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Abstract

For both Shanghai and Taiwan societies in the early twentieth century, advertisements are
imported along with and by the colonialists. Comparing to the rich spectrum of advertisements
developed in Shanghai, Taiwan’s mass media and advertising businesses, tightly controlled by the
Japanese colonial government from the early stage, are more propaganda-oriented. By adopting the
cross-cultural theories, the present research first analyzes the sex roles and social status of female
images in advertisements of colonial Taiwan (1895-1945) and Classic Shanghai Calendar Posters
(1910’s-1930’s). Based on the method of pictorial semiotics, the present research also seeks to
explain the cultural, social and political power struggles embedded in the commercial advertising in
both areas, colonial Taiwan and modern Shanghai. The study finds political and economic powers
play tremendously important roles to affect the contemporary women status. However, in the cases of
Shanghai and Taiwan, one can never assert that the lower the level of ad gender stereotype is, the
higher the culture is more developed or civilized. In Shanghai, capitalism did not necessarily result in
the commodification of women and gender stereotype as feminists point out.  Neither did (colonial)
modernization bring out higher women status in Taiwan. The history represented and retold by the
female images of the print ads in the early twentieth century is rather dialectic than dogmatic as that of

“his story.”
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Introduction

For both Shanghai and Taiwan societies in the early twentieth century,
advertisements are imported along with and by the colonialists. Because Shanghai
had been governed by multiple political and military powers, and it was industrialized
relatively earlier than other areas in mainland China, the advertisements in Shanghai
exhibit a rich view of cultural panorama, resulting in an unique genre of “Classic
Shanghai Calendar Posters,” a once-significant urban feature of Shanghai.

Comparing to the rich spectrum of advertisements developed in Shanghai, Taiwan’s
mass media and advertising businesses, tightly controlled by the Japanese colonial
government from the early stage, are more propaganda-oriented. The government,
the business associations organized by loyal businessmen and the officially-funded
newspaper, all of which influenced the development of print advertisements in Taiwan
during the Japanese-occupation period.

Advertisements are not merely vital tools promoting products or concepts; their
visual representations and the sign system are actually closely related to social,
political and economic structures. Therefore, by adopting the cross-cultural theories,
the present research will first analyze the gender roles and social status of female
images in advertisements of colonial Taiwan (1895-1945) and Classic Shanghai
Calendar Posters (1910’s-1930’s). Based on the method of pictorial semiotics, the
present research will also seek to explain the cultural, social and political power
struggles embedded in the commercial advertising in both areas, colonial Taiwan and
modern Shanghai. Finally, a comparative study will be conducted. The present
study will compare the print advertisements of two regions, Shanghai and Taiwan,
composed of mostly Chinese-speaking people, and will clarify the similarities and
differences of the signification process of female images at the earliest stage of

colonial-capitalistic development in Asia.



Cross-cultural Studies of Advertisements

Due to the globalization, cross-cultural studies have been applied to the field of
advertising research for the past two decades. Some of them focus on the issues of
gender image, stereotype and cultural differences (Furnham & Bitar, 1993; Furnham
& Skae, 1997; Neto & Pinto, 1998; Gilly, 1988). The samples of advertisements are
mainly from American and European countries, and Australia. Besides, the rise of
Asian developing countries calls for and urges the further comparative studies on the
western vs. eastern cultural variations in terms of advertising.  For instances,
Japanese and American ads are the targets for Maynard and Taylor (1999); Frith,
Shaw, and Cheng pay their attention to the ads of America, Taiwan, and Singapore.
As for intra-Asia, Moon and Chan (2005) compare the ads of Hong Kong and Korea.

Basically, these cross-cultural studies on the gender image of ads can be divided
into three catagories applying different theoretical models: (1) Hofstede’s “cultural
diversions” (2001), (2) Pollay’s “cultural values” (1986), and (3) Feminist’s notions
on gender stereotype and femininity (eg. Goffman, 1979; Ji, 2005). These studies
use content categorization and statistics to analyze the advertisements in diverse
cultures, and the results indeed show the discrepancy and various forms of
represented gender image of ads among countries or cultures. However, most of
these cross-cultural studies have presupposed the existence of cultural diversity, as the
status quo, in order to conduct the statistical analysis and try to explain this diversity
quantitatively, indicating that the lower the level of ad gender stereotype is, the higher
the culture or the country is developed. They seldom discuss the reason why and
how gender image is represented so idiosyncratically in each culture or explore the
structural factors in a society concerning the gender roles.  Statistical method may

