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    Introduction


    
      Examining Cultural Flows
    


    
      Lisa Funnell and Man-Fung Yip
    


    
      The shift towards the transnational has been one of the most prominent trends within film studies generally, and
      Chinese-language cinema studies more specifically, over the past 10 to 15 years. A growing number of publications
      have appeared that move beyond the standard national cinema paradigm and reconsider film historiography from a
      transnational perspective.1
      But, as noted by Song Hwee Lim, the description of a cinema as transnational does not necessarily displace the
      notion of the national but rather repositions it within a broader geopolitical and cultural framework (5).
      Continuing and developing this rapidly expanding area of inquiry, this collection explores the transnational
      flows and connections between two major film industries and cultures, namely American and Chinese- language
      cinemas.
    


    
      Hollywood is a leader in global film culture. For decades, Hollywood has saturated the international film market
      with its products, enjoyed some of the largest box-office returns, and maintained consistent (popular) cultural
      influence beyond a single picture or cycle of films. In the Chinese-speaking world, Hollywood made its presence
      felt as early as in the Shanghai cinema of the 1920s and 1930s, not only dominating the local film market but
      also providing a model, both commercial and aesthetic, for many Chinese filmmakers and film producers. Although
      this presence was diminished after the establishment of a Chinese communist regime in 1949, Hollywood films
      continued to exert a major impact on both the Hong Kong and Taiwan film industries during the postwar era. In the
      1990s, as China began to loosen its restrictions on foreign film imports, Hollywood became attentive (again) to
      the huge and largely untapped mainland Chinese film market, which comprised (as of the mid-2000s) over 200
      million moviegoers—not including the 60 million ethnic Chinese living in Taiwan, Hong Kong, the United States,
      and Canada and throughout Southeast Asia (Curtin 1). In order to generate box-office revenue in the
      Chinese-speaking world, American production companies began investing in Chinese co-productions; setting up
      production centers in mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong; and incorporating Chinese themes, actors, and
      commercial products into their films. Michael Curtin describes Hollywood’s tactics as “the latest turn in a
      strategy that has perpetuated American media dominance in global markets for almost a century
      and contributed to the homogenization of popular culture under the aegis of Western institutions” (1).
    


    
      While Curtin is right in pointing out that Hollywood’s growing focus on the Chinese-speaking film market is
      nothing new but a continuation of its longstanding strategy of overseas market penetration, his reduction of such
      a strategy to “American media dominance” and “homogenization of popular culture” is perhaps too hasty and has to
      be read with caution. Critics frequently describe the influence of “America,” through Hollywood and other
      cultural industries, as a form of “cultural imperialism,” but such a view often fails to address the complex
      dynamics involved in transnational cultural flows. Zhiwei Xiao argues that scholars typically stress Western
      domination—which is often construed as Americanization—rather than the role of agency and appropriation in the
      cultural transaction (88). The problem of cultural imperialism theory, according to Ryan Dunch, is that colonized
      people are viewed as passive recipients of Western cultural texts, a sentiment that relays a condescending
      attitude towards the subalterns (302). Despite its laudable emphasis on unequal cultural relationships, then, the
      concept of cultural imperialism cannot adequately account for the active reception and creative reinvention of
      American (popular/film) culture in the Chinese-speaking world. Moreover, the idea entails a unidirectional model
      of interaction that addresses neither the counter-flows of Chinese-language films into the American film market
      nor the influence of Chinese filmmakers, film stars, and aesthetics in Hollywood.
    


    
      While focusing on a variety of transnational formations, the chapters in this collection seek to reconsider
      Sino-American film exchanges beyond the cultural imperialism paradigm and emphasize instead the processes of
      appropriation and reception and/or the multidirectional nature of cultural flows. Taken together, the chapters
      not only bring a broad historical perspective to the subject, focusing as much on the Hollywood influence on
      early Shanghai films as on the intensifying flows between American and Chinese-language cinemas in recent
      decades; they also attest to this collection’s goal of a multileveled and multidimensional approach, one that
      recognizes cinematic transnationalism as a complex phenomenon taking place at various levels of film production,
      distribution, and reception.
    


    
      This collection consists of four parts, each emphasizing and exploring Sino-American film flows at a particular
      level of analysis. The first part, Style, Narrative, Form, examines how elements of
      narrative and film style circulate across borders and become the objects of appropriation for filmmakers. Zhiwei
      Xiao considers the phenomenon of Chinese remakes of American films during the 1930s and explores the ways in
      which Chinese filmmakers copied, appropriated, and subsequently transformed Hollywood’s original film texts. He
      argues that early Chinese films need to be understood in connection with the Hollywood films that were
      distributed in China because, in many cases, the latter functioned as crucial subtexts against which the Chinese
      productions were conceived and deliberately set to contrast. Alison Hulme discusses the
      emergence of what she calls the “two cinemas” of 1930s Shanghai—Hollywood-influenced films and the critical
      realism tradition— within the political context of the time. These two co-existing cinemas, she goes on to argue,
      can be seen as a precursor for the existence of capitalist and communist dreams in current-day China. Katherine
      Spring discusses the influence of the global digital transformation on the rise of the “synth-pop” score in Hong
      Kong cinema and its concomitant assimilation of Hollywood soundtrack style. Examining the music from John Woo’s
      A Better Tomorrow (1986), Spring draws attention to the possibility of a “glocal”
      aesthetic in Hong Kong film music that is informed by Hollywood scoring practices. Kin-Yan Szeto considers Ang
      Lee’s Life of Pi (2012) within the larger context of both his English- and
      Chinese-language films and investigates how he critically explores the sensibility of desire through film
      narrative, cinematography, spectacle, and cross-cultural ideological engagements.
    


    
      The second part, Genre, explores the copious ways in which genre functions as a
      “contact zone” where American and Chinese-language cinemas meet and interact with one another. Kwai-Cheung Lo
      considers the development of the “minority nationality film” in mainland Chinese cinema during the 1950s and
      1960s. He examines how this emerging genre became a substitute for Hollywood films in the People’s Republic of
      China while paradoxically contributing to the state policy of creating a “national style.” Man-Fung Yip discusses
      Hong Kong-based martial arts/action films of the 1970s and 1980s as an example of “minor transnationalism” and
      explores the complex processes of appropriation, negotiation, and cultural translation at work in these films.
      Vivian Lee considers the intertextual references between recent Chinese war films and their American and East
      Asian counterparts. In particular, she examines how Chinese filmmakers utilize generic conventions and paradigms
      in Western cinema to serve specific aesthetic, ideological, and commercial ends.
    


    
      The third part, Marketing, Exhibition, Reception, considers the various ways in which
      film, film culture, and film stars are marketed and consumed across national borders. Weihong Bao and Nathaniel
      Brennan explore the meaning-making process surrounding Chinese-language cinema both at a site of production
      (Chongqing) and at a site of exhibition (New York) in order to explore how its politics of reception are tied to
      ethnic community, geopolitics, and international communication. Their chapter illustrates how film distribution
      and exhibition networks operate as sites of meaning production, discursive struggle, and community formation.
      Brian Hu moves beyond the concept of nostalgia to examine why overseas Chinese consume Chinese-language films. He
      considers Chinese-language cinema within the context of immigrant communities and argues that Chinese-language
      movie theaters provide semi-private spaces for ethnic minorities. Lunpeng Ma explores the consumption of
      Hollywood in postwar China, focusing specifically on the film magazines The Metro
      News and Western Movie Pictorial. He considers how Hollywood—its stars, films,
      studios, and cinema system—was presented, translated, and consumed through print culture. Yiman Wang retraces
      Anna May Wong’s controversial reception in prewar and wartime China utilizing newly discovered archival
      materials. She argues for the importance of a “third” term of Sino-American film interactions that centers on the
      film activities of diasporic Chinese.
    


    
      The fourth part, Performance, Identity, Representation, considers how contemporary
      Chinese-language and American films engage in discourses of national, ethnic, and/or racial exchange through both
      content (i.e. how the films convey meaning through casting, characterization, and identity performance) and
      context (i.e. how the films themselves perform identities via funding and distribution). Victor Fan considers the
      Chinese Fifth Generation in terms of inter-regional discourse and explores the cultural synergy between mainland
      China, Hollywood, and Hong Kong in the 1980s and 1990s. He explores the “failure” of these films to perform
      Chinese nationality and views them as a form of American independent film that was outsourced to the studios and
      production companies in the People’s Republic. Finally, Kenneth Chan examines techno-Orientalism and the
      representation of the violent ethnic other in the American film Dark Matter (2007),
      directed by Chen Shi-Zheng.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. Examples of this burgeoning trend of publications include the
        following collections: Elizabeth Ezra and Terry Rowden’s Transnational Cinema: The Film
        Reader (2006), Nataša Durovicová and Kathleen Newman’s World Cinemas, Transnational
        Perspectives (2009), Leon Hunt and Leung Wing-Fai’s East Asian Cinemas: Exploring
        Transnational Connections on Film (2008), Philippa Gates and Lisa Funnell’s Transnational Asian Identities in PanPacific Cinemas: The Reel Asian Exchange (2012), and
        Matthias Krings and Onookome Okome’s Global Nollywood: The Transnational Dimensions of an
        African Video Film Industry (2013). For examples specifically on Chineselanguage cinema, see Sheldon
        Hsia-Peng Lu’s Transnational Chinese Cinemas: Identity, Nationhood, and Gender
        (1997) and Lingzhen Wang’s Chinese Women’s Cinema: Transnational Contexts (2011).
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    Section I
    

    Style, Narrative, Form

  


  
    1 For Better or Worse, Don't Change Your Husband!
    Remakes and Appropriations of American Films in Republican China, 1911–1949


    
      Zhiwei Xiao
    


    
      As one of the most important forces shaping the global cultural landscape, Hollywood’s importance is partially
      reflected in the fact that no serious account of other national cinemas is possible without sufficient knowledge
      and understanding of it. For example, anyone writing about early Chinese cinema has to take into account that
      during much of the first half of the twentieth century, 80 to 85 percent of the films shown in the country’s
      movie theaters were Hollywood products. This fundamental fact necessitates a different way of conceptualizing
      Chinese film history and compels scholars to look at the narrative style, cinematic techniques, and aesthetic
      orientations of Chinese cinema in terms of the domestic film industry’s survival strategies, driven by the need
      to develop a competitive advantage against Hollywood. In this regard, the observation by Stephen Crofts that
      national cinema is usually defined against Hollywood seems to apply to the Chinese case as well (49). A fuller
      and more nuanced understanding of early Chinese cinema thus requires more attention to Hollywood and its impact
      on the Chinese film industry. This chapter is an attempt to examine a prominent trend in early Chinese
      filmmaking, namely the Chinese remakes of American films. By demonstrating the ways in which Chinese filmmakers
      copied, appropriated, and eventually transformed Hollywood’s original film texts through the remake process, I
      argue that early Chinese films need to be understood in connection with the American films that were distributed
      in China because in many cases, the latter were the crucial subtexts against which the Chinese productions were
      conceived and deliberately set to contrast.1
    


    
      Scholarly assessment of Hollywood’s impact on Chinese filmmaking has undergone a noticeable shift in recent
      years. In contrast to the conventional view of early Chinese cinema as mere copies and imitations of American
      films, a new generation of scholars stresses the agency of Chinese filmmakers by focusing on the ways in which
      the Hollywood model was appropriated, adapted, and transformed to address local conditions.2 Yet, regardless of one’s position on the
      issue, the majority of the scholarship on this subject seems to be more preoccupied with the “long take” than the
      “close-up”—that is, most published work tends to discuss the general picture of Hollywood’s presence in China
      rather than offering detailed case studies of Hollywood’s impact on specific films. By
      exploring the phenomenon of Chinese remakes of American films during the 1930s through case studies, this chapter
      demonstrates that Chinese filmmakers often directly borrowed ideas and techniques from Hollywood films but then
      rewrote and transformed the American originals. This common practice represents an important aspect of Chinese
      cinema in the pre-communist era and deserves more scholarly attention.
    


    
      While primarily situated in the context of Chinese film studies, this chapter also bears relevance to the
      scholarly literature on film remakes. Most of the published work on this subject seems to be preoccupied with
      Hollywood remaking foreign films or producing updated versions of its own earlier box-office
      successes.3 However, as a
      number of recent studies suggest, filmmakers in other countries have been engaged in similar practices by copying
      American films. Just as Bollywood films “quote, borrow from, and transform Hollywood’s original texts” (Richards
      349) and Spanish filmmakers “copied” American films in the late twentieth century (Herbert 31), Chinese
      filmmakers did the same in the early twentieth century and continue to do so today. As Rashna Wadia Richards has
      proposed, we need to move away from a Hollywood-centered approach and broaden our perspective to include other
      varieties of the remake phenomenon (344). By discussing the Chinese remakes of American films, I hope to both
      complicate and enrich the current discourse on the subject.
    


    Don't Change Your Husband: One Tale, Two Versions


    
      In 1928 Da Zhonghua-Baihe Film Company in Shanghai produced a film called Qinghai chong
      wen, the literal translation of which reads something like “kisses again.” Yet the film’s producer
      followed the common practice of the time by providing film captions in both Chinese and English and giving the
      film an English title, which is identical to that of Cecil B. DeMille’s 1919 Hollywood production, Don’t Change Your Husband. Whether the choice of this English title was motivated by a desire to
      exploit the publicity generated by DeMille’s film or intended as homage and acknowledgment, it deliberately sets
      the film against a prior Hollywood text and invites a comparative viewing.4
    


    
      Don’t Change Your Husband is the second film in DeMille’s trilogy about marriage and
      divorce, which began with Old Wives for New (1918) and ended with Why Change Your Wife (1920) (Higashi 56). The film opens with a caption that reads: “This film
      does not deal with the tread of victorious armies, nor defeated Huns—but is just a little sidelight on the inner
      life of Mr. and Mrs. Porter—who found that they should not have looked for their marital troubles with a
      telescope—but with a microscope.” Immediately, DeMille frames his story as a conjugal issue and in psychological
      terms. Leila Porter, the wife, is unhappy with her husband, James Porter, because he has many
      habits that she finds annoying: he drops his cigar ashes everywhere, eats onions, and does not wear his collar
      properly. Worst of all, he neglects Leila’s emotional needs and even forgets their wedding anniversary. Leila is
      finally fed up with him and decides to spend a weekend with her friend, Mrs. Huckney, at the latter’s country
      house. While there, she falls in love with Mrs. Huckney’s nephew, a man named Schuyler Van Sutphen, who offers a
      contrast to her husband in every possible way: he is attentive, good-mannered, and always dressed meticulously.
      But shortly after Leila divorces James and marries Schuyler, she finds serious flaws in her new husband: Schuyler
      is financially broke and even uses Leila’s money to keep a mistress.
    


    
      James, on the other hand, begins to reform himself after the divorce. He regularly works out with a personal
      trainer, shaves his mustache, makes efforts to dress properly, and spares no expense to look polished. Even his
      Chinese servant, who used to wear a long Chinese gown before the divorce, is now dressed in a Western suit. James
      has also stopped eating onions, and this change, which is arguably reflective of his overall transformation, is
      made clear to Leila when they have dinner together. More importantly, the film gives the impression that the
      personal improvements of James go hand in hand with his newfound career success; a close-up of newspaper
      headlines informs the audience that he has been promoted to president of a trust company.
    


    
      While the film initially contrasts James and Schuyler through costuming, mannerisms, and attentiveness to Leila,
      it later compares them by juxtaposing James’ growth with Schuyler’s degeneration. For example, Schuyler may not
      drop his cigar ashes everywhere or put his feet on Leila’s knitting work as James did, but he throws his
      matchsticks all over the place and snatches the newspaper from Leila’s hands before she has finished reading it.
      Likewise, although James used to stay at work late into the night, Schuyler is worse and only uses “working late”
      as an excuse to spend time with his mistress. With his changes, James is rewarded with a promotion by his
      company, while the moral deficiencies of Schuyler have resulted in the failure of his business. It comes as no
      surprise that Leila, upon learning about Schuyler’s extramarital affair and financial troubles, leaves him and
      remarries James. Interestingly, the film hints that James has somewhat “ returned” to his old ways after they
      remarry. In the final scenes of the film, Leila can be seen playing solitaire with James seated next to her;
      although James no longer drops cigar ash onto her cards, he still buries himself in his newspaper. Leila seems
      more willing to accept some of his habits because James offers her the emotional attention she desires. The film
      ends with James remembering their anniversary and giving Leila a present he picked out well ahead of time.
    


    
      The Chinese version of Don’t Change Your Husband is notably different. The film
      begins with a man named Chen Mengtian, a dandy college student, returning home in his limousine after a long
      night of wild partying. He looks drunk and wretched, with an equally inebriated girl leaning
      on his shoulder. Their car even knocks a street peddler to the ground and speeds away without stopping. The film
      then cuts to the male protagonist, Wang Qimin, who shows up at work late one morning and is fired as a result.
      Back at home, Wang’s wife, Xie Lijun, is seen cleaning the house. As she dusts the desk, the scene cuts to a
      close-up of a photo frame that has the portraits of her and her husband juxtaposed next to each other. She pauses
      briefly and then replaces her husband’s portrait with a picture of Chen. As she looks at Chen’s picture
      affectionately, the caption reads: “Babe, you have not written me for days and I am not going to let you get away
      with this.” It is clear that she and Chen have been having an affair. As Xie sits down and begins to write to
      Chen, Wang comes home, much to Xie’s surprise. Wang notices the change in the photo frame and confronts Xie about
      it. Xie is defiant and runs away. At this moment, Wang’s mother returns with groceries. Wang shows her a letter
      Chen wrote to Xie, which Wang intercepted early that morning, causing him to arrive late for work.
    


    
      In the next scene, Wang’s mother shows up at her in-laws’ house with the letter and demands an explanation. Xie’s
      mother claims ignorance about the affair, but as soon as Wang’s mother leaves, she tells her servants to go to
      Chen’s place to bring Xie home. Meanwhile, after leaving home, Xie goes to Chen’s apartment only to find him
      driving away with another woman. She is devastated and collapses to the ground. Fortunately, the servants show up
      and bring her home in an automobile. Later, Xie’s mother manages to have Chen brought to her house to discuss the
      situation. Chen suggests that Xie divorce Wang and marry him. A few days later, the two parties—Wang accompanied
      by his mother and Xie escorted by her mother along with Chen—meet in a divorce attorney’s office. When it comes
      to signing the legal papers, Wang is apparently reluctant to go through with the proceedings and Xie also seems
      to have a moment of hesitation, but they both have agents eager to act on their behalves: while Wang’s mother
      signs the papers for him, Chen grabs Xie’s hand and makes her sign the documents as well.
    


    
      After the divorce, Wang’s mother watches her son languishing in depression but is powerless to help him. In the
      meantime, Xie begins living with Chen despite her concern over his faithfulness. As Chen keeps repeating his
      devotion to her, there is a close-up of Chen’s maid, who, upon overhearing his promises, bursts into a sarcastic
      laugh behind his back. Things get more complicated when Xie’s father, an upright and tradition-minded gentleman
      who is unaware of his daughter’s divorce because he spends most of his time in another town tending his business,
      returns home to attend a birthday party given in his honor. Not wanting him to learn about his daughter’s
      divorce, Xie’s mother begs Wang to show up at the birthday celebration and to pretend that nothing has happened.
      Wang agrees to cooperate but cannot hide his true emotions during the party. In the end, the old man learns of
      the truth and condemns his daughter’s behavior. Meanwhile, Chen receives a telegram from his father, who
      threatens to cut off further financial support if Chen does not return home immediately to
      consummate his marriage to a girl to whom he is betrothed. Faced with his father’s ultimatum, Chen quickly packs
      his suitcase and hurries home.
    


    
      Devastated by Chen’s abandonment, Xie falls unconscious. Her father decides that the best solution to the mess is
      for Wang to take her back. Wang agrees but has to convince his mother to forgive Xie. His mother reluctantly
      accepts the proposal, and Xie, still unconscious, is brought back to Wang’s house. When she wakes up and realizes
      what has happened, she runs to a waterfront and attempts to kill herself. Fortunately, Wang has been following
      her and arrives in time to save her. In the final scene, the couple embraces, and the film ends with Wang saying
      to a repentant Xie: “Knowing that you are remorseful and have a good conscience I now love you even more.”
    


    A Comparative Analysis


    
      Given that the Chinese version of Don’t Change Your Husband shares with its American
      precedent a basic narrative structure, one that involves a modern housewife being fed up with her good but boring
      husband, seeking a more gratifying relationship outside marriage, but ultimately finding herself disillusioned
      with her lover and returning to her husband, we can reasonably view the Chinese film as a “remake.” On the
      surface, the film’s use of an English title seems to be motivated by the desire to appeal to the overseas Chinese
      audience, most of whom were not able to read Chinese. In fact, since overseas Chinese communities represented a
      major market outlet for films produced in China, it was quite common for Chinese films to have English subtitles
      during the 1920s and 1930s. But in this specific case, there is arguably a deeper reason for using an English
      title invoking DeMille’s film. To me, the identical title not only confirms and acknowledges DeMille’s film as a
      source of inspiration but also deliberately enlists it as a subtext that highlights the variations as well as
      deviations in the Chinese film from the original text.
    


    
      As a marker of the films’ thematic thrust, the title of DeMille’s film and its Chinese remake seems to position
      them as a morality tale, a warning to married women that they should be content with their current marriages
      because any attempts at finding an ideal husband are not simply illusionary but dangerous and ruinous. In both
      films, Xie and Leila are unhappy with their husbands, who may be honest, hardworking, and caring but who are also
      dull and unromantic, which leaves the two women feeling unsatisfied. As Leila complains to her husband, “Jim, I
      know it will hurt you, but I can’t stand this corn beef and cabbage existence any longer.” In Xie’s case,
      although she does not clearly reveal why she no longer loves her husband, it is clear that her lover is more
      attentive to her and brings her cigarettes, wine, and other items of sensuous pleasure. While the lovers in both
      films appear dashing and attractive on the surface, they are presented as being morally corrupt on the inside. In
      addition to cheating on their women, there are other details that cast them in a negative light. At the end of
      DeMille’s film, for example, Schuyler is seen wooing another woman, using the same line he used to seduce Leila
      earlier. Likewise, Chen in the Chinese remake is presented as callous and irresponsible in the hit-and-run scene
      at the beginning of the film. In this regard, a contemporary review seems to be too generous in describing the
      film as a play with no villain (“Juchang xiaoxi” 2).
    


    
      It is also worth noting that the wives in both films begin to cross the line of conjugal fidelity before their
      marriages are dissolved. Just as Leila flirts with Schuyler and indulges in an elaborate fantasy sequence in
      which she and Schuyler are half-naked and dancing in the Garden of Eden, Xie too has apparently committed
      adultery before divorce, as evidenced by the letters between her and Chen. In each case, a particular symbolic
      detail is used to signify the “trespassing.” During the dinner sequence in DeMille’s film, Schuyler is seen, in
      close-up, knocking down a male figurine (standing for James) on the dining table and placing another (presumably
      representing Schuyler himself) next to the figurine of Leila, who has no objection to what he is doing. In the
      Chinese version, Xie replaces Wang’s picture in their wedding photo frame with that of Chen. In both films, it is
      the wife who is unhappy with her married life, crosses the line of propriety, and initiates divorce. She is also
      the one who suffers the consequences of her choice. Both Leila and Xie are betrayed by the men whom they perceive
      as better alternatives to their husbands. Schuyler keeps a mistress after marrying Leila, and Chen simultaneously
      has several relationships, including an engagement, albeit one arranged by his parents, while courting Xie. In
      the end, both Leila and Xie are forgiven and taken back by their all-loving and understanding husbands. From
      today’s vantage point, it is rather puzzling why some of DeMille’s contemporary critics would think of him as
      often taking “the feminine point of view” in Don’t Change Your Husband (“Hundreds”
      II11).
    


    
      Despite the similarities in subject matter, narrative structure, and message, the two versions of Don’t Change Your Husband are drastically different in their perspectives on issues related to
      family, marriage, infidelity, and divorce. First, the marital issues of the two couples unfold against the
      backdrop of different family structures. Although no kids are involved in either case, Leila and James fit the
      standard definition of a nuclear family: they live by themselves as two independent adult individuals, and their
      parents make no appearance whatsoever in the film. In contrast, the love triangle in the Chinese remake involves
      three different families, and the role of the parents is crucial in the development of the story. First, Wang’s
      mother lives with Wang and Xie after they are married. We do not know to what extent Xie’s unhappiness with her
      marriage could be attributed to her daily interactions with her mother-in-law, but the film does show that Wang’s
      mother has no affection for Xie, and as soon as she learns of Xie’s extramarital affair, she is eager to denounce
      her. In fact, she overrides her son’s reluctance to go forward with the divorce proceedings and acts as his agent
      to sign the legal papers. In the case of Xie, her mother has been endorsing her affair with Chen and encouraging
      her to leave Wang. She goes to the divorce attorney’s office with Xie and helps to cover things up during the
      birthday party for Xie’s father. Interestingly, as the patriarch of the family, Xie’s father objects to his
      daughter’s conduct and refuses to accept Chen as his new son-in-law. His position rules out the possibility for
      Xie and Chen to live together legitimately and raises the dramatic tension of the film. At this point, the
      director resorts to an easy way out of this impasse: Chen’s father steps in. Although Chen’s father is not
      visible on the screen, his power and authority are fully demonstrated in the telegram he sends to his son, which
      orders Chen to return home to consummate the marriage that has been arranged for him.
    


    
      It is clear that, unlike their counterparts in DeMille’s film, the protagonists in the Chinese remake are not
      independent individuals in charge of their own lives; instead, their lives are intertwined with those of their
      parents, who control and even dictate major decisions. The mothers of Wang and Xie both try to facilitate the
      break-up of their child’s marriage because they perceive their in-laws as being inadequate. Although Wang’s
      mother may come off as the stereotypical mother-in-law who shows no respect or affection for her daughter-in-law,
      Xie’s mother is presented as equally controlling and manipulative. We also have to wonder to what extent the
      endorsement of Xie’s affair by her mother is motivated by the better financial standing of Chen’s family. In
      contrast, Xie’s father stands for moral principle rather than materialistic calculation. By reversing Xie’s
      decision to divorce Wang, he steers her daughter off the wrong path in life and saves her marriage. It is not
      incidental that Xie’s father is depicted as a guardian of traditional Chinese values in the film. A number of
      scenes, for example, shows him in his study where stacks of well-known classical writings on Chinese history are
      prominently displayed. There is little doubt that the film intends to establish a connection between his
      disapproval of free love, hedonism, and neglect of family responsibility associated with his daughter and his
      intellectual grounding in the classical canon. In him, the indigenous patriarchal system is equated with ethical
      codes and moral principles.5
    


    
      Furthermore, although their identical titles capture the central message of the films, the American version is
      much more sympathetic to the female protagonist. A series of close-ups depicting the annoying habits of James—
      dropping his cigar ashes on dinner table, sofa, and quilt; putting his feet up on the couch; and eating onions—is
      intended to garner audience sympathy for Leila. In addition, the film also shows Leila initially making an effort
      to resist Schuyler’s advances and stay faithful to James. Finally, towards the end of the film, her reunion with
      James is predicated on the latter having reformed himself and shedding most of his bad habits. All these details
      imply that Leila’s decision to divorce James is not without reason, if not entirely justified. Her eventual
      return to James and willingness to accept some of his imperfections are hence presented as personal growth and
      maturity. In the Chinese remake, however, Xie’s reasons for divorcing Wang are never made
      clear. The fact that she has been seeing Chen secretly prior to the divorce renders her an adulterer. While Leila
      may be penalized for divorcing James by her new husband’s betrayal, her moral integrity is never called into
      question. If James wants to have Leila back, he has to win her back and earn his right as her husband again. But
      for Xie, after she is abandoned by her lover, her return to her husband requires his mercy and acceptance of her
      repentance.
    


    
      At an even more fundamental level, although DeMille’s film is somewhat reflective of the “social problem films”
      of the 1910s,6 its narrative
      about Leila’s disappointment with James and her subsequent divorce, remarriage, and eventual return to James is
      depicted as a journey in which she pursues her personal fulfillment and happiness. The focus, as one contemporary
      critic put it, is on the universal and human aspect of the story (Anderson II3). In the Chinese remake, however,
      Xie’s affair with Chen and the subsequent divorce from her husband are deliberately set against the backdrop of
      the tension between modern moral norms influenced by Western culture and traditional Chinese values, a central
      theme in Chinese films of the 1920s and 1930s.7 The Chinese film highlights the Western trappings associated with the villain.
      Chen is seen wearing a Western suit throughout the film, the interior décor of his apartment looks European, and
      he uses the telephone, drives recklessly, and enlists the service of a law firm to officiate Xie’s divorce from
      Wang. Conversely, Xie’s father, the patriarch and guardian of traditional culture, always wears the traditional
      Chinese gown, is erudite in Chinese learning (as evidenced by the huge collection of classics in his study),
      keeps up with Chinese customs and rituals (such as celebrating his 50th birthday), and provides a moral compass
      for his children. Xie’s failure to perform her traditional role as a faithful wife, her love for things modern,
      and her infatuation with Chen have to be viewed as a critique of the younger generation of Chinese succumbing to
      the seduction of Western culture. By emphasizing the disastrous consequences of Xie’s affair with Chen, the film
      functioned as a warning to the audience of the danger of breaking away from the Chinese tradition and embracing
      Western culture.8
    


    Additional Examples


    
      In the early history of Chinese filmmaking, Don’t Change Your Husband is by no means
      the only instance in which a Chinese filmmaker used an American film as the basic model and went on to modify and
      revise it so as to include local elements and address local concerns. Not infrequently, the deviations from the
      Hollywood originals were intended to illustrate and accentuate Chinese differences, a phenomenon that attests to
      what M. Mehdi Semati and Patty J. Sotirin call “antagonism” (177). While a detailed discussion is beyond the
      scope of this paper, I will discuss a few additional examples to demonstrate the general
      characteristics and consistent patterns of the Chinese remakes of Hollywood films.
    


    
      In 1928 MGM released Our Dancing Daughters (Harry Beaumont 1928). Stripped of its
      complicated twists and turns of the plot, the film’s core narrative centers on a love triangle that involves two
      women, Diana and Ann, who both fall in love with a man named Ben. The fact that Diana and Ann have been good
      friends does not stop them from competing with each other for Ben’s affection. Indeed, in order to win Ben’s
      love, Ann resorts to scheming and lying to undermine Diana, who has been protecting her and treating her like a
      sister. In the end, the rivalry between them is resolved in a typical Hollywood fashion—Ann is killed in an
      accident, and this clears the way for Diana and Ben to get married and live happily together.
    


    
      A 1935 Chinese film also centers on a love triangle. In National Custom (Guofeng), directed by Luo Mingyou and Zhu Shilin, two sisters, Zhang Lan and Zhang Tao, both
      develop an affection for Chen Zuo, a neighborhood boy with whom they grew up. However, after Chen proposes to
      Lan, Tao declares to Lan her love for Chen and threatens to kill herself if she cannot marry him. Not wanting to
      see her sister die, Lan decides to sacrifice her love for Chen; she declines Chen’s proposal and persuades him to
      marry Tao instead. To please Lan, Chen agrees and marries Tao. After the wedding, the two sisters go to Shanghai
      to continue their education. However, Tao quickly becomes infatuated with the decadent life of the city and
      begins to indulge herself in pleasure activities. She even begins an affair with a schoolmate, Bo Yang, who is
      from her hometown. When Lan tries to straighten her out, Tao accuses Lan of being jealous and spreads rumors
      among schoolmates that Lan has a crush on Bo Yang herself. Lan feels deeply hurt and falls ill. As she is
      hospitalized, Tao leaves Shanghai and returns home with Bo Yang. Back in her hometown, she divorces Chen, marries
      Bo Yang, and starts a teaching job at a local school with her new husband. But her unconventional pedagogy, urban
      lifestyle, and liberal and individualist values are met with strong resistance from the local community. In the
      end, she and Bo Yang are fired from their job and replaced by Lan, who is reunited with Chen.
    


    
      It is worth noting that in both Our Dancing Daughters and National Custom, the younger women are portrayed as conniving and selfish whereas the older ones
      are honest and decent. But in the American film, it is the older woman, Diana, who embodies the (desirable)
      qualities of a modern woman: her independent spirit, her open-mindedness and liberal attitudes towards
      relationships with men, and her career ambitions are all cast in a positive light. As observed by one
      contemporary reviewer, the film’s message is that Diana’s “gaiety and frankness” should not be taken for
      “careless morals” (Schallert A7). In contrast, Ann seems to exhibit the stereotypical image of a traditional girl
      who is needy and dependent and for whom nothing is more important than getting a man. Interestingly, in the
      Chinese film, it is the younger sister who possesses the modern qualities, and these qualities are represented in a negative light. She is depicted as selfish, hedonistic, materialistic, and
      promiscuous, all of which are closely associated with urban decadence and Western cultural influence. By
      comparison, the older sister, Lan, is portrayed as a model of traditional virtues—modest, considerate, unselfish,
      and dedicated. Considering that National Custom was made to promote the New Life
      Movement initiated by the Nationalist government to revive traditional Chinese teaching, the different spin on
      “modern” women in the film is both logical and unsurprising.
    


    
      In another example, the American film Lady of the Night (Monta Bell 1925) tells the
      story of two girls, one named Molly and the other Florence, both played by Norma Shearer. While Molly is the
      daughter of a thief, Florence’s father is the judge who sent Molly’s father to prison. The film begins with
      Florence graduating from a girls’ school and Molly being released from a reform school for girls. As expected,
      the film contrasts the social worlds of the two girls and centers its dramatic tension on the fact that both
      girls fall in love with the same man, David Page. Despite their vastly different upbringings and class
      backgrounds, love transcends class differences in the end, and they both demonstrate noble characteristics.
      Florence does not want to take David away from Molly, and Molly, after coming to the conclusion that Florence and
      David will make a better match, leaves David and the city.
    


    
      The device of the mirror image, the ploy of two contrasting life paths, and the novel technique of having the
      same actor play two different characters are all duplicated in a 1934 Chinese film, The Twin
      Sisters (Zimei hua), directed by Zheng Zhengqiu. In this film, two twin
      sisters (both played by Hu Die) are separated at a young age. The younger sister, Erbao, is brought to the city
      to live with her father, while the older one, Dabao, stays with her mother in their rural home. Years later,
      Erbao becomes a concubine to a warlord and lives a life of extravagance, whereas Dabao marries a poor farmer and
      lives in poverty. As fate would have it, Erbao needs a wet nurse to take care of her newborn baby and Dabao is
      hired for the job, but neither of them is aware of their true relationship. In the end, Dabao is visited by her
      mother, who discovers on Erbao’s arm a skin mark that is identical to that on Dabao’s arm and realizes that Erbao
      is her lost daughter. The family is reunited, and Erbao apologizes for the poor way she has been treating her
      sister.
    


    
      At the conceptual level, the issue of class is central to the development of the narrative and the conduct of the
      characters in both films. But Lady of the Night is much more reconciliatory about
      class differences and largely avoids class conflicts. Molly and Florence are in a situation that normally entails
      tension and hostility, yet they manage to diffuse the potentially inflammatory situation by respecting and
      yielding to each other’s interest. In contrast, the Chinese remake accentuates the issue of class. In particular,
      the upper class is portrayed as cold, arrogant, and snobbish, whereas the lower class is honest, hardworking, and
      decent. Furthermore, while Lady of the
      Night seems to take class difference as a given and does not question or challenge its legitimacy, the
      Chinese remake raises questions about the issue of social stratification. The fact that Dabao and Erbao are twin
      sisters makes the artificial divide between their lives and all the social norms prescribed to their
      corresponding status appear all the more ridiculous and invites critical reflections on the injustice of social
      inequality (Pang, Building 48).9
    


    
      In yet another case, The Phantom of the Opera (Rupert Julian 1925) is also
      unmistakably mirrored in the 1937 Chinese film Song at Midnight (Yeban gesheng), directed by Ma-Xu Weibang. Both films ground their cinematic appeal on horror
      elements—a disfigured face, a black cat, a creaking door, long fingernails, and a haunted opera house. Both films
      center on phantom characters who promote the careers of their young protégés. And both films end the same way,
      with the phantoms being chased by torchcarrying crowds into a burning tower and then jumping into the river. But
      the American film is largely devoid of any explicit references to serious social issues and derives its
      entertainment value mainly from an inventive use of form and style. Contemporary reviews of the film seem to
      confirm this (Woolridge C29). In contrast, the Chinese version injects a great deal of national politics into an
      otherwise horror film. If the phantom in the American original is portrayed as a sociopath whose infatuation with
      a young actress is presented as mere sexual obsession, the phantom in the Chinese remake is depicted as a victim
      of injustice and oppression. His physical deformity, repulsive as it may look, is a testimony to the cruelty of
      evil forces and the need for redress. The Chinese phantom also takes a young protégé, but the latter is a man
      rather than a woman, and the phantom’s interest in him is motivated by his dedication to the woman he loves.
      Finally, the crowd that chases the phantom to death in the American film is portrayed as a force of good and
      credited with carrying out justice on a perpetrator of crimes. But the crowd in the Chinese film comes off as
      misguided and ignorant, unwittingly participating in the persecution of a revolutionary who fights on its
      behalf.10
    


    
      Song at Midnight, the Chinese remake of The Phantom of the
      Opera, is politically charged on several levels. First, the close-up of a poster at the beginning of the
      film frames the events depicted in the film in the early 1920s, a time period dubbed by historians as the warlord
      era, which was brought to an end with the founding of the Nanjing government in 1927.11 By presenting the pre-Nanjing era as dark, unjust,
      and evil, the film justifies the Nationalist seizure of power and gives legitimacy to the Nanjing regime. Second,
      since the evil-doers are repeatedly referred to as “local thugs,” the film lends credence to the Nanjing
      government’s program to weaken the regional and local power holders and assert central authority throughout the
      country.12 Third, the scene of
      an ignorant mob driving the phantom to suicide is consistent with one of the central themes in revolutionary arts
      and literature in early twentieth-century China. That theme is best articulated by Lu Xun in his short story
      “Medicine” (Yao), in which superstitious and ignorant masses use
      the blood of a revolutionary martyr who has just been executed by the authorities as medicine to cure their
      physical illness. The total indifference and political apathy of the masses accentuate the urgency to awaken the
      Chinese people and highlight the challenges facing the Chinese reformers in bringing about an enlightenment
      movement in China.
    


    Concluding Remarks


    
      As the cases above show, many Chinese films from the Republican era were based on American films that had been
      released and shown in China. Although the examples discussed in this chapter are mostly from the 1930s, the
      practice of copying, adapting, and rewriting American films was not limited to that decade only. While other
      scholars may want to debate whether this constitutes a case of copyright violation, this is not the primary
      concern of this chapter.13
      Rather, my goal is to highlight the connections between Chinese film remakes and their foreign originals.
      Recognizing such connections requires us to develop a greater degree of familiarity with foreign films and to
      adopt a comparative perspective when studying Chinese cinema.
    


    
      Pertaining to remake studies, some scholars have interpreted the appeal of remakes in terms of audience
      familiarity with the prior texts (Leitch 44). This observation may be true for most Hollywood remakes but doesn’t
      seem to apply in the Chinese case. As I have argued elsewhere, in early twentieth-century China, moviegoers’
      exposure to American films was relatively limited. The circulation and exhibition of American films were
      constrained by geographical factors, political considerations, cultural and linguistic barriers, and technical or
      economic difficulties (electricity, admission price, etc.).14 As such, there is little reason to assume that the Chinese remake of a given
      American film would invoke any memory of the original. In fact, as is evident in the examples I have discussed in
      this chapter, the Chinese remakes consistently modeled themselves on those Hollywood films that had been released
      in China at least a decade earlier, which seems to suggest a deliberate effort to distance from, rather than to
      invoke, the original film texts (Forrest and Koos 5).
    


    
      Finally, in contrast to the tendency to stress questions of fidelity and consistency in Hollywood’s remakes
      (Carroll 1), I see alteration and transformation as the more prominent features in the Chinese remakes of
      American films. This pattern seems to be consistent with Richards’ study on Bollywood remakes of Hollywood films.
      As she has noted, the strategies of Indian remakes include quoting, borrowing from, and transforming Hollywood
      texts; the remakes neither fully reject local tradition nor wholly imitate the dominant Hollywood model but
      rather engage in a form of critical transculturalism (348). Her case study of the Bollywood remake of
      Kramer vs. Kramer shows that the Indian version is an assertion of traditional Indian
      values. It appropriates and transforms a Hollywood film by reconstructing its narrative to conform to Indian
      cultural practices (343). In essence, the Indian remake borrows only Hollywood’s plotline but
      rewrites the values and transforms the themes. The preceding discussion in this chapter has made it clear that
      the Chinese remakes of Hollywood films during the 1930s adopt very similar strategies. Thus, the Chinese version
      of Don’t Change Your Husband affirms traditional values and condemns the wife for
      attempting to change the status quo. Similarly, the love triangle in National Custom
      is resolved with a rejection of individualism, independence, and liberal attitudes towards relationships, all of
      which are associated with modern women and endorsed in the American original. As for the twins in The Twin Sisters, their contrasting life trajectories are meant to highlight social inequality
      and class conflict, not a philosophical musing on fate. And, finally, the Chinese phantom in Song at Midnight is a victim of oppression, dedicated lover, political activist, and agent of
      justice all at once, and not a sociopath with a twisted mind. In all these cases, the surface resemblances—in
      plot, subject matter, or cinematic technique—between the Chinese remakes and the American originals actually help
      bring into focus the essential differences. And these differences have much to tell us about the historical and
      social contexts in which the Chinese remakes were produced, as well as the political orientation and aesthetics
      of Chinese cinema in general.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. For studies on Hollywood’s activities in pre-1949 China, see
        Cambon (1995), Wang (1998), and Xiao (2005).
      


      
        2. For examples of the earlier discussions on this subject, see
        Leday (1972) and Cheng (1981). For examples of more recent work, see Yeh (2002) and Xiao (2011).
      


      
        3. See, for example, Mazdon (2000) and Lo (2007).
      


      
        4. The China Film Archive has a copy of DeMille’s film, but its
        catalogue lists the film’s English title as Kisses Once. Despite the fact that the
        film has an original English title, some scholars continue to use Kisses Once to
        refer to the film. See “Minguo.” (2010).
      


      
        5. In this regard, Haiyan Lee’s observation that free love was in
        a state of crisis in the late 1920s seems to be validated by this film (2007, 118).
      


      
        6. For a discussion of the social problem films, see Sloan (2002).
      


      
        7. See Hansen (2000).
      


      
        8. See Pickowicz (1991). He Qiliang (2011) also comments on the
        conservatism in 1920s Chinese cinema.
      


      
        9. For a revisionist view on leftist cinema see Xiao (2007).
      


      
        10. Braester (2003) also comments on the film’s duality between
        its horror devices and its revolutionary ideology. See especially chapter three, which is entitled “Revolution
        and Revulsion: Ideology, Monstrosity, and Phantasmagoria in 1930s Chinese Cinema.”
      


      
        11. Despite his many insights, Braester (2003) seems mistaken in
        saying that the film is set in 1937. In fact, the poster in question is dated August 1927, not 1937.
      


      
        12. In one of the contemporary reviews of the film, the reviewer
        refers to this film as a story about “the struggle of a youth in adverse environment.” See “Wanmei” (1937).
      


      
        13. For a sophisticated discussion on this issue, see Pang (2005).
      


      
        14. See Xiao (2011).
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    2 A Tale of Two Cinemas


    
      Embracing and Rejecting Hollywood's Influence in 1930s Shanghai
    


    
      Alison Hulme
    


    
      Shanghai of the 1930s was a conflicted space in which capitalist and communist imagery vied for position. The
      film industry at the time was a crucial medium through which this ideological conflict played out. In addition to
      Hollywood films, which were typically filled with the glamorous and decadent imagery associated with capitalism,
      there were Chinese films that openly copied the Hollywood style, as well as Chinese left-wing films. The
      Hollywood-style Chinese films were distinguished by their themes, which tended to highlight social issues but
      used the populist techniques of Hollywood—linear storylines, happy endings, and conventional camera and editing
      styles. Left-wing films, on the other hand, were in many ways a cinematic expression of Chinese critical
      realism—a type of left-wing aesthetic based on Marxism-Leninism and socialist nationhood, and perhaps best known
      in the West through the writings of Lu Xun1 (Marchetti 85–86). They centered on the juxtaposition of images of rich and poor,
      decadent and humble, with only a begrudging nod to Hollywood now and then in order to gain higher ticket sales.
      The ways in which these two movements— Hollywoodstyle Chinese and left-wing films—embraced and rejected
      Hollywood’s influence are key to understanding how Shanghai, and China more generally, was negotiating its path
      through capitalist and communist ideologies.
    


    
      These dual influences can be traced back to 1919, when, following the May Fourth demonstrations,2 Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist Party—the
      Guomindang (GMD)—finally triumphed over the dynastic powers. It had taken Sun and his supporters over two decades
      of consistent effort and failed coups to realize the revolution,3 and Sun himself had endured serious personal risks (which resulted in his
      exile from China on numerous occasions), but his potent mix of Marxism and nationalism was to politically define
      the decades that followed. Despite this, at the time of his leadership, China remained on the brink of
      instability, with warlords who had been able to assert their authority in the dynastic era refusing to yield
      their power, and the horrific effects of widespread opium addiction still taking their toll on Chinese citizens.
    


    
      The era was also defined by the emerging New Culture Movement (1915–21), whose goal is described by Laikwan Pang
      as “learning from the West in order to combat the West” (20). This movement was influenced by
      certain key players who had developed their own personal relationship to Western teachings and antipathy towards
      the knowledge deemed important by dynastic rulers.4 Yet despite their intention to use Western knowledge to build a stronger China,
      the New Culture Movement in certain respects devolved into a craze for Western culture. The period became
      increasingly defined by two competing impulses: a desire to rally against all things Western and a desire to
      engage with all things Western. This marked the beginning of Shanghai’s complicated relationship with capitalism.
    


    
      In 1921, two years after the May Fourth Movement, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was instituted. Initially,
      Sun Yat-sen spent much time engaging with the newly formed CCP as he himself had come from a Marxist
      philosophical background. In addition, the Russian Comintern5 had recommended that Li Dazhao, who was elected to the Central Executive
      Committee in 1924, join forces with Sun’s Nationalists. In the beginning, the Nationalists and communists
      co-existed rather peacefully within the GMD. However, following Sun’s death in 1925, Chiang Kai-shek succeeded in
      taking over the leadership of the party under a far more right-wing rubric and began an immense purge of
      communists from the GMD and the population at large.6 Many communists fled to the countryside to avoid being arrested and executed by
      Chiang Kai-shek’s forces. Li Dazhao was captured and executed on April 28, 1927. Following the GMD purges the CCP
      was forced to leave Shanghai and increasingly concerned itself with gaining the support of rural peasants.
      However, many leftist (but not necessarily communist) filmmakers, writers, and actors remained in Shanghai.
    


    
      By the late 1920s, then, Shanghai had become a city that had experienced the excesses of Western luxury and the
      worst ravages of the enforced opium trade; it had seen the fall of the dynasties and the creation of a republic
      as well as the ensuing chaos and the massacre of communists under Chiang Kai-shek. It had earned its title “the
      Paris of the Orient” and become a pleasure city, but it was also home to some of China’s most erudite
      intellectuals and cultural workers who questioned Western ways and the Hollywood ethos. This resulted in the
      development of two contrasting, yet co-existing, film movements.
    


    
      The first, the Hollywood-style Chinese films, typified by works such as Sun Yu’s Wild
      Flowers (Yecao xianhua, 1930) and Shi Dongshan’s Two
      Stars in the Milky Way (Yinhe shuangxing, 1931), applied the style of
      Hollywood musicals to relatively light romance dramas. These films picked up on social issues but emphasized
      harmony, order, and linear progression just as their Hollywood counterparts did, and they were by and large
      apolitical. The second movement, best characterized by titles such as Cheng Bugao’s Spring
      Silkworms (Chuncan, 1933), Ying Yunwei’s Plunder of Peach
      and Plum (Tao li jie, 1934), and Yuan Muzhi’s Street
      Angel (Malu tianshi, 1937), was an explicitly political attempt to arouse a
      sense of injustice and nationalism by representing the lives of and challenges faced by Chinese people. In marked contrast to the Hollywood style, these films used harsh camera angles and
      inconclusive endings, although they often still included some musical sequences after the Hollywood style, in
      order to attract audiences. They tended to strategically juxtapose images of decadence with those of social
      disadvantage, positing this as a capitalist-communist divide. This chapter will explore the co-existence of these
      two film movements and the ways in which their versions of Shanghai, and China in general, have provided
      historical tropes that continue to the present day.
    


    The Hollywood Influence


    
      In 1930 Hong Kong businessman Luo Mingyou acquired four previously independent Chinese film studios—Minxin, Da
      Zhonghua-Baihe, Shanghai Yingxi, and Xianggong Yingye—and merged them to create Lianhua Film Company, a prolific
      film production infrastructure that churned out a large number of films during the early 1930s. Some of the best
      known of these were Love and Duty (Lianai yu yiwu, Bu
      Wancang 1932), One Night in the City (Chengshi zhi ye,
      Fei Mu 1933), Goddess (Shennü, Wu Yonggang 1934), New
      Women (Xin nüxing, Cai Chusheng 1934), and Big
      Road (Dalu, Sun Yu 1934). Lianhua almost single-handedly expanded the market
      by offering the widest range of film types, including a vast proportion of the Hollywood-style Chinese classics.
      Indeed, many of the company’s films featured topics and themes based around contemporary social issues but were
      defined by their lighter tone and accessibility. Some of them, especially those in the early 1930s, emphasized
      harmony, order, and linear progression in a direct attempt to mimic their Hollywood counterparts, and political
      sentiments were usually framed in the context of a light romance drama between two central characters. Sun Yu’s
      Spring Dream in the Old Capital (Gudou chunmeng, 1930)
      and Wild Flowers are exemplary of this approach.
    


    
      In light of the popularity of Hollywood films in China, many Lianhua films also emulated specific aspects of
      Hollywood style—such as musical numbers—in order to attract local filmgoers. Indeed, Hollywood films such as the
      first sound motion picture, The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland 1927), had set the stage
      for an age of musical movies in China. For example, New Year’s Coin (Yasui qian, Zhang Shichuan 1937) cast Hu Rongrong (aka “the Chinese Shirley Temple”) in the
      starring role. Hu tap-dances her way through the film and provides relief from the serious issues tackled by the
      storyline, which follows a coin as it travels through the hands of people from various segments of Shanghai
      society, exposing class inequalities and the impact of an economic crisis. According to Shaoyi Sun and Chuan Shi,
      however, Yuan Muzhi’s Metropolitan Sights (Dushi
      fengguang, 1936) is perhaps the first full-fledged Chinese musical, using folk songs and dance sequences
      in the Hollywood style (22).
    


