonymous 

community in order to pursue opportunities and build a wide range of 

relationships that could be helpful to nourish their creative experiences (220). He 

and his followers term this new form of community a “creative community”. Such 

communities are important for regional economic growth and the development of 

entrepreneurship (see also Rushton 10). As Florida stated further, “creative 

communities are centres of diversity, innovation and economic growth” (273). In 

a similar vein, some studies have focused on how economic processes are 

embedded in sociality and how networking in creative clusters helps to sustain the 
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cultural and social capital of the entrepreneurs. However, these later studies have 

importantly pointed out the differences between Florida’s idealised image and the 

conditions of the actual creative community in material constraints and cultural 

marginality, suggesting that the creative community is more a function of 

“sustainability than profit” (Flew; Rowan; see also Canclini; Kong). To explore 

the creative community, these studies suggested, “we must look at combined, 

hybrid and understandable practices, not only through economic statistics but also 

through open and flexible ethnographic studies” (Canclini 8). Therefore, the 

characteristics of creative community cannot be merely understood and explained 

in the economic domain but must also be understood in their cultural and social 

aspects. Some communal members do not treat their productions as businesses but 

as practices. In that case, for the group of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian who also 

created a counterculture apart from their creativity and seemed to be sustaining 

their pursuits amid personal struggles, the existing research on creative 

community is not sufficient to understand the community that these young and 

creative wenyi qingnian have formed.  

 

To examine the community formed by this particular group of youths, the studies 

on youth communities are useful to offer a more thorough examination of the 

wenyi qingnian community, especially concerning their social practices and 

locality. Regarding youth community, a number of studies focus on how a 

community is formed by the common leisure-based practices of youths. The 

relationships, including kinships and friendships between members in the 

community, are sustained through their active and common leisure-based 

practices. The leisure-based activities offer them sites to build their communal 

lifestyle, values and sociality. For instance, in the study of Riley et al., the 
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electronic dance music culture among young people offers a site for the 

celebration of pleasure that creates alternative forms of subjectivity and inclusive 

social interactions. Participating in that music culture, the youths experienced 

their sociality even in the mundane practices of queuing. Members’ sense of 

solidarity and belonging in every part of participation in common practices 

constituted their community network (Riley, et al.; see also Fjær; Roberts; 

MacLean). Moreover, in Roberts’s study of young people’s social drinking 

practices, he also emphasizes that the place-based characteristic is a significant 

component of the experiences in community (571). The patterns and modes of the 

practices in a community can be altered and revealed by their choices of specific 

localities, including café-bars or late-night clubs. 

 

While a community can be construed in terms of locality, one line of academic 

work studies the shaping of a youth community in geographical contexts. In 

different geographical contexts, the elements of the places or spaces, including the 

material resources, infrastructures and urban settings, are involved in the shaping 

of the interactions between youths. For instance, the settings in a city offer young 

people cultural spaces for leisure, and the dominant culture of the place helps 

construct their sense of community, and consequently a subcultural collective is 

formed in particular spaces. The geographical contexts function as key 

components that can affect how authentically a person can experience within a 

specific culture/subculture (Roberts 571;Barone 27; Kempson 1087). As Hansen 

stated in her study of youth community in cities in eastern and southern Africa, 

“cities are not neutral backdrops to the lives of their young residents. Urban 

settings are stages linked economically, socially and culturally” (4).  
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In recent years, an increasing number of studies have pointed out that the social 

practices and locality of youth communities have shifted from physical communal 

places to mobile and virtual communal spaces with the emergence of technologies. 

In the globalizing world, some scholars have pointed out that young people’s 

sociality may not be properly described today without addressing the influences 

of mobile communication technologies. The youth community has been extended 

across geographical boundaries with the tremendous development and emergence 

of technological devices such as smartphones. Witnessing the widespread 

adoption of mobile communication technologies in daily life, especially when the 

youths have come to rely greatly on the near-ubiquitous access to their networks 

that the mobile devices afford them, some studies suggest that their communities 

are no longer limited geographically or with certain urban settings (Abeele; see 

also Bertel and Ling; Walsh et al.). The mobility offered by the devices allows 

their communal practices to happen at any time, and even while at school or work, 

with 24/7 connectivity. It blurs the boundaries of locality. Furthermore, the 

interplay between users and functionality and the settings of the devices 

correspond with the urban settings that were influential in shaping the form of 

their community. For instance, mobile messaging has offered young people a state 

of “perpetual contact” between friends, to deliberate on what they want to 

communicate before actually communicating (Abeele; Rettie; Yoon). 

 

Continuing the discussion of community in relation to technology and the 

globalizing world, there are a number of recent studies focusing on a wider form 

of community with the emergence of social networking sites (SNSs). Some 

scholars have suggested that networks in social networking sites resemble the 

concept of imagined communities of Benedict Anderson (Acquisti and Gross; 
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Gruzd, et al.). Referring to the misconceptions about the online community’s 

actual size and composition, and about the visibility of members’ profiles, they 

considered the online community was more likely “imagined”. The community 

was actually built on a shared sense of community although most of the members 

had never met other than on the SNSs themselves. As Anderson’s perspective on 

villagers suggested, the members of an imagined community “have always known 

that they are connected to people they have never seen, but these ties were once 

imagined particularistically—as indefinitely stretchable nets of kinship and 

clientship”. As Anderson stated, “communities are to be distinguished, not by 

their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined” (49). 

The later studies delve into the bonds formed between members, and look at how 

these young members effectively build their online communities with 

ever-widening contacts and reframed language in SNSs. They have shown that 

social media platforms, mainly the social networking sites, are an important and 

effective communal space for peer interactions in youth communities (Boyd; 

Steinfield et al.; Ito et al.; Skoric and Kwan). As Lim, et al. stated, “online social 

networking sites in particular have become well-established fixtures for peer 

sociality for youth in many countries” (9). On social media platforms, youths are 

allowed to create online personal profiles, evaluate and select particular 

like-minded peers by referring to their profiles, and can articulate their opinions 

with peers. The editing of profiles and the selection of peers on a screen allow 

them to form particular online communities based on their preferences. Apart 

from meeting new friends, the platforms allow members to stay in touch with 

their existing friends and maintain their offline relationships, allowing them to 

share their personal and even intimate stories easier without seeing one another 
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face-to-face. In addition, online interactions usually generate social practices in 

the offline world that facilitate the formation of offline communities. This helps 

young people to create new ties that extend beyond pre-existing offline ties 

(Skoric and Kwan 471). The online communal space has supplemented rather 

than displaced the offline space of a community (Lim, et al.; Awan and Gauntlett; 

Waite). As a sense of belonging and participation is easily built in the open and 

semi-public digital spaces, it can be a helpful platform for the community to 

articulate their common interests and social and political concerns in the online 

world. Other than that, it can help members to organize offline actions, which link 

up the online and offline communal spaces. Besides this, peer connections and 

practices also involve less commitment, and are loosened and more fragmentary.  

 

While the emergence of digital spaces has helped in the maintenance of the 

community and has offered more ways for sociality, some scholars critique the 

communities formed today as having a weak political structure precisely because 

of the individualization and the structural fragmentation that is generated in the 

digital spaces. As the youth participatory practices are not oriented towards 

spectacular activism or cultural politics, but take the form of informal, 

individualized and everyday online activities, they argue that young people are 

not sufficiently engaged with collective political actions within their community 

(see, for example, Furlong and Cartmel; Harris). For instance, Farthing even 

critically stated that young people are politically apathetic (181). However, there 

are counter voices that interpret this “loosened” political structure as a new form 

of political structure. Apart from criticising the political disengagement of the 

youths from party politics or collective actions, there is concurrent emergent 

research on the changing nature of youth political participation in their everyday 
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online practices, forging new forms of cultural/subcultural participation and 

everyday political forces. They suggest that the use of information 

communication technologies and new media creates alternative activist strategies 

(Harris, et al. 13). As Harris, et al. stated, “the complex interplay between 

marginalization and every day, individualized political participation could open 

up new possibilities for a non-adult-centric redefining, reinvigorating and 

reinscribing of politics for and by ordinary youth” (28). Regarding the political 

engagement online, especially in SNSs, Bennett and Segerberg claim, there are 

“three ideal types of the large scale networks that are constituted in SNS are 

becoming prominent in the  

 

ious politics of the contemporary era” (739). In their study, connective action 

plays a part of the political force in an online group. Compared with the 

traditional collective action, this connective action formation has frequently been 

larger, has scaled-up more quickly, and has been flexible in tracking moving 

political targets and bridging different issues, forming a new form of political 

structure in the community. The logic of connective action that Bennett and 

Segerberg have identified helps later studies (Vromen, et al. 94) and also myself 

to understand the connections in a youth community in the digital age. 

 

All in all, the studies on creative community are insightful in understanding how 

the wenyi qingnian achieve economic vitality via sociality. Besides this, the 

studies on youth community have offered insights into the cultural and political 

aspects of both the online and offline practices of wenyi qingnian. In this chapter, 

using data collected from Facebook and the interview data, I attempt to 

investigate the social practices and the locality of the wenyi qingnian community 
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through the social media lens. This study is intended to open up the discussion on 

the overlapping of online and offline creative communities. I make this attempt to 

study their community for three main reasons. First, I aim to continue the recent 

discussions on youth community in the context of the digital age, especially with 

the emergence of SNSs. As mentioned, young people’s use of social media for 

communal and political engagement is a growing research field. These studies 

note that young people are logged into SNSs for a significant portion of time, and 

that these have “become space where much of the social activity of teen life is 

echoed and amplified” (Lim 9). Wenyi qingnian are no exception. They 

undoubtedly went to particular cultural places as the mainstream portrayed. 

Besides this, more often, they spent much time engaging with social mobility by 

using Facebook. I considered that there may have been fundamental changes in 

the dynamics of their communal practices. Second, the senior wenyi qingnian 

whom I interviewed all considered the online community to have caused an 

obvious change in their culture. When we talked about their impressions of the 

juniors, they mentioned how the rise of information-intensive industry, especially 

the rise of Facebook, has fostered a group of younger wenyi qingnian who 

practice differently from them. Regarding this, I question how far this group of 

wenyi qingnian are, amid the emergence of SNSs the 21st Hong Kong, in forming 

their community. Third, while the setting of Facebook invites convergence among 

their creations, archiving their messages, music, albums and status, I consider 

Facebook to be a showcase for their daily practices, which has offered me data 

and sources of their social practices and locality. Here, I focus on a Facebook 

page called Copybook 書屑, which is liked by most of my informants and is 

portrayed as the page of wenyi qingnian by some mainstream media. Using it as a 

social media lens, I will first conduct content and textual analysis on the 10 most 
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popular posts and all 5 offline projects they have launched, together with 

interviews with mainly Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, to distinguish the leisure-based 

practices and locality presented online of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. Second, 

based on their stories on Copybook, I will discuss how are and how far are the 

implications of Copybook, as one of the examples of online community, in 

facilitating the wenyi qingnian to engage with their offline creative community. In 

this chapter, I first offer the background of Copybook and introduce their 10 most 

popular posts and 5 projects. Second, I examine the economic aspects of 

Copybook as a creative community. Third, I put focuses on their communal 

practices in it and examine precisely the followers’ participations in each 

discussion. Finally, I come to examine how Copybook, as an online community, 

has facilitated followers’ engagement with the offline creative community. In 

other words, how their online meets their offline.  
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Copybook as a creative community 

 

The emergence of Copybook 

 

Copybook was launched on 12 December 2012 by Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, two 

young men who had just graduated and were unemployed, to while away their 

leisure time. Using Yat-ming’s words, Copybook was their “project of 

unemployment”. He told me, Hong-kiu first wanted to set up a personal page on 

his own and finally Yat-ming suggested to him the idea of Copybook, which he 

believed would be more popular. Hence, as Yat-ming narrated, they spent a 

period of time meeting at Hong-kiu’s place, where their gatherings were usually 

held, to plan how to develop their idea of Copybook. In his words, it was the 

“decadent wenqing’s life”. In a sense, Copybook was actually a product of the 

creative practices in leisure of these two wenyi qingnian.  

 

From an idea that arose suddenly during their leisure time, Copybook became the 

first Facebook page of literary excerpts. According to the brief description on the 

page, its belief was “lives are the excerpts of books”. It aimed at transcribing 

beautiful paragraphs of literature and contributing them to all of beautiful life 

(Copybook, “About”). After Copybook emerged in online spaces and later in 

offline spaces, I observed that an increasing number of different online cultural 

and art platforms hosted by particular youths appeared, for instance, Xiaofei wenyi 

消費文藝 (Consuming Literature and Art) in 2012, Sellwords  in 2013, 

Monday Blue in 2013, and Texts Voyager in 2015. Among those platforms, 

Copybook was by far the most popular one.  
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Popularity 

 

We can gain an insight into how the popularity of Copybook increased by 

checking its list of ‘Milestones’ recorded by Facebook. Regarding the first post in 

Copybook, there were 17 “likes” gained. After less than half year, on 3 April 2013, 

the page had gained 3,000 followers. In around 2 years, on 15 November 2014, 

the page had gained its 20,000th follower. Now, there are 28, 318 followers (as of 

13 September 2016). Apart from engaging local followers, it has also attracted a 

number of followers from Taiwan.  