help to depict the degree of sexism in ads, but cross-cultural studies should not be
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only a matter of degree, but also a matter of fact, a fact that involves in-depth
explanations of social, economic, political, and historical context. Using the same
scale of gender stereotype to measure the ads in different cultures often fails to
observe the distinctive value systems embedded in the presentation of gender roles in
ads, not to mention the dialectic relation between the ads and the very cultural context.
Therefore, there lies this necessity to bring in qualitative concepts to the cross-cultural
studies of gender image in ads. That is to say, social, economic, political, and
historical factors shall be taken into our consideration, so as to create a dialogue
between the image-text and the social-cultural context. Not to take the differences
between cultures/countries for granted, but to make clear the raison d'étre of these
cultural differences is the main purpose of this study.

Asian scholars, such as Shu-mei Shih (1998) and Mytheli Screenivas (2003),
though not focusing on ads, provide distinguished examples for cross-cultural and
(post)colonial studies of female image in media representation.  Shih illustrates both
the similarities and dissimilarities, in terms of culture, language, and custom, among
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, as the Greater China Area. She points out, due to
the complicated political struggles, the image of “Chinese women” are often
sexualized and related to crime and poverty in Taiwan and Hong Kong media.
Nationalism following the previous colonialism still exercises the oppressive power of
patriarchy on Chinese women in 1990’s.  According to Shih’s post-colonial feminist
viewpoint, both Hong Kong and Taiwan, as highly developed capitalistic and
westernized societies in contrast to authoritarian communist China, fully express the
desire in media, though in their own ways, to assimilate China by the power of
capitalism. The entire complex of politics and cultures structurally affects the
signification process of female image represented in media. Unlike quantitative

researches, Shih does not treat the concept of “country” merely as a simple variable to
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classify or value cultures.  Her keen observation of the inter- and counter-
relationship among these three political entities demonstrates a good example of
cross-cultural studies which delicately elucidates the raison d’étre of cultural
differences.

Exploring further the influences of colonialism, Screenivas on the other hand
analyzes English language women’s magazines in India during 1890’s--1940’s.  She
finds that topics of these magazines are mostly about “love,” “affection,” and
“pleasure” which together, in her opinion, compose “the paradigm of emotion” (2003).
These discussions in women’s magazine, mainly based on a rather westernized and
urbanized concept of “appropriate domesticity,” indeed challenge the Indian tradition
of arranged and mercenary marriages. Although advertisement is not Screenivas’
target text, she nonetheless reminds us of that the development of feminist discourse
and the way media frame the women issues or image are closely interwoven with
colonialism, nationalism, and the revolution of new culture in India and in its history.
Finally, female image in these women’s magazines becomes another form of the
narrative of Indian history.

Actually, Screenivas and Shih separately demonstrate a historical and a
geographical approach toward cross-cultural studies in their articles. Tempro-spatial,
cultural studies should be; and in our opinion, that is to present the dimension and the
dynamic of cultures. In our case, especially, it is to re-represent the history by

analyzing and studying the female image of the advertisements.

Four Essentials of Pictorial Semiotics on the Print Advertisements
Works of different schools and scholars provide various theoretical and
analytical models to study image. However, from language to image, semioticians

encounter the problem of pertinence when applying linguistic methodology to the
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study of image (Sun & Chen, 2008). Nevertheless, although the image is the target
object of pictorial semiotics, the essential material and signifying system are still
different whenever the composition of the object changes. It is still difficult to assert
that there is a single theory or an analytical model suitable for all kinds of pictorial
texts. Advertisements are different from pictures, not only because of the material
element (photography or watercolor) but also because of the communication intention
(commercial or aesthetical expression). Therefore, the dichotomous development of
the pictorial semiotics, i.e. the semiotics of publicity and the semiotics of visual art,
becomes inevitable. Actually, more and more scholars admit the necessity of
adjusting and theorizing analytical tools for every individual visual object. Then
there will not be too much emphasis on appropriating pertinent theory and
methodology to different types of advertisements (print ad, TV commercial or
classified ad) according to their own characteristics and social context.

This study shares the same opinion rendered by Sonesson that pictorial semiotic
analysis should pay more attention to the features of the target text (Sonesson, 1993).
The four viewpoints—*“rules of construction,” “effects which they intend to produce,”
“the channels through which pictures circulate,” “the nature of the
configuration”—Sonesson proposes to differentiate the features of various pictorial
texts pave the way for applying pictorial semiotics to the advertising studies
(Sonesson, 1993).