    
      Many Chinese directors of the time were influenced by the films of D. W. Griffith,7 a pioneering film director in Hollywood.
      Zhiwei Xiao notes that Wu Yonggang—a prominent director in the 1930s—openly admitted that he had been inspired by
      the work of Griffith (66). Similarly, Laikwan Pang argues that the flood sequence at the end of Torrent (Kuangliu, 1933) was Cheng Bugao’s homage to the frozen river
      end sequence of Griffith’s 1920 film Way Down East (148). And, as Xiao points out,
      the film Regrets (Shizu hen, Dan Duyu 1932) is notably
      similar in plot and style to Way Down East, in which the innocent rural Anna (Lilian
      Gish) is tricked into a fake marriage by the corrupt Sanderson but eventually finds love with the wholesome
      country boy David Bartlett, played by Richard Barthelmess (65). The themes featured in Way
      Down East —such as corruption versus innocence, city versus country, wealth versus poverty—registered
      strongly with Chinese audiences of the time, who were concerned with the decadence and cosmopolitanism of urban
      China, and especially Westernized Shanghai. Moreover, the inter-titles of Griffith’s film required very little
      adaptation for its screening in China. For example, the title card reading “Sanderson belongs to a class which,
      if it cannot get what it wants in one way, it [sic] will go to any length to get it
      in another,” spoke to the experience of the majority of Chinese, who felt they were living in a China divided
      along class lines and who sought class equality and a process of class leveling.
    


    
      Way Down East also includes various scenes in which slapstick comedy is used—a form
      popular in China largely owing to the success of Charlie Chaplin.8 One notable example occurs when Anna returns from the city and the townsfolk
      react chaotically and “dumbly” to a theft at the postoffice. The moves characteristic of classical physical
      comedy (such as dodging obstacles, feigning annoyance, and receiving hits or “bonks” on the head) were picked up
      in Chinese films. For example, in one scene in Street Angel, the three rural friends
      of Xiao Chen (Zhao Dan) are hiding under a windowsill so as not to be seen, and Xiao hits or “bonks” each of them
      on the head in a slapstick style that sits in comic contrast to the realism of the rest of the film. The film’s
      soundtrack provides a different and unrealistic sound effect for each of the hits that Xiao makes. As in
      Way Down East, there is in Street Angel a very similar
      treatment of the “dumb-but-good” rural folk vis-à-vis the conniving city folk.
    


    
      Much like the conflicting sentiments for Western culture instituted by the New Culture Movement, Hollywood films
      were both loved and loathed in Shanghai. Many of them were banned for relaying negative depictions of Chinese
      people or culture. Among these were Welcome Danger (Clyde Bruckman and Malcolm St.
      Clair 1929), East Is West (Monta Bell 1930), Shanghai
      Express (Josef von Sternberg 1932), The Bitter Tea of General Yen (Frank Capra
      1933), and The General Died at Dawn (Lewis Milestone 1936). In some cases the films
      were banned for employing racial stereotypes, while in other cases they were banned on political grounds in order
      to safeguard public sensibilities. Welcome Danger, for example, features Harold
      Lloyd as a gentle botany student who reluctantly helps the police investigate a crime wave in
      San Francisco’s Chinatown, only to discover that the man who is arrested—“Dragon”—is one of the most respected
      men in town. In East Is West, a group of men set sail for China in the hope of
      finding brides. The hero disembarks to find himself in the midst of an auction of women. He falls in love with a
      Chinese girl, whom he “saves” by arranging for her to go to San Francisco. Later he discovers that she has been
      sold once again to a local Chinese restaurant owner—“Chop Suey King.” When the American hero proposes to her, his
      family is against the match until she discovers that she is not really Chinese; she is the adopted daughter of
      white missionary parents, and this discovery results in a happy ending for all in the film. In light of their
      problematic representation of Chinese characters, both films were deemed offensive by Chinese authorities and
      banned by the Film Censorship Board.
    


    
      Both The General Died at Dawn and The Bitter Tea of General
      Yen portray vicious warlords in the context of a China torn apart by civil war— subject matter that was
      considered politically sensitive in China at the time. The latter film, however, is an interesting case as the
      heroine, Megan (Barbara Stanwyck), tries to resist her own attraction to the Chinese warlord who falls in love
      with her, thus making the film one of the first to deal openly with inter-racial sexual attraction. This made it
      a challenging film in the United States as well as in China, because of US anti-miscegenation laws and the
      implementation of the Hays Code in 1930, which banned depictions of inter-racial relationships in films (although
      the code was not fully implemented until 1934). Despite the banning of films such as these, China was determined
      to maintain a good relationship with the United States as it was economically and politically dependent on
      American support. This meant that more drastic action on the part of the Chinese authorities in banning Hollywood
      films was curtailed in the 1930s (Xiao 68).
    


    
      As China was negotiating its relationship with Hollywood, left-wing thinkers were beginning to find fault with
      various aspects of Hollywood’s ethos. The left-wing movement, and especially Lu Xun, criticized Hollywood films
      for being politically subversive to the Chinese way of thinking, economically exploitative, and culturally
      corrosive, and for championing capitalism, individualism, and hedonism. In 1930 Lu translated a chapter of
      Iwasaki Akira’s Film and Capitalism and accused Hollywood films of being a tool of
      American imperialism, positing that the American film industry was incubating feudalist and capitalist
      ideologies. In addition, Hollywood films were deemed to be flawed and unrealistic because they always had happy
      endings and featured superficial characters (Xiao 66–67). This moment, according to Pang, was the height of
      Chinese aversion to Western and especially American cinema (31).
    


    
      While much of the popular style of Hollywood continued to be appropriated by Chinese filmmakers, the subject
      matter throughout the 1930s became decisively more political and more realist. From around 1932 onwards, even Lianhua Film Company, which had been set up as a commercial studio demanding profits,
      began to tap into the changing political sentiments, consciously producing more overtly political films that went
      beyond most Chinese films at the time. These new political films can be classified into two distinct types. The
      first was “National Defence Cinema,” which aimed to create anti-Japanese films as part of the nationalist
      movement against the Japanese invasion. Fei Mu’s Blood on Wolf Mountain (Langshan diexue ji, 1936)9 is perhaps the most famous film of this type, representing the Japanese
      metaphorically as wolves surrounding a small village, meant to represent China. The film is highly allegorical in
      a time when the industry was still bound by the GMD’s agreement with Japan not to make any overtly anti-Japanese
      films as part of Chiang Kai-shek’s conciliatory policies. The second type of political film was the explicitly
      left-wing films, many of which relied on the critical realist aesthetic; these will be explored further in the
      next section.
    


    The Emergence of Left-Wing Cinema and the Critical Realist Aesthetic


    
      Unlike the Hollywood-style Chinese films, which, despite their frequent concerns with social issues, advocated
      reform rather than large-scale social change and were often only lightly sprinkled with politics, the left-wing
      film movement, which existed between the years 1932 and 1937 (Pang 3–5), was specifically concerned with exposing
      harsh social inequality in the most striking way possible and actively promoting change. It was by being
      explicitly political in this way that the movement distinguished itself from the
      Hollywood-style Chinese films, including the most socially conscious ones. As Chris Berry and Mary Ann Farquhar
      note, the left-wing film movement was revolutionary and based on Marxism-Leninism from the outset (77–78). The
      aesthetic of critical realism that ran through the left-wing films therefore entailed an overt political
      consciousness on the part of their directors and producers, and indeed among the spectators.
    


    
      However, while left-wing filmmakers keen on the critical realist aesthetic were determined to avoid the sleek
      production values of Hollywood, providing intentionally harsh camera angles alongside bleak content, they were
      not averse to including certain sequences that drew on Hollywood style in order to gain popularity and drive
      their messages to as wide an audience as possible. For example, the classic critical realist film Street Angel contains scenes where the prostitute character of the older sister is harshly lit,
      standing under a streetlamp, waiting for trade. Yet the film also appropriates Hollywood style for its own
      political purposes. In one of the film’s most famous scenes, Xiao Chen (Zhao Dan) sits in his window across the
      street from Xiao Hong (Zhou Xuan), accompanying her as she sings “Sing-Song Girl at the End of the World”
      (Tianya genü). Framed by her own window, Xiao Hong cleans a
      birdcage and sews while singing, smiling across at Xiao Chen every now and then. The scene makes a clear break
      from the plot of the film and introduces a light, playful musical moment.
    


    
      Such moments of light relief aside, left-wing films did not feature the happy endings or linear narratives
      characteristic of Hollywood. Yet they were not strictly speaking realist either. Rather, as Berry and Farquhar
      point out, they were more like melodramas or presented a “melodramatic realism” (76).10 They often used the (broken) family as a metaphor for
      the (broken) nation, thereby linking modernity and the nation.11 The films also relied on binary oppositions—life versus death, new versus
      old, progress versus extinction, and so on—to put forward their message (ibid. 76). As noted by Fredric Jameson,
      allegory is used in a very specific way in “third world” literature (that written by writers from the developing
      world), one that does not easily translate into the Western schema of public versus private. He specifically
      mentions the work of Lu Xun as providing characters that represent China as a whole (71). In much the same way,
      Chinese films of the time created characters that were representative of China’s fate, making the political
      inherently personal. It is this understanding of the political as personal that marks one of the deepest
      differences between Hollywood and Chinese films. According to Pang, unlike other progressive cinemas globally,
      neither the left-wing nor the more socially conscious Hollywood-style Chinese films chose to use the documentary
      form. Both movements utilized style in an overt attempt to manipulate spectators’ emotions; their “realism” was
      not concerned with making things “authentic” but rather with making the spectators identify with the
      representations in the way the makers wanted them to (9).12
    


    
      Melodrama, however, was not used purely in order to win over large audiences politically. It also had a
      commercial imperative. Like the Hollywood-style Chinese films, left-wing films also needed to attract large
      audiences in order to make a profit. And left-wing cinema (just like its more mainstream counterparts) was a
      capitalist enterprise in Shanghai, concerned from the outset with economic viability as much as with the
      promulgation of political messages. Film distribution and exhibition were not under the control of the
      filmmakers, and so the Chinese left-wing cinema was largely a commercial enterprise that required successful
      box-office returns (Pang 8). This relationship between politics and economics was not always easy, for, as Pang
      notes, “socialist ideology and the market often found themselves in antagonistic yet cooperative relations”
      (141). The situation was one in which the politics of critical realism were “constantly contaminated” (142) by
      the commercial nature of cinema, yet the market was necessary in order to promote political ideology to the
      masses and keep the profits coming in.
    


    
      Regardless of how the Hollywood-style Chinese and left-wing filmmakers felt about their own position, in copying
      (to a lesser or greater extent) Hollywood style and placing it firmly in the context of indigenous issues, they
      managed to attract large Chinese audiences. In fact, they managed to inculcate a strong sense
      of shared sensibilities and everyday life experiences among those who saw their films. Pang argues that this
      created a new collective subject of both spectators and directors who had a shared social commitment to
      nation-building, common political and ethical concerns, and a shared daily reality that discouraged the claiming
      of individual creative agency (76). As Pang says, left-wing filmmakers “were more interested in identifying with
      the progressive film culture than emphasizing their own political or even artistic positions” (76). She also
      usefully compares this attitude to that embodied within Hollywood films, arguing that while Hollywood’s
      identification is grounded on spectators’ encountering of a new experience, the identification in Chinese cinema
      is sympathetic and shared. Therefore, while the American practice assumes that personal experiences are different
      from one another, Chinese left-wing cinema is concerned about the fates of individuals only when they are
      subjected to a larger collective fate (221). This mixture of a shared politics and an imposed commercial
      imperative made cinematic products of the time “eccentric composites of modern commodity and pre-modern ethical
      instrument” (73).
    


    
      The left-wing cinema movement saw the Shanghai film industry divided between contradictory logics of economics
      and politics—a contradiction also played out in the way the collective nature of progressive directors clashed
      with the individualistic nature of a profit-driven industry. These differences were exactly those being played
      out in the left-wing films of the time too, with the portrayal of economically motivated, selfish, corrupt people
      versus humanistic, caring, simple people. Then, as a final layer, the dynamic of rural and urban was laid on top
      of this, typically within the context of Shanghai itself, making Shanghai a visual metaphor for China as a whole.
      As Pang points out, despite being a “national product,” left-wing cinema was never really “national” but was
      rather defined by the urban, cosmopolitan culture of Shanghai, where almost all the films were made (12). Yet,
      despite this, in many ways its political outlook did represent China as a whole as it claimed to (ibid. 166).
      This is perhaps due to the way in which national cinema at this time was “multi-faceted, contested and fluid”
      owing to the complex relationship between Shanghai, Chongqing, and Manchuria (Hu 157).
    


    
      It is in the representation of Shanghai as a metaphor for China that one can begin to see in films from the 1930s
      the construction of diametrically opposed images of communism versus capitalism and traditionalism versus
      Westernism. Shanghai came to embody all of China’s “honors and vices” that had come about because of urbanization
      and modernization (Pang 167) and therefore also effectively “contained” (if not literally) its opposite—the
      “non-Shanghai” or “village” culture. These oppositions are most evident in the film Street
      Angel through its juxtaposition of architectural styles, which themselves can be read as being
      representative of ways of being, ways of thinking (i.e. ideologies), and ways of living (i.e. practices):
      skyscraper = modern = city = corruption = Western influence, versus hutong13 = traditional =
      countryside = honesty = traditional China. Thus, the hutong becomes aligned to
      notions of the traditional life still witnessed in the countryside, despite the fact it also exists in the city.
      Early in the film, audiences are introduced to the intimate architecture of the hutong in an entertaining scene where Xiao Chen attempts to cross a plank of wood that serves as
      a make-shift bridge linking his house with that of his sweetheart, Xiao Hong. In the lamp-lit dusk, he sways and
      teeters in an exaggerated manner in his baggy, dusty trousers (no doubt a reference to the adored Chaplin),
      eventually over-balancing and catching hold of a drain pipe in order to haul himself back up. Xiao Hong looks
      comically concerned at the prospect of his fate, her movements, too, echoing the more physical performance style
      of the scene. Such moments show the perception of simple fun behind hutong life and
      the proximity of friends and neighbors who have a shared experience of tough city life.
    


    
      In a later scene, the intimacy and simplicity of the hutong environment are
      contrasted with the impersonal sophistication of the business district. Xiao Chen and his friend try to engage
      the services of a lawyer, entering a large, glass-fronted skyscraper where his office is located. Everything in
      the building is confusing to the duo, including the door, the lifts, and the water machine. Once inside, Xiao
      Chen sits nervously in the gleaming office of the lawyer, who he fully expects will help him out of a sense of
      duty and compassion. His torn, dirty clothes contrast with the marble surfaces of the lawyer’s lair, just as the
      glass, steel, slickness, and sheer height of the skyscraper contrast with the low-rise wood and earth of the
      hutong. The lawyer in his office represents, or is at least indicative of, Western
      mentality and the corruption Western elements brought to Shanghai during its 1930s heyday. Xiao Chen’s shock when
      the lawyer asks for a large payment if he is to take on the case is arguably reflective of the shock of a nation
      finding its old ways being trounced by new callous and corrupt practices.
    


    
      The overwhelming nature of the newly built environment is emphasized in the opening montage of Street Angel. It begins with various shots of neon lights emphasizing the pace of the city; then
      a tracking shot of birds and images of people walking leisurely in parks appears to hark back to calmer times.
      This then cuts to a shot of fast-moving traffic and images of the chaotic marching band of which Xiao Chen is a
      member. A sequence of long pans follows the facades of various iconic buildings, including churches and what look
      like hotels and offices. The film then features more brief shots that cut between images of traffic, neon lights,
      ballrooms, fireworks, and streetlamps, finishing in a slow pan down the frontage of a classic 1930s apartment
      block before fading to black as it reaches the ground.
    


    
      This sequence shows one of the few ways in which the critical realist aesthetic was influenced by Soviet montage,
      especially the work of Sergei Eisenstein. In fact, the Soviet influence was less than would perhaps be expected
      as Soviet films were banned in China in the 1920s because the Chinese Nationalist government refused to
      acknowledge the Bolshevik revolution and the legitimacy of the new socialist state (Pang
      145). It was not until diplomatic relationships with the Soviet Union were established in 1932 that the Chinese
      government allowed Soviet films to be screened in China.14 Although they earned good box-office returns, there was a limit to their success
      as their manipulation of images was too sophisticated for the masses to comprehend (ibid. 146). So, while there
      was much Soviet influence in the style of literature at the time, there was far less in film (ibid. 145–147).
    


    
      It was perhaps due to the competing trends within Chinese society and cinema at the time that the Shanghai film
      industry produced such a rich plethora of films during the short period of left-wing cinema from 1932 to 1937. In
      fact, despite its brevity, this era has become accepted as a golden age of Chinese cinema, and its impact has
      proved profound, even up to the present day. It was ended by the Japanese invasion of Shanghai in 1937, which saw
      the closure of many production companies and a mass exodus of actors and filmmakers. Despite this, the Shanghai
      film industry did not shut down entirely but produced films from within the foreign concessions that served as an
      “orphan island” in the sea of Japanese-occupied territory. Those artists and directors who remained, however,
      walked an increasingly difficult line between their leftist and nationalist beliefs and the pressures put on them
      from the Japanese.
    


    Conclusion: Shanghai as an Analogy for Current-Day Capitalist/Communist China


    
      The rural/traditional/honest versus urban/modern/corrupt metaphor so common to left-wing films of 1930s Shanghai
      can be seen in many contemporary Chinese movies. In fact, the use of montages in 1930s films to differentiate
      between different modes of city life has been drawn on by China’s current generation of filmmakers. For example,
      the opening sequence of Lou Ye’s Suzhou River (2000) can be directly related to the
      opening sequence of Street Angel, as it consists of a montage of traffic moving
      across the iconic Suzhou Creek Bridge, the frontages of iconic buildings along the Bund, and the wasteland of
      disused industrial buildings along the creek. Lou’s film provides a striking contemporary example of how
      Shanghai’s built environment continues to be presented as a set of contrasts—the sparkling wealth of the Pudong
      district versus the decrepit semi-abandoned spaces of the creek. It draws directly from the critical realist
      aesthetic tradition in its depiction of gritty, seedy urban reality in Shanghai.
    


    
      Indeed, critical realism and the left-wing film movement it inspired have claimed a large stake in the
      imagination of current Chinese filmmakers, unlike the preceding socialist realism of the Mao years (1949–76) or
      the “mainstream melody”15 films
      in contemporary times. Much like their 1930s counterparts, contemporary filmmakers use Shanghai as an allegory
      for China as a whole and include within this metaphor similar moral questions about
      society—rural versus urban, modern versus traditional, and capitalist versus a more humanitarian logic. Shi
      Runjiu’s 1999 film A Beautiful New World (Meili xin
      shijie) is a good example of this. The film features shots of brand-new skyscrapers and glitzy neon lights
      alongside contrasting images of cramped, crowded housing set in narrow, decrepit lanes. The main character,
      Baogen, has come to Shanghai from rural China to claim the new apartment he won in the national housing lottery,
      but it is not ready and the construction company seems to constantly defer action. Shanghai is undergoing a
      process of “chai-na” (literally, “tearing down”), and, as Sheldon Lu argues, this is
      symbolic of the demolition of physical space across China’s cities, as well as the accompanying destruction of
      the social fabric, structures, and norms in the country as a whole (137).
    


    
      Shanghai therefore occupies an antithetical space in the twenty-first century Chinese imagination, often
      portrayed as a place that has somehow lost its way in the transition to capitalism; a city that capitalism has
      made harsh and not to be trusted. This is, of course, far from what the Chinese authorities have been trying to
      promote. Shanghai is now a key image space for the Chinese government’s efforts in presenting the new China to
      the world. Promotional posters for the city during the 2010 Shanghai World Expo showed the “modern” Chinese
      family (professional, one-child, Han Chinese) looking outwards at the world from a background of skyscrapers;
      artist’s impressions of the planned regeneration show “greened” and tidied areas of mock-Tudor family homes. The
      area around Suzhou Creek has been half-demolished, and vast tracts of it have been sold to an international hotel
      chain whose billboards promise a “top class living platform” for “global elites.” In fact, the images of the
      creek area in Suzhou River were so far removed from this aspiration that Lou Ye was
      not granted permission by the Chinese authorities to show the film abroad and was banned from filmmaking for two
      years after screening it at the International Film Festival in Rotterdam.
    


    
      Shanghai, as ever, then, proves to be a symbolic entity fiercely battled over by state and non-state actors
      alike. Its urbanity is linked to rationality and modernity as a state discourse but also to illicit activities
      and the corrupting influence of the market (read capitalism) in non-state discourses. The battle appears to be
      about whether modernity (the “good guy”) or corruption (the “bad guy”) will win. However, much like its best
      products, the story of Chinese cinema does not have a logical plot and a Hollywood ending. The battle, it turns
      out, is about whether the market version of modernity really is the good guy; whether Shanghai’s (and therefore
      China’s) burgeoning middle class, keen to prove their “suzhi” (quality of personhood)
      through the conspicuous consumption of Western products and experiences, can really save the nation by shopping;
      or whether the dispossessed rural migrant is the true hero. It is a battle, as always, about social justice, and
      the twenty-first century filmic vision of Shanghai fights it no less passionately than did those classics from
      the golden era of the 1930s.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. Lu Xun (1881–1936) was a famous author best known for
        Diary of a Madman (1918) and The Real Story of Ah Q
        (1923). His name has been entirely appropriated by the Chinese Communist Party in the contemporary era despite
        certain anomalies in his own thought, which meant he never joined the Communist Party.
      


      
        2. The May Fourth Movement was an anti-imperialist political
        movement that grew out of the demonstrations held on that day in 1919. The demonstrations protested against the
        Chinese government’s weak response to the Treaty of Versailles following the end of World War I (1914–18).
        China had entered the war on the side of the Allies in 1917 on the condition that all areas of German influence
        (such as Shandong) would be returned to China if the Allies won. Despite this agreement, the Treaty of
        Versailles gave Shandong to the Japanese following its surrender by the Germans, invoking fury in the Chinese
        populace.
      


      
        3. Sun Yat-sen began his quest to rid China of dynastic rule as a
        young man frustrated by the traditionalism of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). He passionately believed that China
        should be a republic and in 1904 developed his “three principles of the people”—nationalism, democracy, and
        welfare. For many years Sun organized small, unsuccessful uprisings and was frequently forced into exile in
        various countries including Japan, Europe, the United States, and Canada. Finally, on October 10, 1911, while
        Sun was in exile in the United States, a successful uprising—the now famous Xinhai Revolution—finally occurred
        and overthrew the last emperor. Sun was made president of the newly created Republic of China and founded the
        GMD.
      


      
        4. Lu Xun is a good example of this. He had witnessed his mother’s
        determination to buy over-priced Chinese medicine for his father and had lost his faith in society following
        his father’s long and sad demise. As a direct result, Lu left China to study Western medicine in Japan, where
        in a final act of rebellion against dynastic norms, he cut off his queue
        (ponytail), an act punishable by death in China as it was deemed an act of treason against the Qing
        (Manchurian) rulers.
      


      
        5. Comintern is an abbreviation for “Communist International,”
        also known as the Third International (1919–43).
      


      
        6. The most famous purge was on April 12, 1927, when a large
        number of communists were massacred, causing the left and right wings of the GMD to split—Chiang Kai-shek
        established himself as the leader of the right wing, and Wang Jingwei became the left-wing leader. However, by
        July 15, 1927, Wang had also expelled all communists, in doing so ending the GMD’s alliance with Soviet Russia.
        These purges began the Chinese Civil War (1927–49), which saw the communists launch many revolts in an attempt
        to gain power.
      


      
        7. Griffith is best known in the history of film for his
        Birth of a Nation (1915), which proved controversial as it appears to celebrate the
        Ku Klux Klan and displays racist attitudes. His next film, Intolerance (1916),
        aimed to address these allegations. Griffith’s own company, which had made these two films, was then declared
        bankrupt, and he became one of the founding members of United Artists, along with Charlie Chaplin, Mary
        Pickford, and Douglas Fairbanks. Griffith and Chaplin both based many of their films on the short stories of
        Thomas Burke, a London writer whose Limehouse Nights collection (1916) was set in
        and around the Chinatown in Limehouse, London. For example, Griffith’s film Broken
        Blossoms (1919) was an adaptation of Burke’s short story “The Chink and the Child,” although he changed
        the lead character from a spiritual but disillusioned young wanderer who frequented whorehouses and opium dens to a Buddhist missionary. The film includes the famous “closet scene”
        in which Lucy (“the child”) tries to hide from her father, who breaks the door down with an axe. This became,
        and remains, the ultimate horror scene that directors attempt to emulate.
      


      
        8. Chaplin’s popularity with Chinese audiences can perhaps be
        explained by the way in which his style of silent physical comedy was very similar to pre-existing Chinese
        styles of acting. Recognizing this popularity, Mingxing Studio made the film The King of
        Comedy Visits Shanghai (Huaji dawang you Hu ji, Zhang Shichuan 1922),
        casting a British ex-pat, Richard Bell (already well known for his Chaplin impressions in fashionable Shanghai
        society) as Chaplin. Life was to imitate art 14 years later, when the real Chaplin visited Shanghai in 1936 and
        attended a banquet hosted by Mingxing Studio—just as the film had depicted.
      


      
        9. This film has also maintained a certain place in history
        because it starred Lan Ping, who not long afterwards was to become Mao Zedong’s wife. Lan Ping came to Shanghai
        as an aspiring actress from a difficult rural background. Although it is tempting to see her career as a
        trajectory through left-wing drama pieces such as a stage version of Ibsen’s A Doll’s
        House (Zhang Min 1935) and the film Blood on Wolf Mountain, she would in all
        likelihood have taken a role in anything she thought would further her career. Following the Japanese
        occupation of Shanghai, she left the city to join the revolutionary army, where she met Mao, who gave her the
        name Jiang Qing. Decades later, she would return to Shanghai in her role as head of the Red Guards in the
        Cultural Revolution and destroy many of the films she made in the 1930s. In many ways, she embodies the
        contrast of rural/pure/no make-up/communist and urban/corrupt/glamorous/traitor through her transformation from
        film star to communist First Lady.
      


      
        10. This form of realism should not be confused with the “
        socialist realism ” that reigned from 1949 onwards, depicting the positive future that the CCP would enable.
      


      
        11. As Berry and Farquhar point out, the New Wave films of the
        1980s would rework this realism, using the “emptied-out” family as indicative of the loss of interest in
        state-prescribed monolithic modernity (2006, 76).
      


      
        12. In fact, the use of melodrama in 1930s films is one of the
        themes running though Stanley Kwan’s 1992 film Center Stage, which explores the
        tragic life of the film star Ruan Lingyu (1910–35). As Mette Hjort argues, the film is a culturally aware
        reading of the relationship between the past and future of Chinese cinema and critiques the type of
        Hollywood-influenced “melodramatic imagination” common to films of the era (2006, 108). It does this by
        undermining audience identification by being neither a fictional reconstruction nor a documentary but rather a
        “critically composed heritage film” that steers clear of nostalgia (ibid.).
      


      
        13. Hutongs are areas with narrow
        streets or alleys, most commonly associated with northern Chinese cities, particularly Beijing. The streets of
        hutongs are formed by lines of traditional courtyard residences, giving them a
        maze-like feel.
      


      
        14. The first to be shown was Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin in 1926, one year after its Moscow release.
      


      
        15. The mainstream melody (zhuxuanlü)
        films are CCP-sanctioned productions, propagandist in nature, that reaffirm the official narrative of modern
        Chinese history and celebrate communist revolutionary heroes. They are intended to promote patriotism and
        nationalism. Initially state-sponsored, they have become commercially financed all-star productions,
        distributed via nationwide promotional campaigns. A typical recent example is Han Sanping and Huang Jianxin’s 2009 film, The Founding of a Republic, released to
        commemorate the 60-year anniversary of the People’s Republic of China and starring a host of celebrity actors
        including Jet Li, Jackie Chan, Andy Lau, and Zhang Ziyi.
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      Synthesizer Scores in Hong Kong Action Cinema
    


    
      Katherine Spring
    


    
      At a symposium entitled “Film Music and Digital Media,” held in 2009 at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
      (Marks, Chihara, and Carlin), music historian Martin Marks observed that if the history of film sound underwent
      its first revolution with the diffusion of synchronized soundrecording technology in the 1920s, and its second
      revolution with the rise of film sound design as a distinctive aesthetic practice in the 1970s, it is now in the
      midst of a third revolution owing to the integration of digital audio technology. Indeed, the irrevocable
      influence of digital technology on film music composition was initiated in the early 1980s with the development
      of the Yamaha DX-7 digital keyboard and MIDI, an interface for the transmission of data between musical
      instruments and computers.1 The
      “digital turn” empowered composers with the means of writing, playing, and recording entire scores with a
      MIDI-capable keyboard and a computer equipped with inexpensive software. Although acoustic orchestral scores have
      retained a strong presence in Hollywood cinema, scores produced by digital synthesizers are standard resources in
      many film industries around the world, not only for their budget-friendly efficiency, but also for their ability
      to create innovative sounds that are impossible to obtain from acoustic instruments.
    


    
      Few film industries have produced a more extensive sample of synthesizer scores than that of Hong Kong in the
      last two decades of the twentieth century, a period often celebrated as a “golden age” both for the industry’s
      robust domestic and international economic performance and for the aesthetic richness of its celebrated action
      genres, which included gangster and “gunplay” films, anarchic comedies, and fantasy adventures.2 Although synthesizers serve as the chief
      source of instrumental music in Hong Kong films of this period, critics have tended to dismiss their presence in
      one of two ways. The first way is through overt repudiation, usually offered up by derogatory evaluations that
      the allegedly “non-stop synthesized pop music” sounds “cheesy” or “dated”—evaluations that speak at once to the
      perennial anxieties surrounding electronic music (a subject whose examination remains beyond the scope of this
      chapter) and to the very existence of a branded sound of Hong Kong cinema.3 The second form of dismissal is through omission: scholars
      addressing the subject of film music in recent Hong Kong cinema focus almost exclusively on
      Cantopop and other popular songs. Such a focus is understandable given the film industry’s emphasis on the
      unspoken “no song, no movie” rule, and the entertainment industry’s multi-media star system that results in major
      stars singing Cantopop numbers in mainstream films (Hu 410).4 Still, the concentration of analysis on popular songs in film has generated a
      critical blind spot that overlooks the instrumental (non-lyricized) music heard on the soundtrack. This fact is
      all the more salient when one considers that through the 1990s, as synth scores dwindled in Hollywood films, they
      remained prominent features of Hong Kong cinema.
    


    
      The aim of this chapter is to address the prominence of the synth score in Hong Kong’s action cinema, and to do
      so in light of the principles of film music associated with Hollywood cinema—principles that were established
      during Hollywood’s studio era and remained intact at least through the 1990s.5 Although scholars have detailed the ways in which the
      film industries of Hong Kong and Hollywood have enjoyed mutual influence with regard to genre conventions,
      storytelling strategies, star systems, and visual style, they rarely explore the soundtracks along these same
      lines. In addition, while Hollywood composers returned to symphonic orchestrations following a relatively brief
      flirtation with synth scores, there have been very few initiatives to integrate orchestras into the production of
      Hong Kong scores.6 In this
      chapter, I suggest two reasons why the synth score endured as a marker of the Hong Kong cinema “brand.” First,
      synthesizers allowed composers to create scores on tight timelines and small budgets, and they therefore
      satisfied the efficient production schedules endemic to an industry whose average production schedule afforded
      only one or two weeks for the writing, orchestration, and recording of a score (Peter Kam qtd. in EllisGeiger
      18). Second, synth scores contributed to the “glocal” brand identity of Hong Kong action films, an identity that
      manifested in the films’ refraction of global musical and filmic influences according to local trends. The term
      “glocal,” which appears in this chapter’s title, is thus offered in a heuristic sense, to signal the argument
      that composers working in a local-centric film industry absorbed and circulated an internationally popular genre
      of music in accordance with widely known conventions of film music.7
    


    The Synthesizer Score in Film


    
      From the 1940s onward, composers seeking to expand their sonic palettes could employ analog synthesizers, which
      were constructed from individual electronic circuits (such as oscillators, filters, and envelope shapers) rather
      than from the microprocessors that would define digital synthesizers some four decades later. With few
      exceptions, including Chariots of Fire (Hugh Hudson 1981), analog synth scores were
      confined to the genres of science fiction and horror, whose otherworldly settings called for ethereal,
      non-organic sounds.8 The first known all-electronic score was written for Forbidden Planet (Fred M. Wilcox 1956), and synth scores featured in soundtracks of the 1970s and
      early 1980s, including Suspiria (Dario Argento 1977) and Blade
      Runner (Ridley Scott 1982). Those latter decades also saw the rise of composers who carved out niches in
      the burgeoning field of electronic film music: Wendy Carlos (Clockwork Orange
      [Stanley Kubrick 1971]), John Carpenter (in his own films, such as Halloween [1978]),
      and Giorgio Moroder (Cat People [Paul Schrader 1982]) are oft-cited examples.
    


    
      In the early 1980s, the concomitant appearance of MIDI and digital synthesizers invigorated the composition of
      electronic music worldwide, and there emerged numerous genres of popular music that relied heavily on
      synthesizers, drum machines, and computer software. Synth-rock and synth-pop in particular exploited the unique
      capacities of synthesizers by emphasizing sharp metallic timbres, robotic rhythms with metric precision, and
      minimalist textures that endowed compositions with expressions of futurism, modernity, and densely urban spaces.
      International hits of electronic pop music derived from bands from around the world, including Germany
      (Propaganda), Canada (Men Without Hats), Japan (P-Model), South Africa (The Helicopters), the United States
      (Talking Heads), and, most notably, the United Kingdom (Depeche Mode, Gary Numan, Duran Duran, Erasure, Pet Shop
      Boys).9 At the same time, the
      global reach of popular synth music benefited from the proliferation of multinational music entertainment
      companies that established offices around the world. Film composers, who have long drawn on contemporaneous
      trends in popular music, gave prominence to synth music in the soundtracks of many films of the 1980s (e.g.
      Harold Faltermeyer’s “Axel F” theme for Beverly Hills Cop [Martin Best 1984] and Hans
      Zimmer’s cues for Rain Man [Barry Levinson 1988]). No longer confined to science
      fiction and horror films, synth scores in the 1980s came to signify metropolitan settings, urban crime, and
      related meanings that crystallized around the “beat of the city” (Brophy ¶17).
    


    
      By the early 1990s, the global heyday of popular synth music was drawing to a close, and the genre’s presence on
      American film soundtracks began to diminish, arguably in response both to hostility from musicians’ unions and to
      critics’ renunciation of electronic music as overly mechanical (Laudadio 125–126). Nevertheless, owing in large
      part to their production efficiency, synthesizer scores persisted on Hong Kong soundtracks. For one, the use of
      synthesizers and samplers suited the strained schedules and low budgets typical of Hong Kong productions;
      throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, directors were churning out two or three films every year.10 Such tight schedules in turn afforded
      composers an average of one or two weeks to complete and record a score. Even after the notable decline in film
      production in the late 1990s, Tommy Wai recalls having only two days to score the entirety of Jiang Hu: The Triad Zone (Dante Lam 2000) and often composing for two or three films
      simultaneously. For composers working within such tight production constraints, synthesizers were an economical
      option.
    


    
      But the predominance of the synthesizer score cannot be attributed to financial and temporal
      constraints alone. As digital synthesizers improved their emulation of acoustic sounds, the brassy, metallic
      timbres so strongly identified with synthesizer sounds of the 1980s persisted on Hong Kong movie soundtracks
      through the next decade, even while Hollywood productions returned to a scoring tradition predicated on symphonic
      orchestral arrangements. (The authority accorded by Hollywood to the symphonic score was intimated, for instance,
      when, after buying the rights to Yuen Woo-ping’s Iron Monkey [1993], Miramax Films
      replaced the original synthesizer score with an acoustic orchestral one.) While the symphonic tradition continued
      in Hollywood, synth scores endured in Hong Kong action films well into the 1990s because they had become
      distinctive identifying markers of Hong Kong’s globally popular cinema.
    


    Glocalized Popular Media in Hong Kong


    
      The global phenomenon of synth music emerged during a period when a new generation of Hong Kongers, many of whom
      were the children of 1950s refugees from China, were leveraging popular media into the construction of a
      collective local identity. The emergence of this identity was instigated by social and political events of the
      late 1960s and 1970s and continued to be shaped through the subsequent decade by both the region’s rapid economic
      development and the dualistic pull of Chinese and Western influences. As Hong Kong journalist Bono Lee put it,
      the ending of the Chinese Cultural Revolution (which spanned the years 1966–76) was the beginning of a new local
      consciousness, a “sort of maturation of people born and raised in Hong Kong,” who embraced a culture of
      international cosmopolitanism while seeking a distinct collective voice (80).
    


    
      The concomitant rise of local-centric popular media of television, film, and music strengthened Hong Kongers’
      sense of a unique identity. The late 1970s saw the inaugural Hong Kong International Film Festival (1977), the
      opening of the Hong Kong Arts Centre (1977) and the Hong Kong Film Culture Centre (1978), and the inculcation of
      graduates of film and television studies in local television stations. Daily television broadcasts gave shape to
      a “sphere of consensus” among audiences because “the abstract ‘city of Hong Kong’ was able, at least as
      represented in the news programs, to incarnate itself into concrete, integrative, and localized social events.
      The “local,” instead of the ‘remote’ China, started to become the point of reference for the public” (Ma 29–30).
      TVB and other television stations became the training grounds for the first generation of local Hong Kong
      filmmakers, many of whom also attended schools in Europe and North America before returning to Hong Kong to seed
      a distinctive brand of cinema. The new films replaced classical swordplay and romance epics set in mainland China
      with revisionist genre films that reflected a swiftly modernizing city, employed Cantonese
      slang, showcased local landmarks familiar to Hong Kong viewers, and emphasized secular stories whose formulas had
      proven popular on TV (Bordwell 20; Chan 455–456; Teo 101–108). Meanwhile, Cantopop, which combined the melodies
      and structure of Western soft-rock ballads with Cantonese lyrics and references to political or social events
      familiar to Hong Kong listeners, took root as a musical signifier of Hong Kong’s locality (Chu 134–136; Ho
      146–149).
    


    
      As the 1980s unfolded, social anxieties over whether or not the People’s Republic of China would, after 1997,
      uphold its commitment toward Hong Kong’s capitalist economy gave shape to a cultural identity that depended less
      on the clichéd concept of “East meets West” and more on an opposition to the People’s Republic and Anglo-American
      cultural and political forces. As Bordwell has observed, by 1988 “over 80% of respondents to a poll claimed that
      they felt themselves primarily neither British nor Chinese but Hong Kongers” (20). Film audiences showed their
      allegiance to local filmmakers: from 1981 through 1986, Hong Kong films dominated over foreignproduced ones, and
      in 1988, 9 of the top 10 films exhibited in the region were local Cantonese productions (Chan and Choi 308; Law
      70). While one must exercise caution against reading products of popular culture for a unified cultural identity,
      it is fair to say that Hong Kong’s mainstream media of the period presented a common ground of identity formation
      (Curtin 60–61).
    


    
      Synth music’s entry into this local-centric culture of Hong Kong was eased by several factors. First, through the
      1980s and early 1990s, Hong Kong became the East Asian outpost for the five multinational record companies
      (Britain’s EMI, the United States’ Warner Bros., Germany’s Bertelsmann Music Group, the United Kingdom’s Polydor,
      and Japan’s Sony), the local branches of which facilitated the importation of English-language Western pop music
      into the region. Second, MTV Asia began broadcasting in 1991 in Hong Kong via a STAR TV (satellite) feed, and for
      a few subsequent years 90 percent of the music broadcast by MTV Asia was performed by US and UK musicians,
      including Paula Abdul, Phil Collins, and Michael Jackson.11 Third, since executives of local record companies were reluctant to fragment an
      already small market by investing in novel musical genres, Western popular music retained a strong local presence
      alongside Cantopop (Ogawa 150–151).12 The synth-pop score was adopted from global trends in popular music and applied
      consistently to Hong Kong action films, which in turn found welcome distribution channels on the international
      market. As such, the synth score emblematized the glocal nature of Hong Kong cinema during its golden age.
    


    Hollywood Tradition, Hong Kong Practice


    
      The new generation of Hong Kong filmmakers distinguished themselves from their predecessors by intensifying
      well-known Hollywood techniques of editing, staging, and cinematography, giving rise to a
      body of films that defined mainstream Hong Kong cinema for regional and international markets.13 A comparable argument can be made about
      the synth score. Through its frequent use on Hong Kong soundtracks of the period, the synth score became an
      identifying marker of the industry’s film brand. However, while synth scores can be thought of as “intensified”
      by virtue of the astonishing consistency with which they appeared in Hong Kong action films of the period, a
      closer examination reveals at least three points of congruity with internationally recognized practices of
      Hollywood film music.
    


    
      First, in consonance with the conventions of traditional symphonic Hollywood scoring, the typical Hong Kong synth
      score makes extensive use of musical motifs as a means of coding characters and hence providing a sense of unity
      across temporally and spatially disparate scenes. A stately synth string orchestration is associated with the
      heroic feats of the protagonist whenever she appears in Magnificent Warriors (David
      Chung 1987); an orchestral riff off the James Bond “007” theme music codes Stephen Chow’s spy heroes in
      From Beijing with Love (Stephen Chow and Lee Lik-chi 1994) and Forbidden City Cop (Stephen Chow and Vincent Kok 1996); delicate synth piano themes connect the
      romantically involved characters in Tiger Cage 2 (Yuen Woo-ping 1990); pulsing
      chromatic notes on a synth piano play beneath a dark melody every time a particular character appears in
      Heroic Trio (Johnnie To 1993); and, in the brutal Category III horror Red to Kill (Billy Tang 1994), a bright and percussive synth line is used for the developmentally
      delayed protagonist, the relative simplicity of the line explained toward the end of the film by the alignment of
      the character with the musical instrument of a small child. In each of these examples, the score’s reliance on
      motivic construction provides a strong sense of narrative unity.
    


    
      Second, music functions to establish a general mood or to draw attention to a character’s emotion. That is, music
      serves to express emotion.14
      More often than not, the effectiveness of this function depends on well-worn musical clichés. Suspense is
      conveyed through dark and metallic low-pitched synth lines, as in Hard Boiled (John
      Woo 1992), where such lines serve as harbingers of loss, destruction, or relatedly serious combat. Romantic
      trysts are often underscored by tender melodies, as when we witness the affectionate interaction of a husband and
      wife in Forbidden City Cop (Stephen Chow and Vincent Kok 1996) or a would-be fiancée
      rejecting her suitor’s marriage proposal in The Enforcer (Corey Yuen 1995). Martial
      music, heavy on the horns, provides somber expression for a funeral scene in She Shoots
      Straight (Corey Yuen 1990). And in almost all of the films under review, up-tempo synth-pop is used to
      enhance the dynamism of action scenes, as well as the hustle and bustle of the Hong Kong metropolis.
    


    
      Third, the placement of musical cues is determined by the dialogue and narrative action. In other words, music
      can serve a structural function by articulating narrative actions, including character movements, lines of
      dialogue, and discrete narrative units within a scene. In a scene where synth dance music
      plays in A War Named Desire (Alan Mak 2000), the music’s bass beat and ambiguous
      vocal tones drop out during lines of dialogue and return to the soundtrack only when the characters finish their
      conversation. Then, the score halts entirely in order to mark out a new narrative event, the introduction of a
      new character. Although Hong Kong scoring does not tend to be as carefully “tethered directly to the screen’s
      action” as is traditional Hollywood scoring, the synth scores reviewed for the purpose of this study still
      manifest a careful coordination of orchestration with on-screen narrative action (Donnelly 149).
    


    The Synthesizer Score in a Better Tomorrow


    
      The synth score of A Better Tomorrow (John Woo 1986) offers an illustrative case for
      analysis. Although Woo’s gunplay film is often cited as a seminal specimen of 1980s Hong Kong action cinema, its
      score is seldom addressed. Yet the film’s use of instrumental music is exemplary of the Hong Kong synth score,
      for it employs the three strategies that are part and parcel of Hollywood scoring: motivic construction,
      emotional expressivity, and the articulation of narrative action. At the same time, however, its application of
      synthesized music is not so blunt as critics of synth scores may assume. Over the course of the film’s narrative,
      synth music sheds its customary associations with urban modernity and comes to convey the sentimental themes of
      brotherhood and loyalty for which the film is renowned.
    


    
      The story of A Better Tomorrow centers on brothers Ho (Ti Lung) and Kit (Leslie
      Cheung), whose mutual loyalty is tested by their opposing lines of work: Ho is a member of a triad gang, and Kit
      is a fledgling police officer. After a botched triad deal results in Ho’s incarceration and his father’s
      assassination, Kit rebuffs his brother and resolves to destroy the triad. Ho is released from prison three years
      later, but his attempts to prove his redemption are thwarted when a former associate, Mark (Chow Yun-fat),
      persuades Ho to take vengeance on a double-crossing gang member.
    


    
      The score for A Better Tomorrow was composed by Joseph Koo (Ka-fai), who in the 1970s
      established himself as one of Cantopop’s preeminent songwriters. A graduate of Boston’s Berklee College of Music
      in the early 1960s, Koo returned to Hong Kong and worked as a composer and arranger at TVB and the Golden Harvest
      and Shaw Brothers movie studios. After another stint in the United States for music studies in 1981, Koo returned
      to Hong Kong and scored numerous television dramas and films, producing on average more than two scores each year
      in the 1980s. He also continued to churn out Cantopop songs, many with lyricist James Wong. The duo produced the
      theme song of A Better Tomorrow, a ballad whose title has been translated into
      English as “In the Sentimental Past” or “Love in Those Years” and which has become one of Leslie Cheung’s
      best-selling recordings.15
    


    
      With the exception of “In the Sentimental Past” and two other popular songs that appear in the film (the
      Taiwanese pop hit “A Better Tomorrow,” performed by a group of schoolchildren, and the South Korean classic
      “Heenari,” sung by Cantopop star Roman Tam as background music in a nightclub), the
      score of A Better Tomorrow is organized around five recurrent musical motifs:
    


    
      	Opening Theme: an upbeat melody with a disco beat


      	Brotherhood Theme (instrumental “Love in Those Years”): a slow, plaintive melody followed by a martial,
      heroic refrain


      	Dynamic Rock Theme: half-time groove


      	Suspense Theme I: octaves and dissonant, chromatic notes with reverb effect


      	Suspense Theme II: two pairs of descending chromatic notes, alternated with a percussive passage featuring
      bongos and stingers (sharply attacked chords)

    


    
      The five themes repeat over the course of the film, accruing meaning as they underscore the actions of characters
      and narrative events. In this way, the soundtrack of A Better Tomorrow exemplifies a
      central strategy of Hollywood scoring: the construction of a score around a series of musical motifs, or
      leitmotifs.16 Although most of
      the motifs in A Better Tomorrow are repeated wholesale, iterations of the Opening
      Theme and Brotherhood Theme vary in instrumentation and arrangements such that by the end of the film, each has
      attained a slightly different meaning.
    


    
      For example, the initial presentation of the Opening Theme is associated with both the white-collar crime of
      money counterfeiting and the playful cheekiness of three seemingly likeable criminals, Ho, Mark, and Shing (Waise
      Lee Chi-hung). The theme begins as the final title credit displays. A sparse musical score crescendos on an
      unresolved chord, followed by a quick cymbal roll that segues into an allegro disco rhythm marked out by synth
      drums, a funky bass riff, a muted guitar playing an ostinato pattern, and occasional bongo flourishes. The film
      cuts to a shot of the threesome sauntering in a hallway, and we hear the first measures of the Opening Theme’s
      melody, played by a bright metallic synth.
    


    
      As the Opening Theme continues, shots of the triad members strolling through an office space are alternated with
      close-ups of the technologies used for manufacturing counterfeit money: scanners, computer monitors,
      image-editing software, a digital magnifying glass, and large-format printers. The musical arrangement
      intensifies by modulating up a half-step and piling on additional instruments. A wailing electric guitar assumes
      the lead melody, the drums intensify by doubling the number of snare-drum beats, and the background orchestration
      becomes denser. Mark reveals his cavalier attitude by lighting a cigarette with burning money. Stacks of cash are
      bundled and packed in a suitcase, and Mark and Ho return to the building’s parking lot, where
      Shing greets them and opens a door to their Rolls Royce. In response to Shing’s persistent cough, Mark hands him
      some money, and the music fades rapidly to coincide with the scene’s singular exchange of dialogue, in which Mark
      advises Shing to see a doctor. As soon as Shing thanks Mark, a jazzy chord segues into a funky, syncopated
      rendition of the Opening Theme’s chord progression. The film cuts to images of the Rolls Royce leaving the
      syndicate office and driving amid Hong Kong’s skyscrapers.
    


    
      The Opening Theme thus serves to connect the three protagonists with crime and what Karen Fang has aptly called
      the “fashionable modernity” that characterizes the film’s representation of Hong Kong (32). Yet in each of the
      theme’s five subsequent iterations, a different instrumental arrangement shapes our understanding of the
      on-screen action, such that by the time of the film’s closing climactic shootout, the theme has come to connote
      the brotherly relationship and heroic loyalty that has surfaced between Ho and Mark—a far cry from the images of
      cosmopolitan slickness and white-collar crime that appear in the opening montage. In this way, the Opening Theme
      is a counterpart to the Brotherhood Theme, whose instrumental variations underscore a dozen interactions between
      Ho and Kit. Like the Brotherhood Theme in terms of its frequency and its association with a character dyad, the
      Opening Theme becomes a code for another type of brotherhood, the immutable allegiance between Ho and Mark.
    


    
      In addition to unifying disparate narrative events, the Opening Theme communicates basic emotional meanings by
      relying on familiar musical conventions. Consider the series of scenes in which Ho, recently released from
      prison, discovers that Mark has suffered a permanent leg injury and has been demoted to the position of Shing’s
      servant. When Ho spots Mark limping across the street, a slow, legato performance of the Opening Theme, with the
      melody taken up by soft synth bells and supported by flourishes from an alto flute and steady piano arpeggios,
      conveys a mood of tender sadness. Shing appears, flanked by bodyguards, and his self-confidence is intimated
      through an arrangement of the Opening Theme that features a mid-tempo drumbeat with heavy percussive fills and a
      melody playing in a lower range. Next, with a gesture that reverses the one in which Mark gave Shing money and
      instructions to see a doctor about his cough, Shing throws money at Mark’s feet and drives off, leaving the
      demoted triad associate to pick up the cash and limp down the street, actions that are underscored by the sparse
      flute-and-piano combination heard earlier. In the next scene, when Mark and Ho reunite in the parking lot of the
      syndicate building, we hear a swelling orchestration of the Opening Theme, now a musical texture whose heroic
      sonorities underline the expressions of redemption and magnanimity apparent in the characters’ on-screen embrace.
      Such conventional use of musical codes in the service of emotional expressivity continues across the film:
      suspense is cued by phrases of dissonant notes, action scenes are underscored by percussive synth-rock passages,
      and bittersweet reunions and moments of recognition are accompanied by mournful melodies.
    


    
      A third function of Koo’s score is to articulate narrative actions within individual scenes. An illustrative
      example of this function is found in the first two minutes of the scene in which Kit and Ho’s father, Mr. Sung
      (Tien Feng), is killed in Kit’s apartment. In this passage, the score’s rhythm and instrumentation shift in
      strict tandem with events occurring on-screen, and in so doing mark out distinct narrative events and contribute
      to our understanding of the scene’s beats. While the synchronization of the music and action is not as tight as
      one may find in the classical Hollywood practice of “Mickey Mousing,” the logic of the narrative nonetheless
      dictates changes in the musical soundtrack.
    


