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Artefacts of Labour is a thematic display that offers

deeper insight into the interrelationship between
CHATs heritage collection and the contemporary
artworks in the seasonal exhibition Factory of
Tomorrow. Some of the artworks on view, including
TIwasaki Takahiro’s Out of Disorder (In Flux) (2018),
Hou I-Ting’s Sewing Fields: CHAT Living Room
(2021-22) and Jung Yeondoo’s A Girl in Tall Shoes
(2018), draw on Hong Kong’s textile legacy and

the recollections of a former female textile worker,
demonstrating the enduring influence of

Hong Kong’s textile heritage on artists worldwide.
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The Female Workers Behind the Economic Miracle
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In 1951, the United States imposed an
embargo on China in light of the Korean War.
Previously a major base for China's import and
export, Hong Kong's economic focus shifted
to light and export processing industries.
Blue-collar workers made up a majority of the
population, marking a period of economic
prosperity from the 1960s to the 1970s and
propelling Hong Kong into the ranks of

the ‘Four Asian Tigers’. The textile industry
became one of the major driving forces of the
city’s economy. Iwasaki Takahiro’s Out of
Disorder (In Flux) covers the floor with raw
cotton, recalling the heyday of Hong Kong’s

textile industry.
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Iwasaki Takahiro, Out of Disorder (In Flux), 2018
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Behind the grand narrative of prosperity and
an ‘economic miracle’ was the contribution of
innumerable hard-working female workers.

The industrial boom brought about a change
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traditional roles of homemaking and child-

W R

SHENE. s
o

rearing, women flocked into the workforce.

EERRHDEDE
i1

B v RNSEH CRERR « B NVET A0,

Factory workers became the most popular
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fact, women have been an important force
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behind Hong Kong's industrial development.

%
B RENEREST - B BN SRS

e pEEmastEnINaN. b
e M iy
=2

Between 1961 and 1981, the number of women
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in manufacturing in Hong Kong tripled from
156,182 to 466,921. Despite the downturn in
industrial production in the 1980s, women still
formed 46% of the manufacturing workforce

in 1986, not including those who took factory
orders at home for extra income. Female
workers, however, have yet to take centre stage in
historical narratives and are seldom the subject
of research. Their lived experiences await further

exploration.
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Welfare and Treatment of Female Workers
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The Kung Sheung Daily News, 6 Oct 1972

Female workers had the freedom to switch
between jobs at different factories. It was
normal for female workers to change jobs
multiple times, sometimes even within a
day in the same building. To entice workers,
factories offered various benefits, including air-
conditioning, employee shuttle services, meals
and a 20% starting bonus for new recruits,
as seen from the recruitment advertisement
below. The income of factory workers was
based on piecework and could therefore surpass
that of clerical workers. However, workers
were prone to overworking, which could
cause health risks such as stomach problems
from rushing to work and spinal displacement
from sitting for a long time. Before the 1970s,
workplace protection was insufficient as
labour legislation was not yet well established.
In some cases, female workers had to resume
work one week after giving birth because of
the absence of maternity leave. Moreover, due
to superstitions, female workers were barred
from entering certain departments that were
relatively technical and high-paying, such as
the cutting and ironing departments in a

garment factory.

CLNI#Y » 1970 4E 11 A 2 H Workers Weekly, 2 Nov 1970
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The machines were set up very high.
I had to wear tall shoes.

HRARL o <G U A A0 > 2018 (SRARARE )
Jung Yeondoo, A Girl in Tall Shoes, 2018 (Video still)

The lived experiences of female workers in
Hong Kong have been a source of inspiration
for artists. Ms Mun in Jung Yeondoo’s video
installation A Girl in Tall Shoes relocated from
Shanghai to Hong Kong in 1956, where she
later worked as a textile worker. In the textile
factory, she had to wear tall shoes to operate
the spinning machine due to her petite stature.
Shoes here have transcended the role of fashion
items and symbolise the female workers’
adaptability in navigating the transformation
and challenges of the time, echoing the hard
work and perseverance of the people of