Sonesson’s terms like “the channels” and “the effects” can be understood as
“media” and “goals” of communication of the ads, whereas the “rules of construction”
and “the configuration” can be “types of code” and “textuality” of the composition of

the ads."  This study finds that these four essentials can depict the features of

' Although this study agrees with Sonesson’s idea of differentiating the features of
pictorial texts as the first and the most important step of pictorial semiotics, it still
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different kinds of advertisement and help to efficiently complete a structural semiotic

observation of the ads.

Pictorial-semiotic Features of the Female Images

In the case of Classic Shanghai Calendar Posters (CSCP), a color print
advertisement with not only the pictures but also the linguistic messages, its “goals”
are obviously to attract the audience and sell products, and its “media” belong to the
category of print advertisement.  As for its “types of code,” they include (1) color
painting of female characters, products and background in a realistic style;? (2)
stylish rectangular frames; (3) the company name and products in traditional Chinese
or English characters; (4) Western and lunar calendars on two sides or at the bottom of
the poster. In short, iconic messages and linguistic messages are juxtaposed on the
posters.

“Textuality” is a particular way of constituting a text as a text generates
meanings. Itis like “figures of speech” in rhetoric consisting of certain structure or
rules. In advertising, the image of product can be placed together with or replaced
by another object on the screen in order to create the effects of simile or metaphor

(Forceville, 1996). Both the visual and the linguistic signs have their own textuality;

finds that Sonesson’s definition of these four viewpoints are more like an
announcement of departing from the linguistic tradition of semiotics than a practical
analytical model that can be applied to the study of image. Therefore, this study
directly appropriates four terms often used by Mass Communication scholars in order
to efficiently theorize them and establish a research model.

2 The distinctive and popular technique of CSCP painters, tsapitantsaihuafa, a fusion
of fusain and watercolor on paper, was first used by Man-tuo Cheng in 1910’s.  This
technique specializes in the description of facial features and the modulation of skin
color.
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nevertheless, there is also textuality lying between them, which is described as
“anchorage” and “relay” by Barthes (1977: 39-40), i.e. the “intertextuality” of the
iconic and the linguistic message. Then, what is the textuality of CSCP?

CSCP is consisted of the iconic and linguistic signs.  Pictures are mostly
vertical framed; names of the products and company, slogans and calendars are
blended into the design of margin areas and frames, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure
2.8

Given that there are no frames around the picture, products and linguistic
messages are placed at the marginal part of the poster as in Figure 3.  Or even when
the products appear in the picture, they still need the linguistic message on the frames

to make clear the brand name and the copywriting as in Figure 4.

® The target texts of this study are selected from the collections of Yeng-fong Chiang
(from Taiwan) and Po-tang Chuo (from Hong Kong). Yi-wen Wang’s research
indicates there are around one thousand plates of CSCP left now since 1949 (Wang,
1997). Chiang’s collection had reached up to six hundred pieces when she published
Lao yue fen guang gao pai. In 2006, Chiang told the authors of this study the
number of her collection was already more than one thousand. Comparatively,
Chiang prefers modern and fashion women posters, while Chuo’s collection shows
the diversity in terms of subject matter and periodization.
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Fig 3 Jintan (Chiang, 1994) Fig 4 Insecticidal Incense (Chiang, 1994)
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Visually, the picture is framed, and expressively, its signifying meanings are
limited by the linguistic message (product and company names). That is to say, from
the perspectives of visual effect and signifying process, the framed image and the
limited signification simultaneously happen on the plate of CSCP.  This structure of
framed image meeting the goal of selling products is exactly the typical “textuality”
of CSCP—a picture (iconic message) is framed (limited) by words (linguistic
message).

Based on the four essentials to distinguish the features of pictorial texts, this
study finds CSCP, almost as a genre, has the feature in terms of textuality that image
(meaning) is framed (limited) by words. Its presentation of the visual sign is
structured as “the framed female image.” In other words, “the frame” and “the
female image” are the most important signs which dominate the signification in the
CSCP, telling the consumers that buying the product (the frame), you (your life) will
be like the woman (female image).