 

During these 4 years, Copybook was recognized by different media as more than 

just a Facebook page. Instead of being a fan page, it had been recognized as a 

reading platform (Mingpao Canada “Happily Reading Together”), a wenyi 

platform (Artspiration “Art Space - An Artistic Platform -The Internet”), a new 

wenyi media form (The House of Hong Kong literature, “Literature online, How 

to develop?”), and an organization and online wenyi group of youths (MingPao 

Weekly, “Book or Facebook”). Moreover, Copybook earned a high reputation for 

Hong-kiu and Yat-ming as Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. They were increasingly 

interviewed by media as wenyi qingnian (Metropop, “The New Epoch of Wenyi 

qingnian”; MingPao Weekly, “Tidy Children X Messy Wenqing”; Books4You, 

“The Epoch of Wenqing”). Moreover, Copybook brought them not only to the 

attention of the media, but also to literary seminars and cultural events. In 2013, 

they started introducing literature once per week on a cultural programme Zine on 

Commercial Radio. They were attendees at the Freespace Festival and at events 

organized by the House of Hong Kong Literature. As Yat-ming told, a publisher 

also approached them.  
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fig. 19 A partial overview of posts on Copybook 

 

Technology/ Centrality 

 

With more than 28K followers now engaged with Copybook, this page was 

increasingly scaled-up day-by-day with the help of the networking mechanism of 

Facebook. Apart from gathering the followers conventionally using collective 

action frames and identity framing, the networks in Copybook formed according 

to the preferred settings of Hong-kiu and Yat-ming. Besides Hong-kiu and 

Yat-mings’ preferences, the Facebook mechanisms behind the settings helped in 

the selection of followers. In this way, technology acted as an important digital 

agent in shaping the community of Copybook. 

 

Instead of going to certain places or joining particular cultural events to encounter 

like-minded people, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming made use of the settings of their 

page to select their followers; ‘the preferred page audience’ in Facebook’s term. 
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The setting of Facebook pages allows the owners to select their potential 

followers by setting basic restrictions of location, age, gender, interests and 

language. Moreover, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming decided to pay to have more options 

to select their audience. Hence, they restricted their preferred page audience to the 

Facebookers who were within 18 to 24 years of age, and who had reading as an 

interest on their profiles. They were looking for young book lovers from all 

backgrounds. Beside this, in order to increase their page’s exposure, they also 

paid to post an advertisement on Facebook. As Yat-ming said, “it was actually a 

way to pay for increasing our exposure!” 

 

Although they aimed at gathering young book lovers from diverse backgrounds, 

both Hong-kiu and Yat-ming noticed that their followers appeared to belong to a 

particular type of youths, with common interests in other fields. As Yat-ming said, 

“they were particular type of people. I am not saying that they do not have any 

special character or not unique, but they have a significant commonality 

…so-called the wenqing or so-called the book lovers.” Regarding this 

phenomenon, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming explained to me again giving an account of 

the mechanisms used by Facebook. “I think it is about the manipulation in the 

online social media, or the manipulation of the online spaces,” Yat-ming 

elaborated.  

 

“This information helps us put your Page in front of the people who matter to you 

most”, is an instruction listed on the settings page revealing how Facebook works 

to gather particular followers. However, the case of Copybook revealed that the 

selection of followers was based on more than the information that Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming provided as preferences in the beginning. For instance, using particular 
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Facebook algorithms, the advertisement of Copybook appeared more frequently to 

Facebookers who were young and interested in literature, and also had similar 

profiles to Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, liking certain pages related to culture and 

literature. To increase the chance to engage people with a particular page or 

advertisement, Facebook uses detailed audience targeting and feedback 

mechanisms to broadcast ads that ensure most users will only see advertising that 

appeals to their interests or is relevant to their geographical locations (Edie 29). 

Thus, Facebook ads are mostly seen as supplemental to the online experience 

instead of as an unwanted nuisance. Apart from the general interests such as 

reading or writing, Facebook also targeted audiences by analysing their interests 

according to their search histories or profiles. Followers who frequently accessed 

pages related to literature, or the pages also liked by Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, 

could see ads for Copybook of which they might previously have been unaware. 

Thus, the followers who engaged with Copybook and participated actively, 

including half of my informants, appeared to be wenyi qingnian, practicing online 

in a way that was similar to Hong-kiu and Yat-ming. 

 

The 10 Most Popular Posts and the 5 Projects 

 

In this chapter content analysis is conducted mainly on the 10 most popular 

Copybook posts and the total of 5 projects that Copybook has launched up to now. 

Additionally, interviews with Hong-kiu and Yat-ming were used as 

supplementary data. The top 10 posts were selected from the posts posted 

between 1 July 2015 and 1 July 2016 according to their number of likes. 

Moreover, I categorized the themes of the content of each post.   
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Table 2: The 10 Most Popular Posts 

Date Main content No. 

of 

likes 

Theme 

15 

December 

2015 

A handwritten quote by one 

follower 

1.1K Sharing common 

interests 

14 

September 

2015 

A quote of Jan Hung-tze’s 

prose Rensheng yishun 人生

一瞬 ( A Moment of Life ) 

845 Life talk 

9 

February 

2016 

A News from i-Cable news 601 Political Talk 

27 July 

2015 

A quote from Raymond 

Carver’s novel What We Talk 

About When We Talk About 

Love 

561 Love Talk 

2 August 

2015 

A quote from Yangzhao’s 

prose of Ruhe zuoyige 

xhengzhi derens 2 如何做一

個正直的人 2 (How to Be an 

Honest Man 2) 

535 Political Talk 

8 

February 

2016 

A quote from Yeqing’s 

poetry Yushui zhijie dajin 

yanjing 雨水直接打 眼睛 

483 Life talk 
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(The Rain Dropped On the 

Eyes) 

22 

January 

2016 

Shared post from a professor 451 Political talk 

6 

September 

2015 

A quote from Qiu Miao-jin’s 

novel Last Words from 

Montmartre 

422 Life talk 

13 July 

2015  

A quote from Huang Bi-yun’s 

novel Wuaiji 無愛紀 (The 

Record Without Love)   

417 Political talk 

5 

November 

2015 

A quote from Hu Qing-fang’s 

novel Xuanfu 懸浮 

(Suspension) 

405 Love talk 

 

5 Projects 

 

Project01/ One Book per Month 每月一書 

 

This was launched on 30 December 2012. Hong-kiu and Yat-ming picked one 

book for each month, and invited all their followers to read it together. As they 

posted, they were looking for the accidental encounters in life.  

 

Project02/ You Are What You Read 甚麼人讀甚麼書 
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This was launched on 10 March 2013. Hong-kiu and Yat-ming decided to meet 

their followers, who were the readers in Hong-kiu and Yat-mings’ words 

face-to-face. They started this project to invite followers to do interviews with 

them.  

 

Project 03/ Use Your Story to Exchange a Book 故事交換書屑 

 

This was launched on 5 January 2014. Similar to “book floating”, Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming launched this project to encourage and invite followers to exchange 

their books. The followers who participated in this project needed to pick a book 

and tell the story of their book.  

 

Project04/ Finding Book 尋書  

 

This was launched on 14 November 2014. Similarly to what Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming did in Copybook, they invited followers to send them excerpts from the 

literature that they were reading.  

 

Project05/ Selling Poem 詩  

 

This was launched on 21 November 2015. It was an idea taken from a film 

entitled Before Sunrise63 that the followers could buy a poem from Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming.  

                                                 
63

 Before Sunrise is a 1995 American romantic drama film directed by Richard Linklater and 
written by Linklater and Kim Krizan. There is a scene that when the main actor and actress take a 
walk alongside a river around the midnight in Vienna, a sort of homeless guy asks them to give 
him some amount of money if they would like his poem which would include a word they chosen. 
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The Economic Aspects of Copybook 

 

Although Copybook was started based upon their personal ideas, both Hong-kiu 

and Yat-ming were identifying more and more economic prospects for Copybook 

over the years, especially regarding how Copybook could facilitate their career 

development and the development of the literary market.  

 

Besides maintaining Copybook, both Hong-kiu and Yat-ming now had day-jobs in 

addition to writing stories. As they told me, they seldom had time to concentrate 

on their writing due to their day-jobs. In view of this, Copybook became their 

hope to bring them a revenue and support their lives so that they could quit their 

day-jobs. Similar to the creative communities described in some creative 

industries studies, in which creative workers’ productions and entrepreneurship 

were enhanced, Hong-kiu hoped that Copybook would help him in his creative 

career. He once considered developing Copybook as a creative business. As he 

said, “I kept doing Copybook ... hoping it might bring us an income and we could 

escape from other boring things”. More specifically, he told me that it seemed 

there were always people who may be helpful to his career among the social 

networks of Copybook. To Hong-kiu, echoing the concept of creative community, 

Copybook was a social climate that allowed him to build networks easily to 

increase social capital for his future literary productions or events. In fact, after 

launching Copybook, the exposure of Hong-kiu increased. Hong-kiu started to 

write on different media through his position as the host of Copybook. As Kong 

claimed, the social networks were built in order to leverage the necessary funds 

and distribution deals for their own productions to be viable (67). “... The people 

you meet, I had a feeling that they would be helpful to me in the future since they 
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were in the same circle,” he said. The networks in Copybook could be used to 

facilitate his work and become his business. Hong-kiu told me that Copybook had 

finally become part of his portfolio. 

 

In Yat-ming’s narrative, apart from his personal career, he had higher aims of 

developing the literary market by engaging a large group of people to read 

literature in Copybook. With a large community in Copybook, he expected it 

would create a scene of a flourishing reading atmosphere. To him, gathering book 

lovers in Copybook was a stepping-stone for him and Hong-kiu to promote 

literature to the majority. Instead of merely promoting literature, the posts in 

Copybook were mainly the redesigning of literature, using literary excerpts to 

recreate images and writings in the page. Various works of literature and classics 

were turned into short, light and handy posts on Facebook. While the conflict 

between the aura of literature and the digital multiplicity was usually discussed in 

both academic and mainstream discourses, Yat-ming believed the literature 

market, apart from keeping literature as a high-end product, was developing in 

Copybook, and was scaling up via the network of 28K followers. In his words, 

picking short paragraphs of literature and attaching them with attractive key 

visuals were good strategies to promote literature. The followers engaged in it 

found it easy to access, read, and participate in, and Copybook grouped a large 

number of people to read together. He emphasized the importance of promoting 

literature to the mainstream market via Copybook. Engaging more and more 

people, Yat-ming considered that Copybook could be scaled up to become the 

majority in the future. “Maybe I say it in a too commercial way…but I think no 

matter if it is painting, history or literature, or whatever needs to be promoted, and 

the market needs to be developed”, he said. In a sense, developing Copybook in 
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Yat-ming’s view was a way to develop the literary market in Hong Kong. By 

engaging more and more followers in Copybook, he aimed to bring literature to 

the mainstream, and increase the economic value of it.   

 

Although they were aiming to spread literature to the mainstream market via 

Copybook, it was not exactly about achieving economic growth. What they were 

aiming at was not the market but the mainstream. Using Copybook, they were 

hoping to encourage more people to respect literature and art. As Yat-ming 

elaborated, they aimed at building the reading culture in Hong Kong by creating a 

scene with a lot of book lovers. “I want the values of Hong Kong to be like that, 

that the values are not only about money, or not only commerce, or not only the 

short-term interests, but something… cultural, moral or aesthetic,” Yat-ming 

explained. Apart from achieving economic growth, Copybook, by engaging wenyi 

qingnian or book lovers, was developing the role of literature in Hong Kong. 

According to their narratives, the economic value was a measure of how literature, 

or humanity, was valued in this city that they viewed as hyper-commercial.  

 

While the reading culture was developing, the scene, or, the popularity, of 

Copybook did bring Hong-kiu and Yat-ming opportunities and some income. 

During these two years, they were interviewed by different media, for instance 

Ming Pao and Metropop, and even an online job searching media JobMarket. One 

publication brought them further chances of publication. Regarding their 

increased visibility, both Hong-kiu and Yat-ming felt surprised that a page could 

be recognized by those media, bringing them exposure and reputations. With the 

increasing exposure of Copybook, different cultural organizations started to 

recognize them and had trust in their group of followers. Furthermore, Hong-kiu 
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and Yat-ming, as the hosts or representatives of Copybook, were invited to join 

various literary conferences and cultural events such as the opening performances 

of The House of Hong Kong Literature, were given a booth at the Free Space 

Festival in West-Kowloon cultural district, and were sporadically invited to write 

pieces. These opportunities brought them new networks, experiences and income. 