    
      The scene begins with a nighttime-exterior shot of a mysterious man and the sounds of synth bells marking out the
      dissonant phrase of Suspense Theme I—dissonant because it contains two notes separated by a semitone (or
      half-tone, as in immediately adjacent notes on the piano) played simultaneously. The phrase repeats as the
      attacker follows Kit’s girlfriend, Jackie (Emily Chu), into an apartment building. The music halts when a
      telephone rings inside an apartment—a cutaway shows that it is Kit who is calling— and Jackie races in, leaving
      the front door open and arriving too late to pick up the receiver. She enters Mr. Sung’s bedroom and retrieves a
      set of headphones perched on the elder man’s head. After placing them on her own head, she returns to the main
      room of the apartment and closes the front door. Suddenly a single iteration of Suspense Theme I is heard to
      accompany a new shot of the man standing just outside the open doors of the apartment balcony. Up to this point,
      the Suspense Theme has coincided with the appearance of the would-be attacker and has helped to build suspense.
    


    
      A brief period of silence is followed by a new musical passage as the narrative action moves into the apartment
      interior. The mysterious man sneaks into Mr. Sung’s bedroom, and we hear a high-pitched sustained note played by
      synth strings and punctuated by a series of stingers as the man reveals himself to be an associate of the rival
      Taiwanese gang whose members were gunned down by Ho and Shing. The assailant commands Mr. Sung to leave with him
      in order to evade police questioning. Mr. Sung lunges at the man, who reacts by tossing Mr. Sung out of bed and
      onto the floor. As they wrestle, the score breaks into yet a third musical piece, consisting of a heavy rock
      groove overlaid by a gritty blues riff on an electric guitar. Jackie enters and screams, and the music stops
      abruptly, interrupted by the sound of a ringing phone. A cut to a close-up of the phone returns the soundtrack to
      the aforementioned high-pitched sustained note. A series of shots then show the attacker gripping Mr. Sung in an
      elbow hold while Jackie races toward the telephone receiver, her actions accompanied by the same stingers we
      heard earlier, only now they are louder and separated by rolls on the hi-hat cymbals.
    


    
      After the attacker fires a gun at the phone, he and Mr. Sung begin a new struggle. Jackie picks up the telephone
      receiver, and Suspense Theme II, a series of descending chromatic notes, is heard as she realizes that the caller
      had the wrong number. Jackie yanks the entire telephone unit out of the wall and smashes it
      across the attacker’s head. Suspense Theme II repeats, augmented by bongo rolls. For a moment, all of the other
      instruments drop out as if to emphasize a turning point in the scene: Kit’s arrival at the apartment. His
      entrance cues a new musical passage, and the rest of the scene continues in this fashion, with changes in musical
      motifs and orchestration serving to delineate discrete narrative units.
    


    
      Although the above discussion has described three functions of the synth score, it is worth noting that a given
      musical passage often fulfills at least two functions simultaneously. For instance, the Brotherhood Theme serves
      at least three formal purposes. It unifies temporally and spatially disparate sequences showing the fraternal
      bonding of Ho and Kit. It also suggests a range of emotional meanings, the specificity of each of which is
      determined by particular musical arrangements and associations with on-screen narrative events (e.g. Ho’s pride
      when Kit announces his acceptance into the police academy; Ho’s remorse when he registers Kit’s refusal to
      forgive Ho for the death of their father). Last, it strengthens the film’s narrative structure. For example, the
      theme appears in four different arrangements, demarcating four consecutive scenes: Ho’s release from prison
      (harmonica-piano), Kit’s visit to his father’s grave (violin-piano), Kit’s confrontation of Ho
      (harmonica-cello-piano), and Ho’s rumination at the waterfront (harmonica).
    


    
      In these ways, the soundtrack of A Better Tomorrow exemplifies the properties of
      synth scores in Hong Kong action cinema of the late twentieth century. These properties drew on a well-circulated
      set of principles that governed Hollywood scoring, including a heavy reliance on a limited number of motivic
      phrases repeated in different orchestrations. Moreover, the sounds of the synthesizer, associated in the 1980s
      with themes of urban hipness and “fashionable modernity,” are transformed through repetition and variation (and
      association) to signify other meanings. The synthesizer score is no blunt instrument for signifying urban
      settings and cosmopolitan coolness; rather, it serves as a compositional resource with as rich potential as a
      traditional acoustic orchestral score.
    


    Whither the Synthesizer Score?


    
      Following the mass global diffusion of digital music synthesizers in the early 1980s, synth scores became the
      primary form of instrumental music in Hong Kong action films through the mid-1990s. So ubiquitous was the synth
      score that, as suggested by popular and critical discourse, it came to function as a signifier of
      made-in-Hong-Kong films. The prevalence of the synth score was encouraged both by broader trends in popular music
      worldwide, including the burgeoning genres of synth-pop and synth-rock in Western Europe and the United States,
      and by the integration of synth scores in Hollywood cinema. The latter, dubbed by Bordwell as the “only global
      cinema,” also supplied a template for composers who sought to harness the synth score to
      mainstream action cinema (51). By shedding light on the soundtracks of action films produced during Hong Kong’s
      golden age, one may counter the perennial dismissal of synth scores with a deeper understanding of two phenomena:
      the universality of certain principles of film music (unity, emotional expressivity, and the articulation of
      narrative action) and the Hong Kong synth score as a local refraction of a global trend.
    


    
      In the years following 1997, the metallic timbres associated with synthesizer music have diminished in Hong Kong
      film productions, perhaps a consequence of the pronounced influx of Hollywood products and the increasing number
      of co-productions with companies in mainland China. Indeed, as Yiu-Wai Chu has observed recently, whereas Hong
      Kong films once entered the latter market by way of sales to Mainland distributors, many filmmakers are now
      commissioned to produce films that emphasize themes and stories identified with Mainland culture (Chu 100–107).
      Such co-productions require greater capitulation by Hong Kong filmmakers to the demands of Mainland producers,
      which, with regard to film soundtracks, has resulted in the incorporation of more traditional Chinese sounds and
      instrumentation—a subject ripe for further study but beyond the scope of this chapter. It remains to be seen how
      electronic music will endure as Hong Kong cinema continues to be folded into the mainland Chinese industries of
      culture and a new entity, the Mainland-Hong Kong co-production, becomes the norm.
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      Notes


      
        1. Featuring a light and slim profile, a comparatively affordable
        retail price of US$2,000, and unprecedented capabilities for replicating the sounds of acoustic instruments,
        the Yamaha DX-7 was immediately popular among consumers worldwide, who purchased 200,000 units in the first
        three years of the keyboard’s manufacture. The keyboard’s commercial success prompted the production of
        additional models from Yamaha and its competitors.
      


      
        2. From the 1970s through the mid-1990s, Hong Kong films
        outperformed Hollywood products in Hong Kong’s domestic theaters, and the region often ranked as the world’s
        second-largest exporter of films (Bordwell 2011, 1).
      


      
        3. Choice examples include Morris (2008, ¶5), “Men” (¶4), O’Brien
        (1992, 40), and Timo (2007, ¶1).
      


      
        4. For examples, see Yeh (1999), Yeh and Hu (2008), Needham
        (2010), and Biancorosso (2010). Popular histories of Hong Kong film music continue to valorize Cantopop theme
        songs over instrumental music. See “Hong” (2013).
      


      
        5. While other scholars have expanded on the seminal studies of
        Claudia Gorbman (1987) and Kathryn Kalinak (1992), none have argued that the principles of
        instrumental scoring for the post-classical soundtrack are fundamentally different from those of the classical
        score. These principles include unity, emotional signification, and narrative cuing.
      


      
        6. A chief exception is Robert Ellis-Geiger’s application of a
        “Hollywoodinformed” approach to the scoring of Hong Kong films. See Ellis-Geiger, Trends (2007) and “Hong” (2012).
      


      
        7. The concept of glocalization derives from the Japanese term for
        the blending of global and local forces (dochakuka) and was popularized by
        sociologist Roland Robertson in his account of the processes by which products intended for a global market are
        transformed in order to suit local tastes. See Robertson (1995, 28) and Ho (2003, 144). We must be cautious not
        to put too fine a point on the local and global forces that constitute a filmmaking practice, because film has
        always been a transnational medium in one way or another, and film history is rife with examples of filmmakers
        who balanced local demands with global trends. I evoke the term “glocal” in order to distinguish my study from
        those rooted in a framework of transnationalism, whose purpose is to describe the polyvalent nature of Hong
        Kong cinema in relation to international influences. For examples, see Yau (2001), Morris, Li, and Chan (2005),
        Marchetti and Tan (2007), and Funnell (2014).
      


      
        8. See Hayward (2004, 2009) and Bartkowiak (2010).
      


      
        9. The majority of chart-topping hits in the United States were
        derived from UK bands and bolstered by the new MTV.
      


      
        10. Between 1980 and 1993, the industry yielded between 100 and
        234 films per annum (Bordwell 2011, 188).
      


      
        11. See also Sowards (2003).
      


      
        12. When composer Tommy Wai was asked to cite early influences on
        his style of film music, he pointed not to Cantopop but rather to its alternatives imported from the West:
        Depeche Mode and other UK-based synth-pop bands (Wai 2013).
      


      
        13. See Bordwell (2011).
      


      
        14. Kalinak (1992). For the purposes of this analysis, I am not
        considering the distinctions between character emotion, audience emotion, and general mood— although these are
        crucial differences, as Jeff Smith has argued. See Smith (1999).
      


      
        15. Although Cheung stars in A Better
        Tomorrow, he does not perform the song on-screen.
      


      
        16. Scott Paulin and others caution against the equation of
        Wagnerian and Hollywood uses of the leitmotif, but the governing principle of motivic construction— the
        association of musical themes with particular characters or events—remains a critical practice of Hollywood
        scoring, even in the post-classical era. See Paulin (2000).
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    4 Ang Lee's Life of Pi


    
      A Cosmopolitical Perspective
    


    
      Kin-Yan Szeto
    


    
      In 2013 Ang Lee won his second Oscar for Best Directing for Life of Pi (2012), the
      adaption of Yann Martel’s fantasy adventure novel about how an Indian teenager survives a terrible shipwreck
      while accompanied by a Bengal tiger. In examining Lee’s Life of Pi, this chapter will
      investigate how Lee critically explores the themes of compassion, doubt, and illusion through film narrative,
      cinematography, and spectacle. Moreover, this chapter will demonstrate how Lee strategically addresses these
      major themes in a cosmopolitical context, by negotiating the geopolitical differences and ideological engagements
      with multiple cultures and traditions.
    


    
      Ang Lee has emerged as one of the world’s most versatile and critically acclaimed directors. Within the diversity
      of his oeuvre, a prominent and consistent theme has been the repressed desire of individuals to be themselves and
      the conflicts that these desires create with the immanent mainstream ideology and history. Desire has been
      defined as a deeply subversive force within Chinese patriarchy and Confucian ritual and family values. In his
      Chinese-language films, Lee illustrates the conflict between filial piety and homosexuality in The Wedding Banquet (1993) and the disparity between social normativity and individual freedom in
      the martial arts epic Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000). In his early
      English-language film Sense and Sensibility (1995), the hierarchical relationships
      inherent in patriarchal protocols commonly found in his Chinese films are echoed in Regency England. The
      juxtaposition of individual desires and social restraints is further explored in a family drama set in
      Watergate-era Connecticut (The Ice Storm, 1997); a sci-fi- and comic book-inspired
      action story (Hulk, 2003); a modern American western set in Wyoming (Brokeback Mountain, 2005); a Civil War film set in Missouri (Ride with the
      Devil, 1999); a World War II story set in Shanghai (Lust, Caution, 2007); and
      then a tale of survival that takes place in the middle of the Pacific Ocean (Life of
      Pi). Most noticeable about Lee’s films is the diversity of subject matters and genres that explore this
      conflict between suppressed individual voices and social consensus.
    


    
      Known for his ability to transcend cultural and stylistic boundaries, Ang Lee has built a diverse oeuvre,
      presenting a cosmopolitical perspective as his unique style. As a second-generation Mainlander from Taiwan, Lee
      experienced a history of Mainlander and native Taiwanese contestation; in the United States,
      where he has studied and made movies since the 1970s, he is seen as a racialized outsider and Asian Other. Lee
      has described himself as “a drifter and an outsider. There’s not one single environment I can totally belong to”
      (qtd. in Robinson ¶30). And, certainly, no one could be more of a drifter than a teenager in a boat on the wide
      ocean, where the unpredictability of nature competes with his personal faith. In Life of
      Pi, Lee takes on the perspective of an Indian teenager, Pi (Suraj Sharma), adrift on a lifeboat in the
      Pacific Ocean along with a full-grown Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. Lee uses Pi’s multiple displacements to
      reveal the critical perspective of a political minority whose transnational trajectory works across the hegemonic
      power structures that pervade the histories of the diaspora, colonialism, postcolonialism, and globalization.
    


    
      Scholars have frequently discussed the clash of Eastern and Western cultures in Lee’s films. Whitney Crothers
      Dilley has noted that Lee is a “post-nationalist artist because he has crossed and blurred the boundaries not
      only of the Chinese diaspora . . . but [also] of the cultures of East and West” (20). Life
      of Pi, however, shows the insufficiency of a post-national framework as the film unravels the contestation
      between cosmopolitical and national identities. Through the human co-existence with a tiger at sea, the film
      problematizes the heteronormative bias of kinship, family, and nationhood. Conversely, Robert Arp, Adam Barkman,
      and James McRae have noted that “[p]art of Ang Lee’s genius as a filmmaker stems from the fact that he is a
      product of both Chinese and American culture. He draws extensively from the artistic and philosophical traditions
      of both backgrounds as he writes and directs, and this multicultural approach has made him a diverse and inspired
      filmmaker” (4). It is my contention, however, that Lee, through his diverse backgrounds and transnational
      trajectory between Asian diaspora and Hollywood, has demonstrated a cosmopolitical rather than multicultural
      perspective.
    


    
      As I have argued in another context, Ang Lee and other directors of the Chinese diaspora embody cosmopolitical
      perspectives and knowledge in their works. Such transnational perspectives emerge as the strategies these
      filmmakers deploy to navigate “a wide variety of encounters, negotiations, and affiliations” as they face off or
      work with larger infrastructures like those of Hollywood (Szeto 2). In this chapter, I will demonstrate Lee’s
      cosmopolitical perspective in filmmaking amid “complex experiences of displacement and accommodation among
      national and transnational forces” (ibid. 2). In Life of Pi, Lee has demonstrated a
      cosmopolitical perspective through the protagonist Pi’s multi-religious interest in Christianity, Islam, and
      Hinduism, as well as his struggle between institutionalized religions and individual faith. In the film, Lee
      displays a transnational perspective that problematizes the rhetoric about the end of nationhood in
      post-nationalism and contests the essentialist celebration of cultural and religious diversities in
      multiculturalism. In particular, Lee interrogates mysteries and desires that are made
      invisible and inarticulable by science and rationality; territorial, political, and religious borders; and the
      hegemony of humanism.
    


    Compassion


    
      Life of Pi is a fantasy adventure film that is based on Canadian author Yann Martel’s
      novel of the same title, published in 2001. The protagonist is Piscine Molitor Patel (also known as Pi), a
      middle-aged Indian man who tells his adventures to an author writing about his story. As the story begins, Pi is
      a teenage boy from Pondicherry of French India whose family owns a zoo. In response to the instable political
      environment in India in 1977, Pi and his family decide to immigrate to Canada. The family boards a Japanese cargo
      ship with the animals from their zoo. A few days out of port from Manila, the ship is
      hit by a storm and sinks. Pi loses his entire family and manages to escape in a small lifeboat, only to find out
      that the boat also holds a hyena and an injured zebra; soon after, an orangutan joins them as well. To Pi’s
      anguish, the hyena kills the zebra and then the orangutan. At this point, Pi learns that a 450-pound Royal Bengal
      tiger, Richard Parker, has been hiding under the boat’s tarpaulin, and it kills and eats the hyena. The rest of
      the film tells how Pi survives his ordeal at sea in the company of the fierce tiger and eventually arrives at the
      shores of Mexico, where Pi is rescued. As he receives medical assistance due to starvation and thirst,
      representatives from the Japanese shipping company visit him to obtain the truth behind the incident. When they
      dismiss his account of the survival story with a tiger, Pi then anthropomorphizes the animals and turns them into
      human characters in a second and different story: the orangutan is Pi’s mother, the zebra is a Chinese sailor,
      and the hyena is a violent French cook. This second story reveals Pi himself as the tiger and shows how hunger
      and thirst are enough to force the emergence of animalistic instincts and unethical behaviors that are kept in
      check in ordinary and civilized life.
    


    
      The introduction of a second story draws into question the likelihood of the first story, and the film leaves the
      audience to decide which story to choose as true. Towards the end of the film, the author is surprised to
      discover that Pi is now married. Knowing that Pi now has a wife, two children, and a cat, the author comments
      that Pi’s story does have a happy ending. In return, Pi replies that the story is now at the author’s disposal as
      the latter is going to be the storyteller. Whether it is a happy ending or not, Pi indicates that it is up to
      individual interpretation.
    


    
      At this juncture, it is worth comparing and contrasting Life of Pi with another
      Hollywood film, Cast Away (Robert Zemeckis 2000), which has a similar storyline and
      tells of how the protagonist Chuck Noland (Tom Hanks), an American FedEx employee, survives on an island after a
      plane crash. Instead of seeking spiritual support or human/animal co-existence like Pi in the wilderness, Chuck
      keeps a photo of his girlfriend that gives him something to long for—a heteronormative
      relationship in the civilized world that affirms his male subjectivity. In addition, Chuck personifies a Wilson
      volleyball by drawing a face and projecting human emotions onto it to keep himself company. The parting of a
      grown man and the Wilson volleyball towards the end of the film is heart-wrenching for Chuck because he is
      emotionally attached to the ball. In this case, the visualization of the Other (the personified Wilson
      volleyball) reflects how Chuck strives to comprehend his condition and his relation to the fearful Other. This
      reminds us of Emmanuel Levinas’ insights on how the inscrutable Other is interpreted and manifested under the
      name of “face [visage]” (66, 142). To interpret this story within the classic Robinson Crusoe narrative, the
      imperialist subjectivity depends on the domination of an objectified “colonial Other” like Friday. Chuck’s sense
      of self-sufficiency and human subjectivity are restored through the binary opposition of self/Other.
    


    
      Through a compelling but highly unlikely story in Life of Pi, Ang Lee explores how
      Pi’s co-existence with the tiger poses questions to the self/ Other framework often used to understand human
      identity in Cast Away. The affective bond between human and animal questions the
      epistemology of anthropocentrism. It also problematizes the biopolitical frame of humanism. In Life of Pi, Lee not only reveals how to establish empathy with the Other in a postcolonial
      environment but also explores how estrangement of such empathy unravels the blurring boundaries between self and
      Other in a transnational context. In addition, by employing Brechtian estrangement of catharsis in the film, Lee
      questions the basis that constructs emotion as well as societal identification and bonding, which is reflective
      of his cosmopolitical perspective.
    


    
      A critical audience is a necessary and vital component of the Brechtian epic theater. The traditional
      Aristotelian catharsis is most commonly defined as the release of intense compassion and emotion. In film,
      catharsis often ties in with the conclusion or resolution of a film. The character either reaches or falls short
      of his or her goals, and oftentimes the motivation behind the character’s actions is revealed through catharsis.
      In Life of Pi, the two-story structure illustrates the inherent difficulties in
      trusting Pi’s account of events. Whether the story with animals or the story without has the most truth is a
      premise of the film, because it inspires the audience to question and think about the value of truth with both
      faith and doubt. Yet the film never provides definite answers to these questions, therefore resulting in an
      estrangement of resolution towards traditional Aristotelian catharsis in films. The film leaves it up to the
      viewer to decide whether Pi’s fantastic sea adventure really exists or not.
    


    
      In explaining Brecht’s alienation effect, Walter Benjamin uses the example of a stranger and shows how the
      stranger’s unexpected entrance into a family row reveals the true normative conditions of social relations and
      institutions such as kinship and the Oedipal family (150). According to Brecht, the object of the alienation
      effect is to “alienate the social gest underlying every incident. By social gest is meant the
      mimetic and gestural expression of social relationships prevailing between people of a given period” (139). By
      providing alternative viewpoints and introducing a stranger—the tiger—into kinship structure, Lee establishes a
      Brechtian distance towards catharsis in Life of Pi, transgressing the opposition
      between father and son, social normativity and individual desire, and reason and compassion. In Life of Pi, the stranger or Other that disrupts the linearity of human relationships, kinship,
      and family is Pi’s affective bond with an animal, the tiger. The film investigates the co-existence between human
      and animal at sea and in an environment that is altogether away from civilization, kinship, family, and nation.
      In the beginning of the film, Pi believes that he has a profound understanding of the tiger’s being and “soul.”
      However, his father demonstrates the tiger’s carnivorous and animalistic nature by feeding it a goat. Pi’s father
      reinforces the anthropocentric belief in the animal/human divide as he notes that Pi does not truly understand
      the tiger. This particular event perpetuates an anthropomorphism that only calls attention to a common type of
      misunderstanding of “the Other.”
    


    
      There are multiple instances throughout the film where the tiger is perceived from the standpoint of humanism, as
      having a soul or an affective bond with Pi. Pi seems to have established means of communication with the
      tiger—specifically in situations where Pi perceives arbitrary animalistic gestures as tacit agreements, just as
      when Pi trains the tiger on the lifeboat to listen to his command and thus appears to create a form of
      communication with it. Life of Pi speaks about the human tendency to idealize “the
      Other” in a variety of ways. Typically, people tend to perceive the Other through the lens of the self and assume
      that the Other relates to us in our own terms, particularly in cases where cultures do not align. The film
      illustrates in the first story Pi’s relationship with the tiger as he uses compassion and empathy to overcome
      fear. This is most clearly demonstrated in the relationship between Pi and the tiger after a frightening storm.
      Their bonding begins with fear and miscommunication and reaches its climax in the scene when Pi holds the feeble
      tiger in his hands, after the visit of the raging storm.
    


    
      As seen in the first story, when Pi finally arrives at the Mexican shore, he fully expects the tiger to
      acknowledge their bonding and signify that the feelings are mutual. Both Pi and the audience, however, are
      disillusioned and surprised to discover that the farewell does not carry a similar significance to the tiger, as
      its nature disposes it to a different set of traditions and realities. Pi’s expectation can be understood from an
      anthropomorphic reading of the tiger as a humanized companion. Pi’s disillusionment estranges the audience from
      such emotional identification and questions a traditional reading based on the hegemony of humanism.
    


    
      Ang Lee’s Life of Pi is different from its source novel in several major ways. In the
      book, the clergy of all three religions challenge Pi’s right to multiple religious belonging. Their comments are
      that Pi “can’t be a Hindu, a Christian and a Muslim. It’s impossible. He must choose”
      (Martel 69, emphasis in original). In the film version, instead of the clergy of the three
      religions, it is Pi’s father who insists that his son must choose one religion. Besides, his father values
      science over religion and reason over faith. His mother is sympathetic towards Pi and points out that religion,
      not science, informs the heart and shapes who people are as individuals. The domestic strife prominent in Lee’s
      “Father Knows Best” Chinese films, including Pushing Hands (1992), Wedding Banquet, and Eat Drink Man Woman (1994), as well as his later
      Hollywood films such as Sense and Sensibility and Hulk,
      reappears in Life of Pi. Such confrontation is manifested as the differences between
      father and son, reason and passion, adulthood and youth.
    


    
      As Timothy M. Dale and Joseph J. Foy have shown, Ang Lee’s diverse oeuvre shares a common theme of how the search
      for true self “forces the main character or characters into exile, displacing and alienating them from society”
      (180). Indeed, Pi is separated from mainstream society as a result of his multiple displacements and differences.
      In the film, Lee adds the detail about Pi’s puppy love for a girl in India to affirm the character’s heterosexual
      identity. This addition contrasts with Pi’s co-existence with the tiger at sea, which can be conceived as a
      compassion beyond sexual love, heteronormativity, and homonationalism. The worlds Pi has inhabited and been
      displaced from constitute his experience, first as a teenager in postcolonial India, then in his escape from
      cohabiting with a tiger, and in his current status as a father and husband in Canada. Furthermore, as a multi-
      religious believer, Pi is displaced from the biopolitics and institutionalization of religion.
    


    
      In an Anglo-American context, the tiger as an animal has religious connotations. The tiger, as most famously
      depicted by William Blake’s The Tyger and T. S. Eliot’s “Christ the tiger” from
      “Gerontion,” commonly represents a sense of awe and fear that can defy reason (Eliot 21). In fact, the name of
      the tiger in Life of Pi, Richard Parker, has been used in a handful of wellknown
      literary sources including, most notably, Edgar Allan Poe’s novel The Narrative of Arthur
      Gordon Pym of Nantucket. In Poe’s story, after a shipwreck in a storm, Richard Parker and other survivors
      draw lots to determine who will be killed and consumed in order to sustain the others. Parker draws the lot that
      causes him to be cannibalized, reflecting the ultimate dilemma of the self’s fear of the Other. In Life of Pi, Richard Parker is the name of a carnivorous tiger that Pi personifies as himself in
      the second story. By integrating both self and Other, Lee contests the binary opposition that constitutes what is
      typically considered the “subject” or “identity.” Thus, by transgressing the power relations embedded in the
      human-animal boundary, Lee delves into the possibility and problems of “becoming- animal” and
      “becoming-minoritarian”—an achievement of non-identity—which for Deleuze and Guattari is the condition of
      autonomy (118, 287).
    


    
      Pi tells the author towards the end of the film that he has a wife, two children, and a cat, although the cat is
      not seen in the film. In the film adaptation, Ang Lee has eliminated the detail about the pet dog from the
      original novel. As a tiger is often commonly known as a big cat, the underlying meaning
      behind Lee’s conscious deviation from the novel is profound. In the end, an unseen pet cat (a repressed tiger) in
      civilization replaces the tiger from the wilderness. This corresponds to the storyline that Pi, the drifter at
      sea, has conformed to the conventional roles as husband and father in society. In a way, this shows how social
      conformity suppresses invisible and inarticulate desires, as a “hidden tiger” in civilization.
    


    
      In the context of Lee’s oeuvre, the theme of repressed desire and emotion is dominant in his world-renowned
      box-office success Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. Ang Lee describes the phrase
      “crouching tiger, hidden dragon” as a common Chinese idiom “which reminds us never to underestimate the
      mysteries, the potent characters that lie beneath the surface of society” (Lyman B27). The crouching tiger
      symbolizes the hidden passion, emotion, and desire inside people. Thus, Lee explores in Life
      of Pi the quest of finding one’s true self, the repressed tiger. The human-animal relationship between Pi
      and the tiger shows an identification and desire that can cross societal boundaries and yet are not based on
      either Heteronormativity or homonationalism. Lee’s cosmopolitical critique is demonstrated in Pi’s displacements
      between wilderness and civilization, showing the confrontation between individuality and social conformity. His
      exploration of Pi’s coexistence with a tiger reveals a world of hidden mysteries and unarticulated desires.
    


    Doubt


    
      In Life of Pi, Pi’s multi-religious affiliations challenge the biopolitics
      implemented by religious institutions that find blurring boundaries between religions threatening. In the
      introduction to Many Mansions? Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity,
      Catherine Cornille writes that “widespread consciousness of religious pluralism has presently left the religious
      person with the choice not only of which religion, but of how
      many religions she or he might belong to” (1). Cornille discusses the challenges and opportunities of
      multiple religious belonging, and the collection as a whole has acknowledged that religious double-belonging has
      become the norm in many parts of the world. Pi’s multiple religious affiliations as a Hindu-Catholic-Muslim
      result from his unique socio-cultural upbringing and postcolonial influences. Throughout the film, Pi engages in
      constant spiritual searching when he is stranded with a tiger in the ocean. The open- mindedness of his quest is
      part of a more general religious fluidity, a fluidity that blurs boundaries much like the intermarriage and race
      miscegenation that arise with (neo)colonialism and globalization. Pi’s experience shows the importance of
      individual faith and passion; his multiple belongings therefore provide both challenges to the
      institutionalization of religion and opportunities for self-discovery.
    


    
      In the film, as Pi has mentioned, doubt is part of faith. In “Nature and Its Discontents,”
      Slavoj Žižek has argued that religion more than science has become a site of resistance for ecological issues and
      can deploy critical doubts about today’s society (60). Such doubts become the critical site to destabilize
      dominant ideologies about power relations and politics. In the film, unlike the first story, which is told
      through visual and audio re-enactment, the second story is narrated by Pi orally in a rational manner divested of
      visual excess. It is based on the human epistemology of anthropomorphism and given a psychoanalytic framework,
      transforming animals into human personas. Pi’s offer of a “reasonable” story ironically reveals and critiques the
      close-mindedness of human beings. For as Pi notes, neither of the two stories can explain why the ship sank, and
      the only common ground they share is that his whole family dies and he survives. In this way, the film puts in
      doubt both faith and the faculty of reason/science with which the stories have been authoritatively judged. In
      the film, this critical standpoint is exemplified by the intervening perspectives between the author and the
      protagonist, Pi, and the inherent doubt existing between the visible (first story) and the articulable (second
      story). Such doubt questions the power and knowledge that presuppose and constitute the discursive environment.
      It reveals the limit of epistemology (visibility/articulability) within the hegemony of humanism. This critical
      stance is a part of Lee’s cosmopolitical consciousness.
    


    
      Lee’s critical perspective echoes what both Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze have on their own terms argued:
      that discourse is epistemological as they examine it in terms of power and power relations. As Deleuze puts it,
      “Seeing and Speaking are always already completely caught up within power relations which they presuppose and
      actualize” (Foucault 82). By presenting the two stories and focusing them on either
      visible or articulable terms, Lee problematizes the acts of making-visible and making-articulable. Similarly,
      Deleuze describes that “words and sight are raised to a higher exercise that is a
      priori, so that each reaches its own unique limit which separates it from the other, a visible element
      that can only be seen, an articulable element that can only be spoken” (ibid. 65).
    


    
      Life of Pi tackles these power relations and limitations between the invisible and
      the inarticulable. In a forum broadcasted by Taiwan’s Public Television Service in 2013, Ang Lee argued that
      people would find it more comforting to choose a life much like the first story (with religious belief) instead
      of the second (without faith). As a director, Lee affirms that his role as a storyteller is to inspire audiences
      to imagine the unimagined. Similarly, the Chinese philosophy of yin and yang is used to describe how seemingly
      opposite or contrary forces are interdependent in the natural world and how they interrelate and give rise to one
      another, although neither can fully explain the truth. By presenting the two stories, Lee emphasizes
      alternatively the limits that the visible and the articulable are excluded from on their own terms. The stories
      both traverse a yin/yang and an exclusive dimension and question the accuracy of assenting to
      one of these positions. The film interrogates the holding of monolithic viewpoints like religion versus science.
      Indeed, Pi’s name refers to the term “pi,” which has a symbolic relationship with the mathematical pi (n). The
      ratio of the circumference (circular) of a circle to its diameter (linear) is pi. In one scene, the young Pi
      draws his new name on the blackboard and soon becomes a school legend, as he demonstrates how the seemingly
      rational mathematical relationship is explained by an irrational number that suggests infinity.
    


    
      In the second story, the rational and scientific interpretation is based on the binary opposition between the
      “human” self and the animalized Other. Human subjectivity in this case is a performance that humans do to
      differentiate themselves from animals and to keep animalized subjects (racial, colonized, or the alien Other)
      differentiated from the “human” self. As Levinas says, “The being of animals is a struggle for life. A struggle
      for life without ethics” (qtd. in Wright et al. 172). Thus, what distinguishes human from animal is an ethical
      stance regarding the life of the Other. This is what Levinas discusses as the ethics of non-violence that
      requires such a stance to exist in face of the Other. In a global context, the inability to embody ethical
      values, to empathize and take the Other’s perspective into consideration, leads to conflicts. The critical
      distance between the two limits, the visible (first story) and the articulable (second story), is Lee’s
      cosmopolitical awareness of the brutality intrinsic to legitimatizing objectification and cannibalism through
      “animalizing” the Other.
    


    
      Reading ethics and ecology in a postcolonial context, Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin in their book Postcolonial Ecocriticism have stated that the “institutionalised killing of non-human others”
      generates and repeats “the construction of ourselves against nature—with the
      hierarchisation of life forms that construction implies—[that] has been and remains complicit in colonialist and
      racist exploitation from the time of imperial conquest to the present day” (6). In the film, the violence of
      visibility is equivalent to the brutality involved in animalizing the Other. In Life of
      Pi, the first story allows Pi to experience the fear and awe that he cannot get from a zoological context.
      The second story shows that Pi himself is actually the tiger, thus revealing the ambivalence and integration of
      self and Other. In light of Foucault’s discussion of bio-power and Giorgio Agamben’s concept of “the
      anthropological machine,” the zoo can be perceived as a paradigmatic biopolitical space (Foucault 143; Agamben
      37). It makes the captivity of the classified “non- human” such as animals visible to the public and subject to
      the gaze that makes them objects. In this case, the zoo occupies a unique space where nature is intertwined with
      science, a place where animals are classified according to species. To interpret Life of
      Pi in a postcolonial context, the tiger is a metaphor for subjects that have experienced colonization or
      the violence of objectification, under the (neo)colonial and imperialist gaze.
    


    
      Specifically, in discussing the combined effects of pornography and Orientalism in Ang Lee’s Lust, Caution, Rey Chow describes the “brutality” in the processes of
      non-Western ethnic self-presentation and objectification. Chow notes that the “brutality and historicity ask to
      be grasped as a force of imaging, one that infects and pervades the very process of objectification, in narrative
      as much as in images” (180). In Life of Pi, instead of using visual means, the second
      story about human animality is articulated verbally by Pi. This narrative reveals the suppressed dimensions of
      the visible in the first story. The second story not only shows that doubt is an effective and intrinsic aspect
      of faith but also demonstrates that the cultural legitimization of killing a “non-human” and the brutality of
      visuality/objectification must be suppressed in between the two stories. By creating a critical perspective and
      query between the visible and the articulable, Lee reveals a cosmopolitical perspective regarding issues of
      ethical values, and the violence of visuality/ objectification that is a part of ethical judgment.
    


    
      Ethics calls upon one’s capacity for empathy and imagination, one’s ability to take the Other’s perspective. At
      the same time, one has to be prepared for the fact that empathy does not work in all cases and that conflicts
      will ensue and miscommunications continue. The film explores the co-existence between humans and animals and
      analogizes such compassion with individual faith. Here, Lee offers a cosmopolitical perspective on the human
      condition and ethics of visuality in a global context.
    


    Illusion


    
      The idea behind Pi’s interest in Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism makes his multi-faith background reflective of
      Ang Lee’s personal approach to spirituality and religion. Lee states, “I believe the thing we call faith or God
      is our emotional attachment to the unknown. I’m Chinese; I believe in the Taoist Buddha. We don’t talk about a
      deity, which is very much like this book [Life of Pi]; we’re not talking about
      religion but God in the abstract sense, something to overpower you” (Ebert ¶5). Influenced by both Taoism and
      Buddhism, Lee takes on in Life of Pi the Taoist emphasis on the immanent power of
      nature as well as the Buddhist awareness of reality and mindfulness, and reveals the space of transcendence as
      emptiness (sunyata) of form and matter through 3-D technology.
    


    
      Life of Pi builds on the innovations in 3-D imagery heralded by James Cameron’s
      Avatar (2009), and on the advances in motion-capture technology evident in
      Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Rupert Wyatt 2011), to create a spectacular world of
      fantasy and wonder. The film “breaks the paradigm that 3-D has to be some big, action fantasy spectacle,
      superhero movie,” said James Cameron, whose 3-D production company, Cameron Pace Group, helped equip Lee’s set
      (qtd. in Keegan ¶3). Instead of superheroes, Lee creates animals and a spectacular sea adventure with
      computergenerated imagery (CGI). The use of 3-D technology allows audiences to see a flock of flying fish attack
      the boat, and an underwater galaxy of nebulae and particles, transforming from the visual
      pattern of a Kolam flower to the facial image of Pi’s mother. Waves reach out to engulf the audience while
      roiling currents thrash and seethe. Lee uses 3-D technology to show the dazzling sea adventure. The 3-D
      technology precisely augments the film’s theme that magic and imagination make for the most compelling revelation
      about reality. Life of Pi questions the kind of vision that uses 3-D technology to
      confirm the unified subjectivity of the superheroes in sci-fi action and fantasy movies such as Amazing Spider-Man (Marc Webb 2012) and Iron Man 3 (Shane Black
      2013).
    


    
      Scholars have expanded on Tom Gunning’s concept of “cinema of attraction” to discuss how 3-D technology relies on
      the spectacle of emergence instead of immersion for its effectiveness with audiences. As William Paul has noted,
      3-D technology, similar to what Gunning has called the exhibitionist confrontation, offers a challenge to
      diegetic absorption characteristic of what David Bordwell has described as the “classical” style of Hollywood
      cinema. Paul argues that this distinction between exhibition and immersion is equally relevant to the contrast
      between 3-D and the classical style, and that 3-D violates and ruptures normative cinematic space, calling
      attention to the 3-D imagery itself as an attraction (321–322). As John Belton mentions, James Cameron’s
      Avatar has attempted to reduce the effect of intrusion by keeping his 3-D images
      behind the stereo window (194). In this way, Avatar, like other mainstream films, has
      tried to diminish the challenge posed by 3-D technology by continuing the illusion of immersion in the narrative.
    


    
      Instead of diminishing the challenge posed by 3-D imagery, Ang Lee explored the spectacle of emergence and its
      intrusion in the audience’s space. Lee discussed this in the special features to the DVD of Life of Pi. In the scene where a swarm of flying fish hits Pi’s lifeboat, his production team has
      created a frame within the screen where the flying fish can be seen thrashing through the frame, disrupting the
      illusion of immersion in the narrative. At first, audiences are in awe to realize what is happening, and then
      within a blink, these 3-D images disappear. Lee highlights how these spectacular images are only transient, and
      he reveals the emptiness of form and matter through 3-D technology. In charting the ambivalent relationship of
      3-D to dominant film style, Lee moves along two intersecting pathways. First, he establishes the grounds for
      3-D’s spectacle and intrusive presence as part of the integrated theme about faith and magic. Very often, faith
      has to be based on incredibly beautiful stories and miracles in order for people to be enlightened. Second, he
      explores the aesthetic and philosophical questions raised by 3-D technology and draws attention to its
      exhibitionist aspect in order to interrogate the audiences’ mindfulness, as they waver between amazement and
      disillusionment.
    


    
      In Buddhist philosophy, people can come out of their condition of suffering (dukkha)
      by developing an awareness of reality and mindfulness. The Buddhist notion of the emptiness (sunyata) of form and matter is an important consequence of the temporary and
      conditioned nature of reality. The form of reality is often based on projection or illusion, resulting from
      personal desires. In a different vein, Žižek, building on Lacan’s idea that fantasy provides an answer to the
      enigma of the Other’s desire, has noted in the film The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema
      (Sophie Fiennes 2006) that “cinema is the ultimate pervert art. It doesn’t give you what you desire—it tells you
      how to desire.” The first thing to note about the creation of fantasy through film is that it literally teaches
      us how to desire. As a cosmopolitical filmmaker Ang Lee uses 3-D technology to demonstrate the dialectic
      relationship between mindfulness and fantasy/illusion as conceived in both Buddhist philosophy and the Lacanian
      notion of fantasy and desire. According to Belton, 3-D technology communicates its three-dimensionality by
      seemingly emerging from the surface of the screen and entering the space of the audience (194). Thus, by defining
      space in exhibitionist and transient terms, Lee uses 3-D images to create spectacular miracles and also threatens
      to disturb the audience’s illusion, provoking a moment-to-moment mindfulness towards catharsis, and an
      estrangement of emotion towards illusion.
    


    
      By undertaking the idea of illusion in Life of Pi, Lee further tackles the theme of
      non-Western ethnic self-presentation and the ethics of objectification through CGI. CGI is able to create visual
      images that look, move, and act not only like a real Bengal tiger but even better than a real tiger in its
      sophistication in handling emotion. For instance, the majority of Life of Pi takes
      place on a lifeboat. Many of these sequences on the lifeboat feature animals such as a Bengal tiger, zebra,
      hyena, and orangutan. These scenes were accomplished through a mixture of CGI and live action (Castelli 48–51).
      The live action on the boat was filmed in a wave tank on a closed set. The tiger was created by combining both
      live action and digital images. In this case, CGI makes for a flesh-and-blood tiger, ferocious but vulnerable at
      the same time. Yet none of this would work without the human counterpoint to the technical fantasy, and this is
      where the actor Suraj Sharma excels as Pi. Using a human actor as well as a digital double, Sharma is replaced in
      some scenes with a combination of cyber scans and body double Ricky Peters (Castelli 153).
    


    
      In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich makes the historical comparison between
      Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg 1993) and socialist realism in Soviet art that
      depicts current social problems along with symbols of hope for the future. Soviet artists would never imagine a
      future without concomitantly addressing the contemporary political condition that frames their imagination.
      Jurassic Park employs the same rationale, as the computer-generated dinosaurs present
      the possibilities of a synthetic future, but remains tied to the photographic tradition of the past (Manovich
      204). By deploying a photorealistic approach to computer animation, Jurassic Park
      reveals the limits and barriers that circumnavigate the possibilities of a “perfectly realistic representation of
      a cyborg body yet to come” (ibid. 202). According to Donna Haraway, the cyborg “is not afraid
      of joint kinship with animals and machines . . . of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints”
      (154). By disputing animalistic selves and humanized emotions, Lee creates the virtual animals with CGI,
      demonstrating the contradictory standpoints of the cyborg as theorized by Haraway. By making a virtual tiger with
      animated emotions, the film questions the fascination with embodiment and the synthetic inscription of
      biopolitics. The visual imagery is a mixture of virtual images and live action. In the film, Lee shows that the
      tiger is a high-tech photorealistic representation that has real world origins and tricks the audiences into
      believing its anthropomorphic emotion. By interrogating the values and norms that constitute us as human
      subjects, the question is: can people genuinely engage with animals and therefore the Other in a non-narcissistic
      way? By probing into this problem, Lee contests how powers are in play, how relationships and perceptions can be
      mutated, and what remains unseen and unsaid in transcultural practices and politics. In the film, the Other is
      treated as a digital image with displaced origins, whose blurring of boundaries reveals tactics of maneuvering
      differences that complicate binary oppositions systemic to the logics and practices of domination of the Other.
      Lee combines Brechtian alienation in narrative as well as the integration of live action and digital images to
      problematize immersive emotional identification. The alteration between immersion and disruption by 3-D
      technology and CGI problematizes the illusion of reality that the traditional Aristotelian approach to catharsis
      relies on. By doing so, Lee tackles emotional displacement by engagement with and estrangement from narratives,
      catharsis, and the original objects that are bound by social norms and values. In turn, by emphasizing the power
      of storytelling and imagination, Lee shows his cosmopolitical perspective on the politics and ethics of
      representation in transnational filmmaking.
    


    
      With Life of Pi, Ang Lee further explores the sensibility of emotion in a
      cosmopolitical perspective. On the one hand, the affective bond between animals and humans challenges emotion and
      relationship that is based on sexual love and questions the epistemology of anthropocentrism. It casts doubt on
      the biopolitical frame of religion and humanism. On the other hand, the virtual tiger is a digital image with
      displaced origins, and its relationship with humans shows a constant struggle that articulates an ethical and
      political position beyond the boundaries of what is typically called the “subject.” My investigation of the use
      of 3-D technology and CGI in this film shows not only how this film uses spectacle to create a transcendental
      space but also the new and innovative ways in which Lee explores the motifs of compassion, doubt, and illusion.
      In addressing all of these issues, this chapter has demonstrated that Lee is a cosmopolitical director who both
      undermines and affirms the East/West conceptualizations of humanity and emotion, as well as the tensions between
      wilderness and civilization in a transnational media environment.
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    5 (Un)Folding Hollywood and New Chinese Subjectivity through the PRC's
    Minority Nationality Films in the 1950s and 1960s
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      Perhaps the cinematic world should be envisioned as an inseparable, folded totality in which any visible and
      discernible distinction is only a local operation. The so-called world of enclosures is actually never closed,
      and the seemingly distinct is not necessarily separated. Chinese socialist cinema of the 1950s to 1960s was never
      anti-American as generally presumed. Communist China’s act of expelling Hollywood movies at the beginning of the
      Korean War (1950–53) was not necessarily a rupture or a cut in the continuity of filmic relationship, but rather
      an inflection point, a zigzag, or a sinuous fold.
    


    Hollywood Never Died in Communist China


    
      Hollywood movies (provisionally understood in this context as some kind of homogeneity) had been influential in
      China, especially in Shanghai and other urban areas, since the Republican period. From 1920s to 1940s, about 85
      percent of films shown in China were of US origin (Xiao, “American” 56). Bourgeois audiences and city dwellers
      were familiar with the narratives of Hollywood films, and profit-oriented studios urged their filmmakers to model
      on the Hollywood success in many of their productions. Even the left-wing cinema of the 1930s, while criticizing
      the ideologies spread by Hollywood and its dominance, which threatened to stifle the development of native film
      industries, had emulated American cinema and attempted to produce commercially appealing as well as politically
      correct films.1 These left-wing
      movies were meant to juggle the conflicting interests between the market demands from studio owners, the
      advancement of progressive politics, and the possible censorship from the Nationalist government. With the United
      States’ subsequent entrance into World War II (1939–45), Hollywood became openly anti-Japanese (and American
      films had a history of portraying Asians with racist attitude). This anti-Japanese move made Hollywood films even
      more popular to Chinese audiences, though it was difficult for these movies to reach viewers in China during the
      wartime era.
    


    
      In the early years of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Hollywood films were still shown
      in the cities. American cinema remained popular among urban people even though many Chinese cultural elites,
      including filmmakers, expressed strong resentment towards Hollywood hegemony and demanded that the new regime
      implement stricter censorship over the imported US films. While introducing a new quota system to curtail the
      widespread influence of Hollywood, the new Chinese government did not make any drastic move to ban all American
      imports. This was not only because radical measures on US films might alienate the urban population, but also
      because the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) hoped to improve its relationship with the US government during that
      time. Imprudent handling of the American interest in China could jeopardize the possibility of any reconciliation
      between the two nations. It was only after the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 that communist China entirely
      banned Hollywood imports. But the boycott was initiated by hardline activists and those representing the
      interests of the local film industry. Zhiwei Xiao notes that “[t]hroughout the process, the Party never
      officially issued a ban on American films” (“Expulsion” 67). The popular memory and lingering effects of American
      films among the Chinese viewing public could not be entirely wiped out by the political act, and the demand from
      filmgoers for new releases was strong and indeed rising, thanks to the efforts made by the socialist state to
      promote film viewing in the countryside through mobile projection units. The expanded exhibition network beyond
      port cities and urban areas made films more accessible to peasants, workers, and soldiers. New spectatorship was
      created, and viewership, confined mainly to middle-class, educated groups before 1949, had been extended to
      heighten a stronger sense of egalitarianism and commonality in Chinese cinema.
    


    
      Given the limited resources during the straitened times and the strict political control, the number of feature
      films released in the early 1950s was far below the pre-PRC level. While importing more dubbed Soviet movies to
      satisfy the audience demand, the CCP, recognizing that the masses were in great need of entertainment and that
      cinema was the most effective medium to popularize projects of national modernization and transform audience
      members into socialist citizens, allowed filmmakers to produce feature films based on popular conventions and
      genres in the first two decades of the republic. Along with the tradition of the left-wing films of the 1930s,
      popular genres were reworked into political message productions. It is no secret that the CCP has a long history
      of using motion pictures as a major part of its propaganda network since the number of potential film viewers in
      China is quite large. But the regime in its beginning years was confronted with, after war devastation, the
      problems of rebuilding the entire film industry, training personnel on all levels, and reconstructing a
      nationwide distribution system to reach the audience. Having had its own communist members participating in film
      productions as early as in the 1930s, the CCP, intending to press hard for the expansion of the industry in the
      1950s, had to recruit directors and scriptwriters who were trained under the political system
      of the Nationalist Party/Guomindang (GMD). Consequently, film scripts were all carefully regulated and supervised
      to ensure their political correctness. However, political acceptability was attained at the expense of artistic
      quality, and tight control resulted in mediocre and formulaic productions.
    


    Minority Nationality Film and Its Hollywood Potential


    
      One of the new genres created under this historical context was the “minority nationality film” (shaoshu minzu dianying).2 While film is considered by all governments as an effective means of propaganda
      and of promoting the national interest, the CCP has made no attempt to conceal its intention to use minority
      nationality film as a central tool of political enlightenment, citizenship mobilization, and nation-building for
      both the Han majority and other ethnic groups (who are usually called “sibling nationalities” or “brother
      nationalities” [xiongdi minzu] in the policy choice of term). As in the Soviet
      imperium, where national movements were criticized as bourgeois instruments, the CCP was very cautious of using
      this film genre to advocate nationalist sentiments. The minority nationality productions after the withdrawal of
      The Victory of the Inner Mongolian People (Neimengrenmin de
      shengli, Gan Xuewei) in 19503 closely followed the officially endorsed patterns—i.e. strict adhesion to the
      state nationality policy and stereotypical portrayal of good and evil characters. Their stories were mainly about
      destroying the GMD enemies, exposing the espionage agents, and glorifying the communist heroes, as in
      People on the Prairie (Caoyuan shang di renmen, Xu Tao
      1953), The Gold and Silver River Band (Jinyintan, Ling
      Zifeng 1953), and Dawn of Menghe (Menghe di liming, Lu
      Ren and Zhu Danxi 1955), whereas their romance-inflected spy or adventure films, such as Horse Gang in China (Shanjian lingxiang mabang lai, Wang Weiyi 1957)
      and Mysterious Travelling Companion (Shenmi di lüban, Lin
      Nong and Zhu Wenshun 1955), did provide a slight difference (especially in terms of the physical intimacy between
      the romantic couple, which was more often seen in these films) from other tightly controlled propagandistic
      movies that shared a similar mission of building a socialist Chinese nation. Filmmakers and movie studio
      personnel became increasingly self-restrained and even lost the initiative to make new productions, while making
      use of some “safe” generic conventions to attract audiences. As mentioned earlier, left-wing cinema had been good
      at balancing the commercial and political needs in the 1930s. The post-revolutionary PRC cinema could have used
      such historical left-wing experiences as a reference—but, in general, trepidation and hesitation among the people
      in the film industry due to strict control hampered the overall productivity. While production crews were willing
      to cooperate with the regime, this did not necessarily lead to the result that the supervised
      films could always win the hearts of general audiences and serve the intended political purposes.
    


    
      Inspired by Lenin’s remark that “of all the arts for us the most important is cinema” (Lunacharsky 57), the
      Chinese communist regime also recognized that cinema should not be merely a repressive state apparatus but a
      means of mass entertainment and stimulation for the governed. Realizing that the masses were in great need of
      recreation and determined to turn film as a significant entertainment medium into an efficient constituent of the
      propaganda machine, the Central Film Bureau intended to modify the organizational structure and administration so
      that the responsibility for creative work could be given to various studios. The excessive amount of control and
      inspection was somewhat diminished, though communist authorities never actually relaxed the stringent filmmaking
      policy even with such public gestures. Indeed, they just started to introduce more bureaucratic Soviet-type
      managerial systems and the regulating aesthetic of socialist realism in the PRC’s First Five-Year Plan (1953–57).
    


