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Introduction
Queer Hong Kong across  

the Transpacific Sinophone

Hong Kong often appears on the global horizon as a city of finance capital-
ism, rampant real-estate speculation, cosmopolitanism, and East-West cross-
cultural encounters. However, these existing imaginaries of Hong Kong 
actually limit our capacity to theorize the postcolonial region, a special ad-
ministrative region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since July 1,  
1997. These dominant views imply that Hong Kong’s global significance de-
rives solely from its intermediary relation to geopolitical superpowers — like 
the UK (its former colonizer), the United States, and China — and the New 
Cold War among them. Unruly Comparison: Queerness, Hong Kong, and the 
Sinophone offers a new model for doing transnational and comparative work 
in queer theory, area studies, and Sinophone studies. It demonstrates how a 
globally (in)significant region like Hong Kong exemplifies an unruliness that 
exceeds the political forces and epistemological limits of British colonialism, 
China-centrism, and global capitalism. If the queerness of Hong Kong exceeds 
its normative geopolitical referentiality, it follows that a queer decolonial ap-
proach to Hong Kong can unbind its ties to the UK, to China, and to late capi-
talism by linking anti-racist, feminist, and queer political struggles in the city 
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2  ::  Introduction

to those happening elsewhere. For instance, when in May 2024 police forces 
violently removed the barricades of pro-Palestinian and anti-war encamp-
ments at ucla, Columbia University, and college campuses across the United 
States, it immediately brought to mind state violence against protesters and the 
Hong Kong government’s subsequent branding of protesters as “rioters” since 
the summer of 2019. By invoking an asymmetrical relationality that reckons  
with the coloniality of the present, we enter the realm of unruly comparison.

The concept of unruly comparison treats Hong Kong and similarly mar-
ginal regions of the world as sites of racial, gender, and sexual incommensu-
rability and differences that refuse the totalizing terms of coloniality, Chinese 
nationalism, and global capitalism. My understanding of incommensurability 
expands on women of color feminism and queer of color critique, which offer 
“an alternative comparative method that, in its deep critique of the racialized, 
gendered, and sexualized devaluation of human life, gives us a blueprint for 
coalition around contemporary struggles.”1 Drawing on the insight of queer 
Sinophone studies that shows how “the Sinophone and the queer promise 
to denaturalize each other continuously,”2 I suggest that Hong Kong matters 
to queer theory (and vice versa) beyond its local particularism, postcolonial 
“Chinese” differences, and capitalist exceptionality. Alternatively, queer Sin-
ophone studies offers a nontotalizing perspective on Hong Kong itself as a 
site of racial, gender, sexual, and cultural incommensurability and intersec-
tionality; in turn, this recognition of Hong Kong’s queer worldliness binds it 
to the rest of the world and engenders unruly modes of comparison. First, let 
me take you, my reader, back to the summer of 2019, an interregnum that de-
mands the wake work of unruly comparison.3

During the summer of 2019, Hong Kong was at the center of global at-
tention. The last time people around the world had talked about the city this 
feverishly was during the summer of 1997, when the transfer of sovereignty 
over the city from the UK back to the PRC had the world second-guessing 
Hong Kong’s — and probably the world’s — future. Would the city remain a 
place for free-market, laissez-faire capitalism? Would it remain the interme-
diary for capital that had served its interests well since the mid-nineteenth 
century? Or would British “positive noninterventionism” and the colonial-
modern standard of living see their last glory days before the impending re-
turn to China? In short, would Hong Kong remain the Hong Kong that we 
had always known?

Twenty-two years later, more than two million people would take to the 
streets in Hong Kong to protest the introduction of an extradition law that 
would send criminal offenders to Mainland China for legal adjudication. 
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Introduction  ::  3

Heavily backed by the conservative political parties of the Hong Kong Legis
lative Council and swiftly introduced without public consultation by Chief 
Executive Carrie Lam, the extradition bill ignited deep-seated dissent, de-
mands for democracy and universal suffrage, and the largest-scale civil dis-
obedience experienced in the city’s history. For political scientist Ho-fung 
Hung, the 2019 social movement reveals the fluctuating status of the global 
city: “Hong Kong is a city constantly on the edge. It is on the edge of great 
powers, on the edge of being annihilated, and on the edge of breaking free.”4

While Hung emphasizes that the recent social upheaval constitutes part 
of the longer geohistory of Hong Kong as caught between multiple colo-
nial and capitalist powers (British colonialism, 1841 – 1997; Japanese impe-
rialism, during World War II; Communist China, after 1949; and postsocialist 
Chinese governmentality after 1997), a feminist and queer framing of Hong 
Kong’s colonial past and postcolonial present can open up alternative pos-
sibilities. In other words, the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill (Anti-
elab) movement also witnessed new possibilities for political alliance across 
race, gender, class, and sexuality. Given the government’s tokenist policy to-
ward racial, gender, and sexual diversity and its lack of legal protection for 
sexual minorities based on gender expression and sexual orientation, this 
intersectional alliance born from the social movement demanded a new 
reckoning. For example, South Asian minorities and lgbt celebrities par-
ticipated at rallies and organized water stations and support groups at iconic 
landmarks such as Chungking Mansions in Tsim Sha Tsui (figure I.1). While 
Chungking Mansions has historically been an ethnic enclave for African and 
South Asian small businesses that sparked racialized fear of criminal activi
ties among Han Chinese Hong Kongers, during the social movement it be-
came a symbol for the possibility of cross-racial solidarity. Most Hong Kong 
residents, regardless of their racial and ethnic background, expressed anger 
at the Hong Kong police’s use of a water-cannon truck and its “accidental” 
blue-spraying and defacing of the Kowloon Mosques on October 20, 2019. 
Feminists, lgbt folks, and ngos dedicated to queer issues also formed a 
new alliance when an accusation of gang rape taking place at the police sta-
tion (made by Sonia Ng, a female student at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong) and the later arrest of lgbt singers Anthony Wong and Denise Ho 
drew attention to the sections of society that most Hong Kongers had sim-
ply ignored for far too long. The shifting global preoccupation with the pro-
test and the ongoing US-China trade war coincided with increasingly vocal 
demands made by gender, racial, and sexual minorities for civil liberties and 
rights to representation.
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Unruly Comparison intervenes precisely at this moment of crisis, pub-
lic dissent, and political frustration by conjuring a new social imaginary. It 
suggests that queering Hong Kong itself could offer an unruly method of 
comparison that unsettles both the Eurocentrism of queer theory and the 
China-centrism of area studies. While the academic study of Hong Kong 
(itself heavily preoccupied with the 1997 postcolonial handover) emerged 
around the 1990s, the naming of a field called “Hong Kong studies” has hap-
pened only in the last ten years or so. But Hong Kong studies as currently 
institutionalized tends to be heavily skewed toward the fields of history, po-
litical science, migration studies, and sociology, and within these iterations 
of the field, gender and sexuality remain marginal. Situating itself at the criti-
cal conjuncture of Hong Kong studies, queer theory, and Sinophone studies, 
Unruly Comparison illuminates new ways of doing queer theory, critiques 
the heteronormativity of existing studies on Hong Kong and Chineseness, 
and expands the possibility of a queer imaginary of Hong Kong for global 
comparison.