However, the online community formed in Copybook did not contribute much in 

economic terms as the Floridian creative community in creative industries studies 

does. It did not act as a space that helps the followers in generating economic 

wealth and rewards, nor did it facilitate their productions.  

 

On the contrary, Copybook gathered followers with common taste and lifestyles 

who were more likely a group of potential consumers of particular literature and 

adherents of a particular lifestyle. Since the followers did not post their 

productions there but rather left comments and shared posts, they did not form 

collectives as members engaged in “mutually complementary and socially 

coordinated careers” (Kong 63). They were more likely to participate in 

Copybook as a group of like-minded young people exploring their mutual 

interests, spending their time together by consuming particular literature and 

having different discussions. For instance, some followers left comments and 

revealed that they bought particular books after reading the posts. In addition, 

knowing the mutual interests of this group of book lovers or wenyi qingnian, there 

were many cultural units posting in Copybook to promote particular films, cultural 

events, books and stationery, and even business groups promoting reading apps to 

the followers.  
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With their consumption of cultural and literary products during their engagement 

with Copybook, they contributed to the creative economy to a greater or lesser 

degree, mainly as consumers. For instance, Project01 that was launched to invite 

followers to read selected books, and the Project03 that extended to the event of 

the Freespace Festival. They indirectly encouraged followers to consume 

particular creative products and spaces.   

 

Contrarily, in their practices on Copybook, including their conversations over 

posts and their interactions in different projects, their attitudes of anti-materialism 

and anti-economy were sometimes revealed as a response to the materialistic 

economic culture in Hong Kong. This will be elaborated in the next section.  
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Communal Practices: Everyday Wenyi Talk 

 

On Copybook, or on social platforms in general, chatting and sharing were the 

common practices of the members. Apart from posting literary excerpts or 

clicking “like” to indicate their interests, they usually chatted about particular 

topics elicited by the literature. Moreover, they shared and circulated the literature 

among their social networks. They sometimes extended their online networks to 

offline, meeting each other in cafés and parks, or at cultural events. In their 

face-to-face meetings, again, they had different themes of discussion. The 

common practices in Copybook were actually echoing the daily practices of the 

wenyi qingnian I interviewed. When asked about the practices among them and 

their peers, most of them mentioned how they shared their thoughts with their 

like-minded peers about life and wenyi in their leisure time. For instance, at 

Hong-kiu’s place peers usually gathered to chat and to while away their time. 

Wong Ching told me she usually watched films or theatre performances together 

with her peers, and then they would sit down somewhere to discuss what they had 

watched. Furthermore, Yuen and Ching-hang, and Page and his peers, usually 

exchanged their own work and discussed it. In that case, most of their chatting 

and sharing was built on their common pursuits, literature and art. They usually 

talked about life, politics, and love, and shared their cultural pursuits by 

participating in the posts and projects. As Hong-kiu said, “I usually love to sit 

down and chat.” No matter whether online or offline.  

 

Life Talk 
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Hong-kiu and Yat-mings’ belief that “life is constituted by the fragments of books” 

(Copybook About) had been revealed in most of the posts on Copybook. Among 

the top 10 posts, 3 of them were about how they contemplated their values and 

their experiences in life. Life and living frequently appeared in their posts and I 

considered “life” to be the key term in most of their conversations. While 

Hong-kiu and Yat-ming expressed their lifestyle with the excerpts they picked, 

there were usually followers who participated in the contemplation by leaving 

their comments in response to the excerpts. Besides this, some of the followers 

“shared” posts on their timeline and wrote a few words of feedback. Most of the 

followers usually left comments to indicate that the words Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming had written and the excerpts they chose aroused emotions in their hearts. 

While circulating among their networks, the followers were simultaneously 

spreading their lifestyle out in their communities on Facebook. With what they 

had commented on and typed on Copybook, they talked about life and appeared to 

partake in the particular lifestyle that Hong-kiu and Yat-ming demonstrated with 

their posting.  

 

According to the 3 most popular posts that I themed as life talk, two main 

attitudes towards life were disclosed: living in opposition to conventional 

lifestyles, and spending one’s whole life in pursuing one’s aspirations. Both of 

these attitudes were in opposition to conventional life in Hong Kong that was 

consolidated as a preconceived notion in the minds of these wenyi qingnian and 

their followers. In a post that quoted Yeqing’s poetry Yushui zhijie dajin yanjing 

雨水直接打 眼睛 (The Rain directly dropped on the Eyes) (see fig. 20), 

Hong-kiu disclosed his disappointment in life in his post on the day of Lunar New 

Year. “Actually there is nothing different. Everyone knows that our lives will be 
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the same in the future”, he posted. In his words, life in Hong Kong was “nothing 

different” and as dull as the traditions of the festival. Beside this, the conventional 

life that they were opposed to was more concretely described in a post that quoted 

Qiu Miao-jin’s novel Last Words from Montmartre (see fig. 21). In that post, 

Hong-kiu blamed the older generation, who were fettered to old conventions, for 

depriving the younger generations of opportunities. “They had thoroughly 

accepted that age-old world, which is the ‘reality’, and warned their younger 

generation not to be too idealistic”, he posted. As written in the post, the 

conventional life was precisely the “reality” they had experienced. It was a life 

without imagination and creativity. The followers who left comments and shared 

the posts had a similar view of this “reality” and some of them shared similar 

experiences with Hong-kiu. As one follower said, “if the seniors only cared about 

reality, our society would not develop to become as complicated and flourishing 

as it is now”.  

 

fig. 20 Copybook’s post on 8 February 2016 
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fig. 21 Copybook post on 6 September 2015 

Resisting the “reality” they experienced, they organized social and political 

meaning around their lifestyle values as opposed to the conventional life they 

perceived. They contended that chaos and imagination were key elements to 

living in opposition to the rigidity and insipidity in life. They considered life 

without imagination as pathetic, which corresponded to the other popular posts 

that emphasized imagination and creative pursuits. In the second top most popular 

post, an excerpt was quoted from Jan Hung-tze’s Rensheng yishun 人生一瞬 ( A 

Moment of Life ) (See fig. 22). This encouraged everyone to spend their whole 

lives engaged in their creative pursuits. As the excerpt stated, “you would always 

be attracted by the same type of literary description.” Agreeing with what the 

author reflected, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming associated it with their practices in 

Copybook. Continuing the discussions on this literary excerpt, the followers 

revealed their ultimate goal of spending their lives doing what they aspired to do. 
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Instead of following the pattern of conventional life as they perceived it, they put 

emphasis on their agency in life, longing for a life in which they could 

concentrate on the things they were most passionate about, such as literature.  

 

 

fig. 22 Copybook’s post on 14 September 2015 

 

Political Talk 

 

Apart from the discussions on literature, the followers in Copybook participated in 

a discursive form of political engagement. In Copybook, they did not directly 

organize political events or collective actions. Instead of engaging in formal 

politics by orienting themselves towards activism or cultural politics, they usually 

reposted information from mainstream media or the opinions of authors or 

professionals. Moreover, they attached these to literary excerpts that echoed their 
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feelings on particular political and social issues. Hong-kiu, Yat-ming and the 

followers were engaging in politics as their everyday concerns, and they usually 

expressed them in a literary tone. Using the words of Harris, et al., young people 

are increasingly becoming moral and political citizens through “emotional, 

expressive and aesthetic forms of engagements” (14).  

 

Of the top 10 posts of Copybook, 4 were related to politics; their response to 

particular social issues and their feelings generated in the political atmosphere in 

Hong Kong. Among those 4 posts, 2 were shared posts that broadcast information 

and opinions. Posting those shared posts, they were not merely amplifying current 

mainstream media discourses. Rather, they usually revealed their criticism of the 

mainstream discourses in those posts, leaving comments to challenge the 

widespread mainstream information. On 9 February 2016, after violent unrest 

occurred in Mong Kok, they shared the news from i-Cable that captured part of 

the conflict that night. That post was “liked” by 610 followers and became the 3rd 

top post on Copybook (see Fig. 23). On that night, the first night of Lunar New 

Year, violent unrest started after local protesters objected to the eviction of food 

hawkers in Mong Kok64. Regarding this happening, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming were 

suspicious of how objective the factual information of the mainstream media 

could be. Sharing the news video from i-Cable, Yat-ming attached his written 

commentary to call for rational analysis without bias and stereotyping. “This 

world does not need too much Sherlock Holmes, especially in the position that 

you can never wish for peace and order”, Yat-ming posted. Moreover, some 

                                                 
64 During the conflict, some protestors hit the police with bricks and suddenly a traffic policeman 
who pointed his gun at a mob fired two shots in the air. Regarding this happening, there were 
rumours spreading out on the internet blaming either side as the “troublemakers”. 
 



 205 

followers left their comments and continued the discussion. For instance, one 

follower pointed out that the news they captured was not the whole picture of the 

violent unrest. Besides this, responding to the issue of student suicides in Hong 

Kong from late 2015 to the early 2016, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming shared the 

opinion of a teacher who taught one of the students who committed suicide (see 

Fig. 24). “It seems that Hong Kong has never taught us how to face society 

seriously, and even taught us not to deal with ourselves too seriously”, Hong-kiu 

and Yat-ming wrote. As exemplified by these two posts, their expressions usually 

revealed their suspicion about the mainstream media and their resistance to the 

current social atmosphere in Hong Kong.   
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fig. 23 Copybook’s post on 9 Februrary 2016 
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fig. 24 Copybook’s post on 21 Januarary 2016 

 

They seldom called for action to resist situations. Rather, they usually mentioned 

their powerlessness and their desire to escape the politically unstable situation in 

Hong Kong. In the eighth top post, that was posted on 13 July 2015, Hong-kiu 

posted a scenario discussing travelling with his girlfriend Anny. In the discussion, 

he decided to stay in the city and do nothing since he was too tired to respond to 

the conflicts in Hong Kong. With his frustration, he could not motivate himself to 

escape and he finally became accustomed to the turmoil happening in the city. 

Echoing his feelings of hesitating to leave the city or not, he copied an excerpt in 

the post from Huang Bi-yun’s novel Wuaiji 無愛紀 (The Ethos without Love) 

that described the deathly stillness of the city: “is the dirtiness, noisiness, crowd, 

greediness and the monotony that brought by the people in the city themselves” 

(see fig. 25). Moreover, they were sometimes concerned about the situation in 
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Taiwan, and aspired to living there. As they wrote about their view of Taiwan in 

the 5th top post, referring to a Taiwan issue, “it has the precious citizens who were 

contributing to history and justice”. At the time they launched this post, there was 

a Taiwan history textbook controversy concerning textbook revisions, including 

deletions of references to Taiwan’s democracy movement, implemented by the 

Ministry of Education. Referring to this issue, they posted a paragraph about 

history from Yangzhao’s prose demonstrating their concerns. In the post, the 

Taiwanese followers replied actively. Some of them replied with gratitude and 

some of them added their own views. As Yat-ming told, Copybook had engaged 

some followers from Taiwan. They were 40% of the followers in Copybook. 

These Taiwanese followers usually discussed political issues and exchanged news 

with each other through Copybook. By and large, they responded to the 

happenings surrounding them by poeticizing their feelings in a literary way and 

quoting related literary excerpts. As Harris, Wyn and Younes stated, “they are 

personalizing politics by emphasizing their own behaviour in terms of taste, 

lifestyle, consumption and leisure.” Here, they personalized politics with the 

literature they read. 
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fig. 25 Copybook’s post on 14 July 2015 

  

Love Talk 

 

While Hong-kiu and Yat-ming kept writing their posts as if writing their dairies, 

they sometimes mentioned anecdotes about their love lives. Of the top 10 posts in 

Copybook, 2 were related to their attitudes towards love. What they expressed 

commonly in both posts were their experiences of fleeting love. According to 

their writings and the comments left by the followers, they tended to focus on the 

ephemerality of love relationships. A post on 27 July 2015, quoted Raymond 

Carver’s literature What We Talk about When We Talk about Love, and attached a 

stage photo of Wong Kai-wai’s film Happy Together (see fig. 26). Neither had a 

happy ending, and both focused on the uncontrollable nature of love relationships. 

Moreover, Hong-kiu also mentioned the film The Theory of Everything. The love 

stories in these films and literature were also about love that cannot be guaranteed. 

As was posted, “even though you thought that this person was your loved one, 
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you never know who will be the next one”. In this expressive sharing, Hong-kiu 

claimed that the loss of time and our memories were the key elements offering a 

definition of love. He usually understood “love” once he lost someone or lost 

some experiences. Continuing the discussion of what is love, some followers 

added their reflections and other related literature (see fig. 27). For instance, one 

follower mentioned how Hemingway wrote about the vapidity of love. Another 

follower revealed her personal feelings of sentimentality when sharing the post. “I 

also think about when the game will end”, she posted.  