As for the other target text, Taiwanese women often appear on various print
media during the Japanese Occupation. Different female images can be found in
posters, advertisements on newspapers or magazines, packages of products, postcards,
and stamps, etc. For example, oolong tea is one of the important produce in Taiwan;
the same subject matter appears on different media (package, postcard, and poster) as
shown in Figures 5-8.*  According to the four essentials mentioned above, our
research target, first of all, belongs to the category of “print media.” Secondly, as for
the “goal” of these prints is of course to sell the product, Oolong tea. However, if
we take a look at the “type of code,” we will find the “goal” of these figures is slightly

different from each other. The “type of code” includes both the pictorial text and

* Most of the cited pictures of print media during Japanese occupation of Taiwan in
this study are from the collection of Tsuen Hsung Yao (2002).
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linguistic text. The linguistic texts are (1) Kanji j&-, Chinese characters; (2)
Katakana * [[§ £/, Japanese spelling characters; (3) English.  The pictorial texts are
colorful pictures of women (in working or drinking tea) and the product (tea leaves in

processing or cups of tea or tea pack).

Fig 7 Oolong tea poster Fig 8 Oolong tea poster

These prints all aim to sell the product, Taiwan Oolong tea, but the linguistic
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texts provide us the clues that these posters have different target audience. In
Figures 5, 7, and 8, “FORMAOSA OOLONG TEA” is the major linguistic text
attached to the pictures. These prints were produced during 1920s-1930’s but in
those years, Taiwanese and Japanese were not familiar with the western languages.
These posters and the package cover reveal that this local and special produce,
Oolong tea, was for the international markets. Oolong tea was one of the major
exports at that time.>  Certainly, the Kanji and Katakana indicates that both Japanese
and Taiwanese were also consumers of the product. However, the “goal” of these
prints is mainly to sell the product to the (western) consumers outside of the island,
instead of the local customers. “Female image” (pictorial text), “product” (pictorial
text), and “product name in English or Japanese” (linguistic text) configure these print
advertisements.  This configuration is the “textuality” of the Oolong tea ads. This
“textuality” actually composes a communicating dimension especially for the foreign
consumers (due to the linguistic text), signifying that drinking Oolong tea is to
appreciate Taiwanese women (the pictorial text).

At first glance, these female images on either Shanghai’s or Taiwan’s print ads
are almost the same, because they all stand for the visual focus of the pictorial text
and help to sell the product.  Their pictorial-semiotic features are also alike. They
both belong to the category of print media and have the same communication goal and
effect to sell products. Both, in terms of textuality, consist of pictorial text and
linguistic text, and the pictorial text is surrounded (limited and modified) by the
linguistic text, as mentioned above, “the framed female image.” It seems only the
type of code may differentiate the two. Obviously, different languages may imply

different regions, cultures or countries. But this tiny differentiation may be easily

> Tea, sugar and camphor were the three major exports.
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overlooked, if cultural difference is taken for granted as in the previous cross-cultural
studies. Besides, one may even argue that these female images indeed serve merely
as the object of desire for male gaze as some scholars also find in the later commercial
posters (Goffman, 1979; Buker, 1996; Page, 2005). However, this slight variation
actually offers the very opportunity to subvert the superficial assimilability and tell us

the real stories behind the advertisements.

From the Pictorial Context to the Historical Context

There are often product names, company names, slogans, and calendars merged
into the frame of CSCP.  The juxtaposition of Chinese and Western characters is
actually the manifestation of a mixed culture that blends Chinese and Western,
traditional and modern components into Shanghai society in the early twentieth
century. “The frame,” in the narrow sense, means the composition of art design and
a technique to confine the visual realm. In the broad sense, “the frame” signifies the
multi-cultures hidden in its contents. Besides the visual signs, the linguistic signs
especially indicate the dimension, Shanghai, the Paris of the East, in the early
twentieth century. In other words, “the frame” symbolizes a limitation of
signification and a confinement of the tempro-spatial and cultural context of the

poster as in the following Figure 9.
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Fig 9 British American Tobacco (Wu & et al, 1994)

This “British American Tobacco” (BAT) poster in 1916 can be a perfect
example to see how Shanghai in the preliminarily modern China is illustrated and
depicted by the “the frame.”

The style of the picture in the BAT poster is under the influence of Renaissance
portraits. The human figure is against the background of perspective scenery. The
picture is firmly framed mostly by linguistic message. Calendars are placed on two
sides, one as “Western Calendar 1915-1916” on the left hand side, the other as
“Republic of China 4" year, Lunar Calendar year of Yi Mao (=! Ji1)” on the right hand
side. Both calendars are put in Chinese characters. The company name “British
American Tobacco” in Chinese is on the top of the poster, and various kinds of
cigarette pack, “The Three Castles,” “Atlas,” “Peacock,” “Pin Head,” and “Pirate” are
painted at the bottom.