    
      The minority nationality genre particularly served as “a means of territorial inclusion” (Chen, “Textual” 65),
      mapping new boundaries, new landscapes, and newly imagined Chinese people under the socialist regime.4 Although only about 6 percent of China’s
      population were non-Han ethnics in the early 1950s, the lands inhabited by ethnic peoples covered 60 percent of
      modern China. These were also strategic locations in regions rich in natural resources and high in military
      significance. While Tibet, Xinjiang, and the rural sites of other non-Han peoples have been rendered
      cinematically as integrated parts under Chinese sovereignty and as liberated territories with modernizing
      potential in the colonial imagination,5 it would be too presumptuous to argue that the minority nationality film was
      under the influence of Hollywood’s racist depictions of non-white ethnics. Endorsing racial supremacy,
      ethnocentrism, racism, and exoticism and serving the raison d’état for colonial conquest are integral parts of
      all cinematic state apparatuses, while ethnic inequality and violence are inherent in every power structure.
      Nevertheless, execution skills can always be learned, and Hollywood’s sophisticated techniques and strategies
      (such as linear narration focusing on the agency of individual characters, coherence of time and space, apparent
      motivation, compositional unity, etc.) were sources of inspiration for many Chinese filmmakers.6 Also, like many Hollywood classics that
      preached an assimilationist melting-pot discourse, discarded ethnic values in the name of Americanism, and
      obfuscated any possibility of ethnic self- representation, PRC cinema was vehement in incorporating ethnic
      heterogeneity (with its own ploy of artificial hierarchies of language and dialect)7 into Chinese national unity. But unlike Hollywood,
      which ghettoized ethnicity as a marginal genre, presuming that the American nation was above or beyond it, early
      Chinese socialist films identified ethnic issues at the core of the new nation in order to claim the legitimacy
      of inheriting the Qing’s multicultural and multi-racial empire for fabricating a utopian communist society.
    


    
      The production of minority nationality film denotes the constitution of a new Chinese
      subjectivity that is different from the old form, which postulates a simple dichotomy of interiority and
      exteriority. Mao’s China advocated radical revolutionary breaks with existing reality. Maoists perpetuated a
      populist conviction that true revolutionary creativity resides in the countryside, where peasant masses and most
      of the ethnic minorities dwell. Such an ideological belief has a lot to do with the historical origin of the
      Chinese communist revolution, which was rural-based. The CCP’s successful tactic of rallying rural forces to
      surround and overwhelm the corrupted cities occupied by the GMD only reinforced the new regime’s suspicion
      towards urban inhabitants. The experience of the opposition between the revolutionary countryside and the
      conservative cities had become ingrained in the minds of the new communist rulers. The real driving force of
      socialist progress, for the Maoist leaders holding voluntarist faith, was the rural people, whose economic
      backwardness could be converted into transformative energies and moral virtues for the process of permanent
      revolution. In other words, the ethnic minorities, who were said to be as “poor and blank” (Mao 3) as the peasant
      masses, have been presented to the urban populace as forces of revolutionary passions in minority nationality
      films.
    


    
      I understand this new film genre as a kind of fold in at least two senses. On the one hand, it is a typical
      instance of folding the “outside” (nonHan minorities at the borderlands or “outer China”) into the “inside” (the
      Han majority in “inner China”) in order to construct a new national- cumsocialist subjectivity. On the other
      hand, the fold acts as a bricolage mechanism that generates unpredicted connections between a socialist cinema
      that the PRC aims at building and the Hollywood mode of production from which a new China has attempted to
      separate (at least in rhetoric). The minority nationality film as understood through the notion of the fold would
      be useful for defining new kinds of practice and shedding light on the great complexity of PRC cinema in its
      relation to ethnic others. Even if folds make up an inside, that is to say, a non-Han subject that is
      interiorized and nationalized as Chinese, such an inside is essentially constituted by the folding of the
      outside. Some arguments are particularly adamant in upholding ethnic minorities as the outsiders.
    


    
      In his essay on Chinese ethnic cinema, Paul Clark asserts that (Han) Chinese audiences see film as an import, “an
      exotic and foreign medium,” and associate it with “non-Chinese, exotic art forms and subjects” (15). With fewer
      foreign films on Chinese screens after 1949, their search for the exotic led them to crave “the most non-Chinese
      parts and peoples of China, her minorities in the northwest and southeast” (ibid. 16). These movies about ethnic
      minorities, Clark believes, “had an appeal not dissimilar to the earlier Chinese fascination with Hollywood’s
      presentation of American life in the films of the 1930s” (22). Clark’s comments reveal that the minority
      nationality film sought to cater to the exotic tastes of Chinese viewers and appeared to serve a similar function
      to the Hollywood films that had entertained Chinese filmgoers, although Chinese minority
      nationality films and Hollywood movies obviously look very different. If Hollywood as “an incarnation of the
      modern” (Hansen 11) was able to teach Chinese audiences about modernity, offer models of identification for being
      modern, and articulate their fantasies, anxieties, and repressed libidinal energies, Chinese minority nationality
      films also helped fulfill, to a certain extent, viewers’ imaginations and sublimate their desires and
      uncertainties as well as trigger off their collective longing for a new kind of modern life, socialist-styled.
      The ethnic minorities represented on-screen did not necessarily stand for economic and cultural backwardness
      (though, in reality, the common and official view was that these minority nationalities were unable to progress
      without help from their more advanced and civilized Han brothers). Instead, the ethnic heroes were always
      portrayed as the agents of a radical, anti-traditional, and modernizing force, which can even be associated with
      modern Western rationalism. Indeed, the values and world views that the Chinese communist regime adopted from
      Marxist socialist goals and visions actually made the “new China” more like the Western nations that emphasized
      the pace of economic development.
    


    The Ideology of Modernization and the Functions of Minority Nationality Film


    
      Without doubt, Western capitalist nations have been remaking the world after their own image, and Hollywood is
      one of the contributing factors in this process. The PRC has also been remodeling the world of ethnic minorities
      in accordance with its own ideal image, with the ideological function performed by the minority nationality
      genre. The Chinese communist state, even in its most revolutionary moments, has always endeavored to realize the
      long-sought nationalist objectives of making the nation rich and strong in the modern world. Although the regime
      resisted the Western bourgeois liberalization from the 1950s onwards even till now, it never rejected the
      modernization or industrialization that took place in many Western countries a century ago, and it welcomed the
      economic and technological progress industrialism can bring. Albeit under the socialist banner, the contemporary
      Chinese nation was just repeating the economic transformation of the Western industrial societies. In the PRC,
      Marxism was indeed less a project of building socialism than an ideology of modernization. Chinese communist
      leaders who were also nationalists perceived that the future of their country and the course of history were
      highly determined by economic strength. Mao, as a major critic of bureaucratic institutionalization in
      post-revolutionary China, was also primarily a modernization advocate. In Maoist discourse, the minority
      nationality film was precisely one of the effective tools to modernize non-Han ethnic groups under the guidance
      of their Han brothers towards the construction of a new powerful Chinese nation-state. At the
      same time, the ethnic heroes were depicted as models for emulation, embodying self-discipline, self-sacrifice,
      diligence, and honesty—ascetic values that were desirable for Chinese modernization and resonated with the
      Protestant spirit highly conducive to the rise of capitalism in the West.8 Antagonistic socio-political systems and contrasting ideological
      world views could appropriate similar values for their different routes to modernization.
    


    
      The notion of the fold may also reveal how Mao’s China, in the midst of the industrialization process, had
      erratically gone against the modernization currents of urbanizing the countryside but endeavored to “ruralize”
      the city in the sense (like a fold bending over) that urban dwellers were obliged, if not coerced, to learn
      revolutionary virtues from people in the countryside. Cinema, an extremely popular medium, was used as an
      educational tool to teach the urban public socialist moral values. Chinese minority nationality films of the
      1950s to 1960s were directed at mass audiences to serve a didactic function by providing a positive and
      larger-than-life model of non-Han characters. The genre was an extension of Maoist voluntarism in the sense that
      the subjective will to achieve national unity and socialist aims can overcome any objectively determined
      limitations, given the historical reality that China at that time could not offer the necessary material and
      social preconditions for socialism. The propagandist role of the film genre was precisely to plant the will or
      the consciousness into human minds. What this cinema put forward is the impression that if the ethnic minority
      could become the historical actors dedicated to utopian visions of a perfect future, economically backward lands
      like China, by relying on strong wills rather than on the forces of history, could skip the process of capitalism
      and directly advance to the socialist world.
    


    
      The industrialization process carried out in the first Five-Year Plan based on the Soviet model led to the
      exploitation of the rural areas for financing the socioeconomic development of the cities, increasing
      inequalities within the working class, and the growth of a huge bureaucratic state apparatus. The objective to
      industrialize the nation, with its effects of exploiting one part of society (i.e. the countryside) on behalf of
      another (i.e. the urban regions), disciplining laborers for higher productivity, and constructing a professional
      and administrative-oriented bureaucracy to implement the projects, tended to further alienate the CCP from
      realizing their revolutionary ideals and carrying out the socialist mission. In short, the political means of
      socialism have already undermined the socialist ends. Maoism precisely manifested the resistance to restoration
      of the old socio-political orders and the fading of the socialist vision of a future utopia, though ironically
      Mao was also an enthusiastic modernizer.
    


    
      In this harsh environment for all kinds of cultural production, the minority nationality film was allowed to do
      something that could not be done in other genres. The CCP’s distrust of the city and its urban intelligentsia was
      indirectly revealed in its lenient treatment of the minority nationality film, which is always intimately tied to the peasantry and the countryside. The launching of the Great Leap
      Forward campaign in 1958 further reinforced the opposition between modern urbanized areas and backward rural
      hinterlands, between intellectuals and peasant masses. Although non-Han ethnics are a minority in numbers, they
      have been symbolized in the minority nationality film as “the masses” to be mobilized for political purposes.
      Like the general peasant mass, ethnic minorities are “poor and blank” people on whom revolutionary ideals can be
      projected. As Mao said frankly, “[O]n a blank sheet of paper free from any mark, the freshest and most beautiful
      characters can be written, the freshest and most beautiful pictures can be painted” (4). Precisely because of
      this “blankness,” the minority nationality film was able to play the substitute for Hollywood and other Western
      films to satisfy the piqued curiosity of Chinese filmgoers for the “foreign exotic” and paradoxically contributed
      to the state policy of creating a “national style” (perhaps because Han was so generic that its culture failed to
      offer any distinctive style to the Chinese gaze).
    


    
      The anti-intellectual inclination of the PRC’s minority nationality films is very similar to that of Hollywood
      cinema—especially its “lower genres” like adventure, thrillers, and slapstick comedies with their emphasis on
      action, speed, spectacles, and thrills—though the socialist cinema might not have learned this directly from its
      American counterpart. If Hollywood’s anti-intellectual tradition originated from the virtues of the nineteenth
      century American frontier period when courage, endurance, virility, and staunchness were far more important than
      academic ability and intellectual attainment, the minority nationality cinema of the PRC similarly made use of
      the non-Han frontiersman as the new hero in order to revive ascetic values and revolutionary commitment, and to
      play the antithetical role to the Party bureaucracy (with the emergence of a professional elite class that was
      loosely classified as intellectual) and the institutionalization of the post- revolutionary state. The communist
      regime fervently appropriated mass-line culture to serve political purposes, which undoubtedly led to the
      marginalization and oppression of any insurgent voices and reflective views. That the anti-intellectual discourse
      became dominant in minority nationality films was actually a Maoist populist means to challenge the distinction
      between rulers (i.e. bureaucrats) and those ruled (i.e. the masses), to criticize the privileges of the urban
      technocratic and intellectual elites, and to dismantle the huge division of mental and manual labor. Musical
      films like Five Golden Flowers (Wuduo jinhua, Wang Jiayi
      1959) and Third Sister Liu (Liu sanjie, Su Li 1960)
      expressed disparaging ideas about intellectuals as a way to arouse the creativity and enthusiasm of the masses
      for building a socialist society (U 58–59).
    


    
      Set in the adventure of the Great Leap Forward that aimed at enhancing productivity in both agriculture and
      industry, Five Golden Flowers was made to promote and celebrate the political
      campaign. While the utopianism of the Great Leap Forward was responsible for immense human tragedy, the optimistic spirit perpetuated in this musical romance comedy, with its articulation of
      ethnic heterogeneity, exotic dances, and music, conquered the hearts of numerous Chinese audiences. In 2000 it
      was elected the number one film in a list of the best Chinese films of the twentieth century. The musical offered
      a utopian fantasy characterized by abundance, energy, intensity, and collective community that served as a
      projected fulfillment of what is desperately wanted but absent within the socio-political status quo even of
      today’s China. Larger-than-life ethnic heroines and heroes were created in this enthusiastically propagandistic
      film that carried a Hollywood quality with stirring music, vigorous action sequences, and bold and vibrant color.
      The unforgettable actress Yang Likun, who was of Yi origin, stood for the Chinese erotic phantasm of the ethnic
      other.
    


    
      To make socialist films fully exert their impact, professional know-how is tremendously significant. The spell of
      Hollywood cinema attracted even those who wanted to compete with it and to fight against US imperialist ideology.
      There was a historical precedent for socialist cinema, in its crucial period, to develop with specific reference
      to Hollywood films. After the October Revolution in 1917, Moscow audiences were still watching American films
      since very few new Russian movies were being released. Many Soviet filmmakers had exposure to American cinema.
      The American influence, especially in terms of rapid editing and action within the frame, was quite evident in
      many Soviet movies. Filmmakers under the Soviet regime attempted to combine the ostentatious dynamism of American
      film style and technique with blatant Bolshevik ideology and political revolutionary zeal. Although Soviet films
      rejected the ideological content of Hollywood cinema whilst embracing its technique, it remains questionable,
      especially from the perspective of political leaders, whether form can be entirely separated from content. In the
      Stalin era (1928–53), Soviet cinema was under stricter central control. Aesthetic considerations were more
      subjugated to ideological concerns, thus ending the Soviets’ fascination with Hollywood. However, as Graham
      Roberts notes, Soviet film’s “narrative structure, which is predicated upon the attractive hero solving the basic
      disruption of the plot (Russia’s domination by foreign powers) . . . would certainly fit a ‘Classical Hollywood’
      paradigm” (48). Given the tremendous influence of the Soviet model on the PRC’s early modernization program and
      the lingering effects of American films, the traces of Hollywood could be found in a convoluted way in Chinese
      socialist cinema.
    


    
      At first glance, the universalization of class politics—under MarxistLeninist political principles—has determined
      the understanding of ethnic conflicts and divisions, rendering the race problem solely a class issue. But
      historical reality always tells a different story. The Chinese communist revolution is reputed for its
      independent development from the world revolutionary currents, and its leaders are remarkable for being
      nationalist revolutionaries but not visionaries of international proletarian liberation. Class struggle is not
      necessarily the totalizing dogma used by the communists to rule China—at least not all of
      China. As China’s ethnic minority issue was almost equivalent to the question of territorial unification, and the
      new regime had yet to achieve full control of large areas of the nation in the early 1950s, the CCP was more
      eager to enlist the ethnic communities at the borders, which had their own socio-political hierarchies, in
      support of national unity than to launch a rigorous class campaign by liberating the proletariats there. A sheer
      nationalization of ethnic issues by turning them into internal, domestic problems under the hostile Cold War
      environment was not possible, since China’s ethnic groups had to be mobilized for the international socialist
      campaign against Western imperialism. Minority nationality films were exported to display the new Chinese nation
      to the international community (though restricted to the Soviet Union, Eastern European countries, Hong Kong, and
      Macau)9 in order to articulate
      national subjectivity, engage in global socialist revolution, and realize united proletarian internationalism
      against the bourgeois capitalist bloc. In other words, Chinese socialist cinema, by no means in the position of
      defending the local against globalization, also underwent a different global circuit.
    


    
      When British and American films appropriated religion as a strong weapon against godless communism in the
      cultural Cold War (Shaw 4–5), the atheist CCP did not necessarily counter the West by emphasizing that its cinema
      should liberate the masses from religious prejudices. Religious passions could be a major component of Cold War
      cinematic discourse in both the West and the East. The ethnic minority cinema of the 1950s to the 1960s did
      reflect such complexities. For instance, in Serfs (Nongnu, Li Jun 1963), Chairman Mao is implied to be the living Buddha for the Tibetan
      protagonist. By the end of the film, the enslaved Tibetan character turns to Mao’s portrait with an adoring and
      impassioned look, seeing the Chairman as his savior and future hope. In the deeply rooted religious traditions of
      Tibet, the old religious master who has been removed has to be replaced by a new leader. As revolution is a drama
      of passions, the PRC’s ethnic minority films have been heavily invested with political enthusiasm, which is
      comparable to religious fanaticism. A Maoist is a redeemer in the religious sense that she or he engages in
      self-emancipation by transforming and transcending the world. The mythology of the ethnic group about freedom of
      love has also been absorbed and paralleled to revolutionary fervors in the musical Ashima (Liu Qiong 1964). The film, and other ethnic musicals in general, endeavored to transcend
      the harsh reality, transforming it into a rosy and joyful utopian land, and offered the audiences a great
      psychological asylum from the highly ideological society. In other words, they provided religious transcendence
      or escape to the masses.
    


    
      In these films, China’s ethnic minorities are visually represented as peoples intimately tied to folk songs,
      dances, colorful costumes, festive celebrations, and exotic borderland sceneries, and inscribed in stories of
      romances, adventures, espionage, exciting actions, and even Hollywood-esque grandiosity. Though largely different
      from Han cultural forms and conventions, the audio-visual representations of these ethnic
      minorities have generally homogenized them as domestic racial non-Han others, very similar to the way many
      Hollywood films treat the non-white, non-Western peoples by racial lumping. It should be noted that the so-called
      local or regional ethnic cultural traits are actually very much the imaginative re-creation of the Han filmmakers
      to facilitate the nationalization of all cultures under Chinese territorial sovereignty. The rawap, a popular
      Uyghur folk musical instrument, was predominantly used in Visitors on the Icy
      Mountain ( Bingshanshang di laike, Zhao Xinshui 1963), which is mainly about
      Tajik nationality. Even though both the Uyghur and Tajik peoples live in Xinjiang, they have rather different
      musical traditions. The mixing of various ethnic musical instruments may serve the purpose of establishing a
      recognizable stereotyped model of minority within the modernity project under the communist
      leadership.10 Other than
      balancing the interests of different ethnic groups (the rather small Tajik group is more pro-PRC than the restive
      Uyghur majority in Xinjiang), the Chinese authorities combine different ethnic customs and freely appropriate
      assorted ethnic forms in order to ensure that cultures of all ethnicities can move beyond their traditions and
      develop along with the state-led social progress.
    


    Utopian Projection


    
      In the early years of the Chinese communist regime, the revolutionary utopianism had yet to be institutionalized
      and subdued. The communist leaders remained committed to achieving their socialist goals by integrating the
      non-Han peoples into the nation-building project of a new China as long as the incorporation could strengthen the
      socio-political order nationwide. Whether the cinematic representations of the non-Han ethnic communities were
      accurate or realistic probably was not the main concern of the leaders. Their primary interest was to use films
      to instigate revolutionary passions for building a new nation and to educate and mobilize the masses for the
      successful completion of the political task of national unification under socialist auspices. The religious
      practices of the ethnic peoples were respected and portrayed on-screen, though such “lenient” nationality policy
      in the early PRC was considered a betrayal of socialist ideals in later class struggle campaigns, especially
      those during the Cultural Revolution.
    


    
      What is emphasized in the minority nationality film is that no matter how different ethnic groups might be from
      the Han majority, under socialism they form a single family without any class antagonism. The Han Party cadre
      acts precisely like a good father so as to gain the trust of the suspicious ethnic characters. Ethnic tensions
      develop into familial sentiments. The CCP plays the role of caring father to the ethnic minorities once their own
      leaders become corrupted and fail to provide paternal protection. Ethnic conflict is always understood in terms
      of family ideology in the early years: many minority nationality films feature a
      kind-hearted, fatherly Party cadre, who is always Han (such as Political Instructor Liu in Eagles in the Storm [Baofengyu zhong di xiong ying, Wang Yi 1957],
      Platoon Leader Wang in Reed Pipe Canso [Lusheng linage,
      Yu Yanfu 1957], Old Yang and Dr. Zhang in Beacon Fire on a Frontier [Bianzhai fenhuo, Lin Nong 1957], Captain Cao in Mo Ya Dai [Xu Tao
      1960], Hong Jiang in Meng Long Sha [Wang Ping and Yuan Xian 1960], Zhang Jie in
      Anaerhan [Li Enjie 1962], Secretary Liu in The Hero of the
      Grassland [Caoyuan xiongying, Ling Zifeng and Dong Kena 1964], Secretary Sa in
      Red Blossom of the Tianshan Mountain [Tian han di
      honghua, Cui Wei, Chen Huai Ai, and Liu Bao De 1964], and Wang Da in Girl of Jinpo
      People [Jinpo guniang, Wang Jiayi 1965]). The Han characters, even marginal
      ones, always serve as radiating centers of consciousness to sieve the ethnic cultures for the implied Han
      audiences. In another formula, the Han protagonist discovers that the offspring of an ethnic minority family is
      actually his lost child (e.g. Da Ji and Her Fathers [Daji he ta
      di fuqin, Wang Weiyi 1961]). Han and non-Han, in other words, share the same blood. In some (like
      Visitors on the Icy Mountain), the ethnic villain is actually faked by a wicked Han
      who is a GMD spy! Recruiting the minorities as communist members is also a gesture of embracing them as members
      of the socialist family, as seen in Ha Sen and Jia Mila (Hasen
      yu jiamila, Wu Yonggang 1955), The Detachment of the Hui People (Huimin zhidui, Feng Yifu and Li Jun 1959), and Storm over the
      Grassland (Caoyuan fengbao, Lin Feng 1960). Instead of manifesting class
      conflict and exploitation, the official ideology of the minority nationality genre of the 1950s centered on the
      notion that all nationalities (should) live like a loving family under the Chinese heaven in pursuit of social
      equality. But its actual foundation was nonetheless the idolatry of patriarchal authority. It did not simply mean
      that the ethnic minorities in the films were forced to submit to the patriarchal power of the communist regime.
      Indeed, there had been a popular demand by the Han majority (after all, they constituted the dominant portion of
      the audience) for the establishment of a strong and authoritarian state that would be capable of creating
      national political order, handling severe problems of domestic economic impoverishment, and withstanding
      formidable and hostile international forces in the early decades of the republic. The massive national backing
      facilitated the new state in legitimately carrying out its dictatorial practices. Its oppressive role was already
      getting conspicuous in the early 1950s. Thought reforms as well as Three-Anti and Five-Anti Campaigns were
      launched to exercise tighter control over intellectuals, remove unreliable bureaucrats, punish the bourgeoisie,
      and persecute counterrevolutionary state enemies. An atmosphere of state terror was spread through these public
      campaigns in the society, where all forms of dissent were ruthlessly crushed. Intellectual freedom was
      relentlessly undermined as the transition to socialism did not go hand in hand with the process of
      democratization.
    


    
      In the international circumstances of the Cold War, communist China appeared to have no other option than leaning
      towards the Soviet Union and its blocs and allies. In the early years of the PRC, Chinese
      communists sought to transform the nation and build a new society by essentially modeling it on the patterns of
      the Soviet system. However, historical tensions and geopolitical conflicts between China and the Soviet Union had
      made the Chinese regime anxious about Soviet political domination and penetration. Conflicts beyond the
      politico-ideological alliance between a reviving China and an expanding Soviet Russia were bound to happen,
      although the CCP’s search for a distinctive Chinese way to socialism after the mid-1950s had never deviated from
      the Stalinist methods of political and intellectual control. After all, the Chinese communist revolution was
      fundamentally a “bourgeois” revolution in the sense that many socialist goals and values had been sacrificed to
      the imperatives of modern economic development, which laid the groundwork for the nation’s later integration into
      the global capitalist system and the return of Hollywood to the world’s most populous land in the 1980s.
    


    
      Minority nationality films of the 1950s to the 1960s designate the dynamic relationships between the outside and
      the inside, symbolizing the specific form of the fold, where the inside—i.e. the newly constructed socialist
      Chinese subject—is figured as a reciprocal doubling of the outside. The fold, as the twofold, constitutes the
      subject in the double movement of exoticizing and homogenizing. The socialist non-Han ethnic heroes or heroines
      are foreigners who have to be nationalized in the manner that the opposites between inside and outside have to be
      reconciled. This film genre, as pleats, performs the functions of both unifying and enforcing the distinctions.
      It is not just a single movement of folding the outside in but also a double action of pleating the inside out in
      the sense that a contained China under the Cold War atmosphere manifests its yearning to break through, reach
      out, and create connections in order to realize its modern, Western-derived, rather than traditional Chinese,
      ideal of socialism. But the unfold, not the fold’s contrary, also unites the separate regions in the way that a
      socialist China desperately seeking modernization has a lot to do, in order to connect with and learn from the
      modernity Hollywood stands for.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. One successful example was Street
        Angel (Malu tianshi, 1937), directed by Yuan Muzhi, who headed the Beijing
        Film Studio in 1949. The film, according to Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, clearly shows “influences from
        Frank Borzage melodramas and René Clair musicals to portray the lives of an itinerant trumpet player and his
        friends” (2010, 238).
      


      
        2. “Shaoshu minzu” has been
        deliberately translated as “minority nationality,” instead of “national minority,” in official publications
        since the government tried to highlight that these ethnic peoples were regarded as national components of a
        multinational country.
      


      
        3. The authorities withdrew the PRC’s first national minority
        feature and asked its director to make major revisions, since it treated the Mongol aristocratic class as the
        major enemy under the principle of class struggle. In the revised version, the depiction of
        the Mongolian prince became more positive and the real villain was the GMD. Mao renamed the film with his
        calligraphy as The Victory of the Inner Mongolian People when it was re-released in
        1951. The original release title was Inner Mongolian Spring Scenery.
      


      
        4. Mobile film projection units were assigned the mission to
        disseminate national and international messages to the remote areas and frontiers they reached, and to function
        as modernizing agents to ensure local inhabitants viewed and learned from the films they brought there (Chen
        2007, 63). On the other hand, filmmakers also captured images of the frontier landscapes and frontier peoples
        in order to define the new contours of the nation-state and to create a new national consciousness about what
        the Chinese people were composed of. In short, the PRC’s films have actively participated in mapping national
        space and narrating national history.
      


      
        5. There may not be an uncontroversial definition of (internal)
        colonialism in communist China. However, “coloniality” is a better term to describe how the Chinese communist
        regime carries out its civilizing mission and economic development to justify its domination over the ethnic
        minority groups. The CCP sees itself as the revolutionary agent to emancipate the oppressed minorities from
        Japanese, British, and other foreign imperialism.
      


      
        6. Chinese socialist cinema had its own innovation in the sense
        that there was strong inter-generic borrowing between documentary and fiction films. For example, in the
        productions about Tibet, different genres were mobilized to serve the political campaign on the liberated area.
        For a discussion on the generic affinity between the documentary Millions of Serfs
        Arise (Baiwan nongnu zhandqilai, Hao Yusheng 1959) and the fiction film
        Serfs (Nongnu, Li Jun 1963), see Braester (2008).
      


      
        7. Most of the minority nationality films were released in
        Putonghua, though some of them were dubbed in minority languages for the ethnic audiences. Ethnic languages and
        Chinese dialects were basically not allowed in the communist mass media until the 1980s.
      


      
        8. For an analysis of how Marxism narrowed the difference between
        China and the West and how bourgeois virtues like hard work were upheld in communist China, see Meisner (1979).
      


      
        9. For a discussion of PRC film exports to socialist and
        non-socialist countries in 1949–57, see Chen (2009).
      


      
        10. For a detailed analysis of how Uyghur music has been
        re-created to construct musical stereotypes in minority representation in the PRC, see Wong (2012).
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    6 Martial Arts Cinema and Minor Transnationalism


    
      Man-Fung Yip
    


    
      Much has been said about the global impact of Chinese-language martial arts films, especially those from Hong
      Kong. As agents of transnational cultural flows, these films are said to have circulated around the globe and
      exerted a strong influence on contemporary action cinema. While true to an extent, such a view fails to address
      the complex transnational dynamics of the films. Without doubt, Chinese-language martial arts films have a long
      history of traversing national and cultural boundaries, but what are the different forms and meanings that such
      transnational, border-crossing practices have taken in different periods of time?
    


    
      To start answering this question, let me divide, heuristically, transnational film practices into “major” and
      “minor” modes. In the case of Chineselanguage martial arts cinema, an instance of the major transnational mode
      would be the recent trend of big-budget, effects-driven martial arts blockbusters. Films like Ang Lee’s
      Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) and Zhang Yimou’s Hero (2002) and House of Flying Daggers (2004) not only seek to
      compete with Hollywood within and beyond the Chinese-language film market but also put a strong emphasis on the
      “staging” of cultural authenticity, a fact that signals, among other things, the growing power of China and its
      desire to assert its (cultural) presence on a global scale. Entailed in all of this, then, is an attempt to defy
      Hollywood and affirm China’s cultural centrality, which in turn reflects a “hierarchical” conception of
      transnational cinema defined in terms of domination and resistance.
    


    
      By contrast, martial arts films in the minor transnational mode—the kung fu movies of the 1970s and the
      “direct-to-video” action films that flourished from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s, for example—are, for the
      most part, cheaply produced and characterized by a visceral style as well as a populist sensibility that appeals
      mostly to lowbrow, working-class audiences. They are also unabashedly pluralistic, eschewing any pretense of
      “purity” and utilizing all sorts of cultural and cinematic material—high and low, East and West, modern and
      traditional—while at the same time themselves becoming the targets of cross-cultural borrowing and appropriation.
      In their marginality (in both industrial and aesthetic terms) and their micro-practices of transnationality
      involving not only a vertical relationship of domination and resistance but also, more
      importantly a horizontal process of translation and transculturation, these films are a good example of what
      Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih refer to as “minor transnationalism” (5–12).
    


    
      The phenomenal global success of the recent Chinese-language martial arts blockbusters has drawn copious critical
      attention to the transnational practices and politics of the films. But with the exception of a few studies (e.g.
      Desser; Morris, “Transnational”), little has been done to examine lower- budget martial arts films from the
      perspective of minor transnationalism. It is precisely this minor transnational mode, as manifested in a group of
      English-language martial arts films produced by Hong Kong
      film companies during the 1980s and early 1990s, that I want to explore in this chapter. These rather obscure and
      marginal films emerged out of profound changes in the American and global media markets, on one hand, and a
      complex history of interactions, both industrial and formal-aesthetic, between Hong Kong and American martial
      arts films, on the other. By analyzing the films in these and related contexts, I seek to explore and shed light
      on the transnational industrial as well as aesthetic imaginings at work in them.
    


    Hong Kong's English-Language Martial Arts Films


    
      Hong Kong filmmakers have made repeated attempts to break into the American market following the kung fu craze in
      the early 1970s. Such attempts are understandable because the United States, as Mike Walsh has argued, not only
      is the “largest single market in the world” but also “enjoys the additional power of setting values for
      subsequent markets” (167). A hit in the American box-office can thus “accrue value in other international and
      ancillary markets” (ibid.). Following the success of Enter the Dragon (Robert Clouse
      1973), the Bruce Lee star vehicle co-produced by Warner Bros. and Golden Harvest (via Lee’s own company,
      Concorde), Hong Kong film companies began looking for opportunities to invest in international co-productions,
      preferably with a major American studio; these collaborative ventures, they figured, would raise production
      standards, offset higher production costs, and be more accessible to the global market. Such opportunities,
      however, were rare, and the absence of any ongoing production relationship with a major American company was an
      issue that made this co-production approach not particularly fruitful.1
    


    
      Another strategy, which started to emerge by the end of the 1970s, involved Hong Kong companies financing and
      filming their own English- language productions with primarily Western actors and/or locations in an attempt to
      appeal to American viewers and draw interest from distributors around the globe. Leading this trend was, again,
      Golden Harvest; from the late 1970s to the early 1990s, the company produced more than 20 English-language films
      for the international market, including such box-office hits as Cannonball Run (Hal Needham 1981) and Teenage Mutant Ninja
      Turtles (Steve Barron 1990).2 Not all of these films, I hasten to add, belong to the martial arts or even
      action genre, but many do, including The Amsterdam Kill (Robert Clouse 1977),
      The Big Brawl (Robert Clouse 1980), The Protector (James
      Glickenhaus 1985), the China O’Brien series (Robert Clouse 1990), and the
      aforementioned Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and its two sequels (Michael Pressman
      1991; Stuart Gillard 1993). But despite the occasional successes, this attempt to access the American market
      through English-language films has not always been profitable. Part of the problem is that Golden Harvest sought
      to establish itself as a major global producer, but its limited resources did not allow it to produce the kind of
      big-budget films that would compete with Hollywood blockbusters.3 Distribution was another hindrance: lacking its own distribution network
      within the United States, Golden Harvest had to rely on one of the major American studios to handle the
      distribution of its films. As it turned out, many of its films were often not marketed or released properly,
      partly because they were considered by the distributors as marginal and not competitive (Walsh 173).
    


    
      Despite these challenges, other Hong Kong companies followed suit and started producing their own
      English-language films. But unlike Golden Harvest, these companies focused almost exclusively on martial arts and
      action films, and their expectations were much more practical. A good case in point was Seasonal Film:
      No Retreat, No Surrender (Corey Yuen 1986), the company’s first and most renowned
      English-language film, was made on a slim budget and did not feature any famous stars (although Jean-Claude Van
      Damme plays the villain in the film, he was a relatively unknown performer at the time). The director, Corey
      Yuen, was a respected action choreographer in Hong Kong, but he was virtually unknown in the West. These
      limitations, however, must be considered in relation to the specific industrial context of the film. No Retreat, No Surrender was never intended to be a blockbuster success; instead, the film was a
      low-budget genre effort capitalizing on the fast-growing home video market. In this respect, No Retreat, No Surrender can be considered a rather successful film: despite its limited
      theatrical release in the United States (371 theaters at its widest release, with a total gross of about US$4.6
      million), the film sold very well in the global video market. Indeed, the film made most of its money through the
      video releases (and re-releases), and this “minor” mode of distribution and exhibition helped to transform the
      low-budget film into a martial arts cult classic.4
    


    
      Another more obscure example of Hong Kong’s English-language martial arts films was the so-called cut-and-paste
      ninja films associated with IFD Films and Arts as well as Filmark International, two Hong Kong companies
      specializing in low-budget martial arts/action movies. IFD was founded by Joseph Lai in 1973, while Filmark was
      set up by Thomas Tang, who used to be a partner with Lai in IFD before leaving the company and forming his own in
      1986. Together, IFD and Filmark produced over 200 films during the 1980s and early 1990s, many of which can be
      classified as “ninja films,” a genre that was popularized in the United States and in many
      parts of the world following the success of Enter the Ninja (Menahem Golan 1981) and
      the so-called ninja craze it triggered.5 Made on ultra-low budgets and released largely straight to video, these Hong Kong
      ninja films are most (in)famous for their “cut-and-paste” approach—that is, the method of recycling footage from
      one or more obscure Asian films, splicing it with new footage featuring ninja characters (usually played by
      Caucasian actors) and ninja-fighting sequences, and then dubbing over the images to create a final product. As
      one could expect, such a method often resulted in films with madly incoherent plots and style, but it also
      allowed producers to make several movies with the budget of one. In a changing global media market where the
      demand for low-budget martial arts and action films was rapidly growing, this fast and cheap production method
      proved to be a viable strategy and set the Hong Kong ninja films into a consistent production path during much of
      the 1980s.
    


    Martial Arts Films on the Small Screen


    
      To better understand the emergence of these English-language martial arts films from Hong Kong, it is important
      to examine the broader changes in American and global media markets from the late 1970s on. The kung fu craze
      associated with Bruce Lee and Hong Kong martial arts films reached its peak in the summer of 1973, when
      Enter the Dragon was released and became a box-office sensation in the United States
      and across the globe. The fad, however, turned out to be a fleeting phenomenon; with the untimely death of Bruce
      Lee in July 1973 (the US opening of Enter the Dragon came just days after his
      passing), the genre lost its most emblematic figure and promising star, and film producers were scrambling,
      without much success, to fill the void left by Lee’s death. Indeed, the martial arts film genre as a whole
      experienced a rapid slide, at least in terms of its mainstream market presence, as opportunistic, fly-by-night
      companies bent on making fast money churned out martial arts films at a rate that not only resulted in quick
      market saturation but also compromised the quality of the films. All this fostered the perception of the genre as
      shoddy exploitation (“chopsocky”) that should not be taken seriously. By the end of the 1970s, Hong Kong martial
      arts films had been relegated to the margins of the American film market and were shown almost exclusively in
      non-mainstream venues such as drive-ins and urban grind house theaters. In the meantime, the sensational success
      of Jaws (Stephen Spielberg 1975) and later Star Wars
      (George Lucas 1977) heralded a new trend of expensive blockbusters marked not only by high production values but
      also by elaborate marketing campaigns and a wide release strategy. In the new blockbuster-driven market, an
      ever-decreasing number of big-budget productions dominated the box-office, which made it more difficult for small
      cult and other marginal films to be shown in theaters. Hong Kong martial arts films, like
      other exploitation movies, also suffered and saw their theatrical market shrinking (further) as a result.
    


    
      Just as the theatrical market for martial arts films was quickly eroding in the late 1970s, they found a new
      exhibition venue in the form of television. In 1979 World Northal, a company that had previously been involved in
      distributing foreign art films, branched out into English-dubbed martial arts movies. Under the aegis of Mel
      Maron, who had served as president of Cinema Shares before coming over to World Northal, the company acquired a
      library of Hong Kong martial arts films from Shaw Brothers and decided to bring them to the television market.
      Hiring film editor Larry Bensky to cut out excessively violent scenes and other improper materials, World Northal
      reedited 13 films and put them into syndication, in early 1981, under the title “Black Belt Theater.”
    


    
      At that time, Metro-Media, the forerunner of the Fox network, had a Drive-In Movie series and was actively
      programming grind house movies on all of its stations on Saturday afternoons. Looking for more titles to shore up
      the series, the company picked up Black Belt Theater and started showing martial arts films along with other
      exploitation fare. This marked the first time that Hong Kong (or Hong Kong-based) martial arts films had aired on
      American television, and ratings for the movies were so impressive that Metro-Media began showing them every
      week, and for a while even showed two films in a row as a double feature. Spurred by this success, World Northal
      quickly expanded its package of martial arts films from the original 13 to nearly 90 titles, adding such classics
      as Chang Cheh’s Five Deadly Venoms (1979) and Master
      Killer, which is the American title for The 36th Chamber of Shaolin (1978),
      directed by the late Lau Kar-leung.
    


    
      Noticing World Northal’s unforeseen success, other distributors soon began putting together their own packages of
      syndicated martial arts films. Examples include “Kung Fu Theater,” which was bought by local television stations
      as well as by USA Network, and “Fist of Fury Theater,” which was aired on New York City’s WPIX-11 for
      approximately one year in 1983. Meanwhile, Golden Harvest took matters into its own hands and syndicated its own
      martial arts movies, including all of Bruce Lee’s films except Enter the Dragon,
      whose international rights were owned by Warner Bros. Enter the Dragon was released
      on television by Warner Bros. Television, which also put into syndication The Big
      Brawl and The Protector, both featuring a young Jackie Chan, as well as
      Legend of the 7 Golden Vampires, a Shaw Brothers-Hammer Films co-production directed
      by Chang Cheh back in 1974.
    


    
      By the mid-1980s, many television stations across the United States were showing Hong Kong martial arts films on
      the weekends. Even if this trend gradually lost momentum and came to an end in the late 1980s, its impact had
      been considerable and cannot be overlooked. For one thing, the spectacle of kung fu and karate action on
      television put Asian martial arts firmly in the American popular imagination and played a
      major role in sparking the growth of the American martial arts film—the ninja films, the Karate Kid series (John G. Avildsen 1984, 1986, 1989), and the numerous martial arts films
      starring Chuck Norris, Steven Seagal, and Jean-Claude Van Damme. While these films represented an attempt on the
      part of the American film industry to domesticate Hong Kong (and Asian) martial arts cinema, they were in turn
      co-opted and appropriated by the Hong Kong industry, especially by those small independent companies seeking to
      globalize themselves by making low-budget English-language martial arts films. As indicated above, the ninja
      craze that began with Enter the Ninja and swept the United States in the 1980s was a
      primary engine for the “cut-andpaste” ninja films of IFD and Filmark. Likewise, the mainstream success of
      The Karate Kid (1984), often hailed as one of the best American martial arts films of
      the 1980s, prompted Seasonal to make No Retreat, No Surrender. Furthermore,
      Missing in Action (Joseph Zito 1984) and Missing in Action 2:
      The Beginning (Lance Hool 1985), two Rambo -style POW rescue fantasies
      featuring Chuck Norris, served as a model for No Retreat, No Surrender 2: Raging
      Thunder (Corey Yuen 1987). And when the kickboxing films of Jean-Claude Van Damme (Bloodsport [Newt Arnold 1988] and Kickboxer [Mark DeSalle and David
      Worth 1989]) became popular in the late 1980s, Seasonal, IFD, and Filmark all seized on the trend and produced
      their own martial arts tournament movies. All these examples reveal the close relationship between Hong Kong and
      American martial arts films in this period, a relationship that was neither fixed nor unidirectional but, rather,
      involved a complex process by which market and industry trends intersected with changing cultural ideas and
      values to shape the content of a fluid transnational film culture.
    


    Enter the Home Video


    
      If television provided a site where Hong Kong martial arts films could continue to be shown in the United States
      and exert an impact on American popular imagination, the rise of home video as a global mass medium further
      enhanced their visibility and facilitated their transnational circulation and consumption. It also brought new
      possibilities to film production and distribution and, in doing so, created some of the conditions for the
      development of Hong Kong’s English-language martial arts films.
    


    
      Since the introduction of the videocassette recorder (VCR) in the mid1970s, home video had rapidly grown into a
      global culture industry. In 1980 only 2.4 percent of American households owned a VCR. The figure increased to
      51.7 percent in 1987, and by the early 1990s, nearly 75 percent TV households owned a VCR. As home video became
      more widespread and was increasingly used as a means for watching films, video rental grew into a vast (and
      lucrative) business, with the number of video stores skyrocketing from a few hundred to over
      30,000 during the course of the 1980s (Wasser 68, 101). This explosion of the home video market, however, was not
      an exclusively American phenomenon; in Europe and many other parts of the world, too, home video technologies
      were adopted and used enthusiastically, and this led to profound changes in the ways that films were produced and
      consumed (McDonald 72–106; Boyd, Straubhaar, and Lent 3–41).
    


    
      One consequence of the burgeoning global video market, and thus the copious shelves in video stores waiting to be
      filled, was a huge and growing demand for films. This in turn brought about two different trends within the film
      industry. One of them involved licensing existing films and film libraries, drawn from both major studios and
      smaller independent companies, to video distributors. In this way, many imported martial arts films from Hong
      Kong (and other Asian countries) found a new life, in the form of videotapes, after they had ceased being aired
      in theaters and on television.6
      At the same time, the need for more films also caused an expansion in independent production. This was especially
      the case during the early 1980s, when the major studios were still ambivalent about the impact of home video and
      did not pursue the video market aggressively. By contrast, astute independent producers quickly embraced the
      opportunity and developed new approaches in response to the changing media landscape (Wasser 105–110).
    


    
      Two additional points need to be made about this video revolution. First, the video market that developed in the
      1980s was strongly associated with the working-class sector. As a result, martial arts films—and action movies in
      general—were among the most sought-after titles in video stores. Many film companies, including those from Hong
      Kong, were quick to see an opening in this and tried to capitalize on it by mass-producing films from the martial
      arts and action genres. Second, many of the video-driven independent productions were low-budget films that had
      limited chances of a wide release. Some of them even completely bypassed theatrical distribution and went
      straight to video. Such “direct-to-video” releases, which had become a regular fixture in the film industry by
      the late 1980s, attested to the increasing importance of video money in this period: as the video market heated
      up, so too did the prices of video rights to films, and this new source of money was one of the major reasons for
      the growth of a direct-to-video industry on a global scale.
    


    
      IFD, led by Joseph Lai, offered a good example of how the global video boom helped propel a new type of
      production company, one whose business plan was a direct response to the new home video market. As video and
      other ancillary markets greatly expanded the demand for films, Lai came to the conclusion that it was quantity,
      not quality, that was the key to success. Not surprisingly, then, the main strategy of IFD was to increase
      production and turn out as many inexpensive films as possible for a ravenous video market. The result was
      staggering: in the course of the 1980s and early 1990s, the company put out more than 100 English-language
      martial arts films and was releasing, at its peak, about 15 to 20 films a year. Of course, even low-budget films require funding, but the expansion of the global video market had
      significantly opened up new opportunities for film financing. Following the examples of De Laurentiis, Cannon
      Films, and other independent companies, Lai funded his productions through aggressive preselling, traveling to
      major film markets (e.g. the Cannes Film Festival, the American Film Market, and MIFED, the now-defunct annual
      film fair in Milan) and having distributors from around the world commit to pre-buy his films. In this way, many
      of his projects were able to become profitable, or at least acquire partial funding, before they entered into
      production.
    


    
      As a form of financing, preselling has a long history in Hong Kong and can be traced back to the 1950s, when
      distributors and exhibitors in Southeast Asia pre-bought Hong Kong films because of their popularity in the
      region. In more recent years, especially since the late 1970s, preselling has taken on a more global scope and
      has involved the new video distributors as much as the traditional film buyers. In 1979 Golden Harvest reportedly
      presold a slate of English-language films for US$5 million to distributors from 22 territories (Walsh 172)—though
      how much of this money came from video presales is not clear. On the other hand, for IFD and other small
      companies concentrating on low-budget martial arts films, there is little question that video money was crucial
      and was what made them a viable, money-making structure. As Lai, head of IFD, pointed out, video pre-buying grew
      so rapidly in the 1980s that his company was “deluged” with projects and had many “contractual obligations” to
      distributors that it needed to fulfill.7 Godfrey Ho, the man behind many of IFD’s “cut-andpaste” ninja films, made a
      similar point. He noted that IFD’s films attracted video buyers from all over the world, and the hot new trend in
      buying guaranteed that the company was able to secure 30 to 40 contracts in a film market like MIFED each
      year.8 With video presales
      providing a vital source of financing, IFD was able to put more films, albeit extremely low-budget ones, into
      production than most Hong Kong companies at the time. By the mid-1980s, IFD had largely given up the theatrical
      market in favor of direct video releases—a trend towards “direct-to-video” action films (Morris, “Transnational”
      185–187) that was driving other companies like Filmark and Seasonal as well.
    


    
      The rise of home video as a global mass medium, then, was a major enabling factor for the production and
      transnational distribution of IFD’s films and of English-language martial arts films from Hong Kong in general.
      Granted, the majority of these films are cheap exploitation fare that can hardly be compared to Hollywood’s
      blockbuster projects or star vehicles, yet they can still be considered quite successful on their low-budget,
      video-oriented terms. The question remains, however, as to how the films should be evaluated from an aesthetic
      perspective. Cheap and cheesy, derivative, and highly exploitative, the films are often derided as trash. But, as
      I will argue, this propensity for a minor expressive mode—a hybrid textuality eschewing “purity” and
      “authenticity,” a “trash aesthetics” that challenges conventional ideas of quality and
      taste—merits more attention and is in many ways what is fascinating about the films and their transnational
      practices.
    


    Towards a Minor Transnational Expressivity


    
      As Lionnet and Shih conceive it, the idea of minor transnationalism is used mainly in relation to minority
      cultures, that is, the cultures of ethnic or sociological groups whose members, while not necessarily numerically
      inferior, are in a subordinate position vis-à-vis the dominant groups in terms of social status, education,
      employment, wealth, and/or political power (5–12). Being systematically ignored, distorted, and even suppressed,
      minority cultures frequently find themselves struggling to have their voices heard even though they form an
      integral part of society. In a sense, Hong Kong has always exemplified such a minority culture. As a former
      British colony, not only was it dominated, territorially as well as politically and economically, by the colonial
      power, but the effects of domination could also be seen in the realm of cultural ownership. This is not to
      suggest that Hong Kong culture was entirely supplanted, but the colonial mentality, coupled with the fact that
      Hong Kong was for a long time an immigrant city and thus often taken as a mere space of transit, has fostered the
      belief that Hong Kong could not have its own culture. At the same time, from a nativist Chinese perspective, Hong
      Kong culture is also found lacking because it is too Westernized and commercialized, a symbol of decadence and
      inauthenticity “tainted” by the city’s long years of colonial rule and capitalist exploitation. As a result, it
      is not usually considered part of authentic “Chinese” traditions, which are deemed to be more legitimately
      located in mainland China and Taiwan.
    


    
      Put differently, Hong Kong culture is constantly caught in an “in- between” position overshadowed by both British
      colonialism and Chinese nativism (Chow 153–155). What this means, however, is not merely that Hong Kong’s
      cultural productions have been ignored or relegated to a “minor” status— that is, as something inferior in
      importance, quality, and/or size. This is no doubt the case, but what is perhaps less recognized is how such
      marginalization has helped shape a particular mode of expressivity grounded in a certain “lack” or “poverty” in
      terms of production means and aesthetic values. Also worth examining is how this chronic state of in-betweenness,
      as Kwai-cheung Lo suggests, has fostered a transnational imaginary in Hong Kong culture (108–114). Fully aware of
      itself as a kind of “bastard” and thus of its own impurities, the local constituted in Hong Kong’s cultural
      production has tended to eschew a conception of itself as a bounded entity, with all its connotations of a fixed
      and well-delineated identity. Rather, it has actively sought to create a more fluid space for itself, a space
      porous to the infiltrations of alien elements—not only from neighboring nations and regions but also from places
      far beyond its borders—and thus conducive to the formation of a “trans-subjectivity” capable
      of crossing boundaries. This transnational orientation is presumably what Lo has in mind when he argues that “the
      meaning of the Hong Kong local is always already overdetermined by the framework of the transnational,” and that
      “in the case of Hong Kong, the local is the transnational itself in its becoming” (112).
    


    
      The two aspects noted above—the propensity for a minor expressive mode and the local constituted in the
      transnational—are both key attributes in the English-language martial arts films from Hong Kong. With limited
      budgets, most of these films were done very quickly—as quick as two to three weeks, as with the films of IFD and
      Filmark—and production costs were further kept low by using cheap filming locations (Thailand in No Retreat, No Surrender 2 and The King of the Kickboxers [Lucas Lowe
      1990]; the Hong Kong countryside in the IFD and Filmark ninja films), second-line stars (Richard Harrison, Loren
      Avedon, Cynthia Rothrock, etc.), and, in the most extreme cases, the “cut-and-paste” method noted above. Even the
      English-language films of Golden Harvest, which were generally better funded and had higher production values,
      tended to have budgets that were relatively modest by Hollywood standards.
    


    
      Such “lacks” and “deficiencies,” however, should not lead to a wholesale dismissal of these films. While no
      unknown masterpieces capable of transcending their fringe industrial origins, these marginal films did appeal to
      certain groups with particular socioeconomic conditions. For instance, given that it was virtually impossible for
      these films to compete with Hollywood blockbusters through expensive effects, they tended to employ a more
      “primitive” corporeal style—priority is given to the body and particularly to violent physical actions, for
      instance—that found a receptive audience in those working-class (especially blue-collar) people more primed to
      down-market pleasures and less committed to mainstream standards of value. This is not to suggest the “vulgarity”
      of working-class tastes and sensibilities but rather to point out a specific class-based appeal grounded in the
      body, which for many workers is the only “tool” they can rely on to make a living or climb up the social
      ladder—thus the importance of the body in the films as an instrument of action, whether to exact righteous
      vengeance (The Protector; No Retreat, No Surrender 3; China O’Brien; The King of the
      Kickboxers), to fight to save a friend or loved one (The Big Brawl; No Retreat, No
      Surrender 2), or to overcome personal and/or social adversity and succeed as an underdog, usually through
      a process of arduous training (No Retreat, No Surrender; The King of the Kickboxers;
      American Shaolin [Lucas Lowe 1992]). Even the “cut-and-paste” ninja films, whose narratives are often less
      than coherent and look like a jumble of disjointed stories (which they really are), could still be found
      appealing because of their simple yet powerful attractions based on exciting physical action and on the fantasy
      of competing and prevailing through the body, which offered a direct and directly intelligible viewing experience
      that resonated with working-class viewers from a wide variety of cultural and political backgrounds.
    