The concept of unruly comparison understands Hong Kong as an unruly 
time-space that troubles historicist, colonial, and China-centric renderings 
of the city as merely a site of British colonial legacy and a “super special eco-

Figure I.1. South Asians show solidarity with Cantonese Hong Kong protesters  
at Chungking Mansions during the 2019 protests.
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nomic/free-trade zone in China.”5 An unruly comparative approach unravels 
Hong Kong as a site of incommensurability in terms of race, gender, sexual-
ity, and class. This recognition of Hong Kong as a queer region of nontotal-
izing differences focalizes alternative relationalities such as queer migrations 
across Hong Kong and Southeast Asia, which would otherwise be occluded 
by a myopic vision of Hong Kong as existing only between British colonial-
ism, China-centrism, and global capitalism. In other words, the theory of 
unruly comparison actualizes a perverse relationality that binds Hong Kong 
with the world through minor transnationalism and South-South compari-
son across time and space.6

Toward Unruly Comparison

One pivotal moment in the intellectual genesis of this book emerged in late 
January 2021, when the gallery wma Space in Central, the unmistakable fi-
nancial district of Hong Kong, held an art exhibition called Unruly Visions. 
I found out about the exhibition through a Facebook post. It was curated by 
Tse Ka-Man, a queer visual artist and academic based in New York City. The 
exhibition’s title clearly referenced queer theorist Gayatri Gopinath’s 2018 
book Unruly Visions, and Tse opened the exhibition catalog with a quote 
by Gopinath: “Through a sustained engagement with queer visual aesthetic 
practices, we can identify alternative ways of seeing and knowing capable of 
challenging the scopic and sensorial regimes of colonial modernity in their 
current forms.”7

Beyond the conceptual indebtedness to Gopinath’s theory of queer dias-
pora and queer regionalism, the exhibition also cited José Esteban Muñoz’s 
idea of queerness as a critique of the political pragmatism of mainstream 
homonormativity and lgbt politics. In Muñoz’s words, “Queerness is that 
thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed something is 
missing.”8 Here, I am struck by Tse’s bold invitation to theorize queer Hong 
Kong visual culture in dialogue with queer diaspora studies and queer of 
color critique. In particular, I ask: How are “the scopic and sensorial regimes 
of colonial modernity” resurfacing in new Sinocentric authoritarian modes in 
post-2020 Hong Kong with the passing of the National Security Law (nsl)? 
On June 30, 2020, the National People’s Congress (npc) enacted the National 
Security Law in Hong Kong, which aimed to ensure the “prosperity and sta-
bility” of Hong Kong’s postcolonial governance. Its sole aim was to safeguard 
national security by “preventing, suppressing and imposing punishment for 
the offences of secession, subversion, organisation and perpetration of terror-
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ist activities, and collusion with a foreign country or with external elements 
to endanger national security in relation to the Hong Kong Special Admin-
istrative Region.”9 What is missing from this new tidal wave to restore “order 
and prosperity” in post-2020 Hong Kong? How might queer Sinophone visu-
ality offer a critical diagnosis that the present is indeed not enough?

I walked through the exhibition with these burning questions in mind 
and found myself queerly disoriented. In photographer Rain Chan Wing Ki’s 
Black collection, a photo called Reveal shows a naked young male body from 
a low-angle, revealing his chest while hiding his cock. The blindfolded male 
model is wearing a pair of white socks, with splash of red paint resembling 
human blood dripping from his face (figure I.2). This bloody body may sym-
bolize a young queer protester bleeding, a familiar sight during the frequent 
physical confrontations between the police and the protesters in the summer 
of 2019. However, the title of the work without the artist’s description simply 
frames it as Reveal.