Hong Kong.
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Clothing as Symbols
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Hou I-Ting’s Sewing Fields: CHAT Living
Room No. 10 shows a female worker in

saam fu, a Chinese-style ensemble of a matching
top and bottom. The early popularity of saam
fu and cheongsam could be partially attributed
to the large number of Chinese immigrants in
Hong Kong in the 1950s and 1960s. Most of
these immigrants did not regard Hong Kong
as a permanent home when they first arrived
and closely retained Chinese traditions and
customs. However, as time passed, the post-
war generation had begun to nurture their own
culture. Unlike the older generations from the
north, they received British education from
ayoung age and were regularly exposed to
Western popular culture, such as Hollywood
movies and music by the Beatles. Furthermore,
the media often associated Western clothing
with youth and vitality while linking
cheongsam to ‘older’ women. This influenced
young people’s perception and contributed to
the rising popularity of Western-style ready-to-

wear clothing.
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The Rise of Ready-to-Wear
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The 1960s was a turning point for Hong

Kong clothing. The craze for Western-style
ready-to-wear clothing gradually spread in
society. Economically independent female
workers were able to express themselves
through their daily clothing, as shown in the
picture on the right. Aside from the impact

of industrialisation and the shift of export
markets to the West, government promotion
propelled the trend. For example, in November
1967, the Trade Development Council and the
Federation of Hong Kong Industries launched
the Hong Kong Week, a public programme

of fashion shows, exhibitions and other
entertainment events to promote ready-made
clothing. In 1969, the similar but larger-scale
Hong Kong Festival was launched to promote
Western-style clothing export and the image of’
‘westernisation’ and ‘prosperity’. These official
narratives were also ingrained into the daily

lives of Hong Kong people.

1960 AEARAD IR T B » I8 A e BURE BT i e 3 1t

Workers in a cotton mills in the 1960s. Image courtesy of the Information Services Department
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Sources of Fashion News
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By the 1960s, actresses had already been
wearing Western-style attire on screen.

Among them, Josephine Hsiao and

Connie Chan were the most popular among
female workers. In movies portraying factory
life, Chan displays the enthusiasm and
diligence of female workers while courageously
fighting for her own rights, a trait well loved by
the audience. Her outfits, such as A-line skirts,
shirts, knitted jackets and trousers, were widely
emulated by female workers. Those who are
financially capable would also purchase trendy
clothes and visit photo studios in their spare
time to imitate the poses of their favourite
actresses, thus becoming a significant customer

base for photo studios at the time.

Aside from movies, female workers also
learned about fashion trends from comics and
pictorials. First launched in 1966, the comic
series Miss 13 Dots was incredibly popular
among women, including female factory
workers. The heroine of the comic lives a
privileged life, often sporting a rotation of
foreign fashion items. Not only did the series
inform about the fashion trends of the time,
it also inspired female workers to imagine an
ideal life.

CEETIH> 557330 (1968 459 J) > B : BT ~ B
Ying Tan Weekly, issue 73 (September 1968), cover: Connie Chan, Lui Kay
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Artefacts of Labour
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Artefacts of Labour features a recording of former factory worker
Ms Chan recalling her career and perspectives on female workers’
clothing. The inclusion of oral history highlights the subjectivity

of the female workers, allowing them to restore their personal
experiences and express their feelings freely, rather than treating them
as quantitative data for analysis. Each of their life journeys is intricate
and nuanced within a greater historical context: Ms Chan’s narrative
provides insight into her specific circumstances and the subtle
emotions involved, which distinguish her experience from those of

other female workers.

These nuanced stories can also be found in the works by
contemporary artists, such as Jung Yeondoo’s video installation

A Girl in Tall Shoes, which weaves together the life stories of Ms
Mun and several girls in contemporary Hong Kong through

virtual dialogues, gradually delving into their individual struggles
and connections. Here at CHAT, a former spinning factory, we
encourage you to view the displayed contemporary artworks through
the lens of heritage, which will help us uncover more complex and
sometimes contradictory stories about the history of Hong Kong’s

textile industry.
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