    
      The local constituted in the transnational, the second aspect pertaining to the minor
      transnational mode of Hong Kong’s English-language martial arts films, is manifested in the distinctly eclectic
      style of the films, which draw from and build on a wide variety of cultural and cinematic traditions, both local
      and foreign. Such eclecticism, however, should not be taken simply as a dearth of originality, a sign of creative
      sluggishness. Rather, it is better seen as reflecting the cultural matrix of Hong Kong, which, as previously
      noted, has long established itself as a site of hybridity and syncretism. Consider the film No Retreat, No Surrender: Jason (Kurt McKinney), a white teenage boy who idolizes Bruce Lee, is
      forced to move to Seattle after his father is crippled by evil Mafia men who want to take over his Los Angeles
      dojo. Things do not go smoothly for Jason in the new environment, however; not only is he humiliated and beaten
      up by local bullies in front of the girl of his dreams, but he also has a fierce row with his weak and victimized
      father. In great despair, Jason flees to an abandoned house, where Bruce Lee’s ghost appears and trains him in
      martial arts. Under Lee’s tutelage, Jason goes from an average fighter to a superior martial artist, finally
      using his newly acquired skills to defeat Ivan (Jean-Claude Van Damme), the Russian henchman of the Mafia gang
      that has terrorized his father’s dojo.
    


    
      As the brief synopsis above shows, No Retreat, No Surrender is in many ways a rehash
      of two highly popular American martial arts/action films from the mid-1980s: The Karate
      Kid and Sylvester Stallone’s Rocky IV (1985). From The
      Karate Kid, the film borrows not only the classic underdog story of a frustrated teenage boy but also the
      figure of a wise, altruistic master who subjects the kid to a period of arduous training and enlightens him
      regarding the true values of martial arts. The influence of Rocky IV is more limited
      but no less obvious; it can be observed in the final tournament match between Jason and the Russian henchman,
      which replicates, albeit in a smaller scale, the epic climatic fight between Stallone’s Rocky Balboa and the
      Russian boxer played by Dolph Lundgren in the earlier film.
    


    
      No Retreat, No Surrender should not be read as a cheap rip-off; instead, it is
      important to take a closer look at the film and explore the ways in which its derivative, formulaic structure is
      shot through with new meanings and perspectives. One example is the use of a fictional Bruce Lee—or his ghost, to
      be precise—as Jason’s teacher. If this ploy smacks of Bruceploitation (and in many ways it is),9 it does bring a certain Hong Kong
      “flavor” to an otherwise American story. More importantly, it also alludes to, intentionally or not, a crucial
      film-historical fact: the role of Lee as the “Muse” of American martial arts cinema (Morris, “Learning” 174). The
      fictional story of No Retreat, No Surrender, then, both mimics and comments on the
      actual history of the genre. As a character, the “Bruce Lee” in the film is a muse and teacher to Jason,
      empowering him to become an adept martial artist. As a real historical being, Lee has also been a muse of sorts,
      a figure of inspiration and influence for Chuck Norris, Steven Seagal, Don “The Dragon” Wilson, and many others
      associated with the American martial arts film.
    


    
      Invoking Bruce Lee is not the only way in which No Retreat, No
      Surrender reworks its source material (or at least casts it in a new light). Another example involves the
      motif of training, the rigorous drills and exercises Jason must undergo in order to reinvent himself and prove
      his worth. For many critics, this training plotline is simply another case of the film “stealing” from
      The Karate Kid, one of a long list of Hollywood training movies, including Avildsen’s
      own Rocky (1976). Yet such an offhand dismissal ignores the fact that Hong Kong has
      its own tradition of training films, one that is in many ways richer but also has somewhat different emphases. As
      Morris argues, the heroes/heroines in Hollywood training films tend to be more self-impelling, their teachers
      more “motivators” than “Muses” (“Learning” 175–176). While some training films from Hong Kong also stress this
      aspect of self-actualization (e.g. The 36th Chamber of Shaolin), other themes and
      concerns—e.g. the teacher conceived as muse, or the master-disciple relationship within the pedagogical
      process—have played an equally, if not more, important role in shaping the genre, as witnessed by such classic
      films as Lau Kar-leung’s Challenge of the Masters (1976) and Yuen Woo-ping’s
      Drunken Masters (1978). These two aspects also apply to No
      Retreat, No Surrender: the film not only uses “Bruce Lee” as its nonpareil
      teacher-muse figure but also depicts his relationship with Jason in such a way that he becomes not a mere
      motivator but an ideal model to be emulated. Indeed, The Karate Kid, with its strong
      focus on the father-son relationship between the teacher and the student, is also closer to the emphasis of the
      Hong Kong tradition than to its Hollywood counterpart. The film, then, often alleged to be the “model” of
      No Retreat, No Surrender, turns out to be a copy itself, and it is the Hong Kong
      training genre that provides a common link to both films.
    


    
      With its hybrid textuality and thus mode of address, No Retreat, No Surrender raises
      an interesting question: is it an American film or a Hong Kong film? Other facts about the film make the question
      even harder to answer. On the one hand, No Retreat, No Surrender had an American
      writer (Keith Strandberg), featured a mainly American cast, and sought to target the US market through the use of
      the English language and American locations (Los Angeles, Seattle). Yet it is not simply an American film because
      of all the Hong Kong connections, which pertained to the production company (Seasonal) and the director (Corey
      Yuen), not to mention the numerous elements associated with Hong Kong martial arts cinema discussed above. As
      Morris describes it, No Retreat, No Surrender was “a film made to make it in
      America,” but it could also be called a “make-believe” American film, one that “remade The
      Karate Kid for people who like Hong Kong movies” (“Learning” 177–178). In the end, the complex
      transnational configuration of the film renders problematic any attempt to discuss it in simple national cinema
      terms. Rather, the film is better conceived as a “contact zone” between Hong Kong and Hollywood martial arts
      cinema, a hybridizing space where the two traditions meet, interact, and combine to generate new forms and
      meanings.
    


    Conclusion


    
      Hong Kong martial arts films have generally been taken as a form of “minor” cinema, that is, a low-budget cinema
      with limited production values and an inferior cultural and critical status. Yet this minor or marginal position
      has not precluded the genre from attracting a broad global audience. The kung fu craze in the early 1970s is a
      good case in point, but equally relevant, if less often discussed, are the 1980s and early 1990s English-language
      martial arts films discussed in this chapter.
    


    
      As I have argued, these export-oriented films were driven to a large extent by changes in the global media
      market, especially the rapid rise of home video as a mass culture industry. Video presales, for instance,
      provided a major source of funding, and it was through the vastly expanded video market that the films were able
      to gain a cult following in the United States and around the world. More recently, the digitalization of media
      technologies has helped bring the films to a new generation of viewers. Not only have DVDs and YouTube made the
      films more accessible than ever, but internet connectivity has also enabled people to disseminate and obtain
      information about the films. This has created a kind of virtual community linked by blogs as well as fan sites
      and forums.
    


    
      Most of the English-language martial arts films from Hong Kong were low-budget genre efforts, but their “lowly”
      status belies the fact that they constituted an essential part of the transnationalization of martial arts
      cinema. For by passing as American (or vaguely global) movies, the films could be seen as part of the
      domestication process through which the martial arts genre survived in the American market in the 1980s. Despite
      being co-opted and remade for white, mainstream cultural needs in the process, the genre at least managed to hang
      on and left an impact on the American popular imaginary. And it is partly this continuing presence and influence
      of the genre, even one that had been Americanized, that paved the way for the success of John Woo, Jackie Chan,
      and martial arts-inflected action films from Hong Kong since the early 1990s. The larger lesson from this is
      clear: transnationalism in cinema does not rest solely with the bigger-budget, high-visibility films (such as
      Hollywood blockbusters); the marginal, less visible films are no less a transnational and transcultural force,
      albeit one that does not operate so much on a hierarchical logic of domination and resistance but rather seeks
      (tactical) affinities and alliances between different forces.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. Both Shaw Brothers and Golden Harvest were actively looking for
        foreign partners in their productions, but Warner Bros. was the only major American studio that showed any
        interest, teaming up with the companies for films like Cleopatra Jones and the Casino of
        Gold (Charles Bail 1975) and Game of Death (Robert Clouse 1978). These
        sporadic efforts, however, failed to generate for Hong Kong films any long-term impact in the US market.
      


      
        2. It is worth mentioning that while a number
        of these films involved the participation of American companies (Warner Bros. in The Big
        Brawl and The Protector; New Line Cinema in the Teenage
        Mutant Ninja Turtles series), the others were produced by Golden Harvest alone.
      


      
        3. Cannonball Run and Megaforce (Hal Needham 1982), two of Golden Harvest’s more ambitious English-language
        productions, had a budget of about US$15 million each. While a huge sum by Hong Kong standards, it paled in
        comparison with the skyrocketing costs of Hollywood blockbusters at the time (some of which cost upwards of
        US$40 million).
      


      
        4. Spurred by the success of No Retreat, No
        Surrender, Seasonal went on to make six more English-language martial arts films, many of which received
        no theatrical release at all and went straight to video. These six films are No Retreat,
        No Surrender 2: Raging Thunder (Corey Yuen 1987), No Retreat, No Surrender 3: Blood
        Brothers (Lucas Lowe 1990), The King of the Kickboxers (Lucas Lowe 1990),
        American Shaolin (Lucas Lowe 1992), Superfights
        (SiuHung Leung 1995), and Bloodmoon (Siu-Hung Leung 1997).
      


      
        5. The success of Enter the Ninja led
        to an influx of ninja-themed films, including Revenge of the Ninja (Sam Firstenberg
        1983), Ninja III: The Domination (Sam Firstenberg 1984), and the American Ninja series (Sam Firstenberg 1985, 1987; Cedric Sunstrom 1989, 1990; Bob Bralver
        1993). The trend culminated in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movies, which, as
        noted earlier, were among the most successful English-language films produced by Golden Harvest.
      


      
        6. In the mid-1980s, World Northal began to release, on video,
        some of the imported martial arts films in its library. They included Master Killer
        and a number of Golden Harvest’s titles such as Slaughter in San Francisco (Lo Wei
        1974) and Tattooed Dragon (Lo Wei 1973). More important, shortly after World
        Northal went into bankruptcy in 1989, VHS bootlegs of many Shaw Brothers films, almost all mastered from the
        Black Belt Theater edits, began to show up in the market and reached an even wider audience.
      


      
        7. See Leeder (2010).
      


      
        8. See Lanuque (2007).
      


      
        9. “Bruceploitation” refers to the practice, on the part of film
        producers trying to capitalize on Lee’s global fame after his death in 1973, of making internationally
        distributed films that appropriated the Lee persona and featured actors with Lee-like names such as Bruce Li,
        Bruce Le, Dragon Lee, and so on. For more discussion on this cultural phenomenon, see Hu (2010).
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      In Chinese cinema, the war film has long served as a vehicle helping to amass popular support for the national
      military. The atrocities inflicted on the Chinese people during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45) have had a
      lasting impact on the national psyche. To this day, this national “wound” remains visible in the Chinese
      cinematic imagination. The war film entered a new phase with the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
      in 1949: war films were made to underscore the Communist Party’s heroic battles against the Nationalist Party, as
      well as the PRC’s numerous military operations in the 1950s and 1960s. By the early 1980s, more complex cinematic
      representations of war appeared in the works of Fifth Generation directors, such as The One
      and the Eight (Yige he bage, Zhang Junzhao 1983), Red
      Sorghum (Honggaoliang, Zhang Yimou 1987), and Evening
      Bell (Wanzhong, Wu Ziniu 1988). Against this broadening range of cinematic
      visions of war, the trauma of the Nanjing Massacre remains an open wound haunting the consciousness of Chinese
      filmmakers. Wu Ziniu’s Nanking 1937 (1995) cannot break away from the timeworn image
      of China as a defenseless victim of the Japanese invaders’ cold-blooded brutalities. Wu’s choreography of war,
      which favors extreme long shots of bombing and machine gunfire, reveals this obsession with “collective
      victimhood” at the expense of character and psychological complexity. The relatively brief scenes of combat (in
      which the Chinese defense is piecemeal and disorganized) contrast sharply with the extended collective gang rape
      scene inside the International Safety Zone settlements, where naked, brutalized female bodies stand for the
      humiliation and atrocities the invaders have inflicted on the nation-body.1 If national defense, state ideology, and censorship had determined
      the style and content of Chinese war movies prior to the 1980s, China’s “collective plight” still shades
      cinematic representations of war today. The sensitivity of the subject is most evident in the state’s censorship
      of Jiang Wen’s daring portrayal of Chinese peasants collaborating with the Japanese out of self-interest in his
      Devils on the Doorstep (Guizi laile, 2000).2
    


    
      In the 1990s the restructuring of the film industry and the incremental opening of China’s film market to foreign
      imports and investments have transformed the landscape of Chinese cinema. Internationalization has been accelerated through overseas film festival competitions, global distribution networks, and
      transnational co-productions.3
      While the state-owned August First Film Studio is still churning out “mainstream melody” (zhuxuanlü) military films, the more market-oriented productions are the mainstay of both the
      domestic and overseas markets. They are therefore more reliable indicators of the changing style and content of
      Chinese war films as they negotiate between two institutional terrains: the specific social, economic, and
      political milieu of Chinese film production and the international film scene, where a different set of artistic,
      commercial, and ideological parameters applies.
    


    
      This chapter examines the intertextual connections between three contemporary Chinese war films— Cow (Dou niu, Guan Hu 2009), Assembly
      (Jijiehao, Feng Xiaogang 2007), and City of Life and
      Death (Nanjing, Nanjing, Lu Chuan 2009)—and their Hollywood and East Asian
      counterparts. It demonstrates how, and to what extent, contemporary Chinese war films conjure up new imaginations
      of China’s war-torn past in an increasingly internationalized film medium as they navigate the uneven topos of
      the national and global film markets. Like their contemporaries in Japan and Korea, the filmmakers make use of
      proven formulas and genre conventions in Hollywood war films to serve specific aesthetic, ideological, and
      commercial agendas. Where artistic expression is still under stringent state surveillance, cinematic
      representations of war and national traumas necessarily have to negotiate competing political and economic
      demands.
    


    Contemporary War Films: Diversity and Controversy


    
      As Lawrence Suid notes, “images of men in combat” have been created by filmmakers “from the earliest days of the
      industry, even before Hollywood existed” (672). As one of the oldest genres, the war film has a close affiliation
      with national and international politics, and Hollywood war movies have historically been considered indicators
      of changing perceptions of America’s international war efforts since World War II (1939–45). US military
      operations in Vietnam in the 1960s, for instance, were the subject of cinematic self-reflection in 1970s war
      films such as The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino 1978) and Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola 1979).
    


    
      Since the 1990s the US-led Gulf War (1990–91) has stimulated a revival of World War II films. John Hodgkins
      rightly notes that “World War II films form a cinematic framework through which the filmmakers (and viewers) can
      explore the technology, psychology, morality, and nature of warfare itself in the modern age” (75). Films such as
      Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg 1998), A Midnight
      Clear (Keith Gordon 1992), and The Thin Red Line (Terrence Malick 1998) “use
      World War II as a metaphoric framework for examining the causes, ideological justifications, and psychological
      and ethical complexities of warfare in the post-Persian Gulf War era” (84). With the aid of
      advanced technology and sophisticated cinematic techniques, Saving Private Ryan is
      able to create an unprecedented “realism” in its opening battle. Such realism, however, is a desirable outcome of
      a spectacle of war created by high-tech special effects.4 If the Gulf War is the alluded subject of the US’s
      “triumph of technology” (Hodgkins 76), the war on Iraq is behind what Garret Stewart calls the “digital fatigue”
      in post-9/11 antiterror films—the “blanketing of plot by a thick quilt of digital mediation,” a cinematic symptom
      apropos to the general condition of “battle fatigue” (45) that plagues the frontline military and the nation at
      large. On the other hand, the continued mass appeal of war films is reflected in the steady supply of big-budget
      productions in commercial cinemas worldwide.
    


    
      In Chinese cinema, World War II has three intertwined layers of meaning: it is a tragic-heroic tale of China’s
      eight-year national defense against Japan, a vehicle of moral redress for the aggrieved nation, and the
      beginning of another nationwide struggle culminating in the founding of the PRC under
      the Communist Party in 1949. In the wake of its 60th anniversary, the PRC re-released many war films and wartime
      documentaries in digital formats for general distribution. Popular television series showcased China’s “
      anti-imperialist” war efforts from the 1940s to the 1960s.5 This upsurge of public interest in war and military history can be attributed to
      a nationwide commemoration of the communist revolution. These media products also helped to dress up the image of
      the Chinese military, which in essence represents the Party,6 amid rising international scrutiny over China’s handling of its domestic issues,
      especially ethnic tension and anti-Han Chinese riots in Xinjiang and Tibet. As such, the war film remains an
      ideology-laden genre in Chinese cinema. It is therefore important to explore the internal dynamics of Chinese
      cinematic representations of war in order to better understand the range of possibilities afforded to
      contemporary filmmakers in refashioning collective memories of the national past. The transnational character of
      film production and exhibition today also suggests that Chinese war films are subject to intercultural
      cross-fertilization much like other popular genres. This chapter looks at how filmmakers employ visual and
      narrative strategies to mediate between the specificities of national history and the more general parameters of
      genre conventions in transnational filmmaking. By mobilizing intertextual resources in negotiating war-induced
      moral conflicts, contemporary Chinese war films aspire to a transnationalism that compels critical
      (self-)reflection on the historical and cultural meanings that they generate.
    


    Demystifying Chinese Victimhood: City of Life and Death


    
      Film reviews and media reports on City of Life and Death tend to focus on the issue
      of “truth” or “reality” (zhenshi). Although the emphasis on zhenshi is a stock in trade in the Chinese cinematic tradition, the film
      claims to have surpassed its predecessors in communicating the reality of war. Lu Chuan repeatedly reiterates his
      revulsion and terror after a visit to the Memorial Hall of the Victims of the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese
      Invaders, which triggered a sense of moral responsibility “to restore the true face of the Chinese during the war
      through a movie” (Zan 16–17). To Lu, the truth of the traumatic events in Nanjing had been overshadowed by
      collective memories of victimhood and Japan’s war crimes. During the four years of preparation and shooting, Lu
      plowed through historical records and archival materials in China and Japan, including diaries of Chinese
      citizens and Japanese soldiers, to “capture the war scene as faithfully as possible” (ibid. 19). The same
      principle applies to the set design, as military uniforms, weapons, telescopes, and even Japanese soldiers’
      dinner sets were on loan from museums (ibid. 19). Such meticulous attention to “true details” accounts for the
      film’s overwhelming sense of reality, which is further assisted by the black-andwhite documentary-style
      cinematography. In City of Life and Death, Lu’s command of cinematic realism was put
      to effective use in restoring the “true face” of the Chinese people, and no less the Japanese invaders.
    


    
      The film was a top-grossing hit before its domestic release was suspended by Mainland authorities. Its reception
      at international film festivals was equally enthusiastic. The most original aspect of Lu’s film lies not in the
      portrayal of the Chinese people as courageous fighters but in the telling of much of the story from a Japanese
      soldier’s perspective, thereby encouraging viewer identification with the enemy: a fragile, compassionate
      everyman traumatized by the atrocities of war. Reflecting on the nature of war through the lens of universal
      humanity is a common device in contemporary war films, and sympathy towards one’s enemy can have a heightened
      emotional impact that elevates the self above the simplistic good and evil binarism. Lu’s take on the Japanese
      invaders recalls the humanistic vision of recent American war films such as Saving Private
      Ryan, Schindler’s List (Spielberg 1993), and in a less problematic way The Thin Red
      Line. Focalizing the “other” in recounting the atrocities of war creates the emotional distance necessary
      for objective and calm reflections on a traumatic subject matter.
    


    
      Lu’s portrayal of Kadokawa, the young Japanese soldier who commits suicide at the end of the film, is based on
      actual accounts of similar incidents recorded in soldiers’ diaries and archival documents. Kadokawa’s conflicted
      conscience and mental breakdown are lyrically metaphorized in a surrealistic ritual dance amid the debris of the
      ruined city. Performed by young Japanese soldiers in honor of their dead comrades midway in the film, the
      procession moves in a slow and rhythmic pace against eerily resounding drumbeats. The camera subtly reveals the
      subdued terror of Kadokawa; as he is forced to participate in the ritual, his yearning for psychological relief
      gradually metamorphoses into menace. For a brief moment, the drumbeats give way to complete silence as the
      top-down camera shows his frightened and tortured face looking up as if calling for help. The solemnity,
      uniformity, and visual symmetry of the performance are vividly captured in a series of
      close-ups and extreme long shots that control the visual rhythm of the procession. This three-and-a-half-minute
      scene is made more problematic, and psychologically disturbing, precisely because visual pleasure is generated by
      aestheticizing violence and human sacrifice.
    


    
      Lu’s quest for truth in filming the Nanjing Massacre employs a stylistic palette that deviates, at times, from
      its neo-realist protocol.7
      Apart from the ritual dance, another lyrical detour from documentary realism towards more stylized choreography
      and abstract symbolism is a slow-motion shot of women’s hands raised in mid-air, in a scene where 100 women
      bravely step forward to “volunteer” as comfort women in exchange for the lives of those who remain in the
      International Safety Zone. The tragic grandeur of this scene stands in disconcerting tension with the bizarre
      eeriness of the ritual dance, subtly underscoring the human sacrifice as an act of martyrdom, a noble
      self-sacrifice rather than passive victimhood. The image of the women’s raised hands metonymically compresses the
      conflicting emotions of fear and self-negating determination to the point of imminent explosion. This image
      stands in ironic contrast to a similar shot composition in the ritual dance scene, where young soldiers tap their
      hands to the rhythm of the drumbeats at the beginning of the parade.
    


    
      Apart from these lyrical detours, realism is sustained through the blackand-white handheld cinematography,
      instilling in the audience a sense of reality associated with documentary film. This reality effect is further
      reinforced by the film’s references to historical records in the final scene, where the names and photographs of
      historical figures referenced in the film appear alongside brief biographical notes. Buttressed by overwhelming
      historical evidence and anchored in a predominantly realistic visual scheme, the film moves steadily towards the
      director’s stated goal: qu fuhaohua (to deconstruct stereotypes), which “necessitates
      a narrative strategy that treats the Japanese as human beings” (Lu qtd. in Wang, Bai, and Chang ¶ 9). Lu’s vision
      of war concurs with a prevailing trend in Hollywood war films— universal humanism. Referring to Lu’s “wholesale
      borrowing of Holocaust tropes,” Shelly Kraicer comments on the film’s “ostentatious . . . upping the symbolic
      ante to a level that forecloses anything but the most emotional of reactions” (¶ 15). Precisely because of its
      technical sophistication and aesthetic self-restraint (which recall Schindler’s List
      and Saving Private Ryan ), Lu’s film is able to modify and update the spectacle of
      Chinese suffering in the zhuxuanlü films of old and “recast it in a liberal-humanist
      mode” (¶ 16).
    


    
      Ironically, while the film may signal the arrival of a “post- zhuxuanlü” era in
      China’s official film culture, Party conservatives suspended the film from domestic screening, withdrew it from
      international film festivals and theatrical release in the US,8 and imposed legal barriers in distribution rights negotiations with
      National Geographic. When finally released on Blu-ray and DVD outside of China, the
      film was available only in a shortened single disc format (Heskins ¶ 4). Kevin B. Lee
      observes that political, commercial, and cultural agendas “wage a battle within City of Life
      and Death that’s as compelling as the one the film depicts” (¶ 8). As an “incoherent text” the film is
      “informed by competing social ideologies and commercial ambitions that result in a work of fascinating
      dissonance” (ibid.). This dissonance is fascinating precisely because of Lu’s ability to translate a preeminently
      “Chinese” historical experience into a film that speaks to both Chinese and non-Chinese audiences.
    


    
      Lu’s mastery of contemporary war film tropes is evident in his portrayal of the fall of Nanjing. A handheld
      camera is used to capture crossfire and bombings to mimic the frantic pace of military combat. Action sequences
      are edited to the rhythm of gunshots and body/object movements to heighten the emotional intensity of battle
      scenes. The combat choreography of this prolonged battle is frequently compared by critics to the Omaha Beach
      landing in Saving Private Ryan, which strikes many viewers as being the most
      “realistic” representation of war in American film history (Hammond 153–155; Hodgkins 76–77). The spectacle of
      war in City of Life and Death also recalls Tae Guk Gi: The
      Brotherhood of War (Kang Je-gyu 2004) from South Korea, where a civil war survivor relishes his
      bittersweet memories of his elder brother, who sacrificed his life to protect his younger sibling. The term “Tae
      Guk Gi” refers to South Korea’s national flag and is a central motif in the film. Tae Guk
      Gi ’s narrative structure and thematic motif echo those of Saving Private
      Ryan, in which Tom Hanks’ character admonishes his junior, Private Ryan (Matt Damon), to “earn this
      [life]” when he returns home with the memory of his dead comrades. Told in flashbacks, Spielberg’s film also
      zooms in on the national flag in the opening and ending scenes. Survivor’s guilt is made to serve explicit
      ideological ends in the Japanese war film Yamato (Junya Sato 2005),9 in which an ex-marine embarks on a
      symbolic sea journey to pay tribute to his dead comrades at the spot where the Yamato
      went down.10 Whether Hollywood
      war film aesthetics have been used as a prototype in popular war films outside Hollywood is a lesser concern here
      than what can be learned from the uneven reception and circulation trajectories of City of
      Life and Death—the convoluted, and multi-contextual, entanglements of art, politics, and economics in the
      production and reception of Chinese war films in transnational circulation.
    


    
      In City of Life and Death, intertextual references to Spielberg’s film can be
      summarized as follows: first, the opening battle serves as a “realistic spectacle” to anchor the audience in the
      battlefield with maximum emotional impact; second, war propaganda gives way to more universal questions of the
      nature of war and human existence (a theme more provocatively pursued in The Thin Red
      Line); third, the survivor complex is registered in the guilty conscience of those who have “earned” their
      lives from those killed in the war, which in turn motivates the fourth component—how war is remembered,
      commemorated, and memorialized in time.11 The resemblance between City of Life and Death and
      Saving Private Ryan lies mainly in the combat choreography and
      the humanistic approach to filming war. Kraicer rightly points out that another possible reference for
      City of Life and Death would be an earlier Spielberg film, Schindler’s List, shot in black-and-white and featuring a well-meaning foreign
      benefactor.12 Like Spielberg,
      Lu Chuan emphasizes the recovery of historical memory through “truthful images.” While Spielberg’s reality effect
      is achieved by condensing history into a virtual reality inhabited by fictionalized yet highly credible
      characters, Lu bases his characters and key events on archival material and personal diaries to attain a
      documentary realism, a technique Spielberg himself has utilized to great emotional impact in Schindler’s List. City of Life and Death therefore can be seen as a fusion of two Spielberg war
      classics. But if patriotism and humanism are the two moral forces behind Lu’s cinematic re-enactment of the
      Nanjing Massacre, they exist in a delicate tension that eventually touched a sensitive bureaucratic nerve. The
      film’s initial box-office success in China and subsequent interruption in domestic and international circulation
      signal not only the supremacy of ideology over art and commerce but also ambivalences within the ideological
      apparatus of the state. The inherent tension between a socialist cultural logic and a Hollywood-style liberal
      humanism, in the case of City of Life and Death at least, is played off not only at
      the textual level but also in the film’s global trajectory.
    


    Assembly: China's Answer to Saving Private
    Ryan?


    
      Feng Xiaogang’s Assembly is structurally different from conventional war film
      narratives: the film is literally split into two distinct parts, with the effect that the core battle is
      literally over in the first half of the film. The second part is essentially an emotional drama stripped of war
      and combat choreography, an unusual structural design in commercial war films. Instead of portraying war and
      bloodshed, it concentrates entirely on a lone soldier’s persistent attempts to restore the personal honor of
      fellow soldiers killed in the war, which inevitably brings him into confrontations with army officials and Party
      bureaucrats. The film’s pre-credit sequence recalls the close-up on the national flag in Saving Private Ryan and Tae Guk Gi: the camera begins with a close-up
      shot of an army bugle and then moves up to reveal a red star on top of a stone memorial set against a vast frozen
      landscape. This sequence is followed by the film’s first major battle, when Gu Zidi (Zhang Hanyu) and his team
      take down a Nationalist stronghold. Gu lets his men kill a POW to avenge the death of their staff officer and is
      subsequently penalized for a code of conduct violation. The film’s central battle soon follows, when Gu and his
      brigade are posted to a coal mine on the battlefront to hold off the encroaching enemy. Forbidden to leave until
      he hears the “assembly” bugle call that was never made, Gu ends up being the only survivor of the deadly battle,
      and his men are all buried deep under the debris of the battlefield. This battle is Gu’s last, and the remainder
      of the film is not so much about war as about the vindication of the “revolutionary martyrs”
      (geming lieshi). To some critics this narrative divide has compromised plot and
      narrative coherence and therefore frustrated certain generic expectations of a mainstream war movie.13 The representation of war in the first
      half of the film is less a philosophical inquiry into the nature and consequences of war than a generic frame
      within which a different genre narrative unfolds.14 The various combat scenes, featuring the technical skills of a South Korean
      special effects team,15 help to
      consolidate the film’s genre identity and hence its transnational marketability. As a “war movie,” Assembly nonetheless has retained the social ethos characteristic of post-1980s Chinese cinema.
      Feng’s manipulation of genre conventions may not have resulted in a masterpiece of contemporary Chinese cinema in
      a way that matches the best of China’s Fifth Generation films, but Assembly can be
      seen as a bold attempt to accommodate articulations of a contemporary Chinese cultural sensibility within the
      constraints of a popular film genre still largely couched in the language of Hollywood.
    


    
      Like City of Life and Death, Assembly has been favorably compared to other war film
      blockbusters, in particular Saving Private Ryan and Tae Guk
      Gi, in Chinese- and English-language media (“Jijiehao” ¶ 1; Elley ¶ 4; Seaver
      ¶ 3). The popular reception of the film within and outside of China reflects a general consensus on what counts
      as a “good war movie”: aversion to explicit ideological and political messages; effective use of high-tech,
      high-octane action choreography to achieve maximum emotional impact and verisimilitude; an appeal to universal
      humanism that oftentimes compels the viewer to identify with the aggressors; and the emphasis on survivor’s guilt
      and the moral courage to right the wrongs in the present. These features constitute the main thrust of the
      narrative in Assembly, Saving Private Ryan, Tae Guk Gi, Yamato, Cow (see below), and
      City of Life and Death.
    


    
      A fusion of Tom Hanks’ Captain Miller and Matt Damon’s Private Ryan, Gu Zidi is both the team leader and the only
      survivor, who cannot find peace with himself until the last tribute is paid to his deceased comrades. In the last
      battle over the coal mine, Gu also displays symptoms of shell shock similar to Miller; in both cases, slow-motion
      shots are used to capture the traumatized expressions of the character, while the diegetic sound of machine guns
      and tornados is temporarily turned off. Point-of-view shots, rendered in silence, communicate the unspeakable
      horror of mass killings and bloodshed, which is further reinforced by images of mutilated bodies and body parts.
      In Spielberg’s film, empathy is dramatized when a German officer kneels before his captors to beg for his life
      and forgiveness. In Assembly, the enemy (the Nationalists) is almost faceless—we
      catch only glimpses of their muddied faces in fragmented and distant shots, and the crossfire is presented in an
      erratic rhythm that makes it almost impossible to distinguish between the two camps. Such a stripped down, almost
      evasive, representation of the Nationalist enemy in a film about the Civil War is a pioneering effort in the PRC’s film history, and also a smart strategic move to enhance the film’s
      international appeal. More importantly, the second half of the film is less about war than the importance of
      faith, loyalty, and personal honor in a world that has apparently turned its back on such ideals, and in a
      country where traditional virtues are relegated to the margins of the new market economy. I would argue that
      Feng’s film is not about war as such but rather is a subtle critique of the utilitarian and bureaucratic
      political culture of the “New China” that still has contemporary resonances. Seen in this light, Feng’s film is a
      continuation of the ethos of contemporary Chinese cinema, and no less Chinese literature, since the 1980s.
    


    
      Originally based on the novel Guansi (Lawsuit) by Yang Jingyuan, the screenplay was
      written by Liu Heng, a prominent Chinese writer known for his screen adaptations of literary works.16 The screenplay for Assembly bears Liu’s authorial imprint. The most obvious trait of this literary connection is the
      strong resemblance between Gu Zidi and the female title character in Zhang Yimou’s The Story
      of Qiu Ju (1992). The second half of the narrative in Assembly echoes in many
      respects the plot of Qiu Ju, which is about the quest for social justice
      (gong dao) of a peasant woman on behalf of her husband, who suffered a groin injury
      during a fight with the village chief. Qiu Ju makes her journey through the labyrinth of Party bureaucracy to
      demand a fair trial on the incident. The film’s satirical yet sympathetic comments on Chinese society caught in
      the latest quest for modernity invite the viewer to contemplate the contradictions, the hopes and despair of the
      ordinary people going through the trials of everyday life. In Zhang’s film, the real problem is the mismatch
      between the Chinese notion of “face” (mianzi) and the muddled priorities of a
      bureaucratic system.
    


    
      Like Qiu Ju, Gu Zidi goes through a lot of hard times due to his stubborn pursuit of justice and honor. Endless
      rounds of legal appeals finally land him on a coal mine where he believes his men were buried. His persistence
      affects those around him. Finally, past errors are rectified, and honor is bestowed on those deserving it. In
      both films, an uncompromising search for justice can override the imperatives of nation-building and
      modernization, while the rustic simplicity of the two protagonists stands in sharp contrast to the worldly
      pragmatism of the society at large. Gu Zidi fulfills the expectations of a war hero, but the second half of the
      film directs our attention to his “Chineseness”—a classic “good peasant” character steadfastly adhering to
      beliefs and principles deemed outdated and unrealistic. The film’s dual consciousness, on the other hand,
      necessitates a borrowed visual motif to sustain its structural and generic coherence: the national flag motif in
      Saving Private Ryan (as both a structural device and a thematic pointer) is
      translated into a close-up image of the army bugle and the red star that begins and ends the film. By restoring a
      degree of narrative coherence and thereby reinforcing the film’s genre identity, this visual repetition remedies
      the apparent formal inconsistency occasioned by the split-plot structure. Arguably, the film’s stylistic debt to
      Saving Private Ryan is necessitated by the need to establish a
      genre identity that works to great advantage in its transnational circulation, but at its core the film is
      informed by a cultural sensitivity comparable to the earlier films of the Fifth Generation and the literary works
      that have inspired their films.17 This is also a trait found in Guan Hu’s Cow.
    


    The Trauma of Survival: Cow


    
      A story about an ordinary peasant’s struggle to survive and fulfill his duty as the keeper of a so-called Eight
      Route Cow (balu niu) during the Japanese invasion, Cow
      has won critical acclaim at film festivals and is the winner of Taiwan’s 2009 Golden Horse Best Actor and Best
      Adapted Screenplay awards. Set in China during the Second Sino-Japanese War, Cow
      remains distant from conventional war films in storytelling, characterization, and visual style. The most obvious
      difference is the absence of a war hero as the central protagonist. Instead, the horror of war is seen through
      the eyes of an illiterate peasant, Niu Er (Huang Bo), while the occasional use of skewed point-of-view shots
      foregrounds the perspective of another “supporting character,” the “Eight Route Cow,” whom Niu names after his
      deceased wife, Jiu Er. Partially adapted from a novel, Balu niu de gushi
      (The Story of the Eight Route Cow) by Zhao Dongling, Guan’s film is also inspired by
      a local legend he gathered while researching for a television project in Shandong (Guan, “Guanyu” ¶ 30–31). In China the film was welcomed by critics and audience, but it did not trigger
      the kind of controversy over the portrayal of the “enemy” as in City of Life and
      Death. Neither does Cow delve into questions about personal honor and social
      justice as in Assembly. Guan’s take on war trauma yields a more complex vision of
      human existence, or existence in general, articulated in a carefully crafted visual and narrative frame.
    


    
      Cow resists straightforward genre categorization due to its de-emphasis on
      conventional war film motifs. Throughout the film the camera stays close to Niu Er’s point of view and his
      life-risking attempts to save his beloved cattle from different kinds of enemies, including Japanese invaders,
      hungry villagers, and local bandits. Niu’s brave efforts are only remotely related to the national war effort:
      the cow was originally a gift from the Netherlands as a gesture of solidarity against fascism, and Niu was almost
      coerced by the villagers into the role of caretaker for the cow. Niu’s status as an uneducated peasant and the
      lowliest member of his home village further removes him from a war hero character, whereas his multiple escapes
      from death are more a matter of luck than strategy. By focalizing on this underdog figure, the film’s action
      choreography disposes of epic-style set pieces and combat action in favor of sporadic skirmishes, flopped
      ambushes, and occasionally comical cat-and-mouse chases along narrow village alleyways. The film, says Guan, is a
      generic mix of war, romance, comedy, and action films (“Interview” ¶ 19). His penchant for
      crossing generic borders can be seen from his long-time involvement in television production and his eclectic
      corpus of art and commercial projects. Cow is his first feature film after a
      five-year hiatus, and its stylistic eclecticism reflects Guan’s evolving vision as a filmmaker mindful of the
      need to balance art and entertainment in filmmaking today. Ironically, Guan’s pragmatism is also behind his
      relative indifference to any preconceived genre identity in making films.
    


    
      The film’s comic episodes satirize the greedy and ignorant Chinese characters, a familiar theme in modern Chinese
      literature since the time of Lu Xun. In this respect, Cow is comparable to Jiang
      Wen’s Devils on the Doorstep, whose disparaging portrayal of Chinese peasants drew
      the wrath of film censors. As in City of Life and Death, the Japanese soldiers in
      Guan’s film are ordinary human beings capable of doing both good and evil. In Cow,
      the aggressors are not so much defined by nationality as by necessity. Some of the Japanese soldiers are as
      clueless and frightened as Niu when they are fighting for survival, while fellow refugees and local bandits can
      turn into reckless predators. Guan’s humanistic vision goes in tandem with his philosophical reflection and
      cultural critique, which he quite ingeniously defers to the limited intelligence of Niu, and more so that of “Jiu
      Er,” an animal that, according to Guan, symbolizes the virtues of a “typical Chinese character” (dianxing de Zhongguo ren): uncouth, reticent, loyal, and resilient (Guan, “Guanyu” ¶ 7–11).
    


    
      Waking up from a coma after a bombing attack that has wiped out the entire village, Niu discovers “Jiu Er” when
      it breaks open a brick wall. Instead of showing the actual bombing and mass killings, the film’s credit sequence
      begins with extreme close-up shots of Niu’s parched lips, eyes, and face, before the camera pulls away slightly
      and starts revolving around him to underscore shock and disbelief. Instead of showing the act of violence, hence the cause of the protagonist’s trauma, Guan
      encourages the viewer to identify with Niu by editing out the bombing, in a way that echoes Niu’s inability to
      recall the tragedy and articulate his shock verbally. In his desperate search for signs of life, all Niu can
      muster are speech fragments: “Ren ne? Ren ne? . . . buneng . . .
      quan sile!” (“Anybody? Anybody? . . . Can’t be . . . all dead!”). Moments later, Niu discovers the body of
      his wife buried under the debris of a burnt down valley. As the narrative progresses, Niu’s trauma intensifies
      with the killings he either witnesses or inadvertently causes.
    


    
      Niu’s inability to articulate his shock is mirrored by the narrative structure of the film, which cuts between
      past and present frequently to reveal the back story of Niu’s life in the village and his growing affection for
      Jiu Er after their forced marriage. Technically, the use of flashbacks provides the background details to
      construct a coherent picture of Niu’s present circumstances and creates a contrast between past and present. Some
      of the flashbacks are structured between Niu’s waking and dreaming states, while some underscore the destruction
      and loss in the present. In one scene, Niu decides to spend the night on a village house
      roof in order to wait for a chance to rescue the cow from the Japanese soldiers. To distract himself from the
      freezing weather, Niu murmurs a local folk song and slowly drifts off into a dream where the past is recalled.
      These flashbacks mark the gradual breakdown of Niu’s connection to the world, which to him has become
      increasingly inscrutable and unreal. Examining flashbacks in film, Maureen Turim argues that “the combination of
      the halting verbal articulations and the variety of fragmented images of painful memories suggest something of
      the poesis of trauma” (209). In Cow, the structure of flashbacks can be seen as a
      trope in itself. Its function is twofold: to visualize the psychological processes that culminate in Niu’s
      complete dissociation from the world and to invite the viewer to contemplate the “larger historically-based
      [sic] symbolism” (ibid. 205) of his predicament. As Turim suggests, this is also an
      awareness of “the interweaving of the pain of multiple losses: one’s family, one’s home, one’s sense of being in
      the world, one’s dignity, one’s faith in all senses of that word” (209–210).
    


    
      By removing everything meaningful to the main character’s existence— his village, possessions, and beloved
      wife—the film’s first scenes effectively set the stage, by emptying it out, for not so much a conventional war
      epic but a philosophical tale of a lone individual’s struggles to come to terms with an existential void beyond
      his intellectual and emotional capacity to cope with or comprehend. Not that the sight of mass deaths is
      non-existent in Cow, but visually graphic violence plays at best a supporting role in
      the incremental build-up of inarticulate horror, which culminates in Niu’s phobia of human contact and
      renunciation of the human world. Such a philosophical denouement, one that raises the hope of spiritual
      transcendence yet soon withdraws from it, makes Cow a very different breed from the
      war films discussed above. In the final scene, Niu realizes that the war is over and the Party no longer needs
      his cow. Returning to his mountain dwelling, he lays down the scraps of paper on which is written “Er Niu zhi wu”—the grave of “Er Niu.” This final episode lends itself to multiple
      interpretations. If understood as a genuine misplacement of the characters “Niu” and “Er,” it certainly is the
      final stroke of humor that concludes Niu’s life, for “Er Niu” literally means “two cows” and is also a common
      name for Chinese peasants. Yet if we read this as Niu’s deliberate rewriting of his name, from literally “cow
      (niu) two (er)” to “two cows,” this action could hint at
      Niu’s intention to die with his beloved “Jiu Er” on the mountains, noting that the cow, too, also stands for his
      wife. Although both readings point towards Niu’s intention to end his life, his identification with the cow
      dramatizes his alienation from the human world, to the extent that he no longer sees any meaning, or need, in
      being human. The conflation of human/non-human identities and the alluded meaninglessness of names further
      reinforce the sense of cosmic emptiness and existential void. In the end, Niu says to “Jiu Er,” “Don’t be afraid.
      Everything will come to pass” (Bie haipa, shenme dou neng guo qu). The ending does
      not tell us whether Niu really commits suicide, or how he dies. The last shot closes up on
      Niu staring into the vast expanse of arid land in the distance. This ending, read together with the name pun and
      the allusion to death and the absurdity of being human, underscores the philosophical detachment that subtly
      insinuates itself into the film narrative. Visually as well as thematically, it signals a “flight” from the
      film’s immediate mimetic frame. If Niu’s intuitive philosophical insight does not amount to genuine
      transcendence, the film’s idiosyncratic decoding of war does aspire to an overcoming of the pyrotechnics of
      mainstream war films, hence reasserting a “middle-ground” aesthetic vision.
    


    Conclusion


    
      As a popular and still evolving film genre, the war film is subject to regular revision and updating in different
      filmmaking contexts. My discussion of City of Life and Death, Assembly, and
      Cow has focused on their intertextual links with mainstream war movies from
      Hollywood, Japan, and South Korea. Nonetheless, the relationship between these cinematic renditions of war goes
      beyond “influence and imitation” or cultural imperialism. These films reflect the competing ideological,
      cultural, and commercial interests in the transnational circulation of national cinemas. What they reveal is the
      increasingly blurred boundary between what is deemed to be “Chinese” and what is deemed to be “Western” or
      “foreign” in film production and reception today. Oftentimes the two can co-exist in a single film with a liberal
      dramatic license. The internationalization and commercialization of Chinese cinema since the 1990s have set the
      momentum for structural reforms that trigger corresponding changes in film language and film culture. At a time
      when the martial arts film and historical costume drama have become trademarks of Chinese cinema, and because of
      the war film’s “Western” pedigree and its historical affiliation with national politics in China, Chinese war
      films offer an alternative angle to examine the politics and economics of Chinese cinema as both a national and
      global enterprise.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. Such symbolism is found in patriotic wartime films by “exile”
        directors in Hong Kong, in which “violation of the female body by foreign invaders symbolized the ultimate
        victimization of China and the imperative of valorizing the nation-state by mobilizing loyalties to and
        sacrifices for the community” (Fu 74).
      


      
        2. The controversy over Jiang’s film is discussed in Ward (2004).
      


      
        3. See Davis and Yeh (2007) on the impact of reforms and
        structural changes on Chinese and pan-Asian cinemas. See also Yin and Xiao (2007).
      


      
        4. See Hammond (2004) on the relationship between spectacle and
        “realism” as special effect.
      


      
        5. These include Soldiers and the Commander (Wode tuanzhang wode tuan, 2009),
        Soldiers Sortie (Shibing teji, 2006), and The Line (Shengsi xian, 2009).
      


      
        6. In the 2008 issue of Xianfeng: guojia
        lishi (National History), one article praises the pre-1980s “classics” (Huangfu 2008). A similar report
        appeared in 2005 in Xinwenhua bao (New Culture Daily), based in Changchun
        (“Gei rizi” 2005).
      


      
        7. Feinstein refers to Lu Chuan’s use of black-and-white handheld
        cinematography as a “fusion of neo-realism . . . with self-conscious stylization” (2009, 7).
      


      
        8. The withdrawal from the Palm Springs International Film
        Festival was made in protest of the screening of a biographical documentary about Tibet and the Dalai Lama,
        The Sun behind the Clouds: Tibet’s Struggle for Freedom (Ritu Sarlin and Tenzing
        Sonam 2010).
      


      
        9. Otokodachi no Yamato literally
        means “men’s Yamato.”
      


      
        10. Yamato is among the recent
        right-wing films from Japan that endorses a neo-conservative ideology. See Yau (2011).
      


      
        11. These traits can be found in post-Gulf War films that display
        different degrees of allegiance to and dissention from the dominant American world view. See Basinger (2005).
      


      
        12. “The film’s positioning of a Japanese as a main character
        signifies a critical trade-off: Lu’s desire to elevate the film from a mere ‘Chinese’ tragedy to one of global
        importance—a film worthy of Spielberg (or more to the point, Spielberg’s audiences)” (Lee 2001, ¶ 9).
      


      
        13. According to one reviewer in the United Kingdom, “despite
        being a war movie, a good half of the film is not set in wartime at all, which makes it somewhat
        anti-climactic” (Jones 2008, ¶ 4).
      


      
        14. Assembly’s dual narrative
        structure is very similar to Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1987). The first
        half is a boot camp narrative, and the second half features scenes on the battlefield.
      


      
        15. Feng recruited technical personnel from Tae Guk Gi’s special effects team to work on Assembly.
      


      
        16. These include Ju Dou (1990),
        Black Snow (Benming nian, 1990), The Story of Qiu Ju (Qiuju da guansi, 1992), and Red Rose, White Rose (Hong meigui bai meigui, 1994). Liu is the
        author of the original novels of the first two films.
      


      
        17. Feng’s 2012 film, Back to 1942
        (Yi jiu si er), is a continuation of the contemplative, philosophical approach to
        filming war.
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      The recent rise in transnational film studies has brought forth several key issues in need of critical
      consideration. The predominant focus on global Hollywood, given the American film industry’s worldwide hegemony
      from the 1920s onwards, has eclipsed attention to other forms of transnational cinema and historical
      counter-flows such as fascist and leftist cinema, art and experimental cinema, educational and military cinema,
      travelogues, and home movies. Underlying this emphasis on Hollywood’s global reach and its diverse local
      inflections is the logic of capital, which tends to privilege commercial cinema. The outflow of Hollywood cinema
      is posited as a given right and an autonomous process without questioning the institutional and discursive
      practices that frame such flows.1 The logic of capital similarly serves to rigidify the distinction between
      national and transnational cinema, often posed as diametric oppositions evolving around value-laden binaries such
      as containment versus excess, purity versus hybridity, homogeneity versus heterogeneity, stasis versus movement,
      hegemony versus counter- hegemony. The national is often seen as a series of institutional and ideological
      obstacles to the legitimacy and necessity of unfettered global circulation, the ideological and material
      underpinnings of which are rarely tackled. Contributing to the myth of the free flow of cinema across borders is
      the translatability and circularity of aesthetic form in terms of genre, style, and mode of spectatorial address.
    


    
      Yet the relationship between national and transnational cinema, and their binary association of respective
      values, needs to be interrogated with historical and critical rigor. Sabine Hake adds a third key term, the
      international, and argues that these three notions need to be understood not so much
      in their categorical distinction but in their historically mutual articulations. German cinema from the silent
      era onwards, for instance, “has always been international and transnational,” while the emphasis on the national
      in public discourses functioned as both “a defensive response” to Hollywood’s dominance and “a strategic
      distraction” from the routine practices of import and export of films, co-productions, and cross-cultural
      exchange that sustained the continuous flourishing of German cinema (Hake 113, 115). Hake makes a provocative case for Third Reich cinema as the second-largest transnational cinema after
      Hollywood; despite its state-controlled operations, it tapped into multi-ethnic stardom, the transnational appeal
      of popular genres such as the musical, and an extensive exhibition and distribution network throughout Central
      Europe for its wide reach. Such historical instances force us to reflect on how the category of the transnational
      functions as a discursive construct similar to that of the national and the international, and to rethink the
      paradigms of film scholarship, which serve competing interests with both innovative and normative
      effects.2
    


    
      It remains to be answered, then, whether transnational cinema should be seen as an emphatic or a critical
      category, as value laden or value neutral, as a historical reference or a theoretical paradigm. To address these
      questions, we have chosen the exhibition of wartime Chongqing cinema in New York City as a case study that
      challenges us to rethink the entwinement between the transnational and the national in film history and its
      complex political trappings. Chongqing cinema during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45) provides a unique
      case of state cinema and propaganda that was simultaneously national, international, and transnational. Placed in
      a global context, its hybrid lineage of commercial, military, and educational cinema, along with its mixed
      legacies of left-wing and authoritarian politics, reveals new significance. The case of Chongqing cinema’s
      international story also raises questions of flow and counter-flow. To what extent does counter-flow reproduce
      the same logic, imagery, and industrial strategies in export, distribution, and exhibition, and to what extent
      does it provide an alternative? How do such cinematic counter-flows contribute to local/national/transnational
      film culture(s), local concerns, regional identity, and imaginations? To what extent do such counter-flows
      function as a political discourse, and to what extent are they subject to their own political ideologies?
    