The opposed Western and lunar calendars though stands for the clues of Western

18



culture in daily life, the use of Chinese characters and the Chinese style of calendar
layout imply that Western calendar is actually subordinate to Chinese lunar calendar.
Since the opening of Five-Treaty-Ports and English Concessions in 1843, Western
culture had been introduced to Shanghai for quite a while by 1916. However, people
still lived their lives according to the lunar calendar as in the agricultural society. It
indicates that, at that time, during the period of World War One, the life in southern
China was still economically agricultural and ideologically feudalistic.

The company name in Chinese helps people who do not know any foreign
language to figure out what kind of product is promoted. Nevertheless, the
co-existing Chinese and Western characters prove that Shanghai people are used to
foreign objects and exotic cultures in their daily life.  Since 1845, following the
English, the Western powers began to establish concessions in Shanghai.  “Countries
within the country” became an idiosyncratic phenomenon of Shanghai.  After 1890,
mass production and capitalism resulted from the Industrial Revolution and the idea
of stimulating consumption by means of advertising had already rooted in Shanghai.
British American Tobacco introduced the first offset printing machine to China and
initiated the circulation of numerous color printing pictures in 1911. Henceforth,
Shanghai was framed by the capitalism from the West.  In the mean time, Shanghai,
though still agricultural, was surrounded by Western culture and Western commaodity.

Thus, capitalism as well as Chinese tradition and feudalism build “the frame”
around “the female image” of CSCP.  As moving onward to a modern society,
Shanghai cultural and social context was so depicted, in spite of that “the female
image” in 1916 was a still foot-bound Chinese woman.

On June 1%, 1901, the Governor-General Office established Taiwan Sotokufu
Monopoly Bureau. At first, it monopolized the business of selling opium to Taiwan.

Later on, this monopoly policy gradually expanded to the export business of cash
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crops, including tea, banana, sugar, camphor, cigarette and wine. By 1910, the profit
of Sotokufu Monopoly Bureau was up to 40% of the colonial government’s income.
The Japanese economic exploitation of the colony, Taiwan, is obvious and planned.
The Oolong tea trade, for example, has been a major export product since 1860 and
owns its major customers in North America. However, by maneuvering the
monopoly and tax policies, the Governor-General Office eventually took over the
business. Only Japanese or Government-favored Taiwanese traders and no more
foreign (mostly English and American) businessmen were allowed to run the Oolong
tea business.

Actually, everything of the whole colony, crops, business, and even labor of
people, is under the control of and exploited by the colonial government. Women’s
labor is certainly not an exception. In Figure 5 and Figure 6, we may see the typical
scene of tea-picking women in the tea farm. These women belonged to the lowest
rank within the whole tea business. It was impossible for women to own a tea farm
(women are not entitled to inherit any possession); and it was also impossible for
them to appear in public to run a business (women were subordinate to men in
Chinese feudalistic patriarchy); and it was definitely impossible for them to play a
role and utter opinions in the political sphere (women were to obey the policies made
by men). The Office above the Japanese traders, and then the tea farmer, and finally
the tea-picking women, this was the hierarchy of the tea business in Taiwan during the
Japanese Occupation. These women were severely and multiply exploited by both
the capitalism and patriarchy; at the bottom of the business, they labored for the
production of the whole colony. They were subject to the male farm owners,
businessmen, and politicians. These obedient and diligent women though were at
the bottom, built the most solid basis of the colonial economy and indeed created the

most attractive and satisfactory image to the colonizer—Ilaboring women without
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subjectivity. Obedience and diligence were the virtues of Taiwanese women. They
promised the customers a perfect taste of Oolong tea.

In 1914, the Chinese tradition of foot-binding was already banned by the
Japanese colonial government, whereas the freed feet did not mean the liberation of
women but the ruling class’s condescending attitude toward the “uncivilized” tradition
of the colony and the need, embedded in this “civilized” policy, of female labor
contributing to the economic growth of Japanese Empire. Economic exploitation,
class oppression, female labor abuse, cultural discrimination, and sexism, providing
the clues, the Oolong tea posters tell us the story and situation of women during the
Japanese Occupation of Taiwan. The colonial government was the controlling hand
behind these women and the society. This hand imposed the colonial, capitalistic
and patriarchal desire on the female images of the print advertisements.