Another creative queer photograph by the photographer and journalist 
Nelson Tang Chak-man traffics less in surrealism and symbolism in its rep-

Figure I.2. “Reveal” from Rain Chan Wing Ki’s Black collection.
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Introduction  ::  7

resentation of social upheaval, queer sexuality, and historicism. In the pho-
tograph, Where Are You Going? Where Have You Been? (2019 – 20), Tang 
captures a cross-dresser staring back at a young male protester in mask. The 
transfemme cross-dresser is smiling back at the photographer, turning her 
gaze back at the camera. She is also dressed in a wedding gown, and the lo-
cation of the photoshoot indicates that she is bidding farewell to the masked 
young man in Sheung Wan, one of the popular protest sites in the summer of 
2019, where teargas left indelible toxic smell on the street (figure I.3). Tang, a 
Baptist University student journalist, was arrested by the police on November 
5, 2019, for “disorder in a public place” while covering a protest rally inside a 
mall.10 During his arrest, he yelled sarcastically to fellow protesters and pe-
destrians that he is very healthy and has no suicidal intention (alluding to the 
possible unlawful abuses of protesters at police stations and detention cen-
ters). Tang also wrote the following artist’s statement: “As an observer, I have 
seen protestors use umbrellas like police with guns. I have watched a couple 
celebrating Christmas, while protestors demonstrated right next to them. I 
witnessed a protestor unknowingly escape a bullet.”11

Figure I.3. Nelson Tang Chak-man, Where Are You Going? Where Have You Been? 
(2019 – 20).
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Whereas Rain Chan Wing Ki’s Black collection imagines the queer body 
as one that bears witness to historical and political violence, Tang’s trans 
photography deviates from local journalism that tends to romanticize young 
protesters as defiant subjects and heterosexual lovers as torn apart by ille-
gal activities and impending imprisonment. In staring back at us, the trans-
femme subject in Tang’s photo conjures what Nicholas Mirzoeff calls “the 
right to look.” He writes, “The right to look claims autonomy, not individual-
ism or voyeurism, but the claim to a political subjectivity and collectivity.”12 
Tse Ka-Man’s Unruly Visions thus proffers a queer Sinophone engagement 
with queer diaspora studies and queer of color critique in its insistence on 
queer visuality as a mode of disorientation and disidentification. It unsettles 
the deadening political pessimism in contemporary Hong Kong by thinking 
displacement, unsettlement, and political exile within Hong Kong. It beckons 
us to see Hong Kong queerly by visualizing the city as an unruly queer para-
site that might not assimilate smoothly into the grand narrative of prosper-
ity and restoration of order and capitalism in post-2020 Hong Kong.13 While 
the Unruly Visions exhibition offers a visual statement on unruly compari-
son as a queer Sinophone methodology, it is also necessary to trace the con-
ceptual contour of “unruly comparison” and investigate how this concept 
intervenes into existing debates in area studies, queer theory, and Sinophone  
studies.

Instead of relying heavily on “area specificity” and the fetishization of 
Chineseness as conventionally practiced in queer area studies scholarship, 
the model of unruly comparison intersects queerness, Hong Kong, and the 
Sinophone through friction, asymmetry, and perverse juxtapositions. As a 
concept, unruly comparison names three theoretical interventions that have 
broad implications for queer theory, Sinophone studies, and comparative 
literature. First, unruly comparison explodes the temporal and spatial lim-
its for cross-cultural comparison by enabling small and marginal regions of 
the world (like Hong Kong) to be linked, juxtaposed, and studied in unlikely 
modes of affiliation and relationality. In this way, unruly comparison expands 
on Wai Chee Dimock’s concept of deep time, which she defines as “a set of 
longitudinal frames, at once projective and recessional, with input going both 
ways, and binding continents and millennia into many loops of relations, a 
densely interactive fabric.”14 The deep time approach certainly informs the re-
cent turn to “worlding” by Pheng Cheah. Cheah writes, “As an enactment of 
the opening of worlds by the coming of time, world literature points to some-
thing that will always exceed and disrupt capital.”15 Unruly Comparison takes 
up the long durational capacity of literary and other expressive cultural forms 
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by showing how, once we bracket the premodern, modern, the national, and 
the regional as standard units of temporal and spatial measurement, more 
unruly and queer forms of comparison come into view.

The queer worlding force of unruly comparison assembles nonequivalent 
queer figures from different times and spaces of Hong Kong Sinophone mo-
dernity, including a local gay mafia boss and a queer Scottish colonial officer 
in World War II (chapter 1), gay male cosmopolitan travelers and their neo
colonial complicity in Hong Kong cinema (chapter 2), queer migrant domes-
tic workers who negotiate lesbian desire across Southeast Asia, Hong Kong, 
and Taiwan (chapter 4), and more. As a conceptual model, it demonstrates 
how a small but globally significant city and region like Hong Kong can un-
know itself through broader and innovative temporal and spatial compari-
sons, disrupting the dominant legacies of British colonialism and the late 
capitalism of China-centrism.