    
      To draw a more nuanced picture of transnational flows and counterflows, we will explore a site-oriented approach
      complemented by an attention to the transpacific. Following Zhang Yingjin (Screening
      39–41) and James Hay (216), we consider film practices as site specific but relating to other sites in terms of
      film production and consumption as well as discursive and institutional constructions. Such an approach will help
      us pay due attention to the historical complexity and specificity of local film practices not to be dissolved in
      a global network. To map out the relationality of individual sites, we will turn to the transpacific as a space
      of shared interest and contention or, as Yunte Huang puts it, as plural and uneven contact zones, both productive
      and deadly (5). We have chosen a comparative perspective with connections across the Pacific, bridging two
      site-specific studies by tracing the actual travel of Chongqing cinema abroad, more specifically to New York
      City. Instead of reimagining the transpacific as the counterpart to the transnational as an international free
      trade zone of ideas, images, and goods, we connect two distinct points and trace their locally specific geopolitics that help us better understand the spatial and ideological continuum across the
      Pacific.
    


    
      This chapter will follow the travel of films and film culture from interwar Shanghai (1918–37) to wartime
      Chongqing (1938–45) and then to New York (1937–45). We will first consider Shanghai in the 1920s and 1930s, where
      a nascent national cinema emerged in parallel to and in reaction against Hollywood’s popular appeal and economic
      dominance. As the SinoJapanese War broke out in 1937, a distinct film culture emerged following the inland
      migration of the Nationalist government and part of the film industry to Chongqing. If the Shanghai film scene
      instances a more familiar case of flow and counter-flow evolving around the axis of Hollywood cinema, the
      transformation of film culture in the wartime capital of Chongqing and the plural lineages of Chongqing
      propaganda cinema went quite beyond the parameters of Hollywood and other global commercial cinemas. Finally,
      arriving in New York, Chongqing cinema entered a heterogeneous film and cultural scene that tested the ambition
      and design of Chongqing’s propagandists and filmmakers in their quest for a transnational cinema. The flow of
      Chongqing cinema to New York is by no means the only story of wartime Chinese cinema, given the multiple
      constituents, linguistic diversity, and geopolitical divisions within the country during the war. Nor is it about
      Chongqing cinema alone, for it highlights a forgotten fragment of American film history and helps to
      provincialize “the standard model of Hollywood cultural imperialism” and to reconstruct its fragmented and
      multi-layered nature (Brennan 124). What it represents, then, are the fortuitous meetings and missed encounters
      that punctuate the very process of global flows and counter-flows.
    


    Shanghai


    
      In cinema’s early decades, China, like many parts of the world, provided a market for a wide variety of
      international cinema, shifting from European (especially French) to American dominance in the 1910s. Because of
      the physical and economic devastation wrought on the film industries of Europe, the American film industry was
      able to establish near-worldwide control at the same time that it was consolidating into the oligopolistic
      Hollywood studio system.3
      Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, American cinema constituted up to 90 percent of the films exhibited in a dozen or
      so Chinese treaty ports, with an average of 400 films exported to China on an annual basis (Xiao, “Hollywood”
      46).4 Hollywood’s presence,
      though largely limited to the major cities, was strongly felt in terms of supply (film prints and raw stock),
      prominence in exhibition venues, and unequal terms for boxoffice profits, as well as the abundance of imageries
      championing American goods, sensibilities, and cultural values.
    


    
      Such dominance, however, did not go uncontested. Recent scholarship has started to account
      for the uneven and mediated reception of Hollywood and other international cinemas in China. Xiao Zhiwei, for
      example, points out how Hollywood’s impact was subject to the fluctuations of China’s political and economic
      situation and the unpredictability of regional policies and reception. Hollywood films underwent myriad practices
      of cultural translation not only in the realm of reception—intentional and accidental mistranslations of titles
      and inter-titles, commercial and political reframings oriented towards the Chinese and local contexts—but also in
      the realm of production. Chinese film productions actively refashioned Hollywood genres, aesthetics, and messages
      through creative copying, creating cinematic bricolages that drew on popular narratives and performance
      traditions as well as new literature.5
    


    
      Parallel to the partial success of Hollywood in Chinese metropolitan centers, a domestic film industry flourished
      beginning in the early 1920s, emulating and competing against Hollywood and other international cinemas,
      sometimes pitting Hollywood against other foreign films, especially given the increasingly politicized film scene
      of the 1930s, when Soviet and European cinemas were treated as an audacious political and artistic vanguard in
      contrast to Hollywood’s banal and purely commercial product.6 The introduction of synchronized sound in the late 1920s also posed a new
      challenge to Hollywood and other foreign films owing to the cost of sound film production and projection and the
      demand for translation of dialogue, giving the Chinese film industry an opportunity to develop its domestic and
      regional audiences.
    


    
      In a nutshell, international cinema—Hollywood and beyond—has always been part of Chinese film history, while a
      national film industry developed in emulation of and resistance to foreign films through cultural rhetoric,
      business strategies, and aesthetic formulations. Through creative copying, public protest, and active control in
      the film production process, cultural intermediaries such as exhibitors, censorship agencies, and cultural
      elites, along with political forces with various interests, participated in the mutual articulation between
      national and international cinema.7
    


    Chongqing


    
      If this trajectory of interwar film culture in China resonated with international film history to some extent,
      the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War presented a rather different scenario. The war split China into at
      least five geopolitical zones under Japanese, British-American, British, Nationalist, and communist regimes, each
      cultivating a distinct film culture centered respectively in Manchuria, Shanghai, Hong Kong, Chongqing, and
      Yan’an. While the wartime film cultures in Manchuria, Shanghai, and Hong Kong have started to gain critical
      attention, the story of Chongqing cinema has yet to come to the foreground, posing a
      particular methodological challenge in its distinct constellation of filmmaking and film culture.8 Unlike the mass entertainment-oriented
      film industry in prewar Shanghai, wartime Chongqing cinema inherited a mixed legacy of commercial, military, and
      educational cinema that had different sources of funding, institutional structure, and social
      orientations.9 The three
      studios in Chongqing—the Central Film Studio (Zhongdian), the China Motion Picture
      Corporation (Zhongzhi), and the Educational Studio (Zhongjiao, established in 1940)—were all affiliated with the state under the direction,
      respectively, of the Central Information Bureau, the Political Department of the Military Commission, and the
      Ministry of Education. The Central Film Studio and the China Motion Picture Corporation originated from two
      prewar military filming groups, devoted to newsreel and documentary production and traveling film projection, in
      Nanjing and Hankou under the Nationalist Party (Jiang 70; Zheng 51). In their wartime expansion and retreat
      inland, both studios absorbed a substantial number of filmmakers and dramatists from the commercial film industry
      and dramatic stage. The Educational Studio, on the other hand, solidified the thread of educational cinema that
      had emerged in China in the late 1910s and gained cultural recognition in the 1930s, culminating in the Ministry
      of Education’s sponsorship of film production and itinerant film exhibition in the hinterlands beginning in 1935.
      In addition to these three studios, Jinling University, a Christian missionary university pioneering audio-visual
      education since the early 1920s, relocated to Chengdu and developed comprehensive education programs in film
      engineering, production, and traveling projection. These state studios and cultural institutions, with military
      and educational origins and experience with documentary production and traveling exhibitions, changed the nature
      and outcome of film production and exhibition in wartime Chongqing. Their collaboration with filmmakers from the
      commercial industry, however, was a conflict-ridden process. Negotiating different training, interests, and
      political orientations, such collaborations combined utopian impulses with a highly instrumental use of film
      while subjecting film productions to in-house censorship and the material, technological, and financial
      constraints during wartime.
    


    
      A more profound transformation of mass culture was taking place in the hinterlands that effected a radical
      reorientation of cinema beyond the simple mixture of military, educational, and commercial cinema. If
      entertainment was key to the prewar commercial media industry in Shanghai (and beyond), the wartime imperative
      was mass mobilization. The main challenge, however, arose from propaganda’s diverse audience as well as its
      plural agenda serving military defense, mass enlightenment, national citizenship, and international alliance.
      Chongqing was a distinct urban hub at an unusual historical juncture. A remote treaty port upstream along the
      Yangtze River, the city was made into the Nationalist capital during the war and quickly emerged as a new
      geopolitical center amid the westward migration of the country’s military, industrial, and cultural forces.
      Growing international attention was accompanied by an increased presence of foreign presses,
      embassies, militaries, and intelligence agencies. An array of regional, inter-regional, and transnational forces
      thus converged within and beyond the city. The city housed highly centralized political, military, and cultural
      institutions at the peak of the country’s nationalization while providing refuge for provincial and coastal
      migrants, profiteers and adventurers, philanthropists and patriotic students, and intellectuals of both the left
      and the right, all blending in a cacophony of dialects, traffic, sirens, and fires. This multitude of diverse
      social groups complicated notions of the local, the national, and the global.
    


    
      The wartime slogan for cinema to “go to the countryside, join the army, and travel abroad” testifies to the
      ambition for cinema’s broad reach and the challenge it entailed. The goal of propaganda was tripartite: to get
      the message across, to move the masses emotionally and transform them into agents of action, and to physically
      reach the civilians and military dispersed in cities, the countryside, and abroad. These seemingly simple demands
      entailed a rather complex negotiation with the conventions of cinema in terms of film aesthetics and modes of
      exhibition. Challenging classical Hollywood cinema’s intelligibility for a diverse, vast audience and reflecting
      on the legacy of Shanghai cinema, filmmakers in Chongqing experimented with alternative film aesthetics and
      techniques, debated the priority between urban and rural audiences, and searched for a cinema that could garner
      international sympathy.10 To
      bridge these disparate audiences, modernist poet and writer Xu Chi proposed a “cinematic Esperanto,” a cinema
      that deploys a common mass language ranging from incorporating a wide range of dialects to using Esperanto as the
      ultimate solution (“ Dianying de jixian ” 34). To get the messages across,
      filmmakers, critics, and exhibitors sought an alternative to Hollywood in reaching the widest audience, not by
      standardizing film language or modes of exhibition and spectatorship, but by making it flexible enough to
      accommodate the diversity of viewers. Live narration and subtitling in Chinese helped overcome the distinct
      dialects of different audience groups; use of documentary footage and long takes helped with audience
      understanding of dramatic situations; recycling of folkloric narratives and generic elements from earlier popular
      films helped ground the popularity of the films. To move the audience emotionally, the filmmakers resorted to
      striking imagery, scenes of brutal violence, and expressive modes of performance and editing.
    


    
      The third target of propaganda, to reach the masses, involved a more radical transformation of cinema in terms of
      distribution and exhibition and a reorientation of the medium in relation to other media. For propaganda to
      achieve the broadest reach possible, not only to urbanites but also to those who remained stuck in the rural and
      remote areas, those residing in regions beyond the Nationalist regime, and those living overseas, mass media
      themselves had to become increasingly mobile, moving beyond existing institutional confines and conventional
      spaces of exhibition. Propaganda in this sense is a theory and practice of circulation,
      addressing mass media’s core concerns of reproducibility and mobility as a product of modern industrial
      technologies of reproduction and circulation. A new conception of cinema as infrastructure emerged. For Luo Jingyu, the vice president of the China Motion Picture
      Corporation, cinema should be treated as a state-owned enterprise similar to the railway, telegraph, and grain
      and water supply (78). Placing cinema in the same category as transportation, communication, and energy
      distribution, Luo understood cinema as “spiritual food” to be transmitted across space but also as the very
      infrastructural medium that made the movement across space possible, thus effectively constructing a space of the
      nation, linking the city to the hinterland. In addition to conceptions of cinema as infrastructure, a model of
      broadcast media was in practice that repositioned cinema in relation to other media
      in terms of simultaneous dissemination and instantaneous transmission. Beyond theatrical exhibition in the
      cities, mobile projection units became the more flexible and widespread mode of film presentation, often shown in
      conjunction with slide shows, live performances, phonograph demonstrations of musical recordings, and radio
      broadcasting. Just as poetry was recited at mass rallies, drama performed on streets, photographs dropped from
      airplanes, and paintings, cartoons, and writings put up on public walls, cinema was embedded in a media ensemble
      of heightened mobility, constituting a propaganda sphere like radio waves permeating the air. Wireless
      technology, in a literal and figural sense, provided the technological trope and master metaphor for an intense
      remediation between old and new media for the widest reach and vastest mobility.11
    


    
      Film exhibition in Chongqing, however, was not monopolized by the state film studios but instead tapped into the
      intensely inter-regional and transnational networks that had characterized the prewar film cultures of China’s
      coastal cities. In commercial film venues, transregional traffic perpetuated a continuous flow of films from
      Shanghai and Hong Kong, including prewar productions; transnationally, a large number of foreign films, from the
      United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and India, swept over the city in a variety of genres in black and
      white and glorious Technicolor. Beyond the commercial theaters, mobile projection units were sponsored not only
      by state studios and institutions but also by local and international religious, education, and political
      organizations such as the YMCA, Jinling University’s Audio-visual Education Department, the governmental Ministry
      of Education’s local audio-visual education offices and mass education centers (minzhong
      jiaoyuguan), and the late addition of the United Nations Picture News Office (Lianheguo yingwen xuanchuanchu) in 1944. American and Soviet foreign relations and intelligence
      offices, such as the US Office of War Information, also offered their own screenings. If propaganda was the
      dominant paradigm for mass media, it was carried out by a variety of local, inter-regional, national,
      international, and transnational agents serving different groups, political interests, and social agendas.
    


    
      Wartime Chongqing film culture provides a vivid picture of the entwinement between national,
      international, and transnational cinema, actively negotiating between local, regional, and global forces. As a
      state-sponsored national cinema, Chongqing propaganda cinema served the intensified nationalization and
      modernization project and wartime mobilization; its ambition for setting up exhibition networks in South and
      Southeast Asia, North America, and Europe moved it further away from transnational towards international cinema,
      conceiving cinema as a cultural emblem of the state participating in international policy and exchange. Yet it
      was historically informed by and entwined with the global hegemony of Hollywood and the international scene of
      film exhibition in China. Theorized and practiced as an emulation of and alternative to Hollywood’s global
      dominance, Chongqing cinema participated in numerous transnational discourses and practices dealing with the dual
      concerns of film language (text) and medium specificity (technology, distribution/exhibition). It also joined new
      transnational threads in film culture, especially that of visual education.
    


    Chinese Cinema's American Mission, 1937–41


    
      In the United States, the general attitude towards cinema and its educational potential was markedly different
      from that in China. Unlike the Chinese film industry, Hollywood dominated its own domestic market; films produced
      outside of the United States existed only at the fringes of American film culture. Furthermore, the film industry
      had little interest in the development of educational cinema, leaving such endeavors to educators and
      non-theatrical film producers.
    


    
      Despite the American film industry’s cultural hegemony, alternative film cultures flourished at its margins,
      particularly in major cities. Although little commented on in English-language press, films from Hong Kong,
      Shanghai, and later Chongqing were prominent parts of New York’s cosmopolitan film culture. At least five Lower
      East Side theaters catered to the Chinese community, but they were able to do so only on an irregular, part-time
      basis. During normal hours of operation, these theaters played months-old films, cartoons, and short subjects
      continuously at a very cheap admission price. The New Chatham, the most successful of these theaters, allowed for
      Chinese programs only after 11:00 PM most nights and all day on Sundays. By all accounts, the circulation of
      Chinese films in New York was limited to the confines of Chinatown. The kinds of films shown there fell into
      three general groups. The first group consisted of films produced in mainland China, especially those produced in
      Shanghai. The second group, which constituted the majority, involved entertainment films (e.g. melodramas,
      comedies, and horror films) from Hong Kong made immediately before and during the Sino-Japanese War. Third, and
      increasingly prominent in the years after 1937, were patriotic “resistance films” produced in Hong Kong. To most American observers these films would be seen as obvious propaganda.
    


    
      In July 1937 the Imperial Japanese Army began its invasion of mainland China, and in the coming months, news of
      Japan’s war of aggression played out across the front pages of New York’s newspapers. American newsreel companies
      also recognized the drawing power of combat footage and dispatched cameramen to the warzone. In early September
      footage of the fighting in Shanghai captured by cameramen for Universal and Pathé was rushed from the front by
      steamer ship to San Francisco, then onward to New York by chartered plane. Footage of wide-scale destruction,
      refugees, and piles of corpses became commonplace in newsreels produced in the following months. Some of the
      footage was so graphic that Universal’s newsreels were “preceded by a ‘shock’ foreword warning the squeamish not
      to look” (“Two Newsreels” 30).
    


    
      Although newsreel coverage of the war received increased attention after the Japanese bombing of the American
      gunboat USS Panay in December 1937, by May of the following year interest in the
      conflict had subsided, in part because the movement of newsreel teams to and from the front had been curtailed by
      Chinese officials (“Sino-Jap War” 11). Regardless, knowledge of Japanese atrocities and widespread suffering in
      China, supported by photographic and filmic evidence, had reached American audiences. Because there was little
      that the federal government could do without breaching its position of neutrality in world affairs, numerous
      American nonprofit organizations were established to raise money for China. And though most Americans, at least
      at the war’s onset, favored neutrality, many were sympathetic to the suffering of the Chinese. Furthermore,
      efforts to reach these Americans were aided by diplomats from the Chinese Consulate.
    


    
      Collaboration between private nonprofit organizations and Chinese officials made possible the exhibition of two
      Chinese films, Fight to the Last (Y.C. Cheng 1938) and Sable
      Cicada (Diaochan, Bu Wancang 1938), which opened within months of each other
      in the winter of 1938–39. The initial screening of Sable Cicada in late November 1938
      was arranged as a oneoff benefit showing at the Metropolitan Opera House, one of Manhattan’s most prestigious
      theatrical venues. Tickets for the event cost between US$1 and US$25, with the proceeds going to the Church
      Committee for China Relief and the Associated Board for Christian Colleges in China (“Movies at Opera House” 28;
      “Films to Invade Metropolitan” 21). The film was part of a “China Night” relief fundraiser that, like many such
      events intended to appeal to white middle-class Americans, played on an overly exoticized conception of China and
      the Chinese to make the proceedings more festive and appealing (Leong and Wu 133–134). For the premiere of
      Sable Cicada, organizers hired young Chinese American women clad in traditional dress
      as hostesses to give impromptu lectures on “Chinese art objects” placed throughout the venue. For its part, the
      Chinese Consulate specially prepared an English translation of the film’s dialogue. When Sable Cicada reappeared for a standard run at the Belmont Theater in January
      1939, its opening night screening raised funds for the American Bureau for Medical Aid to China. This time the
      top ticket price was US$100 (“Of Local Origin” 27). Fight to the Last’s premiere at
      the small Roosevelt Theater in lower Manhattan in December 1938 doubled as a reception honoring Huang Huilan,
      wife of Chinese diplomat Wellington Koo, and her work with the Chinese Theater Cultural Mission (“Premiere”
      n.p.).
    


    
      If the dissemination of state propaganda was widely understood as a necessary and expedient form of information
      control in Free China, the exact opposite was true in the United States. In the United States the term
      “propaganda” conjured skepticism and incredulity at best and, at worst, fears of subversion and deceit. Though
      the term found some usage in the fields of advertising and marketing, its predominant connotation was within the
      realm of politics. Propaganda was widely understood to be deceptive in its intentions; its goal was not to
      provide a thoughtful critique or counterpoint but to sway opinion in a particular direction. Although interest
      from the general public was enough to keep both films in theaters for an extra week or two, critics were, for
      these very reasons, polarized about the urgent calls to action they espoused. Because exhibition of both films
      was framed by the participation of China relief organizations, their stance as political propaganda was easily
      recognizable and would likely have piqued the anxieties of American isolationists, since “relief” implied not
      merely humanitarian aid but also the machinations of a foreign power in the United States.
    


    
      Of the two, Fight to the Last was more direct in its intentions. Unlike Sable Cicada’s portrayal of pre-modern Chinese history, Fight to the
      Last was a “story document” based on actual people and events. Moreover, the narrative interspersed
      documentary footage with graphic re-enactments of Japanese atrocities (B.I. n.p.). “[T]he realism is carried to a
      point in scenes depicting slaughter of Chinese non-combatants where it is a bit upsetting to a person reared on
      the glossy Hollywood product,” noted one reviewer (J.P. 16). But it was not the graphic violence that unsettled
      reviewers; after all, similarly upsetting images had appeared in the weekly newsreels for the past year and a
      half. The problem lay instead in the film’s demonization of the Japanese, which uncomfortably reminded some
      critics of the vicious anti-German propaganda promulgated in the United States during World War I. “No matter
      where one’s sympathies lie, it still cannot be regarded as a fair piece of reporting,” concluded the reviewer for
      the New York Times. “It is, on the contrary, a distressing example of hate-mongering”
      (B.C. 25). The difference between the images in American newsreels and those in Fight to the
      Last was a matter of (subjective) objectivity. Although newsreels reflected the opinions and biases of
      their producers, they were nonetheless considered a visual form of journalism—and as such they were seen as
      self-evidently objective and unbiased in their visual presentation of actual events. Films like Sable Cicada and Fight to the Last represented a different approach
      that discarded objectivity in favor of shocking violence and impassioned accusation. In
      pre-Pearl Harbor American thought, international appeals like these—whether from Nazi Germany, Great Britain, or
      Free China—were all seen the same way: either as foreign propaganda intent on swaying American public opinion
      further into isolationism, or as a call to arms urging American intervention in the global crisis.
    


    
      Policymakers in Chongqing and foreign diplomats abroad, then, were confronted with a considerable dilemma
      regarding appeals for aid from the American people. Cooperating with American philanthropic organizations
      established sources of private donations beyond those made available by the network of overseas Chinese in the
      United States. But in so doing, these efforts came under so much scrutiny that anything short of total
      objectivity was received with suspicion. One solution to this problem was to forge connections between Chinese
      and American cultural workers, thereby linking the two nations in common cause and establishing a different kind
      of transnational network than the one that connected Chinese communities in China to those around the world.
      “People at home and fellow-men in foreign lands should have an opportunity to see how China has been resisting
      aggression and reconstructing her hinterlands,” concluded an article in English published by the Nationalist
      government in late 1941. “Thus, in addition to their ordinary functions, motion pictures in wartime have to
      publicize the nation’s cause at home and abroad” (“China’s Young Movie Industry” 67). To put the film industries
      of China and the United States into dialogue and bring Chinese cinema to a wider audience, propagandists and
      strategists in Chongqing would need a representative to travel to America. They found an ideal candidate in Luo
      Jingyu, the vice president of the China Motion Picture Corporation, mentioned earlier.
    


    Chongqing Cinema's Transnational Mission, 1941–45


    
      With almost 15 years of experience working with a variety of media, Luo was well suited to the task of
      representing the Chongqing film industry in America. Prior to his work in Chongqing, Luo had been recruited to
      work in the newly established Film Department of the Nanchang Field Headquarters’ Political Training Division
      (Nanchang xingying zhengxun chu dianyinggu) at Shanghai. In 1935 he was sent to
      Hankou to establish a film studio, which would later become the China Motion Picture Corporation. Luo was made
      deputy director of the studio in charge of film engineering. An impassioned technician, Luo learned film printing
      and cinematography, and served as editor for a number of documentaries and song albums. A visionary bureaucrat
      and manager, he also wrote some early theoretical works on the documentary and was an astute film critic, as
      evidenced by his views on international cinema and on the imperative of educational cinema, and by his proposal
      for a state cinema functioning as infrastructure constituted by the portability of 16mm technological systems. In
      1938 Luo traveled to Hong Kong to establish the Grandland Film Studio (Dadi yingye gongsi), the Hong Kong branch of the China Motion Picture Corporation, which managed
      to produce several films before closing in 1940 with the increased threat of the Pacific War.
    


    
      In late 1941 Luo Jingyu and T.Y. Feng, China Motion Picture Corporation’s English Secretary, departed Chongqing
      for San Francisco. Feng’s task was to “arrange for the regular showing in America of films produced in Free
      China” (“Chinese Movie Producer” 52). In comparison, Luo’s mission was more extensive: as chief delegate of the
      Nationalist government’s Military Affairs Commission, Luo was a government official helping to promote the
      political cause of Free China’s war of resistance; as vice president of the China Motion Picture Corporation, he
      represented a major state studio in Chongqing facing a particular set of material and financial challenges for
      which he would appeal for supplies and equipment from American manufacturers; as a member of the Minister of
      Education’s Visual Education Committee, he was to gather information on American audio-visual education to better
      facilitate the exchange of methods, information, and technology (ibid.). Additionally, Luo and Feng brought with
      them 60,000 feet of processed negative for the purpose of “re-editing, cutting and sounddubbing” Chongqing cinema
      for American audiences. The films consisted of feature-length movies, newsreels, and documentaries produced in
      the Chongqing studios, most notably The Light of East Asia, Fatherland Calls, and
      Devil’s Paradise (ibid. 53–54).12 In his capacity as representative of the film industry in Free China, Luo was
      equal parts writer, public speaker, and film exhibitor.
    


    
      Although his stay in the United States was scheduled to last only three months, the Japanese attack on Pearl
      Harbor in early December and the subsequent entry of the United States into the war extended Luo’s work abroad
      indefinitely. Because the United States had abruptly reversed course from waning isolationism to war mobilization
      within days of the attack, and because China, already at war for four and a half years, had suddenly become a de
      facto ally, many of the prohibitions against propaganda of the kind produced in Chongqing were lifted. In other
      words, Luo’s job in the United States fortuitously coincided with the pressing need to situate China as a vital
      and sympathetic ally in the Pacific War, a task that in the coming years would fall primarily to motion pictures
      as the most expedient form of public education and information dissemination.
    


    
      In 1942 Luo was invited by the Bell & Howell Company to tour their production facilities and “discuss the
      purchase of motion picture cameras, projectors and other equipment on credit” in hopes of refreshing and
      modernizing Chongqing’s dwindling film supplies (“Chinese Movie Producer” 53). During the summer, Luo along with
      Feng traveled to Hollywood to “study studio management and technique” and discuss plans for a (never realized)
      Chinese American venture dramatizing the relocation of millions of Chinese to the country’s interior (Goodman
      X3). In October Luo attended the annual meeting of the Society of Motion Picture Engineers
      (SMPE) in New York and spoke on the perilous working conditions of film production in wartime Chongqing and
      stressed transnational cooperation between industries, to say nothing of the constant need to conserve film stock
      and refurbish cameras, printers, and other equipment. By the end of the year, versions of his speech were printed
      in the journal of the SMPE and several months later, at the insistence of Pearl S. Buck, in the monthly magazine
      published by the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures (NBR), a group keenly interested in cultivating the
      educational potential of cinema to help win the war and contribute to the development of the postwar world.
      Beyond making contacts in the media technology industry, Luo was also active in numerous American academic and
      philanthropic organizations (e.g. United China Relief, the East West Association, and China Defense Supply),
      raising money for relief and material support while also strategizing China’s place in the postwar world. By
      October Luo had established a semi-permanent residence in Washington, DC, where he had a post with the
      Nationalist government’s Military Affairs Commission. Before the end of the year Luo traveled to Rochester, New
      York, where he toured the facilities of the Eastman Kodak Company. At each stop on his tour Luo brought 16mm
      copies of films made in Chongqing.
    


    
      Unlike the public film culture of Chinatown in the 1930s, Chongqing cinema’s history in the United States was
      primarily non-theatrical. Although the venues for wartime Chongqing cinema were limited, it is important to note
      how the exhibition of these films was intermediated through a variety of sites, institutional spaces, and media
      platforms. In other words, thinking about Chongqing cinema’s transnational flow to the United States requires a
      broad understanding of film exhibition as cultural negotiation. The films were used as persuasive, emotionally
      powerful evidence of Japanese brutality and Chinese resilience, but their message was sometimes lost in
      transmission. One of the chief difficulties in distributing Chongqing films was the lack of availability of
      prints. Although the intent was to have duplicate prints struck from the negatives brought over by Luo and Feng,
      it appears that in many cases the only available prints were those that Luo traveled with. Most non-theatrical
      film distributors had a range of titles on 16mm about China on hand and, in the case of Brandon Films, Inc., made
      subtitled 16mm versions of Song of China and Fight to the
      Last available for the educational market (Brandon Films, Inc. 11). The ready availability of Fight to the Last in particular made it a frequent stand-in for similar and more recently
      produced films from Chongqing. In fact, Luo brought a print of the film on his trip to Eastman Kodak in
      Rochester. In addition to availability, wear and tear was also a persistent problem. In the case of Fatherland Calls, a Chongqing film meant to rally the overseas Chinese throughout Southeast Asia,
      the print being run through the projector at the Silver Star Playhouse in Chinatown in late 1943 had itself
      narrowly escaped the Japanese occupation of Burma.13 In addition to problems posed by the print’s unique
      provenance and material fragility, the film’s potential circulation was limited: it was unlikely that the film
      would work as emotionally effective propaganda on audiences outside of Chinatown because explanatory titles were
      not available.
    


    
      By 1943 Luo’s attention began to shift from obtaining financial and material support for the film industry in
      Chongqing to emphasizing cinema’s theoretical potential for the globalized community of the postwar world, in a
      sense returning to the discursive generation of a usable film theory among government functionaries and media
      producers in Chongqing at the start of the Sino-Japanese War. It was at this point that the transnational
      circulation of films and ideas between the two nations completed its circuit, since Luo was interested in
      contributing knowledge gained from these mass media experiments to an ongoing conversation among the American
      film engineers, educators, and theorists he associated with, hopefully modernizing China’s burgeoning educational
      film industry as well as contributing to the development of postwar cinema (Lo, “China’s War Films” 22). Luo’s
      ambitions for a postwar global cinema were twofold: first, noting the rapid growth of cinema as a tool for mass
      education, he championed the idea of an international film association similar to the United Nations that would
      centralize global filmmaking, treating educational films on all subjects as “visual textbooks” that would
      “promote equal education for the world” (Lo, “Motion Pictures in China” 14). Second, Luo contended that language
      was the most important barrier to overcoming the obstacles of the postwar world, and that cinema could both
      simplify instruction and promote the adoption of a universal language, “whether it be Basic English or any other”
      (ibid. 15). The establishment of such an organization was vital, Luo argued, because it would equalize access to
      the peoples of other nations and in so doing tear down the racial and national misconceptions that had
      contributed to world disorder in the first place. “It is not enough . . . that the Chinese people should know the
      rest of the world,” he told the audience at the annual National Board of Review conference in 1943. “The rest of
      the world must know China” (ibid. 15).
    


    
      Like Chongqing cinema itself, Luo Jingyu’s presence and impact in the United States were quite limited and
      largely forgotten, yet he was able to successfully integrate himself and the ideas that originated in late 1930s
      Chongqing into American wartime film practice and theory, not only by speaking at academic institutions and
      professional organizations, but also by publishing the history and ideas of wartime Chongqing cinema in some of
      the film industry’s most respected publications. These texts, written in English, conveyed his and his fellow
      filmmakers’ and bureaucrats’ vision of cinema’s role in education, mass mobilization, and international
      relations. Chongqing cinema was produced locally and distributed far and wide to Chinese citizens beyond or deep
      within the nation’s boundaries to create a palpable and unified imaginary community. But with its entry into the
      United States, it transcended the bounds of a globally dispersed nationhood and, under Luo’s direction, became a
      part of the mass mobilization of cinema for the war effort in America. Like the live
      narrator, pamphlet, or subtitles used to render the films intelligible and useful to different people, the
      contextual framing and reframing of cinema in its adaptation to the local specifics of the vast and varied global
      audience are key to understanding Chongqing cinema’s brief transnational moment.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. For a critical study of Hollywood’s global reach, enabled by a
        combination of economic, political, and legal strategies, see Miller et al. (2001).
      


      
        2. Equally reflective of the increasing dominance of the
        “transnational” as a new paradigm in film studies, Zhang Yingjin astutely points out how the transnational as
        an absolute break might in effect rigidify the notion of the national, already substantially deconstructed in
        scholarly reflections of the term in the 1980s and 1990s and reveals the “sheer heterogeneity and
        incommensurability among nations, states, and national cinemas” (2010, 125).
      


      
        3. See Thompson (1985).
      


      
        4. Xiao (2005) has pointed out how the data on Hollywood’s film
        exports should be treated with caution, given the old titles.
      


      
        5. See Xiao (2010), Hansen (2000), Zhang (2005), and Bao (2005).
      


      
        6. See Bao (2015). Such takes on Hollywood, of course, were
        necessarily reductive and served particular political purposes and cultural contexts. As Xiao reminds us,
        Hollywood itself was heterogeneous, with mixed political orientations depending on individual filmmakers and
        products (2010, 91–92).
      


      
        7. See Xiao (2002) and Smoodin (2007).
      


      
        8. For wartime Manchuria, see Baskett (2008); for Hong Kong and
        Shanghai, see Fu (2003).
      


      
        9. We use the term “Chongqing cinema” to identify the geopolitical
        zone of the Nationalist regime and its distinctive film culture. Chongqing cinema is therefore more precisely
        “hinterland cinema,” including several main hubs such as Chengdu and Kunming. Hinterland cinema originated in
        Hankou, where the government was temporarily stationed in 1937 before the move to Chongqing.
      


      
        10. For more details about the film debates in wartime Chongqing,
        see Bao (2009).
      


      
        11. See Bao (2015).
      


      
        12. Complete bibliographic information—such as director and year
        of release—is not available.
      


      
        13. The New York exhibition of Fatherland
        Calls is discussed in an undated letter from Luo to Bettina Gunczy, the National Board of Review’s
        secretary. See box 21, “China Defense Supplies” folder, National Board of Review of Motion Pictures records,
        Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library, New York.
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      Historical studies of transnational Chinese cinema have long acknowledged the important role overseas Chinese
      audiences have played in sustaining the profitability of major Chinese studios, such as those of Hong Kong, a
      film industry that is disproportionately large for its domestic market.1 But the question as to why overseas
      audiences have flocked to Sinophone films, from those produced by Shaw Brothers in the 1960s to the Golden
      Harvest renaissance of the 1980s to China Lion Entertainment’s recent releases across North America and
      Australia, remains unexplored. There are numerous reasons that overseas audiences consume Chinese-language
      films—at least as diverse as the category of “Chinese diaspora,” a designation that has traditionally gone
      unexplored and undifferentiated in Chinese studies, perhaps due to the problematic nature of the phrase “Chinese
      diaspora” itself, as Shu-mei Shih has argued (183–192).
    


    
      This scant attention to the specificities of the overseas Chinese audience is reflected in the common reason
      given for their consumption of Chinese films. Overseas Chinese are often described as being nostalgic for their
      homeland, and so they watch Chinese-language films in order to “escape” or return to their lost home. Historians
      Law Kar and Frank Bren write that the Chinese films circulating in the diaspora “were always important reminders
      of ‘home’ to countless overseas Chinese” (211). Sek Kei attributes the popularity of Hong Kong films, and in
      particular those of Shaw Brothers, to their ability to paint an evocative “China dream” for a diasporic audience
      “pining for a China from which they were banished” (40). Others like I. C. Jarvie, David Bordwell, Esther Yau,
      and Poshek Fu have made similar claims in their seminal studies of Hong Kong cinema. Critics and scholars are not
      alone in this popular conception of the overseas audience as a nostalgic and monolithic entity; even theater
      owners have offered similar explanations. In a Los Angeles Times article, David Ting,
      the owner of the Garfield Theatre in Alhambra, California, is quoted as saying that audiences “come to the
      theater and feel like they’re home” (qtd. in Lu, “Films” SG1).
    


    
      Instead of providing the “correct” answer to the question of viewer motivation, I offer one that is critical of
      the Chinese-centered explanation provided by these and other commentators. Expanding on Miriam Hansen’s conception of silent-era theaters as “alternative public spheres,” this chapter puts forward the
      argument that Chinese-language movie theaters have provided their communities with semi-private spaces that
      promise a “space of one’s own” for ethnic minorities. These spaces operated in a dialectical relationship with
      the dominant (and, in the American case, white) ethnic group, contributing to racial anxiety and xenophobia but
      at the same time exploiting the unofficial ethnic exclusionism these semi-private spaces represented. My goal
      here is to intervene in Chinese cinema studies in three main ways: first, to suggest that on the level of
      consumption, the “China” factor in Chinese-language cinema is not as dominant as critics might claim; second, to
      demonstrate the importance of a research methodology that considers micro-histories of exhibition and
      consumption; and, finally, to promote a dialogue between Chinese cinema studies and studies of immigrant
      communities, an intellectual shift that, in the case of this essay, examines the cross-sections between Chinese
      cinema studies, Asian American studies, and American studies.
    


    
      It is worth mentioning that, historically, Hong Kong cinema, when exported into overseas Chinese communities, has
      almost always been received in spaces that are marked by ethnic anxiety. From the local/outsider divide in
      Taiwan; to the anti-Chinese backlash in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand; to the Chinatown ghettos in North
      America and Europe, films from Hong Kong have been consumed by communities for whom “Chinese” entertainment comes
      loaded with symbolic ethnic baggage. Moreover, these films were frequently screened in theaters specializing in
      Chinese-language films. Overseas exhibitors often signed exclusive contractual agreements with major distributors
      such as Shaw Brothers and Golden Harvest and screened a prepackaged selection of their films. In the context of
      ethnically divided communities, these Chinese-language theaters represented ethnic spaces privileging a minority
      ethnicity over others. These ethnic distinctions are more pronounced in some eras than others. In Taiwan, for
      instance, the decline of Taiwanese-language film production in the 1970s and the ascendancy of Hollywood cinema
      and megaplex culture in the 1980s and 1990s have made the Mandarin/Taiwanese distinction a relatively moot point
      in the realm of filmgoing culture. In places like the United States, however, ethnic distinctions persist, and
      thus the existence of Chinese-language movie theaters from the 1960s to the 1990s cannot be understood without
      reference to race relations and the apportioning of the public sphere along ethnic lines.
    


    Theaters as Semi-Private Spaces


    
      In her landmark study Babel & Babylon, Miriam Hansen theorizes the relationship
      between spectatorship, ethnicity, and the public sphere. Hansen argues against textual and social determinants on
      the spectator, focusing instead on meanings created through reception by looking at the
      “public dimension” of filmgoing (7). She uses the concept of an “alternative public sphere” to describe theaters
      as spaces in which minorities—women and immigrants in particular—can participate in public culture in ways
      previously unavailable to them. She argues that theaters then serve as sites of struggle—between audiences,
      producers, and exhibitors—over control of that public dimension. Implicit in this struggle is the dynamic of
      exclusionism that makes the “alternative” possible, and perhaps even political. Hansen’s reworking of Oskar Negt
      and Alexander Kluge is provocative because she suggests that there are political stakes for minority groups that
      frequent movie theaters, public spheres that engage patrons through communal spectacles of sensorial splendor.
      Hansen’s emphasis on the economic and ideological control of that space points to the fact that theaters have
      enormous symbolic value to both those inside and those outside of the alternative public sphere. In other words,
      the perception of this space as inclusionary/exclusionary is at least partly what gives it value, whether for
      teenagers at a megaplex, high-culture connoisseurs at an art house, or minority groups at film festivals that
      spotlight works by ethnic minorities, LGBT artists, social interest groups, etc. One cannot underestimate the
      personal or sensorial value of belonging in a collective enabled by theaters and other such spaces.
    


    
      It then follows that it might make better sense to think of specialty theaters not as alternative public spaces
      but as semi-private ones. By “semiprivate,” I do not necessarily mean that they are “not public”; these theaters
      indeed constitute a space for public discourse and interrogation. What makes Chinese-language movie theaters work
      as distinct public spheres is precisely their implied exclusionism to both insiders and outsiders. In that sense,
      these theaters were perceived in much the same way as Chinatowns were being viewed at the time. In fact, most of
      these theaters were either located in official Chinatowns or were part of smaller semi-private neighborhoods that
      might include Chinese-language bookshops, grocery stores, or community centers.
    


    
      Jacqueline Stewart has suggested that literature often gives scholars the best insights into the imaginations of
      historical film spectators (96). In her classic novel Bone (1993), Fae Myenne Ng
      describes the sensations of a day in the life of a teenager in San Francisco’s Chinatown, from the union hall to
      the corner store, between blackjack and sandwiches, and via the employment agency to the Grandview Theatre, where
      one can spend an afternoon watching “love stories about the butterfly lovers, fox spirits, snake goddesses, and
      the four great beauties” before stepping back out into the Chinatown sunshine (158). What Ng foregrounds are the
      sensorial aspects of a Chinatown life that are heterogeneous in form and function and, though at times mundane,
      are sparked by the pleasures of everyday communal activity. Lisa Lowe reads Ng’s description of Chinatown
      precisely in terms of the impenetrability and semi-privacy of these sensorial experiences:
    


    
      The Chinatown represented in Bone is a recalcitrant space that
      cannot be wholly or univocally translated. Its heterogeneity is not assimilable to capitalist logic that would
      organize the ethnic ghetto for production; its contemporaneity does not yield to the gaze that seeks to exoticize
      it as antiquated artifact. The tourist, the voyeur, the immigration service may enter, but they are all deceived.
      (126)
    


    
      Chinese-language movie theaters were “recalcitrant” because they took over old and often beloved English-language
      movie theaters when the exhibition industry took a downward turn in the post-decree era, and then made no real
      effort to woo the non-Chinese population.2 In the 1970s and early 1980s, the downtown Kim Sing Theatre was the only
      Chinese-language theater in the Los Angeles area that advertised in the Los Angeles
      Times. The other theaters—such as the 1,100-seat Garfield Theatre in Alhambra, the Monterey Theatre in
      Monterey Park, the Kuo Hwa (later known as the Bridge Theatre) in San Gabriel, the Pagoda Cinema (later known as
      Cinemaland) in Chinatown, and the Huo Hwa in Pasadena—advertised in the Chinese-language press exclusively, and
      only the Kim Sing advertised in both. This exclusivity was despite the fact that the theaters tended to be
      located on the fringes of the Chinese enclaves, at the borders between Chinese and white communities. In
      Chinatown, this border was spatial. The Pagoda Cinema was located on the far north end of Chinatown near Dodger
      Stadium, while the Sing Lee Theatre (aka King Hing) was located at the south end, just outside Chinatown’s
      official gate. The downtown Kim Sing Theatre was situated outside of the Chinatown vicinity altogether. The
      theaters in the San Gabriel Valley (Pasadena, Monterey Park, Alhambra, San Gabriel) were temporally on the border
      of white and Chinese societies. The area was previously agricultural land tended by white residents but became
      heavily populated with Asian (especially Chinese) immigrants after the relaxation of immigration quotas in 1965.
      Thus, the rise of these theaters temporally corresponded to the rapid development of the San Gabriel Valley as an
      ethnically Chinese cultural sphere. Because these theaters were located on the boundaries of white and Chinese,
      they stimulated racial tension, which I will later show became a factor in their demise.
    


    
      The exclusivity of the theaters can also be seen in the mystery over subtitles. Because of the linguistic
      heterogeneity of the Chinese audience both at home and abroad, many Hong Kong films have Chinese subtitles, since
      presumably all literate Chinese-speakers (regardless of dialect) can read standard written Chinese. The inclusion
      of English subtitles, however, is more ambiguous. Shaw Brothers was the first Hong Kong studio to include English
      subtitles in their films; this practice was economically motivated as Hong Kong filmmakers in the 1950s strongly
      relied on the overseas Chinese market as a primary source of film revenue (Lo 48). While bilingual subtitles
      became the norm for many Hong Kong companies, the practice was not universal in Chinese-language cinema more
      generally. Films from Taiwan, for instance, might not have English subtitles because the
      Taiwanese market was large enough to sustain its local industry and because Taiwan, unlike the British colony of
      Hong Kong, did not have to appeal to a local Englishspeaking audience. While the Chinatown theaters that
      specialized in films from Shaw Brothers, Golden Harvest, and other Hong Kong studios regularly featured both
      Chinese and English subtitles, one could never assume it to be the case for all theaters.
    


    
      The situation is humorously parodied in a 1993 short video entitled Point . . . We’re Not
      Aliens, produced by the youth collective VYDC Media Lab, led by influential Asian American documentarian
      Spencer Nakasako. In one scene, a white couple walks by a Chinese-language movie theater and points at a movie
      poster for a Cantonese martial arts film. They wonder if the film contains subtitles and decide to ask one of the
      “Orientals” in the neighborhood for advice. Their ensuing conversation with a young passerby (who happens to be
      Cambodian American) turns into a comedic exchange whereby the white couple are unable and perhaps unwilling to
      tell the difference between Asian Americans of different ethnicities. In this parody of white/Asian contact in
      Chinatown, the confusion over subtitles by the white couple is jokingly connected to a general ignorance of Asian
      heterogeneity. The suggestion is that the “exclusion” of whites in Chinatown is two-sided: the Chinese movie
      theater excludes outsiders by making the presence of English subtitles ambiguous, while the outside community,
      through its own ignorance and inability to communicate with the Chinatown community, excludes itself, even when
      it is sincerely interested in Chinese culture. Together, these forces make “exclusion” a dominant feature of the
      Chinese-language theater in the public consciousness.
    


    
      The parody makes quite clear why outsiders would “exclude” themselves from these semi-private spaces. But why
      would insiders exclude outsiders via such barriers as ambiguity over subtitles? After all, limiting one’s
      audience makes little business sense. The traditional explanation is that exclusion follows the logic of
      maintaining a “Chinese” space: in such a restricted space, Chinese immigrants can “escape” back to their
      homelands. Such an explanation is problematic for a number of reasons. First, it assumes that cinema is simply a
      projection of the audience’s desire, rather than an object of consumption in a contested public sphere. Second,
      it assumes that the films shown at the theater actually depict the world of the audience’s imagined home, a point
      I will return to later. Finally, it assumes that immigrants were indeed homesick and wanted a means to escape.
    


    
      While the promise of escapism was certainly appealing to many overseas Chinese, I would argue that there are more
      emotional and affective motivations for filmgoers in this semi-private sphere than simply homesickness. The
      surest sign of this is the fact that many of the films shown in the theaters did not depict the world of the
      “homeland.” Numerous films advertised in newspapers like China Daily News and
      International Daily News were soft-core sex films from Japan. These advertisements
      frequently featured images of scantily clad women paired with film titles such as
      Expensive Taste, Dirty Trap, Wild Fruit, and Cat
      Woman.3 In 1987 the Kim
      Sing and the Kuo Hwa theaters simultaneously showed Sex of the Animal Kingdom (a
      nature documentary shot on several continents) on the same screens that had shown a Jackie Chan action-comedy
      just weeks before. Sex films from around the world and especially soft-core pornography from Hong Kong and
      Taiwan—such as Porky’s Meatballs (Clifton Ko 1986), The Game
      They Call Sex (Gam Gwok-chiu et al. 1987), Two of a Kind (Tedd Chan 1993), and
      others—were frequently shown and extremely popular. With the exception of films starring Hong Kong action star
      Jackie Chan and comedian Stephen Chow, sex films were the most consistently shown programs in these theaters. For
      example, the film My Name Is Woman (Wong Chungkwong 1987) was advertised as the
      “latest sex film” by Taiwanese actress Su Ming-ming, suggesting the familiarity of such films and stars for the
      Chinese immigrant audience. These advertisements were frequently placed in the same section of the community
      newspaper as were ads for strip clubs, massage parlors, mud wrestling, and nightclubs. As the theaters neared
      their decline in the mid-1990s, sex films comprised an increasingly higher percentage of the total films shown.
      The final advertisement for Chinese theaters in the newspaper International Daily
      News was for the sex film The Love That Is Wrong (Ho Shu-pau 1993).
    


    
      The prominence of sex films lends strength to the argument that Chinese-language movie theaters offered more than
      simply a form of escapism; instead, they served as spaces for a special kind of sexual utopia enabled by the
      semi-private sphere.4 No doubt
      there were pornographic theaters in other parts of Los Angeles, but the semi-privacy of the Chinese-language
      movie theater afforded immigrant patrons a space to consume sexuality in a comfortably exclusionary space. In her
      study of the 1970s erotic film festival as a utopian public sphere, Elena Gorfinkel emphasizes the communal, and
      often participatory, nature of the porn space for the moviegoer. In her examples, the threat of exclusion—between
      older “dirty” audiences of the trenchcoat variety and the younger, modish audiences of the urban
      counterculture—helped to define and redefine the public-ness of the porn space (77–78). Similarly, the
      exclusionary nature of Chinese-subtitled pornography from around the world helped define these theaters as
      semi-private spaces. And as theaters showing soft-core pornography of many nationalities, these spaces were
      engaged in a specific kind of exclusionary utopia that is not easily reducible to “Chineseness.”
    


    
      Another problem with the fallacy of escape is that it essentializes and ahistoricizes Chinese cinemas as films
      about a mythic Chinese “homeland” and does not account for their increasingly cosmopolitan, transnational, and
      “flexible” themes and modes of production. Prior to the New Wave (1979–84) in Hong Kong cinema, Shaw Brothers and
      its main competitors, Cathay and Golden Harvest, made films in which characters crossed borders and envisioned a
      cosmopolitan Chinese identity for Sinophone audiences around the world (Hu 185–204). In the
      1980s and 1990s, Hong Kong films explored and exploded the idea of Chineseness through a matrix of transnational
      operations such as global capitalism, migration, and exile.5 Directors such as Ann Hui, Ang Lee, Peter Chan, and Stanley Kwan made films that
      examined the lives of Chinese people living overseas and outside of mainland China, Hong Kong, or Taiwan. Even
      Jackie Chan’s films—Armor of God (Jackie Chan 1986), Operation
      Condor (Jackie Chan 1991), Rumble in the Bronx (Stanley Tong 1995),
      Mr. Nice Guy (Sammo Hung 1997), and Jackie Chan’s Who Am
      I? (Benny Chan and Jackie Chan 1998)—were frequently set in international locales and especially the
      United States. These films were not about the “homeland” and instead contained narratives that presented the
      experiences of overseas Chinese. To claim that Chinese movie theaters simply allowed immigrants the opportunity
      to escape back home does not account for the complexity of “home” in the imagination of Chinese cinema.
    


    
      The “migration trilogy” of Mabel Cheung—Illegal Immigrant (1985), An Autumn’s Tale (1987), and Eight Taels of Gold (1989)—is a good
      case in point due to its popularity in Chinese-language movie theaters in the 1980s. In fact, An Autumn’s Tale, starring Chow Yun-fat and Cherie Chung, played for over three weeks at the
      Monterey Theatre, one of the longer runs of any film advertised in Los Angeles’ Chinese-language newspapers. The
      film is a romantic melodrama set completely in New York’s Chinatown. In the first scene, the main character,
      Jennifer, boards a plane for New York, where she stays for the duration of the film. An
      Autumn’s Tale is significant in that it does not use Chinatown merely as a backdrop but also as a context
      for a working-through of Chinese American identity (Ford 21–46). Although the film relies on certain national and
      ethnic stereotypes—such as the perception of Chinese Americans as chronic gamblers and the representation of
      Chinese immigrant men as drunken bachelors—it also addresses key topics that would be of interest to overseas
      Chinese audiences such as poverty and racism in America. Unlike Asian American films (such as Chan Is Missing [Wayne Wang 1982] or A Great Wall [Wayne Wang 1986]),
      or Hollywood films about Asian Americans (such as Flower Drum Song [Henry Koster
      1961] or The Joy Luck Club [Wayne Wang 1993]), a Hong Kong migration film like
      An Autumn’s Tale was not designed to be consumed by non-Chinese viewers, and
      therefore its depiction of other races is frequently insensitive or unquestionably racist. As is traditionally
      the case in Hong Kong cinema, non-Chinese characters are often depicted as the Other against which Chinese
      cultural nationalism is defined. Such representations are symptomatic of larger social phenomena. For instance,
      unquestioned anti-black sentiments in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan are widespread (encapsulated by Bo Yang’s
      polemic “Chinese racism is far more serious than American racism”6), a phenomenon Frank Dikötter calls “a matter of great urgency” as East
      Asia becomes more visible on the international stage (411–412). As Hong Kong cinema moves into the diaspora,
      narrating tales of uprooted and overseas Chinese, such sentiments often persist in
      spectacles of American racial unrest quite unlike those in Hollywood or Asian American cinema. In one scene in
      An Autumn’s Tale, Sam Pan (Chow Yun-fat) gets into an argument with a Latino driver
      in another car, which leads to a showdown behind the wheel as well as some disparaging remarks by Sam Pan against
      “Mexicans.” Sam Pan’s racist attitude goes completely unchecked and unqualified, and instead serves as a source
      of verbal excitement and ethnic pride, as well as a demonstration of Chow’s comedic ability. Regardless of
      whether Chinese American viewers actually look down on Latinos as Chow’s character does, for this film to “work”
      in front of a Chinese immigrant audience and formulate “a new ethnic pride and consciousness” (Stringer 304), it
      needs to be screened in a semi-private space where non-Chinese are “excluded” from entry. Thus, an attraction of
      these theaters was to provide immigrants with their own space to interrogate emergent forms of Chinese American
      identity.
    