 

fig. 26 Copybook’s post on 27 July 2015 
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fig. 27 Followers’ comments on the post of What We Talk about When We Talk about Love 

 

Regarding their discussions on love, love as they envisaged it tended to be fragile, 

temporary, and changeable, despite the fact that that people usually longed for 

eternal and universal love. Furthermore, the followers in Copybook appeared to 

criticize the concept of conventional and universal love. As quoted in the 10th 
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most popular post: “This world treats desire and love in a similar way. The 

imagination is lost for a very long time.” Instead of loving according to the 

universal values of love, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming suggested that we could treat 

love and desire with more possibilities beyond of the standardized practices of 

love. Similarly to their posts on life in general, the word “imagination” was 

repeated time and again. To oppose conventional love, imagination seemed to be 

a solution for them. This post was one of the rare posts in which neither Hong-kiu 

nor Yat-ming added their commentary, but they simply posted it as a direct 

quotation. Nevertheless, 405 followers “liked” it and 54 followers shared the post, 

some of whom added their own notes and reflections. Surprisingly, the author of 

the quote, Hu Ching-fang, shared the post on her author fan page. The quote that 

Hong-kiu and Yat-ming picked, and those 405 followers “liked”, revealed the 

standardization of sexuality, desire, romance and love happening in our daily lives. 

To oppose conventional love, imagination seemed to be a solution for them. 

 

Sharing From Online to Offline 

 

Apart from sharing their common interests and values online, Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming launched projects to extended their sharing offline. Their collectivity 

increased project-by-project. As delineated, sharing was the main practice that 

happened on- and offline. With Copybook’s aim to share “beautiful excerpts” that 

they had read in their daily lives, they selected particular texts from their favourite 

literature. In that case, the literature they posted and “liked” revealed the literary 

preferences they had in common. They were sharing what they liked. The selected 

literature was mostly from the oeuvres of eminent western writers such as 

Raymond Carver and William Butler Yeats, but some was selected from eminent 
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Asian writers’ works such as Haruki Murakami and Tsushima Shūji. They seldom 

chose the works of young and local writers, and never picked popular literature. 

The author names that appeared repeatedly in those more than 1K posts revealed 

their unchanged common interests in literature over the 4-year period. They kept 

sharing and discussing similar topics post by post. As Yat-ming commented on 

their 2nd top post, “honestly, I actually realized that the books that we copied in 

Copybook were always the same type, but it is surprising that all of you were still 

not getting bored”.  

 

Instead of merely posting and receiving their favourite literature, Copybook also 

called for actions to share their common interests, through projects that invited 

interactions between followers’ online and offline lives to a greater or lesser 

degree. In project 01, One Book per Month, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming invited the 

followers to read a certain book together each month. It encouraged the followers 

to extended their online practices, which included reading the literature excerpts, 

to their offline lives. As stated in the promotional post, “hope that we can meet 

someone reading the same book with us in our path.” They were looking for their 

commonality in this project. During this project, Hong-kiu, Yat-ming and the 

followers read 8 books “together” without making any strong commitment. 

Referring to each post that was related to the project, some followers left 

comments and mentioned that they had started reading the books. After reading 

the “monthly book” respectively, they went back online and posted their 

reflections on what they had read, and some of them encouraged others to share 

their thoughts (see Fig. 28). Some followers even shared serious thoughts in 

relation to the book. For instance, one follower shared his thoughts on how to 

categorize literature on postmodernism. After that light project, they started to 
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invite more interactions with their followers in later projects. In this case, a higher 

degree of participation was required. The online and offline lives of followers 

became more and more intertwined. In project 02, Finding Books, 97 followers 

participated in copying inspiring literary excerpts and tried to do what Hong-kiu 

and Yat-ming used to do in their daily lives. Some of them even copied the 

excerpts in their own handwriting. In the album of that project, it was captured 

that the followers usually commented to respond to each other’s choices on 

excerpts. They copied books in their offline practices and then they interacted 

online again. Furthermore, Yat-ming told me that a few followers had directly 

chatted with them about poems via inbox messages. “We talked about his 

hand-writing, and what he had copied,…the classical poems, ‘oh you like this 

kind of stuff?’, actually me and Hong-kiu sometimes read the classical stuff”, is 

how he described his conversation with the follower. 
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fig. 28 Copybook’s post on 21 October 2013 

 

Furthermore, their sharing had extended to the face-to-face level in their recent 

projects or other cultural events, which brought their networks to cross over more 

to the offline world. For instance, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming posted an invitation for 

followers to be their interviewees to talk about the books they read face-to-face. 

They then entitled the project You Are What You Read, which later extended to 

the Freespace Festival in West Kowloon Cultural District. During this project, 

they met their followers in a café or at Jordan Valley, and started conversations 

about the books they brought. At the same time, they were usually having a picnic 

or spending teatime together. “It was just causal chatting, not really a formal 

interview”, Yat-ming said. According to their record of their encounters with the 

followers who were called Jonathan and Jennifer (see fig. 29), they talked about 

music, and the book festival they had visited. Moreover, they sometimes 
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discussed different themes in the context of Hong Kong other than literature. “We 

read, we copy books, we write, and we interview. We will meet more and more 

strangers in the future”, they recorded in one of the posts of this project.  

 

 

fig. 29 Copybook’s post on 19 April 2013
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How Does Copybook Facilitate the Offline Wenyi Community? 

 

When I asked these wenyi qingnian further about their sociality with their peers, 

some of them asked me which group of peers I was asking about. Suddenly this 

reminded me that most of us actually have different groups of peers, with peers 

belonged to various communities both online and offline. For instance, Donald 

sometimes gathered with his college classmates who seldom talked about 

literature and art; and Dido categorized her peers as fair-weather friends or wenyi 

friends. Different groups of friends may not have resonance with each other. 

Referring back to myself, I also have different groups of friends and I am 

sometimes curious about why there is such a distinct boundary between my 

community and their communities. As I recall, during a dinner appointment with 

my classmates from university, I mentioned the writing that I shared on my 

Facebook page, and surprisingly they told me that they had seldom seen my 

postings on their newsfeed. Our communities seldom overlapped even online. 

Facebook was intervening in the differentiation of the communities based on our 

“interests”. Moreover, I had forgotten that since Facebook kept suggesting to me 

to add certain writers and artists as friends, and suggesting me to attend various 

cultural events, the social media platform was actively facilitating or constituting 

a wenyi community online, and even offline. The functions of ‘People You May 

Know’, ‘Events Happening this Week’ and Events Popular in Your Network’ in 

Facebook were involved in forming a community.  

 

Furthermore, most of my informants knew or at least had heard of each other 

before the interviews. For instance, Jess became friends with Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming via Copybook; both Wong Ching and Wong Jing knew Mitsu also via 
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Facebook. After spending some time to examine their timelines and pages, I 

found that most of them were Facebook friends with each other. They were 

somehow connected. In that case, the Facebook mechanisms facilitated the 

differentiation and at the same time the formation of a community. Thus, I started 

to be curious about how the social media platform facilitated the linkage between 

the wenyi qingnian? How was this technological facilitation involved in the 

formation of a wenyi community both online and offline? How did this facilitation 

help in their creative trajectory as wenyi qingnian?  

 

The Basis of An Imagined Wenyi Community 

 

After examining the settings of Copybook and the communal practices involved, I 

considered Copybook to resemble the imagined community of a group of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian. In Benedict Anderson’s influential book Imagine 

Communities, the concept of an imagined community is used to analyze 

nationalism, considering that the nation is a socially constructed community 

imagined by people with their shared sense of community and identity. Members 

hold in their minds a mental image of their affinity. Similarly, in the community 

formed in Copybook with its shared emotional connections, common interests and 

experiences, a sense of common identity was created among posts, shaped by the 

nature of Facebook. Apart from serving as a platform, Facebook also provided the 

basis for this community. 

 

Although there was a lack of gathering places as in place-based society, or a 

particular café for today’s wenyi qingnian to gather in regularly, the case of 

Copybook revealed how this group of wenyi qingnian, or the group of young book 
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lovers, scaled up quickly with the help of Facebook algorithms and the Facebook 

norms. As illustrated, the mechanisms of Facebook gathered a group of youths 

with particular preferences, and successfully gathered a large number of followers 

with similar profiles and commonality. Moreover, the accessibility and openness 

in Facebook were significant in facilitating the engagement in Copybook. To 

participate in any online groups or communities including Copybook, a fixed 

collective identity is not required, intermittent interactions are allowed and 

postings are always free. As Yat-ming emphasized, “no rent had to be paid.” It 

was easy for the followers to access and to participate in as a part of it, practicing 

what Hong-kiu and Yat-ming had designed as posts for them. In that case, the 

followers were reading, and practicing what Hong-kiu and Yat-ming were 

practicing in their everyday life, as wenyi qingnian. As Bennett and Segerberg 

pointed out in their study of connective actions among networks, “they do not 

require a club, a party, or a shared ideological frame to make the connection” 

(753). Comparing this with the conventional wenyi communities that were 

remembered by the wenyi seniors, the entry barrier to participate in the 

community of Copybook was much lower. A large group of members was easily 

formed.  

 

Due to this openness we cannot confirm the large number of followers in 

Copybook were all wenyi qingnian. However, they gave a strong impression of 

being imagined sets of young people perceived to have similar interests in 

literature and art, and who participated in imagined networks with peers with 

similar attitudes towards life and similar hobbies. These imagined sets of young 

people constituted an imagined group of like-minded youths, which then became 

the basis for their sense of community. Moreover, Hong-kiu felt the sense of 
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togetherness with like-minded people significantly. As Hong-kiu told me, it was 

pleasurable to meet like-minded people through running Copybook. More 

specifically, he gained pleasure from knowing that different like-minded people 

used the page. As he narrated, “before the emergence of this kind of social media 

such as Facebook, you could not meet that kind of people unless you went to 

particular gatherings.” He was explaining and repeating it enthusiastically, “this 

kind of people does vividly exist”. “The benefit is that you can know these people 

exist”, he repeated.  

 

His repeated emphasis on the presence of like-minded peers, the wenyi qingnian, 

reminded me that the wenyi qingnian I interviewed actually seldom show up in 

groups. They did not gather with their peers regularly, and seldom co-produced 

work with each other. They sometimes met at cultural events that happened 

annually. In that sense, with the presence of Copybook that captured the actions of 

followers every day, Hong-kiu strongly felt a group of wenyi qingnian to be with 

him so that he seldom felt offline. Although he was not really “meeting” them and 

some of them were just lurking and intermittently interacting with each other, the 

number of “likes” and “shares”, and the feeling that there was always a group of 

peers, offered him a sense of a community. To him, there were many like-minded 

people reading similar literature out there and he perceived himself to be part of 

them. As Boyd stated, “text, images, audio, and video all provide valuable means 

for developing a virtual presence” (12). He “knew”, or sensed, a group of 

like-minded peers. Here, Hong-kiu and other followers’ experiences of the 

presence of their liked-minded peers echoed Anderson’s concept of imagined 

community. Their community was somewhat constructed in their minds or their 

perception of Copybook. As Anderson put it, “they never know most of their 
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fellow-members, meet them, or even hear them, yet in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion” (49). Using Hong-kiu’s words, the techniques and the 

mechanisms engaged a large number of “this kind of people” in Copybook, and 

offered the followers the basis for a sense of community. 

 

With Their Sense of Community 

 

As Yat-ming told, the Copybook that seemingly engaged like-minded people 

offered an atmosphere for them to talk and freely share their views on literature 

and art. Imagined group identities were formed and reinforced by their common 

tastes and practices in Copybook. While a common language is a key element for 

an imagined community, it seemed that literature was their common language in 

Copybook, and this strengthened their sense of community. As illustrated in the 

last section, they were reading particular types of literature on Copybook, and 

talking about particular topics. Knowing that there were peers surrounding them 

with common interests and common themes, Copybook became a comfort zone 

for them to engage in different kinds of sharing. Moreover, Yat-ming emphasized 

that this atmosphere was particularly important to them, the wenyi qingnian, who 

tended to be less sociable. “We are not particularly social persons, and we don’t 

like to be that social, but if there is a common topic or interest then it will be 

easier for us to connect,” he explained. Using Hong-kiu’s words, they were 

“doing appropriate things in front of appropriate people”. “Appropriate”, was the 

word he used to describe their practices among their group of followers. As he 

elaborated, those “appropriate people” were those who appeared to be in the same 

literary circle as him. Among this group of “appropriate people”, they talked 

deeply about their reflections on life, and they expressed their feelings in a more 
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poetic way compared with regular daily speech. I considered that they were 

communicating using a literary tone in Copybook, a tone which was more poetic 

and expressive, and mainly concerned written language. To emphasize how the 

language they used on Copybook was a particular common language for them, 

Hong-kiu mentioned that he would never chat with his parents or classmates using 

such a literary tone, which seemed to be “inappropriate”. “Since you might only 

be surrounded by normal classmates in your secondary study, you wouldn’t know 

how to tell them about such things, and their skills were not that…”, Hong-kiu 

elaborated on how difficult it was to communicate his literary interests to others 

without a community.  