Second, unruly comparison reframes the debate of translatability and (in)
commensurability in the field of comparative literature by showing how cul-
tural productions in “a small place” like Hong Kong both exemplify immense 
differences and cultural incommensurability internally while entering into 
relational tension, collision, and alliances with the rest of the world.16 Fram-
ing translational politics and comparison in a different light, Emily Apter un-
packs the double bind of translatability. Apter ironically claims that “nothing 
is translatable” and “everything is translatable.”17 Hong Kong traffics in the 
double bind of translatability and untranslatability in the sense that the city 
often appears on the global horizon as the “freest capitalist city,” an “empo-
rium of trade,” a “global city,” and an exemplar of economic modernization —  
one of the four Asian tigers in its pre-1997 era. In the post-1997 era, and es-
pecially in the doomful post-2019 contemporary moment, these preexisting 
imaginaries of the city seem insufficient in translating Hong Kong. Unruly 
Comparison takes stock of existing postcolonial terminologies that seek to 
translate Hong Kong within critical theory. Building on concepts such as “dis-
appearance,” “between colonizers,” and “lost in transition,” I argue that the 
queerness of Hong Kong exceeds the epistemological limits of British co-
lonialism, China-centrism and governmentality, and late capitalism as this 
“three masters” analogy hamstrings our creative capacity to theorize a queer 
Sinophone Hong Kong.18 Unruly comparison as a concept boldly gestures 
toward alternative possibilities of comparison that dig into archives of queer 
subjects lost to history (chapter 1), cinematic modes of queer minor trans-
nationalism (chapter 2), trans visuality that deviates from queer liberalism 
(chapter 3), and more.
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The framework of unruly comparison takes cultural incommensurability 
as a point of departure from which to theorize queer differences in a small 
place like Hong Kong. To compare things in unruly ways is to acknowledge 
what Natalie Melas calls the “incommensurability” of comparative literature 
and cultural forms. In her book All the Difference in the World, Melas argues 
that postcolonial theory and the comparative literary studies of empire and 
colonies (both literal and metaphorical) offer “a ground of comparison, but 
no given basis of equivalence.”19 Bypassing the anxiety of debunking the Eu-
rocentrism of comparative literature and queer theory, a queer Sinophone 
approach to Hong Kong shows that Hong Kong as a historical colonial city 
and postcolonial special administrative region under the shadow of China-
centrism and global capitalism already evinces infinite possibilities for trans-
national comparison and worldliness. In other words, Hong Kong already 
embodies “all the difference in the world,” to borrow Melas’s provocative 
phrase again. Treating cultural incommensurability in racial, gender, sexual, 
and ethnic terms as both limit and possibility, unruly comparison frees cul-
tural production and theorists within a small place in the world (to borrow 
from Kincaid’s again) from the anxiety of measuring up to certain implied 
norms within academic disciplinarity — it enables us to study the worldliness 
and immense differences and incommensurability within a given place while 
expanding that unruly scale of comparison through perverse juxtaposition 
and asymmetry across different temporalities, spaces, and genres. In this 
way, unruly comparison is akin to what Kandice Chuh calls illiberal human-
isms that “facilitate the articulation and elaboration of epistemes thoroughly 
incommensurate with the developmental geographies and temporalities of 
bourgeois liberal humanism.”20

Third, unruly comparison frames queer Sinophone culture as a site for 
exemplifying relational comparison and decoloniality that reckons with the 
asymmetries of nationalism, imperialism, coloniality, settler colonialism, and 
late capitalism. Naming a model of relational comparison that reads slavery 
and the plantation arc across American, Caribbean, and Sinophone Malay-
sian literatures, Shu-mei Shih writes: “Comparison as relation means set-
ting into motion historical relationalities between entities brought together 
for comparison, and bringing into relation terms that have traditionally 
been pushed apart from each other. . . . The excavation of these relationali-
ties is . . . the ethical practice of comparison, where the workings of power 
are not concealed but necessarily revealed.”21 Excavating an analytic of rela-
tion in their theorization of comparative global humanities, Lisa Lowe and 
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Kris Manjapra similarly take Édouard Glissant’s poetics of Relation as one 
source of inspiration among other theorists of decoloniality and compara-
tive racialization. They write, “This analytic of relation recognizes the lim-
its of a more established comparativism that presumes analogous, discretely 
bounded units, yet explores instead the interdependence, relatedness, and 
coproduction of communities.”22

Thinking queerness relationally means that I can read a queer Sinophone 
film like Scud’s Permanent Residence (2009) as a cinematic narrative of a gay 
Mainlander Ivan, who accrues capital and wealth in Hong Kong as an engi-
neer yet exploits Southeast Asian bodies in his sexcape to Bangkok on the 
way to his next destination for pinkwashing, like Tel Aviv. Queer Sinophone 
visuality focalizes the unruly comparison of queer bodies and desire across 
incommensurable geographies rooted in differently layered forms of empire 
and settler colonialism. Similarly, while queer female migrant domestic work-
ers face different obstacles, immobility, and exploitation in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, queer Sinophone documentary films like Sunday Beauty Queen (dir. 
Baby Ruth Villarama, 2016) and Lesbian Factory (dir. Susan Chen, 2010) (as 
I will explore in chapter 4) visualize what Neferti X. M. Tadiar terms the “re-
maindered life” of queer Sinophone intimacies.23 These queer migrant work-
ers practice love and intimacy as they navigate queer ways of being in the 
world mediated by brutal capitalist regimes of work in Sinophone sites.

Framing queer Sinophone studies as a knowledge formation for excavat-
ing queer relationality across imperialism, colonialism, and neoliberalism 
also puts my work into conversation with Laura Doyle’s concept of inter-
imperiality, which tracks the formation of literature and other expressive 
cultural forms amid vying empires and geopolitical forces. In other words, 
unruly comparison can be a queer method of tracing interimperiality, which 
is “a long-historical, dialectical theory of relationality and power that inte-
grates feminist-intersectional, economic, materialist, literary, and geopoliti-
cal thought.”24 Each chapter of my book turns to a specific concept that has 
animated the fields of area studies, Hong Kong studies, and queer theory in 
relational terms, including the archive (chapter 1), transnationalism (chapter 
2), transgender (chapter 3), intimacies (chapter 4), and borders (chapter 5). It 
shows how an unruly entanglement of queerness, Hong Kong, and the Sino-
phone puts analytical pressure on these concepts, which in turn troubles the 
disciplinary habits of area studies, China studies, and queer theory.
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Racializing Queerness, Queering Chineseness,  
and Unknowing Hong Kong