    
      Finally, these theaters were popular among Chinese immigrant parents, who brought their American-born children to
      the theaters to learn Chinese (Lu, “Films” SG9). American-born Chinese do not necessarily conceive of Hong Kong
      or Taiwan as “home” and in fact are more than likely dragged to the theaters grudgingly. If anything, they
      probably want to escape from the theaters more than they want to escape via the theaters. This practice of taking American-born children to learn Chinese shows that the
      theaters do not point backward to the lost Chinese “homeland” but rather point forward to the future of Chinese
      Americans (and their knowledge of Chinese dialects) in the United States, as well as a future of increased
      economic integration between mainland China and the United States.
    


    The Demise of Chinese-Language Theaters


    
      In the 1990s many Chinese-language theaters in the United States folded and were converted into retail spaces or
      demolished altogether. Numerous reasons have been given for their demise such as the availability of
      Chinese-language films on video (first VHS, then DVD). Films also faced competition from Sinophone broadcast and
      cable television (Chen 1) and, later, semi-legal online streaming video. Meanwhile, the emergence of after-school
      or weekend Chinese schools has given parents a more systematic way to provide Chinese language education for
      their American children. All three reasons point to the substitution of one semi-private space (Chinese-language
      movie theaters) with others (the domestic living room, broadcast TV airwaves, Chinese schools), which are part of
      the larger social horizon of experience in Chinatowns. Often overlooked in this discussion is the role of the
      social/cultural climate of the time, and for the remainder of this chapter, I will explore how racial anxiety
      over semi-private spaces led to the demise of one Los Angeles area Chinese-language theater: the Monterey Theatre
      in the suburb of Monterey Park.
    


    
      Built in 1924 as the Mission Theatre, the brick movie house was purchased in 1930 by James
      Edwards, who renamed it the Monterey Theatre. Edwards went on to purchase several other theaters in the area and
      would eventually amass one of the biggest theater chains in the country. In the following decades, the city of
      Monterey Park underwent major changes, namely the influx of immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan and the
      development of Chinese and Chinese American businesses in the 1970s and 1980s. In 1979 the Monterey Theatre was
      bought out by developer/ activist Frederic Hsieh, who converted the historic building into a Chineselanguage
      movie theater. Hsieh is the entrepreneur who, in the early 1970s, stimulated the initial investment in Monterey
      Park from Asian businesspeople by advertising the city as the “Chinese Beverly Hills” to investors in East Asia.
    


    
      Soon after national quotas on immigration were relaxed in 1965, Monterey Park became known as a model American
      city for diversity. Although Asian Americans comprised only 2.9 percent of the population in 1960, the
      demographics of the city changed greatly over the next three decades. Asian American made up 15.3 percent in 1970
      and 34.8 percent in 1980, and by the 1990s they constituted 57 percent of the population, making Monterey Park
      the first majority-Asian city in the continental United States (Saito and Horton 236). The new Asian immigrants
      were generally welcomed as model immigrants who helped to stimulate the local economy, and Lily Chen became the
      first-ever female Chinese American mayor in the United States. In 1985 Monterey Park was awarded the title of
      “All-American City” by USA Today for its commitment to openness and diversity.
    


    
      Similar to other movements that sparked social change and extended social privilege to minority groups (such as
      the Civil Rights Movements of the 1960s), the racial/ethnic diversification of Monterey Park was subject to a
      (white) social backlash. In 1986 Mayor Chen and two Mexican American city council members were swept out of
      office by long-time residents Barry Hatch, Chris Houseman, and Patricia Reichenberger. They produced a widely
      circulated flyer (arguably reflective of their political agenda) that featured a drawing of a bank with a sign
      featuring Chinese characters. In front of the bank is Lily Chen washing dollar bills, and below is the caption:
      “Chen’s Laundry.” The flyer, then, reduces the new immigrants’ work to debased labor historically associated with
      stereotypes of Asian unassimilability (Fong, “Economic” 28). On June 2, 1986, the new (and predominantly white)
      city council voted for Resolution 9004, which declared that Monterey Park would not be a “sanctuary city”—in
      other words, the city police would work with the Immigration and Naturalization Services to locate and deport
      illegal aliens, and the city would support legislation to make English the official language of the United States
      (Horton 83). The “Official English” movement was seen as a response to the widespread use of Chinese on building
      signs across the city. Monterey Park nativists argued that Chinese signs were “evidence that the immigrants do
      not want to become a part of the United States [and] that they want to create a ‘Hong Kong
      of the West’” (Saito and Horton 240). Complaints were lodged against Asian supermarkets that bought out former
      “American” chain markets to sell bok choy instead of lettuce and Taiwan-brand
      cigarettes over Marlboros (Fong, First 62). One Monterey Park resident lamented, “I
      feel like I’m in another country. I don’t feel at home anymore” (qtd. in ibid. 64). Another stated, “You can’t
      talk to the newcomers because many of them don’t speak English. . . . I feel like I’m sort of intruding.” A third
      asked, “What do you say when a couple goes into a triple A restaurant and asks for Chinese food, and they say,
      ‘No, no serve whites’” (qtd. in Horton 86). The growing English-only movement and the xenophobia present in these
      comments by older white residents express an anxiety over semi-private spaces. The backlash against Chinese
      development in places like Monterey Park is rooted in the recognition that public spaces formerly dominated by
      whites are now public spaces to which whites have limited or restricted access. To feel like one is “intruding”
      in one’s own town is an acknowledgment of shifting dynamics in private/public spheres.
    


    
      The Monterey Theatre also became a focal point and target of increasing social anxiety over semi-private spaces.
      The fact that the former movie palace and the first Edwards theater was now playing Jackie Chan comedies and
      soft-core pornography from Asia initiated protest from nativists who felt that their access to a local
      institution was being restricted. As a result, owner Frederic Hsieh compromised by adding to the repertoire
      Englishlanguage films such as Gone with the Wind (Victor Fleming 1939), Doctor Zhivago (David Lean 1965), and Ryan’s Daughter (David Lean
      1970) (Fong, First 63). Other Chinese theaters in the San Gabriel Valley area faced
      similar problems. Susie Wong, a manager of the Kuo Hwa Theatre in San Gabriel, is quoted as saying, “During our
      first year, every Friday, for 12 weeks, someone would break the glass doors” (qtd. in Lu, “Films” SG9). Like
      Hsieh, David Ting, part-owner of the Garfield Theatre, was faced with resistance from the older white community:
      “People called in saying that they had been to the theater for 30 years and they just didn’t like the idea [of
      our being there]” (qtd. in ibid.). Because of the long histories of these former movie palaces, the theaters
      became entwined in a battle of ownership over the public sphere.
    


    
      The Whittier Narrows earthquake in October 1987 forced the city to decide the fate of the Monterey Theatre. The
      earthquake and its aftershocks hit Monterey Park, and the brick Monterey Theatre sustained some of the worst
      damage in the city. Days after the earthquake, the city estimated the damage to the theater to be US$500,000
      (Ward 6). For the next three years, however, the city refused to allow Hsieh to rebuild the theater, arguing that
      the cost of rebuilding would be double the value of the property itself. Hsieh and theater manager Mabel Shu Wei
      Luan appealed to the city to no avail, and the theater remained closed. On November 13, 1990, Hsieh and Luan
      demanded US$1,056,000 in compensation for “loss of rents and revenues and diminution of
      value of property as well as punitive damages against a City employee and further allegations that the City was
      applying ordinances that were unconstitutional.”7 Although Hsieh was committed to fighting the city and spent more than US$300,000
      in legal fees, his claim was rejected and the city maintained its position that the building had to be
      demolished.8
    


    
      The city’s refusal to reconstruct the Chinese-language theater is consistent with the city’s controversial policy
      of “slow growth,” which began in the early 1980s but escalated with the new city council in 1986. In 1987 the
      city government passed four propositions designed to regulate building height, clarify development standards, and
      specify areas for redevelopment. It was widely understood that the slow growth movement was a response to the
      development of Chinese businesses. In his examination of the social and political climate in Monterey Park, John
      Horton observes that since the primary source areas of migration into the city were Asian countries/regions like
      Taiwan, China, Hong Kong, and Southeast Asia, the rapid development and economic growth in the city “had an Asian
      face” and this was the main point of contention (91). Frederic Hsieh expressed a similar sentiment as he rallied
      against the slow growth movement: “This is a free society. I should be able to do what I want with my property [.
      . .]. People in the slow-growth movement say they are not racist and that their restrictions apply to everyone,
      but the everyone just happens to be Chinese” (qtd. in ibid.). As with the English-only movement, slow growth was
      an attempt by the city to curtail the development of semi-private spaces in areas of the public sphere once
      freely accessed (and arguably dominated) by whites. The earthquake provided an opportunity for the city
      government to extend its suppression of development during an unexpected moment of desperation for Chinese
      businesses; suppression, and not redevelopment, was their priority. In their first meeting after the earthquake,
      the city council addressed only one earthquake-related item: a motion authorizing the City Engineer to issue
      demolition permits when deemed necessary.9 This sealed the fate of the Monterey Theatre and the semi-private sphere it
      represented; the theater never emerged from the rubble of the earthquake.
    


    
      Drawing on Negt and Kluge, Miriam Hansen argues that “even if there were no empirical traces of autonomous public
      formations, they could be inferred from the force of negation, from hegemonic efforts to suppress or assimilate
      any conditions that might allow for an alternative (self-regulated, locally, and socially specific) organization
      of experience” (91). Similarly, the demise of the Monterey Theatre at the hands of a city government that was
      expressly against developing the Chinese public sphere draws attention to the theater’s importance as a public
      space for Chinese-speaking immigrants and their families. The contention that purely economic determinants (such
      as the substitutability of video and TV) were responsible for the demise of Chinese-language movie theaters does
      not apply to the Monterey Theatre, which operates as a special control case that highlights the racial and political factors at play and moves the discussion beyond the consumption preferences and
      practices of overseas Chinese. While the Monterey Theatre is the only local theater to go out of business for
      such an explicitly political reason, its closure points to the social limitations placed on Chineselanguage
      theaters in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as well as the perception of the theaters as semi-private spheres
      open to the Chinese population but seemingly nobody else.
    


    The Language of Nostalgia


    
      The example of the Monterey Theatre represents a challenge to the common perception of American movie theaters
      following the Paramount Decree in 1949. The usual narrative is that movie palaces went by the wayside in the
      postwar years: patrons fled downtown for the suburbs, TV made old palaces obsolete, and the rise of chain
      theaters and megaplexes led to the destruction or mutilation of classic architecture along the lines of
      capitalist efficiency. Discourse surrounding movie palaces from the 1950s onwards has typically centered on the
      urgency of cultural/historical preservation or the regret over, and eventually acknowledgment of, loss. The
      beloved website Cinema Treasures (which features the motto “Discover, Preserve, Protect”) is an archive of
      nostalgia filled with user-posted photographs of movie palaces as they progress from golden age prosperity, to
      post-decree struggle, to video-era collapse, to current obsolescence as a parking lot, bowling alley, bank, or
      church. Michael Putnam’s photobook Silent Screens: The Decline and Transformation of the
      American Movie Theater (2000) is replete with nostalgia, depicting movie palaces as victims of cultural
      neglect and architectural ghost towns; most of Putnam’s black-and-white exposures carefully omit any trace of
      human life, except for possibly the lone passerby (on foot or in a car), oblivious to the great historical
      importance that he or she strolls by every day. Restoration of these classic movie palaces means rescuing the
      theater from the sleaze, dust, deterioration, irrelevance, poverty, and corporatization that have alienated
      contemporary society from the essence of Americana.
    


    
      This nostalgia for the “last picture show” glosses over the fact that in the decades after 1950, many of these
      broken buildings were indeed not irrelevant but became communal spaces that were surely inconsistent with the
      popular memory of Americana and were valuable because they provided spaces of leisure that had not previously
      existed. Many of these theaters became pornography venues. In the South, white flight from downtowns left
      theaters available for black patrons, who, before the Civil Rights Movement, could not patronize them, except in
      segregated balcony seats. In Chinatown areas, these broken theaters housed double features of martial arts films
      from Hong Kong and melodramas from Taiwan. This disconnect between the mainstream desire for a white-washed past
      and the social reality of the underclass looking for a home is captured in the observations
      of Janna Jones, who writes of the efforts by whites to reclaim their old downtown “cinema treasures”:
    


    
      African Americans, naturally, did not have the same kind of nostalgia for the theaters, so it is not surprising
      they did not actively involve themselves in the efforts to save the theaters. And, in some cases, patrons who had
      once frequented the movie palaces were unhappy with the fact that African Americans and the indigent were the
      primary customers at the theaters. That distaste also helped to lead to the support for preserving some of the
      theaters, so that the theaters could be reclaimed by the white middle class. (116)
    


    
      In the case of the Monterey Theatre, the fight over the public sphere did not result in a white-washed
      restoration effort to “save” a venue as historic as the first Edwards theater; instead, it resulted in its
      deliberate demolition, aided by the Whittier Narrows earthquake. The Chinese-language theater thus stands (or
      rather falls) between forces erupting in a moment of demographic and political transformation, which can be
      understood only by analyzing the social contexts of race, nostalgia, and memorialization—topics frequently
      addressed in Asian American and American studies.
    


    
      But beyond their implications for Asian American and American studies, what can Chinese-language movie theaters
      tell us about Chinese cinemas? And, specifically, what is the value of exhibition micro-histories as a research
      methodology in Chinese cinema studies? Recent interventions in Chinese cinema studies, which use language as a
      means for drawing connections between cultural unity and local difference, have theorized such a framework for
      studying transnational formations of distribution and reception. Sheldon Lu and Emilie Yeh argue that the term
      “Chinese-language film” accounts for the ways in which the transformation of the Chinese language functions as an
      index of the affirmation or contestation of Chineseness and Chinese nationhood throughout Greater China. Although
      their examples are mostly textual—the expressive use of languages in A City of
      Sadness (Hou Hsiao-hsien 1989), the surprising use of accent in Crouching Tiger,
      Hidden Dragon (Ang Lee 2000)—their framework can (and should) be extended to examples within film culture
      more broadly, which includes reception, exhibition, and marketing.
    


    
      In my examples, the word “language” in “Chinese-language theaters” does not simply describe the soundtrack of the
      films shown but also has a social function—exclusionism. If you cannot understand Chinese, then this theater is
      not for you; in other words, language polices boundaries in a culturally heterogeneous community. In addition,
      language describes the print culture of marketing and promotion. These theaters typically advertised only in
      Chinese-language newspapers, which included ads for the films as well as articles on film stars from around the
      world (with an emphasis on Hong Kong and Taiwan). As I have discussed in this chapter, some
      of the films screened in these theaters were not purely Chinese-language films, and yet they became part of a
      local Chinese-language popular culture through their screening and with their appearance in Chinese-language
      publications. In other words, looking at the specificities of reception asks that we consider language in its
      social contexts. Only in doing so can we understand, for instance, how audiences became excited by new films and
      how subtitles could delineate semi-public spaces. And whereas Lu and Yeh primarily consider the significance of
      language as it maintains or strays from a cultural norm (typically, Beijing-style Mandarin), I have shown that in
      film culture, language has a social function broader than one obsessed with cultural “Chineseness.” Instead, the
      social context of language in places like Monterey Park is tied to the racial and political dynamics of its
      diverse community—“Official English” campaigns, the linguistic future of Americanborn Chinese in America, and the
      fight over public spaces. Indeed, the pleasures of such spaces have as much to do with the English language and
      America as they do with Chineseness, and I suspect that similar circumstances might also be the case in other
      areas where Chinese-language films were shown for Sinophone audiences. Thus, micro-historical studies of
      reception give scholars access to the specificities of film culture, which have local and translocal dimensions.
      From that vantage point, film desire becomes multi-faceted (often in surprising ways), while the challenge of
      historical methodologies forces scholars away from usual conceptual standbys like “Chineseness.”
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      Notes


      
        1. Stephanie Chung approximates that in the 1950s Cantonese film
        productions received 50–70 percent of their financing from the overseas market, with Vietnam constituting 10–12
        percent, Thailand 10 percent, Indonesia 6 percent, and the United States 8 to 10 percent (2004, 141).
      


      
        2. I acknowledge that throughout this article, I frequently pose
        a binary between Chinese and white. I do not address the Japanese American and African American populations
        that frequently attended Chinese films, especially those of the martial arts genre.
      


      
        3. Complete bibliographic information—such as director and year
        of release—is not available. It is possible that these are English titles created by Hong Kong distributors for
        Japanese films that did not have official English titles.
      


      
        4. That some of these theaters (including
        the Kim Sing and the Kuo Hwa) specialized in pornography between their incarnations as classic movie palaces
        and Chinese movie houses only contributed to their social acceptance as spaces for sex films.
      


      
        5. Sheldon Lu (2005) explores the historical contexts of this
        trend.
      


      
        6. See Yang (1985).
      


      
        7. See Monterey Park City Council
        Minutes (1990).
      


      
        8. See “Monterey Park 2 Lose Suit over Theater” (1990),
        “Wenhua xiyuan qianpei cao Mongshifu jujue” (1990), and Monterey Park City Council Minutes (1990).
      


      
        9. See Monterey Park City Council
        Minutes (1987).
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    10 Reading Hollywood in Postwar Shanghai


    
      From The Metro News to Western Movie Pictorial
    


    
      Lunpeng Ma
    


    
      Hollywood films have been dominating the screens of Republican China since the 1920s, and their textual
      significance and role in mediating socio-political relation between the US and China have also become a topic of
      study in recent years. As early as 1897, American motion pictures made inroads into China when James Ricalton
      from New Jersey showed a series of Thomas Edison films in Shanghai (Du, History 7).
      Between the 1900s and 1910s, Benjamin Brodsky, a seasoned Jewish interpreter of Russian descent, made his fortune
      in setting up nickelodeons in San Francisco and then invested a great deal in film production and exhibition in
      both Shanghai and Hong Kong.1
      The fact that he traveled widely in China (Shanghai, Hong Kong, Guangzhou, Beijing, and Suzhou) to shoot
      A Trip through China (1917), promoted his 10-reel epic travelogue across America, and
      transferred his local business to two Americans who entrusted Zhang Shichuan and Zheng Zhengqiu (the founding
      fathers of Chinese film industry) to co-produce the earliest Chinese features helped manifest the prolonged
      interaction between American and Chinese cinemas.
    


    
      Before World War I (1914–18) and the May Fourth Movement in 1919, however, the Chinese film scene was largely a
      cosmopolitan one, with French films and technology (e.g. Pathé cameras and projectors) in full swing, German film
      stock almost monopolizing the market, and Spanish merchants operating movie houses in Shanghai (China Film
      Archive 1388–91). With the advent of the studio system in Hollywood during the 1920s, American films began to
      dominate screens around the world. This amazing growth, particularly in China, was noted in a 1927 US Commerce
      Department publication by C. J. North: “The showing of American motion pictures in China has been steadily on the
      increase. Statistics show that whereas in 1913 only about 190,000 feet of American films were sent to China, this
      amount has increased to about 3,000,000 feet in 1926” (II). By the 1930s, Hollywood provided 80 to 90 percent of
      the imported films in China, an increase that can be attributed to Hollywood’s development of sound technology
      and popularization of its star system. While 80 or so domestic films per year were screened in China, the annual
      number of Hollywood features shown was approximately 350, thus attesting to Hollywood’s
      strong foothold in the Chinese market during the 1930s (Zhang, Chinese 71–73).
    


    
      Contemporary scholarship on Chinese film history of the Republican era explores Hollywood’s aesthetic influence
      and market dominance in China, as well as the cross-Pacific interplay between the two industries. For instance,
      Chinese film critics argue that D. W. Griffith’s adroit directorship, particularly of his melodramas, had become
      a model for “the first generation” of Chinese filmmakers (Chen 113–114). Yet his disparaging depiction of Chinese
      characters in Broken Blossoms (1919), along with several other later “scandal movies”
      such as Welcome Danger (Clyde Bruckman and Malcolm St. Clair 1929), East Is West (Monta Bell 1930), and The Good Earth (Sidney Franklin
      and Victor Fleming 1937), fueled the issue of censorship and national ethos (Xiao, “Anti-imperialism” 38–39).
      Problematizing the melodramatic mode, both Paul Pickowicz and Miriam Hansen assert that the classical Hollywood
      mode determined the way in which Chinese filmmakers, regardless of their political persuasions, narrated their
      stories and expressed the experience of living in metropolitan Shanghai (Pickowicz, “Melodramatic Representation”
      303; Hansen 10–13).2
      Therefore, some leftist classics such as Daybreak (Sun Yu 1933), Goddess (Wu Yonggang 1934), and Song at Midnight (Ma-Xu Weibang 1937)
      are cast in a Sino-American light to reveal common traits (e.g. motif, acting, mise-en-scène, gender dynamics, and so on).3 Even an often neglected subject—the integration of American jazz and musical
      orchestration in Chinese films—has also been addressed in recent scholarship.4 At the same time, in order to discover a dialectical,
      two-way traffic between Hollywood and China, scholars shift the focus to fascinating Chinese American stars like
      Anna May Wong, who crossed borders by mediating different performance styles (e.g. using the art of screen
      passing by acting or overacting in yellowface) in her Euro-American works.5 This effort to complicate the Hollywood-Chinese film connections
      can also be seen in articles exploring Chinese-language films’ constant distribution and consumption in New York
      and San Francisco.6 Amid the
      discourse of interaction and contestation, Leo Ou-fan Lee, Ning Ma, and other critics have emphasized that
      Chinese filmmakers sought to make distinct products with national characteristics to gain autonomy, even though
      Hollywood remained their basic referencing system.7
    


    
      In this scholarly discussion of cinematic exchange between Hollywood and China in the Republican era, academics
      consider how a certain Hollywood film, and, by extension, a director, a genre, and a mode, shaped the way in
      which its Chinese counterparts were conceived and interpreted.8 While the influence of Hollywood films in
      Republican China is certainly a topic that requires more scholarly attention, the role of Hollywood culture in China has yet to be adequately examined, and this chapter aims to redress this
      critical oversight. I suggest that the extreme popularity of Hollywood films was but an indicator of the enticing
      Hollywood culture. This was most vividly embodied in the fashions worn by various Hollywood
      stars on- and off-screen, in the design of lavish Art Deco movie palaces, in the innovations in sound and color
      technologies, and also in the “American dream” painted by Hollywood films. Moving beyond a textual analysis,
      diegetic-based, and production-centered approach, this chapter shifts the scholarly focus from the influence of
      Hollywood filmmaking to a no less vibrant and palpable facet of consumption of Hollywood culture, namely
      reading Hollywood stars, synopses, studios, and, above all, American society in
      postwar Shanghai.
    


    
      This chapter analyzes two Chinese film magazines focusing on Hollywood (and Western) cinema published in the
      postwar period: The Metro News (published from August 1946 to August 1947) and
      Western Movie Pictorial (published from November 1948 to April 1949). I argue that
      Hollywood, despite its omnipresence in first-run theaters, had to adopt a “localized” and “accommodating”
      strategy in Chinese magazines to appeal to a massive middlebrow and lowbrow readership. On the other hand,
      Shanghai publishers, shrewdly aware of how to cash in on the “Hollywood fever,” at times went beyond American
      hegemony to play the “international card” and challenged Hollywood’s hypocrisy and decadency at a time when
      American democracy seemed far-fetched for China. In other words, this chapter explores the mass consumption of
      Hollywood, in print culture rather than on the big screen, in postwar Shanghai. It reveals a drastic change in
      the attitude towards and habit of consuming Hollywood culture in the mid-tolate 1940s: from embracing Hollywood
      in the immediate postwar era, to reframing “Hollywood in Chinese eyes” in 1947 and 1948, to eventually taking a
      critical stance towards Hollywood as the socio-political climate became less favorable for romantic tales,
      conspicuous consumption, and the “American dream.” A comprehensive overview and analysis of the cinescape in
      Shanghai is also offered in the chapter so as to situate the local reception of Hollywood (and Western) film
      culture within a larger cultural context. While this chapter explores a pattern of cultural consumption that was
      valid and meaningful for cosmopolitan hubs like Shanghai (and, by extension, Beijing, Tianjing, Hankou,
      Chongqing, and Guangzhou),9 it
      does not address local reception in smaller inland cities and towns, an important topic that is beyond the scope
      of this chapter.
    


    The Carnivalesque Cultural Consumption During the Immediate Postwar Years (1945–46)


    
      After four years of “sealed life” under Japanese occupation (1941–45), Shanghai audiences who were previously
      unable to watch Anglo-American films flocked to theaters showing old, new, and undated Hollywood films to relish
      the long-awaited flavor of romance and spectacle.10 While domestic film enterprises were mired in “the takeover syndrome” (namely
      the Guomindang [GMD] officials coming back from Chongqing with the central government’s
      decrees to take over Japanese/puppet territories, confiscate their properties, and purge the so-called
      hanjian, or traitors), Hollywood movies, together with a handful of British and
      Soviet films, re-emerged in China and generated a carnival air in Shanghai as epitomized in the rapidly growing
      trend towards hyper-consumerism. Once hindered by the Japanese coercion, cultural consumption quickly returned
      and was manifested not only in going to movies but also in listening to the radio, shopping in department stores,
      patronizing ballrooms, and visiting nightclubs. Given that the first new domestic film—Wu Yonggang’s A Loyal Family —was not released until August 1946, this one-year “vacuum” (1945–46) was the
      “best year” of Hollywood in Shanghai. Against the inflationary economy and looming civil war menace, most
      Shanghai urbanites chose to indulge in the comfort of looseness and dissipation. Cinema (in its broader cultural
      sense) grew into one of their dependencies, escapes, and even addictions.
    


    
      The Shanghainese movie craze went beyond film spectatorship to include off-screen or extra-cinematic consumption
      such as reading film magazines, dating in theaters, visiting studios, appropriating film dialogues, and
      imitating/incorporating the costuming/fashion of stars in daily life.11 For instance, there were approximately 90 film publications (not
      including the special promotional magazines) circulating in postwar Shanghai,12 and they can be divided into two categories: serious
      film magazines and tabloids. While the film magazines published critical essays and serious reviews that
      encouraged socio-political engagement, the tabloids were replete with eye-catching captions, star gossip or
      scandals, and erotic/exotic stories. These two genres, which commented on and competed with each other, reflected
      the blistering film milieu of Shanghai against widespread social unrest. Moreover, these film publications can be
      divided into three distinct stages based on a consideration of their timing, style, and content: the first stage
      (1945–47) focused mostly on Hollywood news, the second stage (late 1947 to 1948) was more committed to national
      cinema, and publications in the third stage (late 1948 to 1949) were either highly sensational or progressive.
      These film magazines and tabloids provide a colorful prism through which scholars can examine the spectrum of
      film culture in China, something that cannot be achieved by only watching film prints.
    


    Embracing Hollywood: "Let's Get Together" from the Metro
    News (1946–47)


    
      Hollywood news and movies flooded into Shanghai immediately after Japan surrendered on August 15, 1945. Titles
      such as The Sweetheart of Sigma Chi (Edwin Marin 1933) were promptly advertised by
      first-run theaters in August and September in Shenbao, one of the most influential
      newspapers in Shanghai. By December, film advertisements focused predominantly on Hollywood
      pictures, highlighting key elements or attractions like Technicolor, stunning combat sequences, and popular
      stars.13 While the paucity of
      fine domestic movies accounted for the turn to foreign products and the emerging craze for Hollywood, it also
      betrayed the Chinese people’s desire for free choice, previously restricted by the Japanese ban on AngloAmerican
      culture. Not only Hollywood but British, Soviet, French, Cuban, Indian, Spanish, Swiss, and even Japanese films
      were introduced to the Shanghainese when the leisure atmosphere became more secured.14
    


    
      As Shanghai regained its reputation as one of the world’s most vibrant metropolitan cities after the war, the
      city was replete with a cosmopolitan spirit. Among the energetic film culture stood out a plethora of Hollywood
      coverage in almost every film magazine and tabloid published in late 1945 and 1946, such as Screen Weekly (1945–46), Film News (1946), Weekly Movie News (1946), Merry Voice (1946–48), and Stars (1946). The opening essay in the inaugurating issue of World Movie
      Forum (1945) clearly underlined the importance of learning from Hollywood “to achieve higher artistic
      standards, an experience learned from 30 years of Chinese film history” (“To Learn” 1). The infatuation of
      Shanghai audiences with Hollywood was manifested in no better place than its cover girls. Hollywood pin-ups—
      healthy ladies, hyper-sexy girls, and even child stars—dominated the magazine covers. A grown-up Shirley Temple
      with permanent waves grinned innocently with her pet dog on the cover of the inaugural issue of Film. Deanna Durbin was showcased as Miss Charming and wished a Happy New Year to Chinese
      audiences in the first issue of Film News. The cover image of the tabloid
      Stars introduced the “topless style” of Hollywood, illustrated with a blonde naked to
      the waist.15
    


    
      The inauguration of The Metro News on August 20, 1946, marked the heyday of Hollywood
      in Shanghai’s film culture. It was a serious film magazine published and sponsored by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s (MGM
      hereafter) Shanghai Office. A total of eight issues were published from August 1946 to August 1947, all of which
      featured the studio’s household logo, the roaring head of Leo the Lion with the motto “Ars
      gratia artis.”16 Unlike
      other general film publications in Shanghai or more specific ones on Hollywood like New
      Hollywood (1946), The Metro News originated directly from the initiative of a
      Hollywood branch in China and was solely committed to publicizing MGM films. The magazine stated clearly that
      “getting to know MGM is a natural way to acquaint [yourself] with Hollywood” (Huang, “Foreword” 1). It also
      featured four other distinct traits. First, half of the contents of The Metro News
      were in English and the rest translated into Chinese. Moreover, most of its English reportage was not second-hand
      pieces patched together but the latest scoop, authored either by seasoned Hollywood journalists (e.g. Emily
      Torchia) or by MGM stars themselves (e.g. Van Johnson and June Allyson in dialogue). Each issue usually
      highlighted one theme or a blockbuster of MGM, an arrangement that demonstrated a systematic, well-planned scheme
      few Chinese counterparts could manage to achieve in this stage (from 1946 to early 1947).
      Lastly, MGM had acquired the well-facilitated, luxurious Roxy Theater as its exclusive exhibition venue, and many
      op-eds in The Metro News coordinated with the screening schedule of Roxy Theater to
      lure in more audiences.17 All
      these features, together with shining stars, up-to-date film synopses, and enticing inside news, were a magnet
      for Shanghai urbanites longing for comprehensive coverage of Hollywood with better quality and higher taste.
    


    
      In the Chinese opening remarks in the inaugural issue of The Metro News in August
      1946, the publishing of such a Hollywood film magazine was explained as an attempt to animate the dreary
      atmosphere of Chinese cinema since no new domestic production had come out yet (“Foreword to The Metro News” 30). The fact that a bilingual, multi-volume film magazine exclusively dedicated
      to a single Hollywood studio lasted one year and gained over 4,000 subscribers highlights the immense popularity
      of Hollywood in Shanghai.18 A
      closer look at its readership reveals great demographic diversity: beyond many Americans and Shanghai locals, a
      large proportion of the magazine’s readers seem to have originated from Russia, Portugal, and other European
      counties.19
    


    
      The English inaugurating note, “Let’s Get Together,” in the first issue portrayed a close rapport between Leo
      (the mascot of MGM) and Shanghai urban dwellers:
    


    
      The METRO NEWS is Leo’s attempt to get downright chummy with you, the rest of the movie fans. . . . For Leo is
      determined to do his best to hold your interest—no bore. Through the columns of the METRO NEWS, he is going to
      keep you up to date on all the Hollywood latest— who is married to whom, and for how long; what pictures are in
      the making and what pictures are on their way out to you; how your screen idols and goddesses stack up as
      off-screen personalities; and what he is doing to make sure that you get more than your money’s worth in
      entertainment. Leo is the world’s most complete altruist. . . . He’ll contribute all he has to offer in the way
      of straight dope, pictures, anecdotes, and chatter about your favorite movie people; but since it takes two to
      make a party, he’s hoping that you’ll let him know just what you want, when you want it. (3)
    


    
      The style and content of The Metro News dovetailed with its principles by providing
      the scoop on Hollywood and organizing a virtual “party” in print for Chinese movie fans. Glittering stars and
      blockbusters were always highlighted in its reportage. For instance, Judy Garland shared, with a lighthearted yet
      satirical tone, how she dealt with her husband cum director in a piece titled “Let’s Pretend You’re Mrs. Vincente
      Minnelli.” The last issue featured the musical Anchors Aweigh (George Sidney 1945)
      and promoted its all-star cast, Technicolor, spectacular dance numbers, and artificial rain, all being a magnet
      for Chinese movie fans.
    


    
      In addition to emphasizing the star and genre attractions, The Metro
      News endeavored to be entertaining, fashionable, informative, and accommodating to local moviegoers. It
      frequently disclosed inside jokes and numerous funny moments in and outside of the studio (as witnessed in
      articles such as “Waiting for Camera Action” and “Hollywood Hired Sleeping Actors”). Columns like “Fashion
      Flashes” and “Beach Holiday” briskly boasted the fanciest clothes and leisure styles in America, signifying a
      modern taste. Other reports revealed how the renowned MGM operated (“In the Line—with MGM”) and explained the
      latest technology (“Inside Story of 16 mm Films”). Interactive activities such as a “Band Popularity Contest” and
      “Solicited Article with Award” attracted thousands of avid readers to participate.20
    


    
      Yet the golden time for The Metro News proved to be short-lived. Both broad social
      and specific cinematic environments had contained Hollywood’s normal operations in Shanghai since 1947. Rampant
      inflation forced the ticket prices at the end of 1947 to soar to almost 20 times more than they were one year
      before,21 although the
      Shanghai Social Bureau attempted to curb the price increase since it decreed that “movies, as the most popular
      and accessible entertainment, were necessities of local residences. The price should be decided by the
      government” (“The Special Issue” 5). Within this tug-of-war, Hollywood studios suffered the most because they,
      typically under the contract for split box-office proceeds, had to wait for the precise post-screening box-office
      numbers before they were able to exchange Chinese yuan into US dollars. This caused a considerable time lapse,
      and thus revenue loss, as the exchange rate dropped every day. The biggest victim was MGM: its film exports to
      China plummeted from 122 in 1946 to 36 in 1947 and 3 in 1948 (Wang, “Study” 135). This bleak situation explained
      The Metro News ’ self-suspension from the end of 1946 to mid-1947. Another indirect
      factor that led to the demise of this upscale film magazine was the surge of competing domestic film publications
      with similar quality, lower cost, and timely news that mostly focused on the local cinema, which began to
      dominate the screens from 1947 on.
    


    
      The Metro News did take multiple measures to mitigate the impact, but they were all
      in vain. The most conspicuous change was to publish the magazine entirely in Chinese. In the “Foreword” of volume
      2, issue 2, the editor, Huang Jiamo, claimed that “we are not satisfied with our work; the style of being half
      Chinese and half English is in particular a little inappropriate. Hence, from this
      issue on, we change the magazine to ‘purely Chinese . . .’ Our sole hope is to meet
      the needs of ordinary movie fans” (1, emphasis added). This domestic turn aimed to
      make the magazine more accessible to and appealing for middle-class Chinese both in and outside of Shanghai. The
      following issue continued to accommodate local readership by promising to maintain the magazine price at an
      affordable level in an awful economy. Moreover, it shrank the content from the original 30 pages to only 16 pages
      to reduce cost when it resumed publication in early 1947. Even its advertisements shifted
      from a modern, high-end “face” (featuring, for instance, recorders, projectors, and arc lights of Western
      Electric Company of Asia in the English language) to a more quotidian style in which more local living goods such
      as cigarettes, watches, underclothes, and foot powder were promoted to the masses. All these efforts only helped
      The Metro News publish two more issues. The runaway inflation and strict foreign
      exchange policy crippled the distribution plans of major Hollywood studios, the exceedingly speculative
      atmosphere in Shanghai paralyzed the regular business of The Metro News, and refined
      local movie magazines chiefly committed to quality domestic films attracted more readers. This is not to infer,
      however, that there was no ground in Shanghai for Hollywood films or culture anymore. Instead, this reflected the
      fact that there no longer existed a niche market for an exclusive, upscale MGM magazine.
    


    Domesticating and Problematizing Hollywood: Western Movie Pictorial
    (1948–49)


    
      The trend of domesticating Hollywood occurred around 1947 and 1948, in tandem with the growing popularity of
      Chinese films in this period. The year 1947 was the “golden time” for the domestic film industry, when the movie
      The Spring River Flows East (Cai Chusheng and Zheng Junli 1947) set unprecedented
      records in Republican China, and when niche studio magazines such as Kunlun Film News
      (1947–48) and Guotai New Movie Special Kit (1946–48) were in full swing to promote
      works produced by Kunlun and Guotai, two technologically advanced and institutionally robust private studios in
      Shanghai.22 In addition to the
      inflation that critically impaired Hollywood’s business in Shanghai, Yingjin Zhang has provided three other
      elements that account for its downfall: quality Chinese films, theater schedules, and more lower-class audience
      members (Chinese 96). All these factors were relatively favorable to the ascendency
      of domestic productions. I have argued elsewhere that postwar cinema in Shanghai surpassed theater as the first
      leisure choice for the public even as its institutional boom and aesthetic sophistication were propelled by
      ancillary entertainments such as drama, music, broadcasting, the print industry, and singing/dancing (Ma, “Film
      Industry” 104–105). Shanghai cinema thrived because of its much cheaper price than theater, lower taxes imposed
      by the Shanghai municipal government, more talented performers flocking into the film industry, and an avid local
      audience for color movies, Hollywood blockbusters, and Chongqing film stars, all of which had been inaccessible
      under Japanese occupation.23
    


    
      Against such rampant cultural consumerism, both the domestic film industry and Hollywood benefited substantially,
      although, as noted above, Hollywood’s market share began to wane over time. In the years 1947 and 1948, there was
      a surge of local film periodicals hoping to cash in on the trend. Take, for instance, Movie, a serious film magazine in circulation from 1946 to 1949. In the
      first half of 1946, Hollywood pin-ups dominated the front pages, and there were numerous reports on Hollywood’s
      wartime ad-hockery, application of new technologies, and model studios such as Warner Brothers. Yet, since the
      publication of the editorial note “Augmenting the Domestic Reportage to 50%” in December 1946, the magazine took
      a domestic turn, which was most notable in its cover art. From mid-1947 onwards, all the cover girls featured in
      Movie were Chinese stars with only one exception, Susan Hayward. A similar trend can
      be discerned in Merry Voice (1946–48), Shanghai
      Recreation (1946–47), and other film magazines.
    


    
      Despite the upper hand the domestic film culture gradually gained, the consistent malignant inflation eventually
      drained the resources of the whole city. Even worse was the turbulent political situation as the Chinese
      Communist Party (CCP) had won a series of battles in North and Central China and began to march towards the
      Yangtze River in late 1948. In response, Hollywood had no other choice but to cut down the number of latest
      released films in China (drastically, from 881 in 1946 to 393 in 1947, 272 in 1948, and only 1 in 1949) and
      relied on old copies to ensure revenues (Wang, “Study” 135). A few local film periodicals such as World Cinema (1948–49), World Cinema’s Supplement (1948–49), and
      Movie Fan Magazine (1948) launched to fill this lacuna and fulfill audiences’ demand
      by offering photos of glittering stars and up-to-date synopses of new Hollywood films unavailable in China. Yet
      unlike those published in late 1945 and 1946, these periodicals did not fetishize Hollywood or worship it as a
      single paragon for Chinese filmmaking. Instead, they approached Hollywood with an objective, if not critical,
      attitude and often problematized the way it operated and organized itself, a filmic response to the American
      democratic and cultural model on the eve of the GMD’s collapse and the CCP’s takeover.
    


    
      Western Movie Pictorial is a notable publication that was invested in and managed by
      Chinese compatriots. Unlike other film magazines that were forced to cease or suspend publication in 1948 and
      1949 due to the volatile economy, Western Movie Pictorial kept its promise of “never
      failing to come out on time.” The consistent publication of seven monthly issues from August 1948 to April 1949
      (including a Christmas Special Issue) renders Western Movie Pictorial an ideal print
      source to explore the cinematic spectrum of Shanghai within a dramatic historical transition. Moreover, the
      magazine was dedicated to exploring and assessing Western film culture, a mission shared by other similar
      magazines (e.g. World Cinema’s Supplement and Film and Art at
      Home and Abroad). While the magazine mainly focused on Hollywood films, its chief editor clearly stated
      that “ Western Movies, so to say, are not simply Hollywood films . . . we hope
      readers can have impressions of different ‘western movies’ (by reading our magazine)” (“Afterword” 29). This
      practice reflected the local cultural circle’s awareness of and alertness to Hollywood’s hegemony and a move to
      break through it. Finally, the comprehensive style of Western Movie Pictorial,
      covering every dimension of cinema (stars, synopses, history, fashion, music, technology,
      and so forth), constituted an encompassing lens by which to perceive postwar cultural consumption in Shanghai,
      something that concentrated niche film magazines (e.g. Movie Story and Western Movie Story) fell short in manifesting.
    


    
      The special column “Western Stars in the Eyes of Chinese Stars” in the magazine’s first five issues was
      Western Movie Pictorial’s most obvious effort to domesticate Hollywood/Western
      culture. One contributor, Ju Lei, explained that “in order to be an eligible actor abreast of the time one has to
      absorb things from other cultures for reference and appreciation and foster his/her own skill and cultivation”
      (8). Although all the Chinese stars admitted the tremendous influences of Hollywood stars on their careers, they
      all seemed to favor “naturalist” and “mature” acting (e.g. that of Ingrid Bergman) in the genres of drama and
      romance over a flamboyant, cynical style typical of Hollywood westerns, detectives, and screwball comedies.
      Moreover, six stars out of seven who were interviewed explicitly stated that their viewing list went far beyond
      Hollywood and included British, French, Soviet, German, and Italian films. The active absorption of heterogeneous
      cultures endowed them with substantial confidence and knowledge to integrate Western acting into their own
      performances when enacting a variety of roles, rather than, as the star Bai Guang said, mechanically imitating
      Hollywood’s style (Mao 7). While acknowledging the convenience of observing and learning from the performances of
      Hollywood stars, compared to reading textbooks, they recognized the extravagance and “absurdity” of mainstream
      American films. Huang Zongying even shared her three stages of understanding: watching Hollywood as an ordinary
      fan, as a star, and as a cultural critic. The last phase prompted her to urge that “American society differed
      greatly from Chinese society. We cannot live an American life in China, apply America’s truth as Chinese truth,
      or believe America’s belief” (6).
    


    
      Another domesticating facet in Western Movie Pictorial was its various local
      advertisements. Unlike the overly Westernized advertising in The Metro News and
      New Hollywood, almost all advertisements in Western Movie
      Pictorial featured domestic films, goods, and services. This change signaled a shrinking influence of
      Hollywood’s film culture in Shanghai. It also reflected the demographics of film consumers, now comprised mostly
      of the lower middle class in Shanghai and other big cities (e.g. Nanjing, Hangzhou, Hankou, Changshu, and
      Suzhou), whose interests can be largely measured from the advertisement categories. The majority of Western Movie Pictorial’s advertisements consisted of household goods, including Watson Soda,
      Xiaozhilong Toothpaste, Leng Hsing Cream, Yali Children’s Wear, R.C.A. Candy, Liyuan Milk, Marshall Cigarette,
      Shuangxi Thermos Bottle, and Johnson Bicycle. Chinese movies (e.g. Mother
      [Muqin, Shi Hui 1948] and Sorrows of the Forbidden City
      [Qinggong mishi, Zhu Shilin 1948]) and film companies (e.g. Lauro Film Co., an expert
      in superimposing dialogues on films) as well as other industries (e.g. China Travel Agency
      and Shanghai Stock Exchange) were also advertised. Two exceptions of foreign items were the book Selections of Jazz Songs and film posters for Universal. Perhaps what amused local subscribers
      most came from Lana Morris and Joan Fontaine, who greeted Happy Chinese New Year for “all readers of Western Movie” in the third issue (2–3).
    


    
      It remained true that Hollywood permeated the pages of Western Movie Pictorial, but
      the style of reportage shifted from the relatively objective stance of “Hollywood in Chinese eyes” to a more
      problematizing attitude. Revealing articles like “Why Robert Mitchum Took Drugs,” “The Strike Wave in Hollywood,”
      “Hollywood, Not a Hopeless Movie Town,” “The Jewish Manner of Stars,” “Hollywood’s Hapless Stars,” and “Do You
      Hate Alexis Smith?” punctuated an otherwise “smooth” reading of Hollywood and overshadowed the American film
      industry with a suspicious look. Poignant reports concentrating on absurd parties, stars’ mental breakdowns and
      untimely deaths, workers’ strikes, revenue decline, and artistic conservatism associated the image of Hollywood
      with perversion, abnormality, backwardness, or, at best, as one op-ed stated, “a hero at bay” (Lan 6). When
      browsing a wide array of postwar film publications, one could not miss the fact that this critical tone and
      demystifying intention was virtually absent between late 1945 and 1948. It burst out only in late 1948 and 1949,
      when the American model and Hollywood’s glamour in particular seemed too faint for Shanghainese to envision and
      capture.
    


    
      Hollywood films in Shanghai declined in box-office, market share, and overall reputation. All those pin-ups in
      Western Movie Pictorial, of Rita Hayworth, Vivian Blaine, or Esther Williams, were
      overtly displayed for local readers as usual. But no longer did they dominate the reportage. Their status was
      challenged. The op-ed cited above did elaborate on the kind of hero Chinese people should identify and embrace.
      The prototype was not the Robin Hood character in Hollywood films but the masses
      within Soviet movies (Lan 6). In fact, a series of op-eds from the fourth issue onwards, authored by the same
      writer, Lan Yu, explored in depth the hypocrisy, shallowness, selfishness, and seeming merit (its excessive
      humane sentiment) of Hollywood as seen in For Whom the Bell Tolls (Sam Wood 1943),
      Life with Father (Michael Curtiz 1947), and I Remember
      Mama (George Stevens 1948). The critiques used Hollywood as a foil to the passion, lofty dedication, and
      collective power lauded in Soviet films such as The Third Blow (Igor Savchenko 1948),
      Tale of Siberian Land (Ivan Pyryev 1947), and The Country
      Teacher (Mark Donskoy 1947). They emphasized the historical materialism and social collectivism of Soviet
      films in stark contrast with Hollywood’s individual heroism. Furthermore, the brisk faces and genuine attitudes
      of Soviet stars (e.g. Vera Maretskaya) were said to bring a refreshing and radiant look to the magazine (Fei 19).
      The acknowledgment of Soviet films went far beyond certain columnists and established stars; it resonated
      vibrantly among ordinary film fans in and outside of Shanghai. A reader shared his viewing
      experience of more than 10 Soviet films before enthusiastically praising their liveliness, high spirit, and close
      reflection of the national fate of the Soviet Union, which justified the indispensable role of Soviet films under
      Chinese circumstances (Wei 12–13). Another contributor was highly impressed by the notion of “music for the sake
      of nation and people” and heartfelt morals in Tale of Siberian Land (Qin 4). A
      similar appreciation of Soviet movies was also expressed by a couple of subscribers who mailed their film
      responses to Western Movie Pictorial (Du, “Inspiration” 25).
    


    
      The gradual change in consuming attitudes and preferences— problematizing Hollywood’s formula and embracing the
      Soviet model— became more pronounced in the later issues of Western Movie Pictorial.
      It was evident not only from left-wing ideologues or activists but also among common readers. Such startling
      titles as “Hollywood: A Place of Rumor,” “The Extortion of Hollywood,” and “How Hollywood Pulls through Its
      Crisis,” appearing in a wide array of other periodicals in late 1948 and early 1949, further verified this
      critical turn within Shanghai cultural fields.24 More established and comprehensive film magazines featured similar articles
      too, albeit in a more nuanced manner. For example, Picture News, one of the few
      postwar pictorials that published continuously from 1947 to 1949, and which boasted of itself as “China’s Premier
      Movie Organ,” not only highlighted articles such as “Financial Hardship Permeated Hollywood” but also dedicated
      three whole pages in an issue to the aesthetic and social stimulation in the Soviet film Tale of Siberian Land (“Financial Hardship” 3; “Reflections” 5–7). Film
      Tribune, a serious magazine first based in Guangzhou and forced to move to Hong Kong due to censorship
      from the GMD’s Interior Ministry, also published a particular series to expose “Hollywood’s backwardness and
      decadency” in comparison to the “glorification of Soviet spirit,” which won the hearts of readers in South China.
      Never (before and after) has Chinese cinema undergone such a dramatic yet continuous process in which the
      reception of Hollywood turned from wholesale embrace to skeptical disenchantment.
    


    Hollywood Living on Borrowed Time


    
      This chapter has examined the postwar consumption of Hollywood in Shanghai primarily through two key magazines:
      The Metro News and Western Movie Pictorial. Although
      Hollywood secured a foothold in the Chinese film market in the mid-1940s, its films were constantly challenged
      and gradually replaced by domestic productions from 1948 onwards. Moreover, the style, operation, and ethics of
      Hollywood encountered increasing skepticism and criticism, to the point that Hollywood ceased to be the sole
      model for Chinese cinema as had been the case over the previous decades. Hollywood did continue to be screened in
      big cities in China until 1951, but the cultural ground for its growth, as discussed in this
      paper, had been largely sterilized by early 1949, when the print media made a collective turn to cast it in a
      critical light (Xiao, “Expulsion” 64–65). Many Shanghainese still flocked to theaters showing old Hollywood
      prestige pictures, and local readers were still dreaming about Hollywood stars’ lives, but this swan song lasted
      only several months before the Communists banned Western imports when the Korean War broke out in 1951. Shanghai
      film periodicals were the harbinger of this change.
    


    
      Contextualizing and conceptualizing movie magazines articulates the dynamics of stardom/fandom in Western film
      studies. It also shifts the scholarly discussion from production to reception, a process that problematizes the
      understanding of national cinema and invokes at the same time an “imagined community” among readers.25 For Chinese film scholarship, however,
      given that the available films from that era are greatly outnumbered by lost and sealed ones, reading and
      analyzing film publications entails an ontological, rather than hermeneutic, meaning. In this case, postwar film
      periodicals are windows through which cinema can be read.
    


    
      Hence, in response to Pickowicz’s concern about “too much on films, not enough on film culture” in Chinese film
      studies (“From Yao Wenyuan” 49), my chapter contextualizes one facet of the postwar consumerism of Shanghai: the
      popular film periodicals on Hollywood. Looking away from the flat screens, this “deep focus,” enabled and
      animated by print culture, substantially enriches our understanding of postwar Chinese film culture and
      facilitates a trans-media, cross-fertilized vision of the hyper- consumerism of the time.
    