“A woman without talents is therefore virtuous.” Traditionally in Chinese
feudalistic society, attending husband and raising children are women’s major
responsibilities. Women are not allowed to show up in public. In 1903, the first
law concerning women education, “Kindergarten and Family Education Law”
(monyiangyuan yu chiatingchiaoyu changcheng), was announced by the Ch’ing
government. It stated that women should stay home learning Filial Obedience Book
for Women (nyu shiaoching), Four Books for Women (nyu seshu), and Biography of
Virtuous Women (lieh nyu chuang) or some necessary knowledge about home
economy. Women education was officially banned because it conflicted to the
traditional idea of “telling the difference between men and women [by literacy]” in
China. Furthermore, it would encourage a woman to choose her own husband
regardless of parents’ opinions.  Till 1907, “Women Elementary School Law”
emphasized that all the courses should not violate the convention of Chinese virtues

and courtesy. The educational goal was to turn women students to be “quiet, tender,

21



diligent” future wives and to keep them away from wild and vulgar customs.

Women students could not go to the same school with men and had no right for the
higher education. Shanghai might be one of the earliest modernized and westernized
cities in China. The Episcopal Church established Bridgman Memorial School for
Girls in Shanghai, 1850. However, the first woman student was not accepted by
Private Tatung College until 1916 (Chronology of Shanghai Women Editorial Council,
2000).

Then, in this conservative and feudalistic social context, who is the displayed
foot-bound woman painted in the BAT poster (Figure 9)?  She is definitely not an
ordinary daughter or housewife whose appearance in public is forbidden. Her
costume and appearance, on the other hand, imply she is not a westernized woman.

In the tempro-spatial context, it is very possible she is a famous prostitute who is used
to show herself in public, and the public reckons her exhibition common and
unoffending.’

From some photographs of Shanghai in the same period, the study finds a
picture, shown as Figure 10, of Ping-shiang Li, a famous poet prostitute, whose facial

features, costume, and pose are similar to the woman in the BAT poster.

® A research on the costume and fashion of late Ch’ing Dynasty indicates that the
costumes of women in CSCP and of the famous prostitutes are quite alike (Juan,
2002).
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The style of displaying the female image in two pictures is identical. Both
the photographer and the painter arrange the same items for the portraits, such as
flowers in hand, bonsais and splendor clothing. The same aesthetic choice confirms
that the female image adopted by the Western advertiser is based on the value of local
and popular culture. Even though the woman in BAT poster may not be Li, it is
obvious this popular female figure was not a fine daughter or a virtuous housewife
praised officially by the mainstream China. Subversively, this popular female image
represented the culture and the value system that was positively identified by the
contemporary Shanghai people.

In 1898, Tienshihchai Huabao printed a “Skirts Party” (ch’unch’aitahui)
covering Shanghai mayor’s wife invited both Chinese and foreign upper ladies for the
establishment of a Shanghai women school.  Attendees included wives of foreign

ambassadors and lawyers, sisters of the church, wives of Chinese officers, and a
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courtesan of a pharmaceutical businessman (Yieh, 1998). In 1903, an American
missionary, Gilbert Reid restarted the International Institute of China in Shanghai.
Not only the socialites but also some famous prostitutes attended at the inauguration.
“Prostitutes appear as socialites and celebrities in public is unique in Shanghai” (Yieh,
1998: 144). Actually, in late Ch’ing Dynasty, high-class prostitutes are “the first
group of working girls in Chinese society.” “They are few women who can show up
in public and therefore are responsible for the public relations” (Hsu, 1998: 120).
Tabloids in Shanghai often treated these prostitutes as celebrities and gossiped the
fashion of their costumes and writings.  Ping-shiang Li, the poet prostitute, used to
be described as “a modern Ch’ing-chao Li” (a famous woman poet in Soong Dynasty)
and praised as a wonderful woman with writing talent (Hershatter, 1997). That is to
say, these educated, economically independent, and out-going women had already
found their position in the popular culture, and their popularity and charm was exactly
the reason why the Western advertisers would choose them as models in CSCP. The
female image in CSCP is the evidence of a powerful female subjectivity transgressing
the conservative and moral frames built by the patriarchy and feudalistic tradition.
During 1910’s, women in Shanghai, a setting of the mixed Chinese and Western
cultures, a transitional state between feudalism and capitalism, gradually seized the
power and became aggressive. The traditional belief, “women without talents are
therefore virtuous,” was finally overturned by the popular culture because of the
opportunity offered by the capitalism from the West.