A queer Sinophone approach that enacts an unruly comparison of Hong Kong 
necessarily presumes a double theoretical gesture. First, queer Sinophone 
theory provincializes the Eurocentrism of queer studies by expanding the 
implications of queer of color critique and queer diaspora studies within the 
racial and sexual formations of Hong Kong and its global diasporas. Second, 
it queers China studies by using the Sinophone Hong Kong optic to unset-
tle Chinese nationalism and the disciplinary conventions of East Asian area 
studies. It would be heuristically useful to trace how queer Sinophone the-
ory has reframed debates in queer studies over the last twenty years. Queer 
of color critique, queer diaspora studies, and critiques on homonationalism 
proposed by theorists like David L. Eng, Roderick A. Ferguson, José Este-
ban Muñoz, Gayatri Gopinath, Martin F. Manalansan, Chandan Reddy, and 
Jasbir K. Puar, among others, have brought questions of racialization, inter-
sectionality, empires and colonialism, and homonationalism to bear on gen-
der, sexuality, and queerness.25 This genealogy of transnational queer studies 
suggests several reorientations of the field of queer studies that have broad 
implications for queer Chinese studies and queer Sinophone studies. On the 
one hand, the critique of dominant forms of historical materialism, sociology, 
and US liberalism in reproducing disciplinary regimes that render nonwhite 
queer subjects as “deviant” exposes the racial, gender, sexual, and classed 
contradictions of US liberalism and nationalism, thus underlining the false 
promise of multiculturalism. Similarly, queer diaspora studies unsettles the 
queer liberalism that would assume North America as a site of the arrival of 
modernity for global queer subjects.

The critique of queer liberalism has generated some productive debates 
within queer Asian studies as well. For Ara Wilson, the queer diaspora model 
can at times recenter queer diasporic lives and cultural productions rooted 
in the Global North. Wilson argues, “But more generally, while such analyses 
create alternative queer narratives within the global north, diasporic queer 
critiques of Western hegemony still pivot on the first world. Is there a way to 
make queer life in the complex modernities of the non-West, third-world and 
global south itself the centre of transnational queer analysis?”26 While Wilson 
is perceptive in naming the possible danger of recentering North America as 
a site for queer diaspora studies, her conflation of queer diaspora studies with 
the Western academic knowledge production called “queer theory” has the 
tendency to flatten out queer diasporic studies that do not center the West as 
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such.27 Furthermore, Wilson’s automatic turn to “queer Asia” as a site produc-
ing “complex modernities” that can debunk the Eurocentrism of queer studies 
might problematically assume “queer Asia” as a site of particularism, differ-
ence, and alterity. This tendency in the work of queer Asian studies reveals 
the persistent need and indeed anxiety to speak back to an imaginary and 
universalist frame of reference called “the West,” in which this entity could 
mean both the spatial location of Euro-America and the theoretical muscle of 
Eurocentric queer theory itself. We are at a conundrum of area studies versus 
queer theory: would not a debunking of Western queer theory from locally 
situated perspectives of area studies and non-Western sources simply repro-
duce the West as a universal frame of reference?

Rey Chow has framed the problem of area studies and theory somewhat 
differently, using a formula wherein the very assertion of ethnic, national, and 
sexual differences called “X” will simply reproduce predictable resistance to 
“Western theory” and Eurocentrism that in the end fails to change the game. 
Chow asserts, “When scholars of marginalized groups and non-Western sub-
jects rely on notions of resistance (to Western theory) in their attempts to 
argue the specificity of X, they are unwittingly replicating the conundrum 
whereby the specificity of an object of study is conceived of in terms of a  
differential — a differential, moreover, that has to be incorporated in the chain 
of signification in order to attain recognition.”28 In the specific case of think-
ing the relationality among queer theory, area studies, and Asia, we might 
reframe Chow’s provocation in the following ways: How can we do queer 
theory without assuming its Eurocentrism? How can we disentangle queer 
theory from Eurocentrism without resorting too easily to a theory of localism 
and the non-West as markers of stable “difference”? What might a non – area 
studies framework of queer Hong Kong look like?29

One generative discussion on provincializing queer theory from the van-
tage point of queer Asia has been the debate on queering Chineseness within 
queer Chinese studies. In his book Queer Marxism in Two Chinas, Petrus 
Liu offers a historical argument that sees the 1949 geopolitical division of the 
“two Chinas,” namely the PRC and the Republic of China (ROC) in Taiwan, as 
productive in the emergence of queer Marxism in the literatures and intellec-
tual circles in both sites.30 While Liu makes the disclaimer that his project “is 
not a Sinophone studies book,” his book is most productive in illustrating the 
divergent approaches in the field to queering Chineseness.31 For queer Sino-
phone historian Howard Chiang, Liu’s “obsession with a ‘Chinese materialist 
queer theory that sets it apart from its Euro-American counterparts’ not only 
begs the question of whose Chineseness is at stake, but also risks reifying the 
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East-West binary via . . . ‘self- or re-Orientalization.’ ”32 Liu’s latest book, The 
Specter of Materialism, attempts to “rework the methodologies of queer the-
ory through a decentered perspective on the history of global capitalism.”33 
If a queer materialist approach to the two Chinas unsettles the Eurocentric 
basis of queer theory and its 1990s emergence, queer Sinophone theory dis-
rupts the referentiality of Chineseness in the first place.