 

Furthermore, while they were more comfortable to talk and share, they built 

affective relationships with each other in their conversations. As shown in Gruzd 

et al.’s study, “in addition to offering information access and exchange, online 

communities establish emotional connections among members” (1311). In some 

posts, they gave feedback to each other and built their emotional connections by 

expressing similar thoughts. They encouraged each other to strive for their 

pursuits, and they sometimes showed their deep gratitude to Copybook for posting 

literature and writing that comforted them. On 10 March 2016, it had been a long 

time since Hong-kiu and Yat-ming had stopped posting for a while, and they 

finally posted to explain this to their followers. In that post, Hong-kiu wrote about 

his tiredness during those days, and his memories of a friend who committed 

suicide. Moreover, he also mentioned a lot about how literature and love 

influenced him when he was a secondary student. That post prompted some 

followers to leave comments, mainly to cheer Hong-kiu up. One follower left a 

comment and told her affective experiences with Copybook, “due to your sharing, 
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which accompanied me in many sad moments. It is meaningful that one can be 

curious about different parts of life again….Thank you” (see fig. 30). In this way 

the followers had demonstrated their affection for Hong-kiu and Yat-ming. Some 

of the followers left greetings, or encouraged Hong-kiu and Yat-ming in their 

writing. They accompanied each other on their creative trajectories. Instead of 

only reading and liking, affective connections were built through their practices 

on Copybook. As stated in the study of Graham, et al. on online political forums, 

“these affordances along with the personal connection and culture of support 

seemed to foster meaningful reciprocal and reflexive exchanges, allowing 

relationships, and a sense of community, to develop and prosper” (1385).  
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fig. 30 followers’ conversation 1 

 

Besides the user-friendly atmosphere, with functions such as inbox messages that 

are easily accessible on Facebook, a higher degree of interaction among 
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Copybook was facilitated. Yat-ming told me that there were some followers who 

would contact them directly through their inbox. For instance, some followers 

told them about their progress with reading through inbox messages during the 

One Book per Month project. Sometimes, Yat-ming and Hong-kiu received 

encouragement from the followers via their inbox. Contrarily, the followers were 

always free to leave any conversations or practices, and that loosened the 

connections in the community. For instance, he mentioned that there was a 

follower who disagreed with their writing in one post and finally “unfriended” 

Copybook after their debate via inbox messages. In that case, although it seemed 

that they easily connected and interacted, Yat-ming considered their ties to be 

rather loose. With the weak individual commitment needed to develop a 

conversation on Facebook, it seemed to be easy for the followers to leave but also 

to start conversations with them or with others on literature through Copybook. 

Their communication cost was reduced and Copybook was a portable community 

for them, a place where they were always welcomed. As Bennett and Segerberg 

stated, it was easier to become participants while “boundaries that are blurred in 

part by the simultaneous public/private boundary crossing of ubiquitous social 

media” (752). This was also the case for Anny, one of the followers who started 

chatting with Yat-ming and Hong-kiu for some time during her lessons, who 

became part of Hong-kiu’s community after following Copybook. 

 

From Online to Offline and Back 

 

In many studies on connective actions and online community, the social media 

organization and online communicative practices were suggested to be useful to 

mobilize the members to engage in offline forms of collective actions. Instead of 
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being a replacement for an offline community, an online community was usually 

considered as enhancing the offline extensions or the established offline 

relationships. In Copybook, some offline extensions and conventional offline 

friendships were also built between Hong-kiu and Yat-ming and followers, 

especially in the offline projects launched in Copybook. However, those 

extensions did not last. Although the followers were excited about the offline 

projects, they seldom kept contact with Hong-kiu and Yat-ming after meeting 

face-to-face.  

 

For instance, in their project02 of You Are What You Read, they interviewed 6 

followers in parks and cafés to talk about their literary interests, moving followers 

from online to offline. Other than that, in their project03 of Use Your Story to 

Exchange a Book that extended from online to the Free Space Festival in West 

Kowloon District in 2013, there were a number of participants who visited the 

booth of this project. In December 2013, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming uploaded 

different posts to promote this project. In those posts, some followers left 

comments and showed their support and interest in this offline event (see figs. 31 

and 32). Their comments on those posts disclosed their excitement about the 

face-to-face meeting with Copybook. On the post that was uploaded on the 

morning of the event, some followers left comments and told Hong-kiu and 

Yat-ming that they were planning to visit them. Some followers who could not 

find Hong-kiu and Yat-mings’ location accessed Copybook directly and asked 

them and other followers. Moreover, some followers who could not join on that 

day even left comments to apologize for this. They were looking forward to it, 

and were feeling excited about their offline extensions from Copybook. They 
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finally brought their books to the booth and chatted together face-to-face. The 

discussions were longer and deeper than they would have been on Copybook.  

 

However, after meeting Hong-kiu and Yat-ming during these projects, followers 

seldom built conventional friendships with them. Except for Anny, who was a 

follower of Copybook and finally became a couple with Hong-kiu, most of the 

followers Hong-kiu and Yat-ming met offline returned to the online world. As 

told by Yat-ming, he and Hong-kiu had chatted with their followers, such as 

Jennifer and Jonathan, for the whole afternoon in some projects. Moreover, as he 

remembered further, there was an airhostess who visited their booth in West 

Kowloon Cultural District who had shared with them her experiences of travelling. 

The airhostess even contacted Hong-kiu and Yat-ming and bought a gift for them 

after her next trip. However, neither side made advances to date one another.  

 

As illustrated, offline extensions happened from Copybook through the projects 

and events they initiated. As narrated by Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, they received 

positive responses to those projects. Nevertheless, their offline extensions did not 

last after their face-to-face meetings. The participation in the meetings was 

one-off, similar to how followers leave comments on posts and then leave the 

page. They walked in and left as casually as they accessed and left Copybook. 

Instead of continuing their offline relationships, some of the followers returned to 

Copybook and chatted online after their participations offline. For instance, after 

the Freespace Festival, they returned to Copybook and left comments to indicate 

their appreciation of the event. “So…actually there was ceaseless coming and 

going. They just stay if they like, or leave if they don’t”, Yat-ming elaborated. 
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According to Hong-kiu and Yat-mings’ narratives, Copybook was not really 

helpful in incubating or motivating the followers to practice offline actions. The 

large-scale community in Copybook did not successfully extend to the formation 

of an offline community. It seemed that the followers preferred the connections 

they formed in Copybook. However, in both Hong-kiu and Yat-ming’s case, they 

told me that the large group of like-minded peers in Copybook somehow 

empowered them in their creative trajectory to a certain extent.   

 

fig. 31 follower conversation 2 
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fig. 32 fowllowers’ conversation 3
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I sometimes hesitated to consider Copybook a creative community. 

Sometimes when I talked about Copybook, some of my colleagues questioned 

how I saw the group of followers, with their virtual profiles, as forming a creative 

community. Moreover, regarding the wenyi qingnian whose creative practices 

involved social media, most of my senior informants, who were wenyi qingnian, 

doubted how passionate and sufficient their engagement was in their creative 

practices. As Ho Shau Ping, the wenyi qingnian from the 1980s, criticized, “the 

people nowadays are not that familiar with communal life. We had no computers 

or Internet at that time, so we needed to gather and chat. Now no one does that. 

Group chat! We just chat online in Facebook”. For Ho, a wenyi community 

should be in a conventional participatory form. “We had to chat face-to-face, 

eye-to-eye, and that kind of communication is more real”, she elaborated.  

 

In this respect, Copybook is quite different from conventional communities that 

are usually based around offline practices, also not in a Floridian sense of creative 

community. Moreover, it did not reverberate much with the concept of creative 

community in the creative industries studies. While previous studies on creative 

community were mainly focused on its innovation, economic potential and 

diversity, Copybook was formed in another way with a low degree of economic 

potential and diversity. Significantly, Copybook was mainly constituted by the 

creative works and practices of Hong-kiu, Yat-ming, and also their followers. 

They posted literary excerpts that they had read in their daily lives, attached with 

a redesigned image and sometimes with their own short writings. In other words, 

Copybook archived the redesigned literary excerpts, the reading experiences, and 
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the reflections of the followers, and their creativity. As Yat-ming told, Copybook 

was the first Facebook page to take this literary form. It demonstrated the 

creativity of Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, and also the increasing number of the 

followers. However, it did not help much in facilitating the creative productions 

and careers of the followers as the conventional creative communities did. Apart 

from specifically bringing Hong-kiu and Yat-ming opportunities and reputations 

as wenyi qingnian, or the representatives of Copybook, it did not offer much to the 

followers on their creative trajectories. Furthermore, while a creative community 

is supposed to attract people with a climate of diversity, Copybook was not that 

diverse, even with the help of the accessible nature of Facebook. On the contrary, 

most of the followers who engaged in Copybook were a particular type of book 

lovers, whom Hong-kiu and Yat-ming and some of the media interpreted to be 

so-called wenyi qingnian, collected together with the help of the networking 

mechanism of Facebook. Facebook was involved as a digital agent in the forming 

of Copybook.  

 

While the group of followers with a similar profile and history on Facebook 

scaled up quickly, most of the followers never met each other face-to-face. They 

could not even confirm that their peers in Copybook existed. In Hong-kiu and 

Yat-mings’ stories, the large group of peers who were imagined and perceived in 

their minds, were partly real and partly imagined, which echoed Benedict’s 

imagined community. As Hong-kiu emphasized, “you may think that the people 

you met in Facebook formed the actual world, but actually that was significantly 

below our expectation”.  
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Forming this imagined creative community, both Hong-kiu and Yat-ming felt that 

a number of like-minded peers had gathered, offering them a sense of community. 

They were more confident to share their sociability, support and thoughts in it 

with their followers. Talking and sharing were their main common practices there, 

both online and offline. Having a sense that there were like-minded peers 

surrounding them, both they and their followers easily participated in particular 

themes of in-depth discussions about life, love and politics. In those talks, 

referring to particular related literature, followers usually left comments with their 

reflections and sometimes shared their personal and intimate experiences; their 

commonality. According to those discussions, they were against the conventional 

life that they perceived in their minds, criticized the mainstream discourse on 

social issues, and questioned universal love. Copybook offered them the 

communicative space to circulate their common voices. As Harris, Wyn and 

Younes stated, “this functions as a space of expression and engagement in 

generating a sense of participation in community” (26). Moreover, the discussions 

and sharing were closely related to their sense of community. Participating in the 

common practices and sharing of common tastes with their followers reinforced 

Hong-kiu and Yat-mings’ sense of community, and at the same time reinforced 

their community in Copybook.  

 

Even though there were emotional connections between followers, shown in 

different posts and projects, their connections built online did not successfully 

mobilize many of them to form offline networks with Hong-kiu and Yat-ming. 

While recent studies on online communities have pointed out the extensions of 

strong offline relationships and even communities, suggesting how the connective 

actions lead to the collective actions, Hong-kiu and Yat-ming had only kept 
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contact with a few followers. According to some posts on the projects they 

launched, most of their followers went back to Copybook and chatted online again 

after their participation in offline projects. Rather than facilitating them to form 

networks offline, to Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, it offered them aspirations in their 

creative trajectory. In Copybook, both of them had a sense that there were always 

supporters behind them supporting their literary pursuits in life. As Hong-kiu said, 

“those people you know, no matter if they are having real conversations or they 

are just an anonymous public, you have a feeling that what you do in the future 

will be supported by them.” At least for Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, Copybook 

served to strengthen their determination to live as wenyi as far as they could.  