Hence, the female image of BAT in 1916 is no longer merely a foot-bound,
feudalism-and-capitalism-framed, and conservative Chinese woman. This female
image signifies the subjectivity that possesses the subversive power and ready to grow
beyond the frame. Soon, after the May Fourth Movement in 1919, women were

allowed to enter the university (Wu, 1998).
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The Women Status

In later years of the Japanese Occupation (1937-1945), the modernization of
Taiwan had gradually accomplished as the Office of Governor-General planed.
Comparing to many places and cities in Mainland China, Taiwan had been an
outstanding and advanced area, due to the Japanese colonial government’s efforts on
education, public hygiene, and infrastructure, etc. Taiwan was then a showpiece of
Japanese “model colony.” Japanese Occupation certainly led to the modernization
and westernization of Taiwanese society; however, these efforts meant to transform
Taiwan into an ideal colony that will more efficiently provide the need of inland Japan.
The development was parallel to the exploitation under Japanese colonial ruling.

Women seemed freer than before. They were allowed to gain education, walk
out of the family, have a job, participate in social movements, and join women
societies. In Figure 11, we may find an ad of Kikumoto Department Store, the first
department store established in Taiwan area. It shows that the fashion in Taiwan
society was no more bound feet, Cheongsam, or Han Chinese clothing. The female
image on the ad was a modern and westernized figure. It is true that the successful
duplication of the modernized Japanese education system benefited to the liberation
of Taiwanese women significantly. The organization of women society was also
introduced to Taiwan as shown in Figure 12. The well-educated and confident
woman figure was the representative of the contemporary female intellectuals.
However, these progress and development of women’s rights were all under the
cautious plan of Japanese colonizing. Women were the strong base of the colonized
society and also one of the important sources of labor for the ruling country,

especially in the wartime.
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Fig 11 Kikumoto Department Store newspaper ad Fig 12 Taiwan Women magazine cover

The Second Sino-Japanese War began in 1937. The shortag of resources had
become more and more serious in Japan. The ruling country relied on the colony for
both the supply of the materials and the recruiting of army. Women power was
never neglected in the wartime.  Through education and various activities, Taiwanese
women had already identified themselves as “Women of the (Japanese) Empire,”
“Mothers (Wives) of the (Japanese) Soldiers,” “Industrial Fighters (Suppliers)” (Yang,
1993 & 1994; Chang, 1999).  The female images on the print materials in the war
period were mostly belonging to this category of utilizing women power, as in Figures

13-16.
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Fig 13 Women Power magazine cover

Fig 15 First Aid in War book cover Fig 16 A musical ad on newspaper

Observing the “type of code” of these prints, we may find that the target
audience is Japanese-speaking people and the “goal” of these prints is obviously
propagandistic--women’s participation in the wartime is imperative.

The Assimilation Movement since 1919 reinforced Taiwanese people’s
subjection to Japanese ruling and culture. Later on, Kominka Movement since 1937

further strengthened Taiwanese loyalty to the Japanese Emperor. Japan was
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gradually and finally regarded as the mother country to some Taiwanese people.
The extreme success of Japanese colonizing and women policy can be

represented by the following poster as in Figure 17:

Fig 17 “Working Hard Is Patriotic” propaganda poster

Taiwanese women’s production, subjection and participation in wartime served
Japan, the mother country, exclusively. The female images demonstrate the perfect
combination of Taiwanese and Japanese women virtues, diligent and obedient. The
background is the landscape and harvesting field of Taiwan but the rising-above
Japanese national flag reminds us of what the real ruling power is.  The linguistic
text, “working hard is patriotic,” and the pictorial text, laboring women, accurately
depicts the women in the first and successful Japanese colonial Island of Formosa,
Taiwan.

Shanghai society experienced radical changes in 1920’s.  Foot binding,
prostitution, and concubinage were all considered as outdated feudalistic customs by
the intellectuals. The image of high-class prostitutes gradually disappeared from
CSCP, retreated from the popular culture, and eventually faded away against the
background of the growing numbers of college women and the flourishing film and
entertainment business (Hershatter, 1997). Meanwhile, Li, the poet prostitute,

retired and started an art studio (Shieh, 1996). Movie stars acted as college women
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holding books (for example, the series of “Indanthrene Cloth” ads), as sporty women,
nature-loving energetic women, or modern housewives enjoying the Western style of

life were becoming the new female images on CSCP in 1930°s.

Fig 18 Stomach-ache Pills (Wu & et al,1994) Fig 19 Great Eastern Dispensary
(Chiang, 1994)

In Figure 18, the woman of the “Stomach-ache Pills” poster in 1931 was never
again shy and reserved. Although the model was a Chinese woman, her costume and
jewelry are obviously westernized. Her gesture and facial expression revealed
self-confidence. The background of the picture is a living room in western style.