In parsing this debate between queer Chinese studies and queer Sino-
phone studies on the reification of queer Chineseness as a nonliberal critique, 
I am less interested in adding fuel to the flame. Rather, the model of unruly 
comparison offers a productive way to reframe the debate in fresh light. A 
queer Sinophone approach emphasizes the fruitfulness of studying the com-
plexity of queer desire, intimacy, and resistance across the distinctive tempo-
rality and spatiality of Sinophone modernities without homogenizing what 
Chineseness might signify in advance. Tracing this queer Sinophone line of 
inquiry and building on existing works in queer Chinese studies that decon-
struct Chineseness both spatially and temporally, Unruly Comparison calls 
for a queer Hong Kong method that enacts a critique of the presumed hierar-
chy between an “original” China and its lesser “Sinophone” copies.34 In other 
words, the concept of unruly comparison queers the ontology of Chineseness 
through the politics of unknowing Hong Kong itself. To unknow Hong Kong 
is to appreciate the city-region beyond its position as a pawn between geo
political rivalries. Specifically, unknowing shatters the myth of Hong Kong 
as a middleman of global capitalism for China and the West by imagining in-
stead the “perverse modernities” of Hong Kong. Instead of turning to Hong 
Kong to fetishize the global city and special administrative region through 
postcolonial anomality and capitalist exceptionalism, the politic of unknow-
ing Hong Kong frames it as a geopolitical and conceptual domain that trou-
bles any essentialist claim to Chineseness and queerness as such. An unruly 
queer methodology also rethinks Hong Kong and queer Asias in their mul-
tiplicity: it forestalls the desire to turn to non-Western areas and regions to 
catalog differences and particularity for the sake of countering the Eurocen-
trism of queerness. In a more disturbing mode, unruly comparison treats 
Hong Kong (and other similarly marginal and interimperial regions of the 
world) as an immense site of differences unto itself while expanding an elas-
tic scale of relational comparison to other regions, archives, spaces, and tem-
poralities in the world.
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Hong Kong and Queer Sinophone Studies

Queer Sinophone studies interrupts queer theory’s universalist tendency and 
queer Asian studies’ reassertion of difference as “X” (á la Rey Chow).35 Shu-
mei Shih defines the Sinophone as “a network of places of cultural produc-
tion outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, where a 
historical process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese 
culture has been taking place for several centuries.”36 Like queer theory’s em-
phasis on discontinuity across sex, gender, and sexuality and its suspicion of 
essentialism, then, the concept of the Sinophone decenters the ontological 
and ethnonational equivalence between China as a nation-state, Chinese as 
language, and Chinese as identity politics. In a subsequent formulation, Shih 
provides a materialist and historical definition of Sinophone studies through 
the critique of Chinese empire and continental colonialism within the PRC, 
whose present-day territory largely inherits the Qing conquest of Tibet, Xin-
jiang, and Inner Mongolia.

China-centrism operates through this largely ignored imperial history 
of Chinese empire. Deriving its strength from the myth of the homeland, it 
problematically ties descendants from the diasporas of Southeast Asia, Tai-
wan, Hong Kong, and the world at large to “China.”37 Likewise, Ien Ang’s 
invocation of “not speaking Chinese” playfully deconstructs the politics of 
racial authenticity and long-distance diasporic nationalism.38 Ang’s solution 
to the perennial problem of looking Chinese but not speaking Chinese (a 
problem well-known to most Chinese Americans born in the United States, 
often referred to as “abcs”) is one of strategic and conditional refusal. Ang 
writes: “If I am inescapably Chinese by descent, I am only sometimes Chi-
nese by consent.”39

If postcolonial and postmodern deconstruction of the dominant politics of 
Chineseness some twenty years ago by theorists like Ien Ang and Rey Chow 
sought to bracket “Chineseness” and put it productively “under erasure,” Sin-
ophone studies retains this deontological and poststructuralist emphasis by 
giving the critique of Chineseness a global, transnational, and materialist 
dimension.40 It gives voices to those deemed “inauthentic” due to histori-
cal, racial, and/or gendered circumstances. Sinophone studies thus shares 
with queer theory two major theoretical investments — a tendency against 
essentialism and a politics of disidentification.41 Unruly Comparison engages 
fruitfully with the theory of disidentification that originates from queer of 
color critique and queer diaspora studies. All these intellectual formations 
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demonstrate the politics of living with and transgressing dominant regimes 
of knowing, whether those dominant epistemologies and powers go by the 
name of China-centrism, heterosexism, ethnic nationalism, and/or white 
homonormativity.

The idea of unruly comparison expands on the theory of minor trans-
nationalism by turning to the queer incommensurability of minor regions 
like Hong Kong.42 Structurally, Unruly Comparison imagines a queer Hong 
Kong modernity through archival undoing (chapter 1); it maps South-South 
transnationalism in Hong Kong cinema (chapter 2); it transnationalizes trans-
gender in Sinophone Hong Kong (chapter 3); it visualizes queer intimacies 
among migrant domestic workers (chapter 4); and it queers the Sinophone 
border across the PRC and Hong Kong cinematically (chapter 5). As a whole, 
it offers a global, transnational, and Sinophone method of comparison. I the-
orize comparison as a method of putting unlikely entities in relational prox-
imity, of making Hong Kong signify strangeness and negativity unto itself, 
and of refusing the call of China-centrism even as Hong Kong is already geo-
politically incorporated into the PRC.

Unruly Comparison offers a Sinophone and transpacific method of com-
parison insofar as China-centrism is merely one of its many objects of critique. 
Many cultural forms examined here, such as Hong Kong films, literature, and 
visual cultures — including films on queer diasporas, such as Happy Together, 
directed by Wong Kar-wai (1997), and Permanent Residence, directed by Scud 
(2009), and the queer novel Once Upon a Time in Hong Kong, by Ma Ka Fai 
(2016) — all imagine queer desire against the backdrop of global modernity, 
queer diasporic journeys, and interracial colonial intimacy. By linking seem-
ingly incommensurable visuality and narratives of war, diaspora, feminism, 
and interracial intimacy within a comparative framework, my book also en-
visions queer Hong Kong as method — it frees Hong Kong from existing well-
worn terminologies such as colony, region, global city, and “cultural desert” 
through alternative spatial and temporal resignifications. It scales up the re-
gional and spatial specificity of Hong Kong across wider temporal, transna-
tional, and transpacific scales of comparison. In so doing, it advances a model 
of unruly comparison that disrupts the disciplinary orientations of area stud-
ies (China studies, Asian studies, and to a lesser degree Hong Kong studies), 
comparative literature, and queer theory. Unruly Comparison situates Hong 
Kong itself as an important site of thinking queerness comparatively and 
works this comparative aim outward into global and transnational terrains.