 

While the community in Copybook was still quickly scaling up, I also saw the 

importance of studying the followers, those who actively and sentimentally 

engaged with Copybook, but I have not had a chance to meet any of them 

face-to-face. Moreover, there were other literary pages and groups that I could 

have explored. What did these online literary groups and pages offer them? Do 

these groups and pages link with each other and form creative clusters among the 

social media? Following the criticism by the senior wenyi qingnian, how far is the 

nature of participation of wenyi changing? This curiosity and the sense of their 

presence reminded me to study them in the future and to figure out the limitations 

of the study in this chapter. Since Copybook is online and virtual, imagined, the 

data set that developed for this study has a limitation of the unpredictable 

difference between the scale of actual community and the scale of virtual 

community. Although there were 28K followers, the number of “likes” for each 

post was mostly not more than 500. The number of active followers was much 

smaller than 28K. As listed on the page, there were usually around 160 followers 
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talking about the page. Moreover, the virtuality in Copybook was precisely the 

key character of this community. Hence, in this chapter, I am not imprudently 

considering all the followers as wenyi qingnian. With Copybook, that was mainly 

framed and shaped by Hong-kiu and Yat-ming, and some of my informants and 

some followers who were actively engaging in it, I put a focus on Copybook as a 

social media lens to view the practices generated in Copybook as part of the 

practices of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. As Hong-kiu said65, “you can at least 

make use of this to grasp this circle, to check how the world of this community 

is.” 
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Conclusion 

 

Finally, I have spent more than two years on this project. I aimed to understand a 

group of youth in Hong Kong: the wenyi qingnian (wenqing), who, like me, are 

interested in and participating in various kinds of creative practices. As the start of 

the project, as my way to sensitize myself, and in an attempt to offer a historical 

context, I looked for some wenqing of the earlier generations. Their narratives 

demonstrated connections with the contemporary generation of wenqing. When 

seeking interviews with the earlier wenqing, I was, however, refused by one 

veteran writer, who was also my own favourite, Chung Ling-ling. As I begin this 

concluding chapter, as my tribute to her and all the other senior wenyi qingnian, 

linking their trajectories to the stories of today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, and 

also personally connecting my literary pursuits to my first academic project, I 

have allowed myself to quote a literary excerpt from Chung Ling-ling’s Rose 

Rosary here: 

 

So, my writing, is always, from the beginning to the end, determined by my 

affect, but would I become a writer or not, is determined by the works itself.  

 

Chung was a wenyi qingnian in 1970s Hong Kong. In 1997, she published her last 

long work of fiction, Rose Rosary, in which she had written about the relationship 

between writing, city and life (Tang, “Narrative and Rescue”). Writing about the 

protagonist and at the same time writing about herself, Chung captured the 

uncertainty of the young writer, and also of her wenyi qingnian peers, and echoed 

today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. They write, film and make music as part of 

their personal lives, their affectivity, but they are never sure about their positions 
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in the creative industries. Apart from the work itself, they were not sure about 

how the industries, and the city, value their works. How did the city respond to 

their works that seemed to be personal but also to flow into the city, and into the 

market? 

 

In the interviews with today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, during more than 40 

hours of sharing and listening, I heard lots of uncertainty appearing in their 

trajectories, most of which was about their futures. Echoing Chung’s writing, they 

had delivered their works but they could not control their creative trajectories. 

They were not sure if they would become artists, writers, poets or activists as their 

seniors had. Nevertheless, we can still read their works published in different 

literary magazines, watch their films, join their projects in different art spaces, 

and play their music on YouTube. They did not leave their fields of creativity. 

This project put focuses on their experiences in their personal lives, in the 

industries, and in Hong Kong, with their pursuits of wenyi, literature and art; a 

better story of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. To provide a better story, also to 

respond to Grossberg’s statement on what cultural studies should aim for, as he 

put it, “cultural studies aims to provide a ‘better’ understanding of ‘what’s going 

on’” (57). In Grossberg’s perspective on ‘better’, 

 

“ ‘better’ is defined in terms of the relationships to the complex realities of 

the context, without reducing that relationship to some notion of simple or 

direct correspondence, and second, in terms of its ability to open up new 

possibilities, perhaps new imaginations of possibilities, for changing the 

context” (27).  
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In this project, to open up new possibilities, I am going to tell the story of this 

group of youth in relation to their pursuits and also their state of youth, their 

poetics and their politics, in the context of both creative industries and Hong 

Kong. I considered this better story as a counter balance to the dominant discourse 

on today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, which portrays them as consumer victims, 

and ridicules them for being too arty. For this project, I have recuperated the 

multiplicities of this group of young people: their aspirations, their dreams, their 

struggles, their pain, their pleasures, their willingness to be exploited, their 

‘couldn’t-care-lessness’, their individualism, their connectedness…. Above all, at 

least for themselves and for me, they are largely doing what they want to. This 

may sound romantic or romanticizing, but I hasten to add that they are leading 

their wenyi qingnian lives in a city notorious for its neoliberal competitiveness 

and market ideology. I consider this a primary contribution of my research project: 

to document their lives and experiences, to let their voices be heard, and to enrich 

the often flattened and stereotyped media representations of the wenyi qingnian. 

This better story of wenyi qingnian weaves not only creative industries and youth 

subculture, but also youth studies especially on youth transitions, and so offers us 

more possibilities and imaginations to position this group of youths in the city. 

 

Before finishing the foreword of the better story, let me revisit the central research 

question as drafted at the very beginning of this project:  

 

What are the poetics and politics of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian?  

 

As mentioned at the very beginning, for “poetics” I referred to the creativity these 

wenyi qingnian delivered and shared; for “politics” I referred to their politics in 
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their subjective experiences of offering creative labour. After all, I found their 

poetics and politics are interpenetrating in their creative trajectories, which their 

poetics can be political, and their politics can be poetical. Starting from this 

central research question, I explored the poetics and politics in the historical 

context of 1930s to 1990s Hong Kong (Chapter 1), studied their creative 

productions and aesthetics (Chapter 2), studied their creative labour and possible 

agency and exploitations (Chapter 3), and studied their possible community 

formation (Chapter 4). After all the investigations during these two years, the 

mentioned sub topics were intertwined intricately with the context of Hong Kong 

and youth. Finally, which is the main part at this stage, I attempted to position 

what I had found within the discussions on the creative city and the creative 

economy in the case of Hong Kong. In the following, I will first recapitulate the 

major insights drawn from this research project on a chapter-by-chapter basis. 

Then, I will discuss these insights in the context of their poetics and politics. 

Finally, I will connect them to Hong Kong, the city where the wenqing I 

interviewed, as well as myself, are living, and articulate some of my own longings, 

or hopes.  

 

Wenyi qingnian in contemporary Hong Kong  

 

Following the introductory chapter, I documented the emergence of Hong Kong 

wenyi qingnian from the 1930s to 1990s. I offered one account of documentation 

of the history of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian although there was a lack of archive 

material on this group of young people. I presented the first emergence of Hong 

Kong wenyi qingnian with the literary society movement of the 1930s to 1960s. 

Then I mainly documented the creative practices of the senior Hong Kong wenyi 
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qingnian from the 1960s to 1990s with in-depth interviews. I examined their 

entanglement with their creative productions, their politics and their communal 

lives as wenyi qingnian in a particular Hong Kong. Although I presented their 

stories with generation classification, their stories in different decades of Hong 

Kong were intertwined with each other.  

 

In Chapter 2, while existing creative products discourses are inaccurately enough 

to be used to study the wenyi this group of young people created, I outlined the 

forces that had driven the productions of today’s Hong Kong wenyi qingnian, 

which were affective, and I termed this as affective triggers. Zooming in on their 

experiences of their productions, examining what productions meant to them, I 

argued that this group of young people were practicing their productions with 

logics that went beyond the creativity/commerce binary. Then, I offered a study 

on their final products, their oeuvre, to outline the aesthetics they had delivered to 

the city. This part of the study has also been considered as filling in the research 

gap where there is lack of studies on the creativity, or the aesthetics, of the final 

product but the exchange of values as a cultural commodity. This chapter was 

primarily about the poetics of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian. 

 

In Chapter 3, I put focuses on their subjective experiences in among their labour 

practices as young precariats. I analyzed the precariousness they had experienced 

and examined what were the factors encouraging them to continue with their 

creative labour. I argued that their labour practices were future-oriented and 

highly related to themselves and their lifestyles. Understanding how they engaged 

in and sustained their jobs, I presented their strategies to manage the 

precariousness they encountered. This chapter showed that their management of 
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the precarity in labour was pivotal in their self-responsibility. Instead of longing 

for an institutional change, they had coped with the precarity in their labour with 

the management of their attitudes and their lives. On the one hand, they were 

victims of their precarious positions; on the other hand, they had taken all 

responsibility for what they had suffered. This chapter was devoted to their 

politics. 

 

While venue-oriented community was commonly generated in their seniors’ 

trajectories, I discussed their creative community in the last chapter. Instead of 

focusing on a venue-oriented community, I studied an online community, 

Copybook, as a case of a popular creative community in the wenyi circle today. I 

introduced the emergence of Copybook and argued that this online community 

differed from the Floridian creative community with its diversity and economic 

potential. Then, I outlined their everyday practices, which was their discussions, 

in this community. Finally, I considered that it was an imagined community that 

offered the followers a sense of community. Instead of engaging in a conventional 

community, today’s wenyi qingnian more frequently gathered online.  

 

In around 1,500 words, I have summarized what I have done during the last two 

years. After looking backward, I am about to look forward, which is an important 

step to make. As Grossberg stated, “cultural studies matters because it is about the 

future, and about some of the work it will take, in the present, to shape the future” 

(1). Therefore, I am going to assess what I can achieve by sharing their stories. 

How far can I imagine with their stories in hand? More importantly, to echo 

Grossberg’s better story, what possibilities and imaginations has this project 

opened up?  
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The Poetics, the wenyi 

 

Allow me to repeat the excerpt from Chung here, to prove its connection to this 

project once again. “…my writing, is always, from the beginning to the end, 

determined by my affect.” Echoing what Chung had written about her writing 

period in her youth, the contemporary Hong Kong wenyi qingnian I interviewed 

created their works mainly with their affects; at least this is what they claimed. 

Corresponding to the poetics posed by Stuart Hall, their affectivity is the main 

internal ordering in their practice of productions (168). More specifically, it was 

the negative affects generated in their personal experiences of intimate relations, 

their suffering in society due to their underprivileged positions in the industries 

and also in the city, their youthfulness and greenness, and motivate them to create, 

to produce. Therefore, I considered the poetics they had delivered to be affective 

and youthful, which brought me to the following thoughts.  

 

Connecting the creativity of this group of young people in Hong Kong to the term 

‘poetics’, I have observed that this project, that covered their production 

experiences, and the studies of their products, offered more possibilities to study 

creative productions, especially on creative products and creativity. While 

creative productions were usually legitimized by their market value, and were 

considered as innovative and having economic value in the creative industries 

studies, they have been largely overlooked by existing scholarship on creative 

labour. My understanding of creative production has gradually morphed, through 

the affectivity involved in today’s wenyi qingnians’ productions, into their ‘need’ 

to create works, the meaning of production itself, and also the meaning of the 
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products. With the affectivity involved in their productions that they claimed, 

what are the meanings that are constructed and demonstrated with their works, 

their writing, films, music and other art projects? To extrapolate Stuart Hall’s 

concept of poetics, “the internal articulation and the production of meaning” (184), 

the meaning of their works produced with their affects might be simply the value 

of affect and to be affected, or their affective experiences in the city, or their 

resistance to the industrial life with human affectivity, or more. Although Florida 

once stated that the creative class was the class who “create meaningful new 

forms” (68), the creative industries studies seldom really focus on the meaningful 

part of the products; this project on the poetics of wenyi qingnian draws attention 

to the meaning of creative products, maybe in the context of the personal, or in 

the context of society.  

 

Apart from the practice of production and the meaning constructed, a more 

future-oriented concept suggested by Arjun Appadurai prompted me to think 

further about what these Hong Kong wenyi qingnain had actually delivered, 

which also echoed Hall’s concept of the poetics of how other cultures are made to 

signify. In Appadurai's study on how art projects offer the capacity of aspiration 

to poor communities, he considered that culture, including art and creativity, can 

navigate people to the imagination of future, and to wish and desire in their 

present lives. As he stated, "by bringing the future back in, by looking at 

aspirations as cultural capacities, we are surely in a better position to understand 

how people actually navigate their social spaces" (84). While the creative 

industries studies used to study the products as the end products of the production 

process, something is missing in connecting the products themselves with 

meanings, and eventually with imagination and aspirations for another future. 
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Following the future-oriented logics in Appadurai’s perspective, the products of 

these wenyi qingnian that captured their sentiments, their better Hong Kong, and 

their better way of creation, I believe we can see their works as resources of 

aspiration to contest and alter the conditions of today’s Hong Kong. Apart from 

considering creative productions as hardwired into economics, I have suggested 

also seeing productions as the production of aspirations, products as resources for 

us to aspire, which connect creativity to our future – we need to understand how 

they do it, how they present, represent it, that is the aesthetic dimensions of the 

creative products. As Appadurai stated, “aspirations connect to much of the rest of 

what we may regard as beneficial about culture, including lifestyle, values, morals, 

habits and material life of any community”. More importantly, how do we see 

creativity, as part of culture, in the future tense? 

 

Considering creative productions also as the production of meanings and the 

production of aspirations, in general as the production of poetics, I have suggested 

that we should take their creativity seriously. After investigating their productions 

within the field of creative industries studies, and covering their aesthetics with a 

section of a chapter, I believe that we have to further explore. The current project, 

with its limited scope, has examined the informants’ creative products tentatively 

and not specifically. It can be seen as exploratory in the sense that further studies 

are necessary to understand more about the creativity and aesthetics of what they 

have delivered. I would also urge to investigate along different forms, genres and 

practices, for instance creative writing, film making, music making and so forth, 

to see the aspiration they offered, the affect they projected and delivered to the 

city. To repeat Hall’s questions on poetics, “how of representations, with how 

languages produces meanings?” (6). 
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A connected line of research that can be and should be developed from here on 

concerns the recipients of wenqing’s creative products. Again, this is largely 

elided in existing studies, which tend to take the producers as their main concern. 