The fireplace, chandelier, sofas, and the portrait of the host all together create a luxury,
spectacular and voguish atmosphere.  Besides the ideal modern family life, CSCP of
the 1930’s also depicted women in the magnificent dancing ballrooms, such as “Wusi
Maolun Silk and Satin Shop” and “Insecticidal Incense” posters (Chiang, 1994).

Dazzling, slim fit cutting, half back and side slit cheongsams and the gorgeous
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dancing hall illuminated the luxury and hedonic Shanghai at that time.

In Figure 19, the picture of a young lady in a boat is one of the famous sports
series of CSCP during its meridian period. Swimming, tennis, horse riding, golf,
biking or even flying planes, women joined all kinds of sports and outdoor activities.
The female image of CSCP in 1930’s was not thin-narrow-shouldered and no longer
languid and fragile. Women were healthy, strong and sporty in the posters. Even
the male artist of “Great Eastern Dispensary” poster might draw the half-covered
breasts on purpose and this demonstration of female body might not be acceptable for
every consumer. It cannot be denied that the consumers’ attitude toward female
body had been changed dramatically within a decade.

Besides reflecting the daily life and popular culture, the female image of CSCP
offers an opportunity to understand the value system and the aesthetic judgment of the
era (Chen, 2004). Especially when more and more women become capable of
purchasing products, the advertisers dare not use those images that may offend female
consumers. Westernized objects imply the modernization; splendid decorations
suggest luxury life style; strong and healthy body signifies self-confidence and
independence. These elements of CSCP in 1930°s enriched the imagination of a
better future life for the audience. Neither subordinate to men nor the passive and
weak second sex were women in the meantime. Confident, aggressive and active,
Shanghai women were popular and admired as a visiting writer from Taiwan had
recounted:

[Shanghai women are] much more active than Taiwan women. They
deliver speeches in public and participate in patriotic activities and women’s
rights movements. They are talented both in writing and fighting. They are

women warriors (Hsu, 1998: 214-215).
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Shanghai is a women’s world. They are like Persephone bringing the
real spring to Shanghai. On the streets or around the corners, lonely and dull it

would be if without women (Hsu, 1998: 243-244).

Conclusion

Thus, it is to be asserted that the differences and development of the female
images of CSCP illustrate and write out the history of Chinese women’s obtaining
economic independence. Nevertheless, this women’s economic independence is
synchronal to the awakening of female subjectivity. Most of the existing
scholarships tend to reckon that the female images of CSCP are the evidences of
objectified female body (Shen, 1999 & 2005). However, after this pictorial semiotic
analysis, “female image” as an ad icon can be treated not merely a consumed and
desired object. Because of the invasion of capitalism and the stimulation of free
market, Chinese women paradoxically gain the opportunity to participate in the
production and eventually achieve the financial independence. During the period of
1910’s - 1930’s, Shanghai women indeed obtained the supreme women’s rights ever
in Chinese history.

On the other hand, the success of Japanese colonizing did not promise the
progress of Taiwanese women’s social status. The modernization is parallel to the
exploitation and the oppression has never been cancelled by the colonizing. The
female images in the print advertisements finally tell their own stories and rewrite the
history written by the hands of male colonizers. The oppression and exploitation are
thus multiple, complicated and interwoven by capitalism, patriarchy, racism and most
of all, colonialism.

The raison d'étre of cultural differences is tempro-spatial and dialectic.

Linguistically and ethnically, Shanghai and Taiwan might be so much alike during
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those years. However, by appropriating pictorial semiotics, we analyze the four
features of the target texts and are able to tell the dissimilarity from the similar
layout of posters and print ads.  The signification of these very alike female images
differs from each other when the social context is concerned. Cultural difference is
not as natural as it should be in different regions whereas cultural shocks exist
among the ethnically related groups. The study finds political and economic
powers play tremendously important roles to affect the contemporary women status.
However, in the cases of Shanghai and Taiwan, one can never assert that the lower
the level of ad gender stereotype is, the higher the culture is more developed or
civilized. Female images in ads are (re-)telling their own stories. In Shanghai,
capitalism did not necessarily result in the commaodification of women and gender
stereotype as feminists point out. Neither did (colonial) modernization bring out
higher women status in Taiwan. The history represented and retold by the female
images of the print ads in the early twentieth century is rather dialectic than
dogmatic as that of “his story.” Or subversive, it may be when the “female image”

often signifying beyond the “frame” (Sun & Chen, 2008).
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