Theorizing Hong Kong relationally is another way of saying that Hong Kong 
can be a queer method, for queer theory provides nonbinary and nondualistic 
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modes of thinking. My invocation of “queer Hong Kong as method” as a cog-
nate concept with unruly comparison is obviously inspired by Kuan-Hsing 
Chen’s concept of “Asia as method.” Whereas Chen argues that the Cold War 
and the United States’ military and empire-building in Asia have prevented 
the possibilities of decolonization and de-imperialization, my conjoining of 
queer with Hong Kong as method unsettles any masculinist and heteronor-
mative accounts of nationalism and decolonization that often underline the 
transitional period of Hong Kong’s 1997 return to the “motherland” that is 
the PRC.43 Conceptually, queering Hong Kong is a multidirectional method 
that disrupts masculinist narrations of Hong Kong modernity and postcolo-
niality on the one hand while linking Hong Kong to queer temporalities and 
regions in the Other Asias through what Chen terms “inter-referencing strat-
egy.”44 Chapter 1 further outlines queer Hong Kong as a Sinophone method 
by turning to a queer unruly archive of Hong Kong modernity that ruptures 
masculine narratives of modernization, war, and historicism.

Unruly Comparison turns to transpacific and minor-to-minor forms of 
queer transnationalism that place Hong Kong within the narratives of global 
modernity, war, queer diasporas, migration, intimacies, and border-crossing 
femininity. The transpacific here denotes less the regional economic partner-
ship between Southeast Asian, East Asian, and North American countries 
and more what Janet Hoskins and Viet Thanh Nguyen call “another vision of 
the Pacific as a contact zone” mediated by “alternate narratives of translocal-
ism, oppositional localism, and oppositional regionalism.”45 Indeed, transpa-
cific and Sinophone approaches have given rise to a more complex, worldly, 
and entangled imaginary of Hong Kong, one that rethinks existing methods 
of comparison.

Chapter Outlines

Unruly Comparison treats Hong Kong as part of the broader story of global 
modernity, in which queer sexuality and desire transform our existing ways 
of seeing the city. Beyond the dominant modes of seeing Hong Kong through 
East-West comparisons, queering Hong Kong is also another way of framing 
it relationally across incommensurable but linked global histories, spatiality, 
and temporality. Each chapter in the book sets Hong Kong, the Sinophone, 
and queerness into motion and situates queer cultural formations across 
wider temporal, spatial, and transnational scales of comparison.

Chapter 1, “Queer Hong Kong as a Sinophone Method,” reads queer Hong 
Kong literature as a material force of worlding, one that provides a deep re-
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flection on affect, history, and queer archive. In particular, I analyze a novel 
by the award-winning Hong Kong author Wong Bik-wan, whose novels and 
short stories narrate issues of migration, the Asia-Pacific War, criminal his-
tory, gendered violence, and the law. Specifically, Wong’s 1999 feminist novel 
Lienü tu (烈女圖, Portraits of martyred women) imagines the possibility of 
feminist solidarity and lesbian intimacy, namely affective modes that are 
often overshadowed by the larger narratives of war and political leftism in 
1940 – 70s Hong Kong.46 I also place Wong’s novel alongside Zi shu (自梳, In-
timates, dir. Jacob Cheung, 1997), a film of lesbian eros and regionalism, and 
Ma Ka Fai’s 2016 queer novel Long tou feng wei (龍頭鳳尾, Once upon a time 
in Hong Kong), which presents a story of colonial complicity in the affair be-
tween a Scottish officer and a local mafia boss. Beyond narrating a homo-
erotic tale often buried in historical accounts of the Japanese occupation of 
Hong Kong (1941 – 45), Ma’s novel also serves as a self-reflexive theorization 
of queer archive. Overall, Wong, Cheung, and Ma’s works actualize a queer 
Sinophone worlding of Hong Kong through deep archival illuminations and 
unruly juxtapositions of lesbian desire and male homoeroticism that ulti-
mately disrupt masculinist narrations of Hong Kong modernity.

Chapter 2, “Postcoloniality beyond China-Centrism,” explores Hong Kong 
cinema in the post-1997 period as a rich site for queer Sinophone theory, 
positioning Hong Kong as a geographic locale through the visual mapping 
of global intimacies and connections. It expands on Shu-mei Shih’s in-
sight into the Sinophone as a nonrelational approach toward Chineseness 
and draws upon Lisa Lowe’s concept of “the intimacies of four continents.” 
Queerness in Hong Kong cinema precisely points to modes of disorienta-
tion and transnational mobility that deviate from the geopolitics of British 
colonial legacy and China-centrism. I examine queer nonrelationality to 
Chineseness in independent filmmaker Scud’s two films, Yongjiu juliu (永
久居留, Permanent Residence, 2009) and An fei ta ming (安非他命, Amphet-
amine, 2010), that link Hong Kong with Guangzhou in China as well as with 
Thailand and the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands and that map queer 
desire across Australia and Hong Kong, respectively. I also examine Sino-
phone local and regional lesbian cinematic aesthetics in Hudie (蝴蝶, But-
terfly, dir. Mak Yan Yan, 2004). Mak’s film narrates the transnational and 
Sinophone connections of Hong Kong with an “elsewhere” (whether real or 
imaginary) through lesbian desire. In visualizing a model of postcolonial-
ity beyond dominant Chineseness, queer Sinophone theory foregrounds 
Hong Kong cinematic transnationalism across worldly geographies and local  
intimacies.