My project is no exception. When I was designing this project, I was also 

primarily interested in what these wenqing, as producers of culture, were doing; I 

was curious and concerned about their lives. However, during my fieldwork, I 

increasingly started looking forward towards the other ‘end’ of their production: 

Who read their poems? Who listened to their music? Who watched their films? 

What sense do they make of these creative products?... While the time-constraints 

of this two-year project did not permit an extension of my research, I consider it 

imperative to understand not only the producers, but also the recipients of their 

products. To engage in their poetics further, I wonder how the representations in 

the works of these Hong Kong wenyi qingnian function in the city, among their 

audiences. Besides, also echoing Appaduarai’s study, how is the audiences’ 

capacity to aspire strengthened by the presence of their works? Here, I suggest 

that the study on the audience’s reception offers us insights into the position of 

wenyi in our lives. How are the wenyi involved in shaping our lives and our 

futures?  

 

The Politics, their selfhood, their pleasure and pain 

 

In the narratives of the Hong Kong wenyi qingnian I interviewed, most of them 

mentioned conventional life, or conventional adulthood, as something they lived 

in opposition to. The conventional life in Hong Kong they perceived was 

hyper-materialistic, insipid and boring. The adults in their view appeared to be 
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money machines, and alienated in their advanced capitalist world. To oppose this 

path to adulthood, these Hong Kong wenyi qingnian decided to focus on their 

creative pursuits, chose their jobs, and paved their creative trajectories so as to 

live alternative lives. Apart from their pursuits of wenyi, their politics were 

closely related to their transitional stage of becoming adults. While their creative 

trajectories were closely intertwined with their affects, their attitudes towards life, 

their politics, and their trajectories brought me to the following thoughts, different 

challenges to the concepts of creative economy, creative labour and also the 

cultural policy.  

 

While Florida’s study promoted the economic geography of creativity, and 

considered that creative people were mainly participating in generating innovation 

and stimulating economic growth (249), in their creative trajectories the Hong 

Kong wenqing I interviewed distanced themselves from the economic world, at 

least in a discursive way, and consider creativity as leading them to an alternative 

life path. Moreover, some of them were paving their trajectories with their 

anti-economic gestures in order to achieve the well-being of the self. While 

studies of creativity, and creative people, are framed in a largely economic 

manner by focusing on economic value, and the management of creativity, this 

group of young people brought us to stress again an aspect of creativity that is 

seldom studied: it can be used to express the self. Creating with the flow of affect 

is also a process of self-discovery and it draws on the values of the bohemian and 

artistic traditions associated with modernism since the 19th century (Martin; 

Wilson; Lloyd). The production experiences of the wenyi qingnian lead us to see 

the possibility of studying creative productions as connecting affect and creativity, 

or affect studies and production studies, to connect creativity back to the self. 
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Therefore, working as a creative worker can also be understood as being faithful 

to oneself in their narratives. They are resisting alientation in the economic world 

by working as creative workers. Apart from continuing to see creativity as an 

economic force to contribute to economic growth, this group of youth reminds us 

of the concept of creativity as the uniqueness of the self.  

 

In that sense, this project engages with Hesmondalgh and Bakers’ study on the 

quality of subjective experiences in creative practices. Using their words, this 

project “increase[s] the complex politics of the subjectivity” (8). Such complexity 

is also seen in their precarity. While this project does show these wenqing as part 

of Standing’s ‘precariat’, it offers a different story of young precariats. While 

Standing states that there are more youths seeing a life in precariat and have to 

demand for different instruments for instance the labour rights, these Hong Kong 

wenyi qingnian who took all the responsibility for managing their precariousness 

brought me to a different way of thinking of youthful precariats. Apart from their 

lack of capacity to bargain in their precarious situations, these youthful precariats 

might feel hopeless about the future of the industries and choose not to bargain at 

all, but to accept precarity and live the way they wanted at the same time. 

However, this strategy also put them into a more vulnerable situation of precarity. 

Apart from being young precariats in general, would there be more positions for 

them to enter the state of precariats? Apart from considering their age, their 

capital, maybe also in their positions in the city?  

 

Building on this line of thought, the project is also connected to subcultural 

studies on youth cultural participation and different forms of creative careers, and 

different forms of lives. In my investigation, their labour practices were highly 
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related to the lives they were longing for. As illustrated, they chose to work in 

different creative fields so as to resist conventional life in Hong Kong. In other 

words, their choice of careers was an act of resistance to the dominant norms and 

culture. They hope, they choose, and they work. The culture of wenyi had led 

them on a different career path, and distanced them from the rest. Considering the 

relationships between their belief in a better life with wenyi and the jobs they had 

chosen, I saw this project continue the recent questions in the subcultural studies 

on how subcultural participation may or may not result in particular career 

pathways (Hodkinson 640). Moreover, how had the wenyi culture led these young 

people to make different life choices, for instance, the places they lived, or even 

the partners they fell in love with? Using Hodkinson’s words, how do we 

contextualize this group of young people with their affiliations to wenyi within 

broader lives and biographies (641)?  

 

All these thoughts and questions bring me to suggest more possibilities or 

necessities of research, which should be able to tell us more about the politics of 

this group of young people. To begin with, after all, with all the precarity, and all 

their experiences with pleasure and also pain, I am wondering who are they 

becoming. Especially recalling that the seniors I interviewed had all gained 

legitimate positions in the industries after the pain and poverty they had 

mentioned, I also had concerns about the position of today’s Hong Kong wenyi 

qingnian in the future. Apart from what happened in their youth, would they be 

available to make their imaginations in praxis when they get older? Could I spend 

ten years with them, sharing their lives, to see who they are becoming? Or, who 

they are structured, or destined, to become in the creative industries in Hong 

Kong? Or, how they interact with the changing face of Hong Kong? Imagine a 



 248 

longitudinal research project to follow a wenyi qingnian for ten years, to see how 

he/she became a writer in the end, or returned to the dominant norms and chose a 

stable office job.  

 

Apart from the longitudinal, I am also thinking of a horizontal or comparative 

way to progress much further on this research front. Considering the wenyi 

qingnian in Taiwan, or Mainland China, the educated idlers 高等 民 in Japan, 

and the “Cheongnyeon” in Korea, who are similar to the wenyi qingnian in the 

Chinese context, striving for their pursuit of literature and art, I am wondering if 

there might be correspondence between these different groups of youths in 

different territories? Would there be any dialogue between different groups of 

“qingnian” in East Asia. I am wondering if the Greater China or even Asia has 

offered a particular context for the emergence of wenyi qingnian.  

 

Us in Hong Kong  

 

I started the literature research for this project in September 2014, when the 

Umbrella movement was happening in Hong Kong. It was also when I devoted 

more time in occupying the street than researching. Then, I started meeting 

different wenyi qingnian in 2015. During the interviews, I encountered some 

familiar faces that I had met in the movement, some of them recalled the 

Umbrella movement, recalled how they participated and had not forgotten the 

movement. As I recalled, Jess Lau told me that she still could not digest what had 

happened, and her Facebook page was to engage like-minded people to deliberate 

on life in Hong Kong together; and Ho-lok, talked about his publication of 

interviews with the protestors, and how he planned another political agenda; and 
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Wong Ching was shooting a film, Ten Years (2015), while continuing and also 

contributing to the movement. By continuing, they were in a way continuing the 

Umbrella movement with their creativity.  

 

After the Umbrella movement, the whole of society was keeping a watchful eye 

on the youth. In these two years, there were events in Hong Kong that positioned 

young people as victims and at the same time as offenders. As I recall of Janurary 

of this year, 2017, there was the Mong Kok civil unrest during the Lunar New 

Year, the fight between Ma Shi Po villagers and the big developers in June, and 

more recently, the word “young” was appearing more frequently in mainstream 

media after the two lawmakers from the pro-independence parties, Sixtus “Baggio” 

Leung and Yau Wai-Ching had their swearing-in oaths invalidated over language 

and a banner that was deemed derogatory to China. A few days ago, a 

commissioner, Fanny Law, commented on the radio that most of the emigrants 

who left Hong Kong were not afraid of the communist party but of the young 

people of Hong Kong. On the one hand, I doubted what she was saying as I 

doubted the Hong Kong government during these years; on the other hand, I could 

not forget how my mother, and even my brother and some of my relatives, blamed 

me for walking this alternative pathway, and for sharing, discussing and 

participating in different political issues. We, as the younger generation, cannot 

deny that there are parts of the older generation, the adults, who are criticising 

young people as a troublesome and naïve group. They are afraid of, and at the 

same time, angry with us, considering today’s youths as threatening the stability 

of the Hong Kong that was built by their hard work. Here, I consider that this 

project, the emergence of wenyi qingnian, offers another imagination of Hong 

Kong youths, who were facing the turbulent Hong Kong poetically, resisting the 
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unjust and the injustice in today’s economic and political landscape. Instead of 

participating in political violence, this group of youths delivered their creativity 

and aesthetics as a form of soft power to the city. But of course, this can be still 

troublesome in the view of some of the older generation.  

 

Furthermore, our works, including this project, that might be too sentimental in 

mainstream discourses on wenyi qingnian, have demonstrated an imagination of a 

comparatively sentimental and romantic life. While Hong Kongers, with their 

background of the Chinese context, tend to moderate emotional experience and 

expression (Markus and Kitayama; Wu), would the circulation of the sentimental 

works of wenyi qingnian offer an imagination for Hong Kongers to express their 

feelings, or, to be sentimental? Could we somehow dare to live sentimentally? 

While all of us observe and experience with our sentiments, maybe we can have 

more emotional connections with the fading streetscapes, the fading scenes of 

local communities, which we would not easily let go of, or allow to be replaced 

with modernity. The circulation of their poetics might bring us aspirations of a 

soft power to use against the advanced capitalist Hong Kong in a gentle way. 

Using Chan’s words about the Umbrella movement that may be considered too 

soft and gentle, “the point is for everyone to be able to slow down (and think, 

un-think; imagine, un-imagine) as you walk along that highway to work next 

morning on the next routine” (346). Agreeing with his statement that the work of 

the imagination is an energised part of the counter-hegemonic process in today’s 

Hong Kong, which is becoming more and more undemocratic, I believe the 

emergence of Hong Kong wenyi qingnian offers us a hopeful imagination. 

 

Coda 
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This year, 2017, saw more and more cultural and art groups being suppressed and 

investigated by different governmental institutions: for instance, the live house 

Hidden Agenda, the small art groups in the art space Fu Tak Building, and the 

non-govenmental academic group Intercommon Institute. At the same time, the 

cultural circle, the wenyi circle, is trying to reclaim the importance of creativity. 

This year also saw Hong Kong wenyi qingnian featured in major cultural 

magazines both in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and the launching of a literary TV 

programme. It is, for me at least, difficult, if not unfair, to consider wenyi 

qingnian as merely offering imaginations. I believe they are also exhibiting their 

defiance as resistance to the restrictions imposed on their creativity, poetics and 

politics. This also brings me to the recent trend of using hashtag wenyi qingnian/ 

wenqing (#文藝青 / #文青) on social media to tag and title the practices of 

users. Reading the users hashtagging their practices, for instance, reading, or 

being in a café or cultural space as wenyi qingnian or wenyi, I consider that they 

are to different extents joining the force to contribute to the defiance. Imagine 

more and more people showing their wenyi practices, and continuing the struggle 

against the competitiveness and money-mindedness of contemporary culture at 

least visually? As Dimou and Ilan argue in their study, “it is ultimately important 

to recognise how individuals experience their own practices, and to understand 

that their actions may speak back to how they perceive the social structure, and 

that this is political, even if not necessarily overtly ideologically or 

transformatively so” (15). 

 

At the same time, as one of them, a wenyi qingnian myself, I also wonder how 

much these wenyi can change the situation in Hong Kong today, especially when 

Hong Kong seems to be returning to China faster than we expected. How far and 
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how fast are we able to turn these political potentials into political change? 

Especially after the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress has 

decided to make an interpretation of the provisions of Article 104 of the Basic 

Law of Hong Kong, and Baggio Leung and Yau Wai-ching have been 

disqualified, and they both revealed that no company dare to offer them a job, I 

have started to doubt how much can we achieve with our writing, our films and 

graphics in today’s Hong Kong. I am ending this project with the self-doubt 

generated in myself, the affect. Would this affect lead me to create something 

poetic, something political, something to aspire to? Echoing senior writer Chung 

Ling-ling’s writing again, “my writing, is always, from the beginning to the end, 

determined by my affect”. Could I make some changes, or am I just feeling good? 