Wong_ALL_FF.indd   18Wong_ALL_FF.indd   18 2/4/25   9:19 AM2/4/25   9:19 AM



Introduction  ::  19

Chapter 3, “Transnationalizing Transgender,” demonstrates that study-
ing queer Hong Kong requires an alternative framework of “queer globali-
ties.” Conceptually, queer globalities illustrate the convergent dynamics of 
global queer rights discourses, local geopolitics, and so-called pink capi-
talism within the global modernities of queer Asia. The plural emphasis of 
“queer globalities” points to the unevenness with which the global forces of 
queer liberalism and lgbt human rights discourses encounter the postco-
lonial modernity of Hong Kong, where the government, ngos, activists, and 
cultural workers redefine queer liberalism to unpredictable ends. This con-
cept thus moves beyond the simplistic binary of the local-global or the post-
modern meshing of the glocal by coming to terms with the many ways of 
being queer and global. In short, it reclaims globality for queer Hong Kong. 
The first part of this chapter offers a critical legal analysis of queer and trans 
rights in Hong Kong. Next, I provide a queer transnational analysis of the 
film Cui si (翠絲, Tracey, dir. Jun Li, 2018) by mapping the condition of be-
ing trans through multiple queer temporalities and transnational spaces. I 
then contrast Tracey with Maisy Suen’s Nuren jiushi nuren (女人就是女人, 
A Woman Is a Woman, 2018), which narrates the struggle of a married trans 
woman named Sung Chi Yu and the life of a feminine high school boy, Chiu 
Ling Fung. The film maps the double life journeys of Sung and Chiu by vi-
sualizing multiple ways of being trans in Sinophone Hong Kong, where the 
erotic density of embodying transness spatially at school and church, and in 
familial spaces, challenges any essentialist notion of trans personhood. I also 
examine a successful series of photo exhibitions of trans subjects and public 
workshops inspired by the film. Overall, this chapter considers the trans of 
transgender as a prefix that highlights transnational movement, trans mobil-
ity, and trans-medial Sinophone creativity.

While migration studies of Hong Kong tend to track the outward flow of 
people due to political instability and postcolonial transition, they seldom 
connect the situations of Hong Kong’s “flexible citizens” with the migration of 
domestic workers into Hong Kong. Furthermore, existing sociological studies  
of migrant domestic workers by scholars like Rhacel Salazar Parreñas re
inforce a heteronormative assumption in the model of the international division 
of reproductive labor.47 Chapter 4, “Queer Sinophone Intimacies,” analyzes 
documentary films about queer migrants, beauty pageants, and activism such 
as Susan Chen’s T po gong chang (T婆工廠, Lesbian Factory, 2010), its sequel 
Caihong ba le (彩虹芭樂, Rainbow Popcorn, 2012), and Baby Ruth Villarama’s 
Sunday Beauty Queen (2016) to show how a Sinophone comparison of queer 
intimacies in contemporary Taiwan and Hong Kong yields a sorely needed 
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intersectional critique of race, migration, and queerness in Sinophone theory 
and Hong Kong studies.

Chapter 5, “Trespassing the Sinophone Border,” examines Fruit Chan’s 
three Sinophone films on the figure of the sex worker, Liu lian piao piao (榴
槤飄飄, Durian Durian, 2000), Xianggang you ge he li huo (香港有個荷里

活, Hollywood Hong Kong, 2001), and San fu (三夫, Three Husbands, 2018). 
In Durian Durian, the friendship between a sex worker named Yan and ille-
gal immigrant girl named Fan in Hong Kong takes center stage, but the film’s 
evocation of Yan’s more peaceful life back home in Northeast China subverts 
the stereotypical idea that Hong Kong is a more desirable city of social mobil-
ity for young Chinese women. Hollywood Hong Kong further queers the bor-
der of the PRC and Hong Kong through the global border-crossing travels of 
Hung Hung, a sex worker. Finally, Three Husbands most daringly symbolizes 
the geopolitical tension within Hong Kong by showing how the female pro-
tagonist, Ah Mui, and her erotic attachments to her first, second, and third 
husbands conjure the symbolism of Hong Kong mediated by the forces of 
British colonial legacy, Chinese nationalism, and global capitalism. In a de-
constructive queer move, the film also undoes this masculinist positioning of 
Ah Mui by emphasizing her constant mobility across the human and nonhu-
man divide through the visuality of water, oceanic current, and spatial unbe-
longing. Overall, Chan’s cinematic aesthetic trespasses the Sinophone border 
of Mainland China and Hong Kong by queering the border of Chineseness 
on the Sinophone screen.

As evident in this outline of chapters, Unruly Comparison very much en-
gages with a messy, unruly, and minor archive of queer visuality in the vein 
of what Jack Halberstam calls a queer scavenger methodology.48 In framing 
queer Sinophone visuality as an optic for relational comparison that reads 
wildly across incommensurable histories, temporalities, regions, and ar-
chives, my book is further indebted to Gopinath, here to her idea of unruly 
visions as aesthetic practices that “allow us to see, sense, and feel the promis-
cuous intimacies of multiple times and spaces.”49 In the epilogue, I perform 
a final act of unruly comparison by juxtaposing a recent film on homeless-
ness and queer intimacies in Hong Kong following the 2019 protests, Zhuo 
shui piaoliu (濁水漂流, Drifting, dir. Jun Li, 2021), with Eric Yip’s queer poem 
“Fricatives” (2021). Both texts disorient the dark political mood of contempo-
rary Hong Kong’s nihilism by visually conjuring a queer undercommons not 
based on homogeneity but incommensurability.

In sum, Unruly Comparison demonstrates the possibility of thinking 
queerness, Hong Kong, and the Sinophone relationally and comparatively. It 
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advances a transdisciplinary and intersectional approach for studying race, 
gender, sexuality, postcolonialism, and queerness in and beyond Hong Kong. 
By entangling Hong Kong with the broader Sinophone world, it shows how 
queer cultural productions “made in Hong Kong” can offer a new model of 
unruly comparison for queer theory, Hong Kong studies, and Sinophone 
studies.
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