I can never know, and never control.  
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Appendix I 

After the interviews, Dido and Ho-lok sent me their response on the topic, which 

is out of the content of the interview. To keep it as the sources of future thoughts, 

and with their permission, I put them here.  
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Appendix II: Original proposal 

 

Hipsters or Idealists, Consumers or Dreamers? A Study of the History, 

Culture and Politics of Wenyi Qingnian in the Contemporary Hong Kong 

  

Introduction 

 

The project focuses on a recent phenomenon in Hong Kong: the emergence of a 

group of youths who are loosely called "Wenyi Qingnian". It aims to study their 

history, culture and politics, particularly in the contemporary context of Hong 

Kong.  

 

Wenyi Qingnian 文藝青 , or Wenqing, in its most straightforward and literal 

sense, refers to youths interested in culture and art. Rooted in modern Chinese 

history, the term emerged in Hong Kong around three years ago when local young 

people were spotted dressing themselves in particular styles; joining particularly 

cultural activities; and gathering themselves in collectives. Books were published 

on the city’s Wenqing while websites and forums were fostering online and 
offline communities. By now, it has become a common term. 

 

On the one hand, this group of young people, in their preference for culture and 

art and in their pursuits not dictated by social and filial expectations, may 

constitute alternative and even counter-culture to dominant values of Hong Kong. 

On the other hand, as indicated by the preliminary study for my honours project, 

Wenqing is increasingly portrayed by media as yet another group of youthful 

victims of consumer culture and trend-followers.  

 

But, who are they? Are they hipsters or idealists, consumers or dreamers, or what? 

What do they mean to the contemporary Hong Kong? Given that no academic 

research has yet been done on Wenqing, I want to build on my previous work and 

fill the research gap by investigating three dimensions of this youth culture: 

history, culture and politics.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

As this project is still in proposal stage, its theoretical framework is tentative. For 

the time being, I find the theories of Pierre Bourdieu (on habitus and taste), Stuart 



 256 

Hall and Dick Hebdige (on culture and subculture) and Erving Goffman (on 

everyday life and the presentation of self) are particularly relevant.  

 

This research is informed by the dynamic understanding of cultures and 

subcultures as theorized by Hall and Hebdige. Both of these theorists argue that 

cultures and subcultures are ambiguous concepts, characterized by unstable, 

different, and often contradictory, meanings. Therefore, the emphasis is shifted 

from immutable to historical criteria, from fixity to transformation. Instead of 

merely documenting the characteristics of participants of a certain culture or 

subculture, we need to understand their identifications, their dynamic and 

transformative nature, particularly in relation to the historical context. 

 

In particular, the writings by Hall(2003) and Hebdige(2010) on subcultures should 

be relevant and useful to this study of Wenqing. Looking at subcultures as a 

relation between mainstream society and young people, they argue that 

participants of subcultures are trying to be different, to be alternative, and to offer 

resistance to the dominant values of the mainstream society. Their exploration of 

the political struggle between youth subculture and the society in different field, 

for instance media, are also important to this project. 

 

Insofar as subcultural participants, or the Wenqing in my project, may want to be 

different, to be alternative, Bourdieu’s and Goffman’s insights are useful. Both 
Bourdieu and Goffman reflect on the ecology of a social life in different aspects. 

Though they do not specifically mention the youth culture or subculture, their 

theories are important to my research on Wenqing.  

 

In Bourdieu’s study, cultural taste is the key element to organize people during the 

socialization processes.(Bourdieu, 2010, P.174) Furthermore, the differentiation, 

or distinction, of cultural taste and space of lifestyles are constructed by habitus. 

He argues that habitus is not only a structuring structure but a structured structure 

which is internalized in the class division of individuals. Within the structured 

habitus, the members develop culture-specific schemas to interpret everyday 

events and respond with appropriate behaviours to consolidate their culture. Given 

that taste is a significant dimension of Wenqing culture, Bourdieu’s theorization is 

important. 

 

On the other hand, Goffman (1956) examines the social life of individuals in 

another crucial aspect, their everyday practices and presentation of the self. 

According to Goffman, everyday practices are not narrowly related to the 



 257 

individual himself but involves the interaction with others as well. For individual 

who presents himself in front of the audiences, or the others, regardless of any 

particular objectives the individual has in mind and of his motive for having this 

objective, it will be in his interests to influence or control the impression and 

conduct of others, especially their responsive treatment on him.(P.2) As this 

project is concerned with how Wenqing presents themselves in everyday life, 

Goffman’s concepts should be relevant.  

 

History  

 

This part aims to trace the historical context and development of Wenqing, 

reportedly a term originated in China in 1920s and associated with Communist 

ideology. According to preliminary research conducted for my honours project 

thesis, May Forth movement in 1919 is a notably important starting point. After 

the May Forth movement, there were more than 40 literary and art organizations. 

It was around this period that the term Wenyi Qingnian emerged.  

 

For instance, in 1928, a left wing writer Guo Moruo wrote The Echoes of 

Phonograph: The Examination on Attitude of Wenyi Qingnian in a literary 

magazine The Cultural Criticism to criticize the bourgeois mind-set and state of 

“Wenyi Qingnian”. Similarly, Mao Zedong and his communist thinking 

reconsidered and reframed the relationship between “Wenyi” (literature and art) 
and revolution. In Mao’s view, “Wenyi” was a movement which was always 

associated with social life and political revolution rather than superficial literary 

activities.  

 

From this rough historical context derived from my preliminary research, it can be 

noted that the Wenyi Qingnian was often represented as revolutionary, innovative 

and talented. At the same time, they were also often criticized for being too or 

only literary and not political enough. There was always this tension between 

their literary interests and their revolutionary potentials. However, the political 

role of “Wenyi” and “Wenqing” in the society remained an important point of 

discussion. 

 

In Taiwan, after the Kuomintang arrived and the implementation of martial law, 

the official policy was to request artists and writers to make a clear choice. If they 

wanted to handle political themes, they must adopt an anti-Communist line. 

Otherwise, their creative works must remain “purely literary and artistic”. In this 
case, the term Wenqing has become something apolitical.  
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As far as Hong Kong is concerned, the term Wenyi Qingnian emerged in these 

two years. It actually appeared in the wake of the re-emergence of the term in 

Taiwan through a popular online quiz called “100 questions of Wenyi Qingnian”. 

In April 2013, it became a central theme in a new youth magazine 100 Most. In 

the same year, it appeared as a stylistic guide in a fashion magazine Tao. Lately, it 

appeared as a cover story in MetroPop. 
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In 2009, local writer Pia Ho said, “In 80s, Wenyi Qingnian was relatively popular, 
which was carrying the meaning of ‘in’ and without any negative notions. But 

now, unexpectedly, it became an ironic and sarcastic word, which I don’t 
understand. Before, we are just a group of youths with cultural deposit and 

interested in art...” Pia Ho is not the only one who poses questions on the 

contemporary representation of Wenyi Qingnian. Her response shows that 

Wenqing is also being portrayed in a negative manner or devaluated in this city.  

 

As indicated in my honours project, media presentation of Wenqing in the past 

few years has changed; they are increasingly described as hipsters or consumers, 

rather than young people with ideals and dreams more associated with the 

revolutionary hopes during the May Fourth Movement or communist ideology.  

 

I aim to build on my preliminary research and write a comprehensive history of 

Wenqing, documenting the changes of its meanings, its disappearance and its 

re-emergence not only in Hong Kong but more broadly in the Chinese-language 
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area. I will pay particular attention to the correspondence of this group of youth 

with other youth movements in Hong Kong, who share the same historical 

moment, for instance the Occupy Central movement, and the anti-nationalistic 

education movement.  

 

My primary research methods will be archive research, media research and 

interviews for oral history. 

 

Culture 

For this part of the research project, I will focus on the everyday practices, or 

loosely called the lifestyle of Wenyi Qingnian. I aim to use interviews, focus 

groups and participant observation to examine what this group of Hong Kong 

young people actually do in their everyday life, and what they have to say about 

themselves. 

  

From my preliminary honours project, I had interviewed five self-identified 

Wenyi Qingnian. It is my intention to invite more informants and conduct a more 

comprehensive study of their self-representation and practices. From my honours 

project research, it is important to note that most of them are having a certain 

cultural taste in common.  

 

For instance, when I asked them about their role model of Wenyi Qingnian, they 

had very similar answers. Interestingly, they brought up Desert Cheung, Bob 

Dylan and Ichi-Kyū-Hachi-Yon in common. They also said that in the daily life, 

the songs of Desert Cheung and Bob Dylan were their remedies when they had 

some problems. And most of them were interested in reading 

Ichi-Kyū-Hachi-Yon. Furthermore, two of my informants, OneMing and 

HongKiu, told me they usually went shopping together and they showed a certain 

fashion style of Wenqing. 

 

OneMing once shared that he had spent a portion of his savings on styling himself 

as a Wenyi Qingnian. And another informant, Sui, elaborated, “We actually are 
consuming the books, clothing with the aim to support the culture which we think 

is valuable to support.” After the honours project, OneMing sent me a quote from 
Ichi-Kyū-Hachi-Yon as a feedback, “The White Generation emphasis the 
difference between them and the others, the mainstream. Thus, they persist in 

listening with different music and reading alternative books.”. Furthermore, 
OneMing explained the White Generation is referring to a new generation of 
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youths, which can be Wenqing, and they are sustaining their alternative lifestyle 

and culture.  

 

With the aim at scrutinizing their “alternative” culture, the first phase of this part 
of the research project will involve participant observation and semi-structured 

interview. For the participant observation, I am going to immerse myself into a 

group of Wenqing and participate in their activities such as book sharing. By 

putting myself to their space of lifestyle, I study their culture with the focus on 

their ecology. 

In the semi-structured interview, there will be a rough guideline of questions 

aiming to probe into how and why they became Wenqing, and what they do. 

Besides, the interviews should be flexible to add additional questions based on the 

informants’ responses. 

 

In the second phase, which is still tentative, I plan to make a visual document of 

the Wenqing culture. Besides the incorporation of Wenqing by most media as 

usual, I would like to document the whole picture of them. Hence, a documentary 

mainly focus on the daily life of Hong Kong Wenyi Qingnian will be conducted 

to record their contemporary image. Also, concerning the difficulties to tell the 

atmosphere of their space of lifestyle thoroughly, I will make visual document of 

the space with the participant observation. With my experience on documentation 

with City Magazine, Art Project and Promotion video, I aspire to bring a complete 

and objective picture of Wenqing in this phase. 

 

Politics 

 

This is the third and final part of the research project, aiming to integrate the 

previous parts into a final thesis.  

 

As noted earlier, shortly after their emergence in Hong Kong, Wenyi Qingnian 

caught the attention of the media and was frequently reported. According to initial 

research for my honours project, Wenqing were often represented as hipsters and 

consumers, i.e. the stereotypical young people who follow particular trends and 

spend their money based on what they read and hear. In the dominant media 

representation, they were no longer those dreamers or idealists who pursue artistic 

and literary activities and therefore disobey the wishes of their family and their 

society. 
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In other words, their political potentials as participants of a counter culture or 

subculture became absent. For this part of the research project, I aim to conduct a 

more comprehensive investigation of media representation of Wenqing. I want to 

acquire a better picture of how they are reported in which kind of media. Apart 

from what the media write about them, I am also interested in how Wenqing 

themselves talk back to the media. Here I will do media research and use textual 

analysis as my research method. 

 

After this, I will return to the data I have collected about the history and the 

culture of Wenqing to contemplate the politics of Wenqing. I will try to trace the 

contemporary Wenqing in Hong Kong to their historical counterparts and also 

examine their everyday cultural practices with the intention to understand what 

they are actually doing. 

 

For instance, in terms of clothes, while Wenqing may be portrayed as hipsters or 

consumers, their fashion style can also have political potentials. These young 

people, when dressed in certain ways, are communicating something more than 

“just” fashion style. Their choices of what to wear may already bring forward a 

kind of confrontation with the dominant order surrounding them. Apart from 

clothes, I will look at other aspects of their everyday life to understand the politics 

of Wenqing.  

 

The final question I want to think about is their potentials of offering alternative 

imaginations and futures for Hong Kong. I aim to examine the sustainability of 

Wenqing in the struggles with the city’s dominant culture. I will pay particular 

attention to the current historical moment in Hong Kong where youth movements 

seem to be on the increase.  

 

Lastly, at this stage, it may be too premature to decide. My project is focused on 

Hong Kong. However, during the process of this research project, I will be open 

to the situations in Taiwan and mainland China (as well as other parts of the 

Chinese-speaking world) and see if their experience of Wenyi Qingnian may be 

useful to the Hong Kong case. Eventually, I may also connect the politics of the 

local Wenqing to the so-called Greater China area. 
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