    
      Historically, this essay evokes an archaeological and archival approach to cinematic artifacts rather than simply
      reading movies politically or generically. It expands on the scholarly attention from the silent era through the
      1930s to the “second golden age”—the period between 1945 and 1949—in the history of Chinese cinema. Examining the
      intersecting discourses of the film industry, modernity, mass consumption, print culture, and cross- oceanic
      interaction, my chapter also addresses Cold War politics in Shanghai cinema, a project awaiting more in-depth
      exploration.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. For a discussion of Brodsky’s transnational adventure, see
        Bren (2009) and Curry (2011).
      


      
        2. There are slight differences in the approaches of the two
        scholars. Paul Pickowicz emphasized the currency of melodramatic representation (1993, 303), while Miriam
        Hansen invented the idea of “vernacular modernism” to address Hollywood’s universality (2000, 10–13). Later,
        Weihong Bao aptly situated Hansen’s concept in early Chinese cinema (2005, 196–197).
      


      
        3. In addition to Hansen (2000), see Rothman (1993) and Chua
        (2005).
      


      
        4. See Jones (2001).
      


      
        5. See Wang (2008).
      


      
        6. See Brennan (2009) and Johnson (2009).
      


      
        7. For a detailed discussion, see Lee (1999) and Ma (1989).
      


      
        8. Yiman Wang’s recent book, Remaking
        Chinese Cinema (2013), also focuses on this topic.
      


      
        9. For a discussion of Chongqing cinema, see Bao (2006).
        Moreover, for a discussion of the representativeness of Shanghai cinema, see Xiao (2005).
      


      
        10. Many newspapers and magazines reported such a craze. For
        instance, in the “Foreword” of United Movie News the editor stated the dread
        reality of the Pacific War that canceled out Shanghai audiences’ chance to watch Hollywood movies; another
        article focused on the price hike of Hollywood movie tickets in September and October, no matter whether old or
        newly released films. It cited Tay Garnett’s Back to Bataan (1943) as a “new
        picture” versus the old ones in the 1930s (1945, 1, 4).
      


      
        11. Reports such as “Special Subscribing Advertisement” (1948),
        “Dahua Theater Has Become the Supply Station of Streetwalkers” (1946), “Going into the ‘Staff Only’ Studio”
        (1947), and “The Bare-Breasted Clothes of Hollywood Stars” (1946) revealed the extent of extra-cinematic
        consumption in Shanghai.
      


      
        12. Complete Chinese Modern Movie
        Periodicals’ Abstracts (Shanghai Municipal Library 2009) lists 91 periodicals, with about 50 accessible
        today. Yet this is based on the holdings of Shanghai Municipal Library.
      


      
        13. See the film ads in Shenbao on
        August 23 and in November and December.
      


      
        14. See the reports “Ten Stars from China, America, Britain and
        Soviet” (1945), “The New Pictures of the Soviet Union: Full of Dynamics” (1945), “Tokyo Will Put on Hollywood
        Movies” (1945), “On French Cinema (1946), “A Challenge to Hollywood Cinema: British Cinema” (Bo 1946), “The
        Election of Famous Hollywood Films in Cuba” (1946), “Introducing a Swiss Movie, Last
        Chance” (1946), and “Spanish Film Award” (1946).
      


      
        15. See the covers of Film (no. 1,
        1946), Film News (no. 1, 1945), Screen Weekly (no. 16,
        1946), and Stars (no. 16, 1946), respectively.
      


      
        16. The Metro News claimed to be a
        fortnightly publication, but it turned out to be almost a monthly one with a publication suspension from late
        1946 to mid-1947 due to soaring costs as a result of nationwide inflation. The need to match with the promotion
        of MGM’s prestige pictures also contributed to the delay. See its self-explanation in Huang Jiamo’s “Foreword”
        in The Metro News (vol. 2, no. 3 [1947]).
      


      
        17. Although Roxy Theater was rented out to Warner Brothers in
        November 1946 and MGM accordingly planned to erect its own theater in Shanghai (a plan that was never
        executed), Roxy Theater remained as a first-run theater for Hollywood films, including pictures from MGM. For a
        detailed discussion, see “Roxy Theater Has Already Been Rented Out” (1946) and “MGM to Build Theater Here”
        (1946).
      


      
        18. The Metro News organized a Number
        Contest (“it numbered every copy and chose ten of these numbers at random for various prices”) that showed its
        circulation number reached at least 4,137. See “Number Contest” in The Metro News
        (vol. 1, no. 1 [1946]) and “Contest Update” The Metro News (vol. 1, no. 2 [1946]).
      


      
        19. This can be verified by the names of contestants: B.
        Melnikoff, Chico Botelho, Carlos Santos, and Florence da Costa. See “Contest Winners” (1946).
      


      
        20. These reports appeared consecutively in The Metro News from volume 1, issue 1, to volume 2, issue 4.
      


      
        21. For a discussion of the movie ticket price problem, see
        “Monthly Miscellaneous Accounts in Art Cycle” (1948) and Wang (2001).
      


      
        22. The Spring lasted in theaters for
        three months, and approximately 15 percent of the Shanghai population went to see it, setting unbreakable
        records in Republican China. See “Preliminary Statistics: Shanghai Audiences for
        The Spring River Flows East” (1947). Cheng Jihua notes that from October 1947 to
        January 1948 there were 712,874 viewers for the film (222).
      


      
        23. On the ticket price differences, see “The City Council
        Readjusts the Ticket Price of Cinema and Drama” (1946). The Shanghai Social Bureau, out of anxiety about a
        politically progressive drama movement and recognition of a profitable cinema, imposed a 30 percent
        entertainment tax on film and 40 percent on drama. For an article comparing the tax rate in Shanghai and
        Chengdu, see “The City Council Decrees: Increase the Tax on Movie Theaters” (1946). An example of a “drama
        person” who moved into filmmaking for a more promising career was Yan Huizhu, the “Peking Opera Queen” of 1946.
        For a discussion, see “Yan Huizhu Is Not a Film Talent” (1947).
      


      
        24. See these reports in Mercury
        Light (no. 3, 1949), World Cinema’s Supplement (no. 5, 1948), and
        World Cinema (no. 9, 1948).
      


      
        25. Andrew Higson wrote that “the parameters of national cinema
        should be drawn at the site of consumption as much as the site of production of films” (1989,36). See Anderson
        (2006) for his conceptualization of a capitalistic community where the printing culture bound together
        otherwise scattered people in an imagined way. In 2000 Higson revisited the idea of national cinema by
        uncovering how government applies national cinema to publicize the cultural logic beneath. See Higson (2000).
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    11 Watching Anna May Wong in Republican China


    
      Yiman Wang
    


    
      We are many places at once, looking at the object prismatically, applying particularly cinematic perspectives,
      long and short, close up and far away, in and out, that connect the manner of our seeing to our thoughts and
      feelings about what we see, when what we are meant to do, precisely, is to see. (Affron 46)
    


    
      Anna May Wong (1905–61) is the best-known Chinese American performer of the early twentieth century. She figures
      as a prism that galvanized conflicting scopic interests, bringing Sino-American filmmakers, media workers, and
      politicians into close engagement with each other. In so doing, she instigated heterogeneous ways of perceiving,
      debating, and understanding issues of modernity, identity, Orientalism, and colonialism and models of
      world-making at a time when not only film technologies and industries were undergoing drastic shifts and
      expansion, but national and international politics were also experiencing significant reconfiguration. As a
      diasporic performer who self-consciously strategized her interstitial positioning in response to her
      international audiences’ shifting expectations and ideological assumptions, Wong offered labor practices that
      were not only financially and politically significant but also profoundly affective. The intense prismatic views
      of Wong in Chinese media coverage before and during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45) necessitate a “third”
      term in understanding Sino-American filmic and cultural interactions. This third term points beyond the binary
      structure of either the Chinese or the American perspective and instead calls attention to the location-specific
      operations of vacillation, adaptation, adjustment, and reconfiguration, born out of diasporic experiences that
      are decoupled from any single location and yet contingent on all locations and their interactions.
    


    
      To delineate the formation of the third term embodied by Wong’s diasporic labor practices, I trace Chinese print
      media’s prismatic coverage of Wong before and during the war. As Chinese film critic Zhang Yiwei argues, the
      print media coverage served as a platform for China’s struggle for power on the international stage (92). My
      chapter does not simply demonstrate the importance of attending to the power of interpretation on the Chinese
      side. More importantly, I propose a triangular structure for understanding Sino-American
      filmic interactions and negotiations. By inserting the third term of the diasporic into the picture, this
      triangular structure foregrounds the processes of Sino-American encounters that are instigated, mediated, and
      complicated by the shuttling, interstitial figure. With the mediating third term, I explore how Sino-American
      filmic transactions are transformative to both the Chinese and the American self-positioning, and argue that such
      transformation is predicated on what I have previously theorized as the “crisscrossed stare.”1
    


    The Awkward Ménage
    à Trois


    
      Predating contemporary stars Gong Li, Zhang Ziyi, and Maggie Cheung by nearly a century, Anna May Wong (aka Huang
      Liushuang or Huang Ah-mei) embodied the “Chinese face” to a world that was simultaneously interconnected
      and deeply divided by global colonialism. Within this world system, China, a newly
      founded modern nation-state whose birth was conterminous with, and resulted from, Western invasion and
      fragmenting territorialization, underwent a prolonged struggle for independence and modernity. In its bid for
      modernity in politics, economy, and culture, China strived to be in sync with Western progress and yet remained
      critical of Western expansionism and hegemony. Meanwhile, China’s international image was a mélange of celestial
      debauchery and Boxer-style xenophobia, with sporadic film depictions of China’s 1911 revolution.2
    


    
      The discrepancy between the Chinese government’s nation-building projects and the Western disregard for China’s
      coevalness3 led to an
      irresolvable tug-of-war that stitched China into a global power game, forcing it to find its own voice in
      contesting Western (mis)representations of its image. For that marginalized voice to be heard on the
      Western-dominated global stage, it needed to project essentialist unison, erasing inherent discordances stemming
      from multi-local experiences both within and outside the Chinese territories. The blood and ethnic lineage became
      privileged as the basis of nationalist interpellation, regardless of the varied geopolitics experienced by
      individual ethnic Chinese. The attempt to suture every individual into the nation-building campaigns intensified
      during deepening national crisis.
    


    
      Coinciding with China’s crisis-ridden history in the first half of the twentieth century was the emergence,
      legitimization, and consolidation of the new medium of film, which quickly spread to many parts of the world,
      evolving into a major vehicle of art, entertainment, and indoctrination. Silent cinema, with its predominant
      visual register (which had greater stability compared to the live music accompaniment rendered at specific
      exhibition venues), trained audiences to feast on and decode the film’s mise-en-scène
      (including the setting, costuming, physical appearance and body language of performers, etc.). The act of
      decoding necessarily entails miscoding and recoding, as determined by cultural differences and global power
      inequity. This process of decoding-miscoding-recoding complicates Miriam Hansen’s
      articulation of “vernacular modernism.” If vernacular modernism produces “a sensory-reflexive horizon for the
      experience of modernization and modernity” (10), this horizon is hardly shared, and the experiences with
      modernity are barely generalizable.
    


    
      To fully understand the ramifications of the visual turn underlying the worldwide dissemination of silent cinema,
      I deploy a situation-specific approach that examines international audiences’ participation in and contestation
      of the “sensory-reflexive horizon.” In China, such simultaneous desire and contestation came to a head in the
      protests against Western films labeled as “ruhua pian” (China-humiliating films),
      which were considered demeaning for disregarding China’s modernization and perpetuating derogatory portrayals of
      China and ethnic Chinese groups. An early diatribe against Hollywood’s “China-humiliating films” was penned by a
      Chinese American, Li Zhouling, in English, which was translated into Chinese in 1916 under the title
      “Wei huodong xiezhen miaoxie huaqiao zhi wuzhuang zhi quanmei ge bao shu” (An Open
      Letter Condemning the Demeaning Depiction of Overseas Chinese in Moving Pictures).4 Echoing Li’s appeal, the newly established filmmaking
      section of the Shanghai-based Commercial Press announced in April 1919 its plan to make China-promoting films and
      distribute them internationally (“Shangwu” n.p.). In 1921 Gu Kenfu, the
      editor-in-chief of the first Chinese film magazine, Yingxi zazhi (The Motion Picture
      Review), called for a national cinema that would “restore Chinese dignity in film circles” (n.p.). Among
      Hollywood productions labeled as “China-humiliating films” were Douglas Fairbanks’ The Thief
      of Bagdad (Raoul Walsh 1924) and Harold Lloyd’s comedy Welcome Danger (Clyde
      Bruckman 1929).5
    


    
      Anna May Wong’s career was implicated in such campaigns from the outset. Not only was she criticized for playing
      the Mongolian slave in The Thief of Bagdad, but her two earliest films, The Red Lantern (Albert Capellani 1919) and The First Born (Colin
      Campbell 1921), were also both labeled “China-humiliating,” which led several Chinese expatriates in the United
      States to establish the Great Wall Film Company (Changcheng huapian gongsi) in New
      York.6 Uncredited in these two
      early films, Wong was unlikely to be targeted in the Chinese criticism. Nevertheless, her involvement in these
      “blacklisted” films from the outset of her career emblematized the treacherous affective politics to which
      Chinese Americans were subjected as they ventured into an entertainment industry that turned on the surface
      visual spectacle and stock characterization, especially in exotic narratives.
    


    The Prismatic View: Watching Wong From Afar


    
      The visual emphasis in silent cinema gave rise to two potentially contradictory ways of perceiving Anna May Wong.
      On the one hand, her spectacularization rendered her a visual icon, a refractive surface
      that enchanted the viewers with charming unpredictability. Publicity photos in this vein showed her posing as a
      tantalizing cipher, simultaneously provoking and defying attempts at decoding. On the other hand, China’s nation-
      building agenda and anti-humiliation campaigns required that Wong embody the “Chinese face,” bearing the burden
      of staging and projecting a modern, progressive Chinese image for international audiences. This political
      imperative measured her imagery against the idea of modern Chineseness, instead of seeing it as an entertaining
      spectacle. From the 1920s until the eruption of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, these two perspectives
      intertwined in Chinese popular and political discourses produced by magazine editors, journalists, film workers,
      writers, intellectuals, critics, and unidentified commentators. The two overlapping perspectives constituted a
      prismatic lens, alternatively rendering Wong an idol of modern femininity and a model for Chinese women
      or an imposter Chinese failing to be a “bridge builder across the Pacific” (Louie
      103). Despite these oppositions, however, Wong’s emulators and detractors before her 1936 China tour similarly
      approached her imagery from afar as a mute object amenable to willful fetishization or deconstruction.
    


    
      Featuring Wong as a trend-setter, Ling Long, a Shanghai-based, pocket-sized popular
      women’s magazine, carried a photo that showed her wearing bobbed hair and posing in a long cream-colored
      pantaloons set. As if cued by Wong’s inviting gaze, the caption asks the reader, “Do you think she is
      beautiful?”7 It further
      contextualized the photo by calling Wong “Zhongguo liumei de mingxing ” (a Chinese
      star traveling in the United States)—a common appellation for Wong in Chinese coverage—but with the added
      information that this photo was taken after her return to the United States from Europe. Here, despite the
      unquestioned assumption of her fundamental “Chineseness,” the caption did not evaluate her allure visà-vis a
      given “Chinese” style. Instead, Wong’s international travel and work experiences were highlighted to accentuate
      her cosmopolitan fashion taste. Such cosmopolitanism was presented as a surface sensuous and pleasurable style
      that titillated Chinese fantasies about modern femininity.
    


    
      Not only was Wong valued as an ideal vehicle of Western fashions, but she also received due recognition for her
      “Oriental” performances. A publicity photo from her British film Chu Chin Chow
      (Walter Forde 1934), adapted from “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves,” was featured in Ling
      Long to showcase her “Oriental makeup and costuming.”8 Here, the smiling Wong poses in a draping dress, her long black braid resting on
      her right breast, and her fingers seemingly plucking an Oriental musical instrument. This exotic Arabesque look
      was received positively with no questioning of its authenticity, or of Wong’s ethnic mismatch.
    


    
      However, problems arose when Wong donned (purportedly) “Chinese” costumes or when her image was labeled
      “Chinese.” According to a report, Wong took several suitcases of meticulously crafted Chinese costumes to Germany while making films for UFA. But since fashion in China was constantly changing, Wong’s
      Chinese dresses were already deemed outmoded.9 This passing complaint about Wong’s not-modern-enough Chinese look escalated to
      harsh criticism in protest against The Thief of Bagdad. This Douglas Fairbanks
      vehicle was labeled a “China-humiliating film” for depicting the Mongolian prince as a schemer who is ultimately
      vanquished by the white hero. Wong was singled out and panned for her demeaning role as the Mongolian slave girl.
      Her skimpy costuming and exposed body infuriated some Chinese critics, even when publicity photos showing her in
      this costume were internationally circulated and her performance in this film garnered her worldwide recognition.
      In one review, the author Zong Xian declared that “all [Wong’s] roles were debased and disgraceful, simply
      serving as decoration to the Western audience, with nothing positive about China” (621). Instead of critiquing
      Hollywood’s Orientalism, he blamed Wong for “ignoring her motherland’s expectations and squandering her
      opportunity of becoming a real star” and felt compelled to “goad her to mend her way so we can be proud of her”
      (621).
    


    
      Such diatribes presumed Wong’s Chinese identity, which was understood in essentialist ethnic, even
      epidermo-centric, terms. This identity allowed the critic to impose on her the burden of representing China—her
      supposed “motherland”—despite her American upbringing and her scant knowledge about China. And yet, by
      homogenizing Chineseness and privileging it over diasporic identities that arose from local circumstances, such
      discourse also threatened to strip Wong of her Chinese identity to penalize her perceived betrayal of her
      “motherland.” Thus, her image became the site of pathologization and criminalization. Chinese readers/audiences
      were asked to study her image as a clinical case, to identify the problem, and to condemn her negative impact.
      Under this quasi-forensic pathologizing gaze from afar, Wong’s visual imagery (including costuming, acting and
      body language, and character types) was reified and reduced to symptoms of her failure to represent the
      state-sponsored modern Chinese identity. This is most notable in a review of The Chinese
      Parrot (Paul Leni 1927) that described how Wong had angered many Chinese filmgoers with her scandalous
      performance (choutai), i.e. her excessive skin exposure (chishen
      luti), imitative native dancing, and obscene hip-swishing. Ironically, the reviewer simultaneously
      acknowledged the film’s positive portrayal of a Chinese male character, detective Charlie Chan (Ban
      3).10
    


    
      Wong’s double bind of being seen as the most recognizable “Chinese face” yet resented for defacing Chineseness
      stemmed from the conflation between Wong the performer and her fictional roles.11 In the article “Are They Chinese?” the “Chinese”
      identity of Wong, Myrna Loy, and two other unidentified white actors, along with
      their “Chinese” roles, were uniformly thrown into question.12 The fact that Wong was considered no more “Chinese” than the white performers
      significantly negated the biological or ethnic premise of Chineseness that made Wong the “Chinese face” in the
      first place. Yet the reasons for denying these performers their “Chinese” identity differed
      drastically. As the captions indicated, Wong failed to be “Chinese” due to her character’s kissing of a Western
      man in Daughter of the Dragon (Lloyd Corrigan 1931)—a sign of her lack of a feminine
      code of honor— whereas the white performers were considered too farcical in their faux Chinese guise to
      impersonate Chinese. In other words, Wong was deprived of her “Chineseness” because she was conflated with her
      demeaning character, in contrast to the white performers being barred from the Chinese identity because they
      could not convincingly portray their Chinese roles. As a result, the implied accusations leveled at these
      performers were also different. Wong failed to be what she was supposed or required to be, hence was an abject
      outcast of the Chinese nation-state, whereas the white performers simply failed to become what they were not to
      begin with and so could comfortably continue to be what they were. The line between the Chinese and the
      non-Chinese was thus strictly policed, with the identity categories reified as the immutable given.
    


    
      In another article that rejected Wong’s Chinese identity, Wong was paired with Yang Aili (Olive Young)—another
      American-born Chinese who became a screen actress in 1920s Shanghai. Both Wong and Yang were described as
      “straying in a foreign land” and losing their “national soul” (guohun), and therefore
      no longer qualifying as “Chinese.”13 The accompanying images showed Yang and Wong in a similar pose. Yet while Yang
      was shown in her new social role as “a shop owner in San Francisco,” Wong was presented in character as Hui Fei
      in Shanghai Express (Josef von Sternberg 1932), a film that was banned in China for
      its demeaning depiction of China and, more specifically, for Wong’s portrayal of a Chinese prostitute. The
      association of Wong with a banned film further solidified her status as a traitor in China, as reflected in the
      caption for her image as Hui Fei: “Anna May Wong has appeared in several China-humiliating films. That’s why
      Chinese in America call her a traitor (maiguo zei).”
    


    
      In all these instances, not only was Wong disparaged for her presumed inability and unwillingness to project the
      state-sponsored image of modern China, but she was also conflated with and reduced to her screen roles. On the
      one hand, she was held responsible for perpetuating the racial stereotypes produced by Euro-American film
      industries. On the other hand, her reduction to the screen roles denied her agency as a performer-worker who
      constantly negotiated racial and colonial politics in an effort to maintain an ironic (if sometimes necessarily
      confluent) relationship with the roles assigned to her.14 Largely blind to her strategic ironic acting, Wong’s detractors took her screen
      images at face value, rendering them particularly incriminating and thoroughly oppressive. As a result, some
      believed that Wong was a mere toy used by capitalism that was of no use to the proletarians, and that Chinese
      cinema must not reproduce her fall (Long n.p.).
    


    
      Given this discursive trend, it is particularly important to examine the few instances when Wong’s acting skills
      and situation-specific performative strategies did get highlighted. This perspective was
      offered by commentators who actually had close-range contact with Wong as a performer-worker. One notable example
      was Ge Gongzheng, a Chinese journalist who wrote of his meeting with Wong in Berlin in May 1928, following the
      positive German publicity for Wong’s first European film, Song (Richard Eichberg
      1928).15 In view of Wong’s
      career turn and newfound popularity in Europe, which enhanced her cosmopolitan credentials, making her an even
      more prominent “Chinese face” to international audiences, Ge’s report offered a timely glimpse into Wong’s
      complex self-strategization on the world stage. First, he spoke favorably of Wong’s ingenious self-fashioning,
      composed of “Western dresses, which she decorated with Chinese embroidery” (258).16 Echoing Walter Benjamin’s fascination with Wong’s
      hair, yet without the latter’s befuddlement, Ge enthused, “German critics believe Miss Wong’s beauty lies in her
      hair, which is very thin and black. Coupled with her petite, slender figure, her hair makes her even more
      charming” (258). Aside from her physical appearance, Ge also highlighted her linguistic abilities, encompassing
      some Cantonese, flawless English, and some German that she had picked up since coming to Berlin.
    


    
      Ge readily acknowledged Wong’s unique brand of cosmopolitanism that intertwined her “Chinese” performance with
      her “worlding” efforts (in both her quest for international work opportunities and her denationalized, shuttling
      experiences).17 At the same
      time, Ge fell back into the unproblematized discourse of patriotism and nationalism in order to explain Wong’s
      concern with China’s social unrest, her interest in Shanghai’s emerging film industry, and her refusal to marry a
      man of a different race. Instead of seeing these aspects as constituting one more dimension of Wong’s efforts at
      “worlding” under Orientalist and colonialist constraints, Ge took Wong’s self-proclaimed patriotism at face value
      and reduced her multifarious experiences, appeals, and strategies of self-positioning to a single concern, namely
      “thinking of the motherland” while sojourning overseas.
    


    
      In the commentary following Ge’s account, Zou Taofeng, editor of Shenghuo zhoukan
      (Life Weekly), expanded the theme of patriotism to a broader project of renationalizing overseas Chinese
      (“Bianzhe” 258). Zou argued that Chinese sojourning overseas (haiwai zhi qiaomin) lived among foreign races (yizu) and felt their
      subjugation acutely. Thus, they tended to become more earnestly patriotic than Chinese living within China, as
      illustrated by Wong’s devotion to her “motherland” (zuguo) in spite of being “the
      weaker sex sojourning overseas all alone” (yishen zai haiwai zhi ruo nuzi). Zou
      further accentuated the nation-building project by urging the motherland to live up to Wong’s expectations
      (“Bianzhe” 258). Zou correctly understood the disenfranchisement of overseas Chinese
      as a form of political repression. Yet, instead of examining how the Chinese emigrants circumvented and contested
      their political, cultural, and economic constraints while making use of all available resources to forge a
      flexible, interstitial, and composite identity, Zou assumed that the subjugated overseas Chinese could only
      orient their subject positioning around China, the “motherland,” and that their only hope
      was the strengthening of the “motherland” on the international stage. Consequently, both Zou and Ge failed to
      fully grasp Wong’s situated agency and transnational identity strategization, which exceeded their
      epistemological and political framework.18
    


    
      A less dogmatic portrayal of Wong was offered by Moon Kwan, a Cantonese filmmaker-poet who had studied in the
      United States and worked as a technical advisor in Hollywood. He met Wong and her sister Ying in the 1910s and
      then resumed a working relationship with Wong during the shooting of MGM’s Mr. Wu
      (William Nigh 1927). In Kwan’s eyes, Wong was hard-working, inquisitive, resourceful, and eager to learn Chinese
      music and Tang dynasty poetry, for she believed these special abilities would enable her to give unique,
      impromptu performances. This effort continued into Shanghai Express, in which she
      recited a Tang poem accompanied by her own Chinese moon lute music.19 According to Kwan, Wong’s efforts as a supporting actress, and even as an
      extra, demonstrated her resourcefulness and social agility in bringing the fresh “Chinese” feel to the Western
      audience (256).
    


    
      Kwan, like Ge Gongzheng and Zou Taofeng, also affirmed Wong’s love for her ancestral hometown and China—her
      “motherland”—and traced this sentiment to the subdued condition of Chinese in America (255–256). Yet despite the
      naturalized “Chinese” root and ethnic essentialism as the default site of Wong’s allegiance, Kwan’s more intimate
      and less dogmatic account accentuated Wong’s everyday self-conscious endeavors, negotiations, and interventions
      even while fashioning an exotic persona for the Western gaze.
    


    In China on Location: Bringing Wong Up Close


    
      The prismatic view of Wong peaked in China during her first and only trip to China in 1936, and then gradually
      veered towards a more close-range engagement with her. Her physical appearance in various Chinese cities as well
      as Hong Kong and her father’s hometown in Guangdong triggered an avalanche of news reports. The National Index to
      Chinese Newspapers and Periodicals indicates a total of 75 news stories on Wong in 1936—a significant boost from
      the mere 20 stories published from 1931 to 1935, and constituting over a third of the 202 reports on Wong
      throughout the first half of the twentieth century.20
    


    
      While official and critical discourses stepped up their condemnation of Wong, many of the 1936 news stories
      focused on Wong’s own voice (mediated through translation and editing), accompanied by extensive, on- location
      photo coverage presenting an up-to-date, real-life image of Wong in various Chinese settings. In “My Memoire,”
      Wong recounted her father’s opposition to her career choice and her European work experiences. She also laid
      claim to her inherent Chinese identity, describing how her Chinese consciousness arose and
      intensified among her enthusiastic German audience. Responding to China’s criticism of her demeaning roles, Wong
      explained that her early career as a bit actress allowed no opportunity of intervention; however, her efforts to
      correct Western misunderstandings of Chinese had earned her the title of the “Ambassador of Goodwill.” She
      further pointed out her now-enhanced status in Hollywood, enabling her to select roles and suggest script
      revisions to improve Hollywood’s representation of China. Finally, she claimed patriotism by referencing her
      refusal to play a key role in MGM’s The Good Earth (Sidney Franklin et al. 1937) in
      protest against the film’s failure to cast Chinese in leading roles. To conclude, she expressed her desire to
      study Mandarin Chinese and regional Chinese cultures in order to improve her acting skills (Wong, “Wo” 24).
    


    
      Solicited by Liang you and published in February 1936, the same month Wong arrived in
      Shanghai, “My Memoire” afforded Wong the opportunity to directly address her Chinese critics as well as her fans.
      Among the five accompanying photos, four depicted her standing on the Shanghai port, riding a rickshaw, answering
      fan phone calls, and typing her autobiography at the famous Park Hotel. These images painted a modern woman in
      possession of confidence, congeniality, adaptability, and taste in fashion. The fifth image, shot by Shanghai’s
      Hujiang Photo Studio, which specialized in celebrity photography, showed her wrapped in a light-colored silk head
      scarf, highlighting her grace, beauty, and modesty without specifying her Chinese ethnicity. Thus, this
      visual-verbal autobiography reintroduced Wong to the Chinese public as an active, influential performer who not
      only proffered visual pleasure through performing the Oriental spectacle but also struggled to improve her acting
      skills and status and, furthermore, utilized her dual identity to mediate the Sino-Western crisscrossed stare.
    


    
      While confirming Wong’s efforts at re-ethnicization in various Chinese cities, reporters also commented on her
      persistent Western connections. One report, for instance, enumerated her Tianjin activities in July 1936 only to
      point out that her local guides were all her Western friends sojourning in Tianjin. This mediated experience
      accentuated Wong’s foreign status and international flair (Si 2). While some commentators criticized Wong’s
      association with “gaodeng huaren” (elite Chinese) as well as Westerners, considering
      her mediated Chinese experiences as being of no use in improving her portrayal of Chinese femininity (Bing 4),
      others echoed Wong’s autobiography in emphasizing her China trip as the pathway to understanding her native
      culture and creating a new positive Chinese image.21
    


    
      Notable journalist Luo Baowu described Wong’s successful native turn in his 100-minute interview with Wong in
      Beijing. He recorded Wong’s observations on Peking Opera, efforts to learn Mandarin Chinese, praise of the
      realistic style of Chinese cinema, excitement about returning to her “motherland” China as if “falling back into
      the arms of a long-missed mother,” appreciation of Chinese cuisine and attempts to cook it, and, finally,
      devotion to the performance arts both on-screen and on-stage (80–83). He also saw her newly
      tailored Chinese dresses and half-inch long nails as the proper embodiment of
      quintessential Chineseness that would facilitate her impersonation of an authentic and contemporary China. Luo
      concluded with Wong’s autograph, praising her graceful writing of her Chinese name. In this interview, Wong
      emerged as a thoughtful interlocutor and an earnest artist who was eager to learn about China and improve herself
      even though she was already an established cosmopolitan performer/celebrity figure.
    


    Wartime Coverage: Reclaiming the "Patriotic Daughter of
    China"


    
      Wong’s 1936 China trip seems not to have had a lasting impact on her subsequent treatment by the Chinese media.
      The year 1937 saw only five reports on her, according to the National Index to Chinese Newspapers and
      Periodicals. One report reverted to the earlier rhetoric, accusing her of hip-swishing performance in
      Philadelphia.22 It is with the
      eruption of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 that Wong returned to the Chinese media spotlight. In 1938
      reports about Wong increased to 28 and climbed further to 42 in the following year. By 1940 the number had
      dropped to 16, then articles on her largely disappeared, only to return in 1946, when 14 reports appeared.
    


    
      The variations in media coverage corresponded with Wong’s wartime career and social activities in America. As the
      war triggered a Hollywood fad of producing pro-China pictures, Wong received a spurt of job opportunities for a
      short period of time, mainly in B movies. From 1937 to 1942, she appeared in eight small-budget films, mostly as
      the star or co-star. In three films, she played a patriot working for China’s war. However, her screen acting
      came to a halt after the war film Lady from Chungking (William Nigh 1942), apparently
      due to a lack of studio offers. Meanwhile, Wong escalated her social activities while reclaiming her Chinese
      identification. She condemned Japanese invasion of her “motherland,” conducted war-relief auctions, and
      participated in various fund-raising campaigns in the United States. Consequently, she was styled “ buwang qiben de aiguo nü’er ”—the “patriotic daughter who did not forget her origin”
      (“Huang Liushuang: buwang” 12).23
    


    
      In this context, her wartime films were oftentimes subsumed into her pro-China commentaries. In a 1939 report on
      the Paramount film King of Chinatown (Nick Grinde 1939), in which Wong plays a
      surgeon who cures the titular character (played by Russian émigré actor Akim Tamiroff) and convinces him to
      donate to China’s war, Wong was quoted as affirming her newfound identity as “a Chinese woman” (rather than just
      “a Chinese girl growing up in Los Angeles”). According to the report, Wong’s patriotism was fully acknowledged by
      the Chinese American community and her international fans, who called her a “patriotic daughter” (“Kangzhan” 38–39). The recurring emphasis on this trope of “patriotic daughter” in media reports indicates Chinese media’s reclaiming of Wong as a national subject during the
      war.24 Thus, Wong’s
      cosmopolitanism was subsumed to and harnessed for ethno-national salvation.
    


    
      Apart from highlighting Wong’s wartime philanthropy, some reports also commented on her single status—an awkward
      situation from the Chinese perspective, and unsurprisingly considered a source of pathos, as Wong herself
      supposedly admitted.25 She was
      quoted as saying that her lack of romantic roles in films was caused by her unique status as a Chinese female
      star in Hollywood, which could find no counterpart in Chinese men (“Haolaiwu Zhongguo hong
      nuxing ” 14). Here again, Wong (the star) was presented as seamlessly interchangeable with her screen
      personae, with her single status directly mirrored onto her roles, and vice versa. Furthermore, the reason for
      Wong’s lack of romantic roles was depoliticized and simplified as the absence of male Chinese performers in
      Hollywood. Meanwhile, Hollywood’s racial politics of anti-miscegenation went unnoticed. It was according to this
      anti-miscegenation policy that the casting of a white male lead guaranteed Wong’s exclusion from the female
      protagonist role.
    


    
      While the discourse of individual pathos sentimentalized and depoliticized Wong’s single status, this same status
      was also simultaneously repoliticized and yoked with her patriotism. As indicated by a 1939 news story title,
      “Hollywood’s Chinese Female Star Anna May Wong Denies Marrying Down to a Korean Actor; She Expresses Concern and
      Sadness with War in China” (“Haolaiwu Zhongguo nu mingxing” 791), her denial of a
      rumored marriage to a non-Chinese was juxtaposed with and thus framed as evidence of her devotion to China. In
      other reports, Wong was quoted as saying that she would not consider marriage when China was at war
      (“Kangzhan” 38–39; “Bieren” 1011).
    


    
      Such maneuvering rationalized Wong’s unmarried status as a result of her unmatched international star status
      and as a necessary strategy of performing patriotism during the war. The splicing of
      Wong’s life and career in the United States with China’s war campaigns enabled Chinese journalists to construct
      an ethno-nationalist convergence so as to optimize Wong’s value as a philanthropist, an international star, and a
      loyal “Chinese daughter.” Again, the wartime reclamation of Wong assumed her default allegiance to China the
      “motherland” as an unmarried “daughter,” while disregarding her negotiation with the Euro-American material and
      ideological circumstances, as well as the resulting identity strategization. If the prewar, longrange prismatic
      view polarized Wong into either a modern fashion model or a national stigma, then the close-range coverage of
      Wong’s China trip spotlighted the star’s voice, looks, and attempts to re-ethnicize and become in sync with the
      modern China. During the Second Sino-Japanese War, when China was finally acknowledged as a modern nation and
      integrated into the world system as a US ally, Wong and the Chinese journalists also reached a degree of rapport,
      with her on- and off-screen activities effectively sutured into the discourses of nationalism and patriotism.
    


    
      Despite the shifting emphases in the Chinese media coverage, Chinese popular and political
      discourses from the 1920s through the 1940s consistently disregarded Wong’s diasporic experiences, situated
      consciousness, and location-specific strategies. These strategies were developed as Wong shuttled across the
      Atlantic and the Pacific, negotiating the perils and opportunities offered by the Euro-American entertainment
      industries, performing modernity and cosmopolitanism tinged with Orientalism. The fact that modernity and
      cosmopolitanism evolved in tandem with racism and colonialism within and across national boundaries means that
      Wong’s performances carried drastically different valences in different contexts. Thus, her widely circulated
      iconic visuality became the very site of contention between different ideological positions, and between these
      positions and her performative strategies. Her Chinese coverage, therefore, should be understood as resulting
      from the triangular tension and co-implication between Euro-American colonialism and racism; Chinese discourses
      on modernity, modernization, and nationalism; and, finally, Wong’s diasporic and cosmopolitan performances, which
      were constantly readjusted vis-à-vis her critics’ and audiences’ expectations.
    


    
      Mediated by the shuttling and ambivalent Wong and her transnational performances, Chinese and American film
      cultures came into close encounter and mutual reconstitution, contesting the notions of homogeneous modernity and
      national identity. As the third mediating term, Wong’s iconic visuality foregrounds the crisscrossed, entangled
      stare that drove the Sino-American filmic exchanges. This entangled stare “challenges us to go beyond a
      dichotomous power framework in order to adequately understand the complex scopic strategies that negotiate power
      inequities” (Wang, “Crisscrossed Stare” 196). Such crisscrossed scopic interactions encompassed a wide spectrum
      of intense sentiments ranging from intrigue and curiosity to repulsion, condemnation, and re-enchantment. It was
      through vacillating between “pleasure and fantasy on the one hand, and frustration and power contention on the
      other” (205) that the Chinese audience, critics, and ideologues learned to engage with the modern visual
      technology and medium (exemplified by Wong’s films and publicity images) and to re-signify and deploy this
      techno-visual medium from their own perspectives.
    


    Conclusion


    
      By placing the bilateral Sino-American filmic engagement in a triangular dynamic, and by highlighting the
      importance of the diasporic “third” term that shuttles across the Pacific, we can better understand the Sino-
      American interactions as not just chance encounters but rather deeply rooted in the historical connections and
      contentions of both sides, which are in turn embedded in global population flows and power operations. Situated
      in the midst of contending forces, Anna May Wong, the diasporic third term, mediated,
      inscribed, staged, and vectored Sino-American filmic engagements in a prismatic manner, reconfiguring visual
      literacy and modernity and facilitating diverse strategies of identification and identity on the individual and
      the collective levels. In provoking the crisscrossed stare that coded, decoded, miscoded, and recoded her images
      and activities, Wong’s labor on the screen, on the stage, and in the socio-political arena did not only generate
      financial gains, enable self-uplifting, and enhance her political status. More important, her labor was also
      profoundly affective in instigating a wide range of sentiments, vectoring them towards Sino-American tensions or
      alliances, and facilitating certain identity positions while discouraging others.
    


    
      In negotiating the Sino-American crisscrossed stare as mediated and performed by Wong’s affective labor, China
      participated in world-making predicated on visual (re)presentation, dissemination, and interpretation. Whereas
      this mode of world-making came with an inherent power disparity, its techno-visual premise, channeled through a
      diasporic figure, allowed China to participate by contesting, appropriating, and rewriting the rules of the game.
      In this sense, the interstitial third term plays a crucial role not only in Sino-American filmic engagements but
      also in the broader reconfiguration of the world system.
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. See Wang (2014).
      


      
        2. A two-reel, documentary-style film entitled The Chinese Revolution (director unknown) was imported and released by the San Francisco-based
        Oriental Film Company in 1912. The surviving footage of the film is held in the Library of Congress. For a
        feature film dealing with the 1911 revolution, see The Son-Daughter (Clarence Brown
        and Robert Z. Leonard 1932), which features Helen Hays and Ramon Novarro in the leading Chinese roles.
      


      
        3. For the canonical discussion of the concept of “denial of
        coevalness” to contemporary Others, see Fabian (2002).
      


      
        4. Li’s essay was translated by Wang Yuxiang and published in
        Dazhonghua zazhi (1916).
      


      
        5. For a detailed discussion of the significance of the
        “crisscrossed stare” unleashed by the Chinese protest against Welcome Danger, see
        Wang (2014).
      


      
        6. They made two short films, Chinese
        Costumes (1922) and Chinese Martial Arts (1922), before relocating the
        company to Shanghai in 1924, where they produced socially oriented “problem films” and genre films until 1930.
        The First Born was produced by Japanese American actor Sessue Hayakawa, thethen
        matinee idol and one of the best-known and highest-paid performers during the silent era.
      


      
        7. See Ling Long 43 (1932): 1745.
      


      
        8. See Ling Long 148 (1934): 1493.
      


      
        9. See Ling Long 27 (1931): 1011.
      


      
        10. This is the first Charlie Chan film, which features Japanese
        American actor Sojin in the detective role. Ironically, Sojin also played the much-maligned Mongolian prince in
        The Thief of Bagdad.
      


      
        11. Unlike Richard Dyer’s discussion of star
        discourses that encourage the audience to seek “the reality of the star’s private self” (2003, 10), the Chinese
        media coverage of Wong tended to understand Wong as the unmediated embodiment of her dramatic personae. On the
        one hand, this conflation contradicted the private/public dichotomy and the illusion of individualism outlined
        by Dyer in the star-making processes. On the other hand, it obscured the significance of Wong’s performative
        strategies, which stemmed from her situated consciousness rather than simple individualism.
      


      
        12. See Ling Long 93 (1933): 551.
      


      
        13. See Ling Long 96 (1933): 720.
      


      
        14. For discussions of Wong’s situated agency, see Wang (2005,
        2008, 2010). On Wong’s performance of Chinese identity in the late 1930s, see Metzger (2006).
      


      
        15. Ge’s report included a photo of Wong with her signature,
        “Orientally Yours, Anna May Wong,” and a sketch of Wong playing the show girl in Song. Interestingly, in that same summer, Wong met the noted German critic Walter Benjamin,
        resulting in Benjamin’s article, “ Gespräch mit Anne May Wong ” (1928). This
        encounter, as Shirley Lim argues, offered a key moment for understanding the “European and American conceptions
        of modernity as well as white European intellectual and American racial minority cosmopolitanisms” (2012, 1).
        What I find to be an important contrast between Ge’s and Benjamin’s impressions of Wong is that Ge could easily
        recognize and appreciate Wong’s multilingual abilities and hybridized dressing style, whereas Benjamin found
        the enigmatic “May Wong” as exceeding his representational frame in her hair style, dressing, and racialized
        Asian body and could only resort to tortuous syntax and vocabulary in the attempt to capture Wong. The
        WongBenjamin encounter demonstrated how the “supposed openness of cosmopolitan culture breaks down under racial
        duress” (Lim 2012, 3).
      


      
        16. By contrast, Benjamin described her clothing in words that
        already revealed their own inadequacy: “Her outfit would not be at all unsuitable for such garden games; a dark
        blue suit, a light blue blouse, a yellow tie over that—one would like to know a Chinese verse to describe this.
        She has always dressed this way, for she was in fact not born in China but in Chinatown in Los Angeles” (qtd.
        in Lim 2012, 7).
      


      
        17. The praise for Wong’s international endeavors continued into
        the 1930s. In “Hollywood’s New Frontier,” Huang Ye identified Anna May Wong, who was “made in America”
        (Meiguo chan) but completely Chinese by heritage, as one of the two American actors
        who had succeeded in Europe. The other actor was Adolphe Menjou, who was US-born but partially French (24–25).
        Here, not only was Wong’s Chinese heritage seen as co-existing and compatible with her US birth and upbringing,
        but she was also given credit for spearheading Hollywood’s foray into the European film and theater circles.
      


      
        18. Given Zou’s single-minded investment in nation-building and
        the correlated state-sponsored identity formation, it is not surprising that by 1936, during Wong’s China
        visit, he made an about-face, joining other detractors in demoting her to the status of the “bad” object, one
        who had defamed her “motherland” through her humiliating performance, especially in Shanghai Express (“Guoji” 364).
      


      
        19. This scene was included in Kwan’s description of the film,
        although not seen in the current film version.
      


      
        20. These numbers are not comprehensive but are a good indication
        of the spread of Wong coverage from the 1920s to the early 1940s.
      


      
        21. See “Nu mingxing Huang Liushuang zuo
        chuci huiguo” (1936).
      


      
        22. See “Huang Liushuang zai Meiguo
        Feicheng” (1937).
      


      
        23. For other reports, see “Huang Liushuang
        daju qingong yan” (1939), “Haolaiwu Zhongguo nu mingxing Huang Liushuang fouren
        xiajia Chaoxian yanyuan” (1939), “Kangzhan funu dongtai: Huang
        Liushuang tan zuguo” (1939), and “Huang Liushuang zai Meiguo wei zuguo nanbao huyu
        jiuji” (1940).
      


      
        24. For other examples deploying this trope, see Miao (1939),
        “Huang Liushuang de zhengzhi xinchang” (1939), and “Bieren dou
        cheng ta shi aiguo nu’er” (1939).
      


      
        25. See “Huang Liushuang de ganshang”
        (1939), “Haolaiwu Zhongguo hong nuxing Huang Liushuang congying shanggan” (1939),
        and “Haolaiwu woguo ming nuxing Huang Liushuang” (1939).
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    12 Performing Nationality


    
      The Fifth Generation as an "American" Transnational Cinema
    


    
      Victor Fan
    


    
      Since the mid-1980s, the Fifth Generation has been advertised, critiqued, and analyzed as a form of Chinese
      national cinema (see Dai, “Xin”; Dai, “Severed”; Wang, “Woxing”). Yet, in so doing, what is often overlooked is that the planning and financing,
      production and distribution, and reception and recognition of these films were, in fact, inter- and
      intra-regional discourses made possible by an industrial and cultural synergy between mainland China, Hollywood,
      Hong Kong, and Taiwan during the 1980s and 1990s. Hence, understanding the industrial, aesthetic, and
      socio-political implications of the Fifth Generation, I argue, requires an active reconsidering of it not only as
      a national cinema successfully exported to North America and Europe as a creative commodity but also as a form of
      American independent film outsourced to the studios, production companies, and creative individuals in the
      People’s Republic of China (PRC).1
    


    
      In this chapter, I undertake the task of reframing the industrial conditions, reception, and interpretation of
      the Fifth Generation by rethinking it as a form of “American” transnational cinema. I do so not by denying the
      established scholastic interpretation of it as a national cinema. Rather, I work through the national reading and
      reconfigure its historiographical and hermeneutic approaches through the lens of the American independent cinema
      in the 1980s and 1990s. A key thematic concern of Fifth Generation films is their conscious reconstruction of
      collective memories and national imageries. While some scholars consider these films as self-Orientalized images
      for Western eyes, others believe they deliberately fabricate historical fantasies for the purpose of allegorizing
      and negotiating the Chinese spectators’ political traumas of the Cultural Revolution (1966–76).2 One way or another, the Fifth
      Generation has been expected by its viewers to perform the task of defining Chinese national boundaries,
      identities, and political values.
    


    
      By considering these films as independent productions that American studios and distributors outsourced to
      Chinese companies and directors, an alternative reading can be produced. At first glance, seeing these films as
      both Chinese national films and American indies may persuade viewers to believe, once again, that they are indeed
      self-Orientalizing cultural products that over-perform Chinese nationality. Nonetheless,
      without entirely gainsaying its Orientalism, the spectators’ desire to watch films that over- perform nationality
      can also be understood as a symptom of their own failure to perform—that is, the failure of the very concept of
      nationality as a social performance in both the PRC and the United States during the late 1980s and throughout
      the 1990s. In this case, I see failure not in its negative sense; rather, as Thomas Elsaesser argues, the failure
      to perform is in itself a performance of failure (Elsaesser, Hollywood 181–192; Fan
      459).3 In other words, films
      that perform an overtly deliberate and self-proclaimed national sensibility can be seen as an attempt by both the
      filmmakers and the audiences to transfer their crises of failure over their own national identities into a
      cultural arena where such failure could be rehearsed and reconfigured.
    


    The Fifth Generation as a National Cinema


    
      Established scholarship often assumes that the Fifth Generation can be adequately understood as a generational
      response to both the cinematic practices before it and the political trauma of the Cultural Revolution (Dai,
      “Severed” 13). In this light, Sino-Hollywood collaborations during the 1990s such as Farewell My Concubine (Bawang bieji, Chen Kaige 1993), The Blue Kite (Lan fengzheng, Tian Zhuangzhuang 1993), and
      To Live (Huozhe, Zhang Yimou 1994) are often studied as
      part of the process in which socialist Chinese cinema, after decades of being administered by the state as a
      propaganda machine, gradually opened itself up to the capitalist West (Zhu, “Chinese” 914–919). To borrow a key
      phrase frequently employed in the political slogans between the 1970s and the early 1990s, the Fifth Generation
      was seen as a national cinema that fulfilled the mission of “chongchu Yazhou; zouxiang
      shijie” (“dashing out of Asia; running towards the World”).
    


    
      To be fair, the Fifth Generation emerged within a socio-political framework that seemed to conflate humanism and
      nationalism. Yet, in Europe and North America, these films were often read as the artistic voices of individual
      filmmakers who used cinema as a political allegory to protest against the communist establishment and its
      nationalistic patriarchy. These attributes appear to be mutually conflicting, if not outright contradictory, but
      the mode of national consciousness in which the Fifth Generation emerged is precisely as an assemblage of
      contesting socio-political values, which cinema as a public sphere seeks to negotiate.
    


    
      In order to understand these conflicting values, a consideration of the industrial and socio-cultural background
      of the Fifth Generation is necessary. In 1975 the Third Generation director Xie Jin was rehabilitated and granted
      permission to make a feature film, Spring Seedlings (Chunmiao). Soon after the arrest of the Gang of Four in 1976, Xie
      directed a series of films— Youth (Qingchun, 1977),
      Cradle (A! Yaolan, 1979), Legend of
      Tianyun Mountain (Tianyunshan chuanqi, 1980), and The
      Herdsman (Muma ren, 1982) (Clark 143–144, 165–166). These
      films could be considered parts of the shang’hen wenxue (wound literature)—cultural
      and literary works that address the traumatic memories of the young generation coming out of the Cultural
      Revolution (Duke 29). Around 1986, both veteran critics from the 1950s and the new generation of scholars argued
      that these films maintained Xie’s signature style from the Seventeen Years Period (1949–76), which he drew
      largely from classical Hollywood and Soviet socialist-realist films (Marchetti ¶7). For them, these films failed
      to locate the responsibility for the Cultural Revolution in the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Instead, the
      “darkness,” “selfishness,” and “evil spirit” of renxing (human nature) are to be
      blamed for the physical and psychological traumas that the characters bear throughout the Cultural Revolution.
      Yet, ironically, it is in renqing (human affection) that these characters trust for
      the betterment of the future generation (Zhu, “Xie” 235–237; Zhong 238–241).
    


    
      The box-office success of Xie Jin in the state-sponsored studio system inspired an “anti-Xie Jin” sentiment among
      the directors of the Fourth and Fifth Generations. Such an attack focused on Xie’s lack of stylistic innovation
      on the one hand and his rendao zhuyi (humanism) on the other. For example, Fourth
      Generation director Zhang Nuanxin and her partner, Li Tuo, argued in 1979 that Chinese filmmakers needed to
      “catch up with” decades of stylistic innovations in Europe, the United States, and Japan (Li and Zhang 11–13,
      30–36). Unlike Xie Jin, Zhang Nuanxin and other Fourth Generation directors did not mourn for a mythological
      innocence before humanity’s fall. Rather, they were interested in how young individuals bore the traumatic
      experience of the social, economic, and political changes in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, as the
      state infrastructure was inadequate for their personal ambitions and traumatic needs (Dai, “Xieta” 347–349).
    


    
      In 1989 film critic Wang Hui argued that this form of humanistic national consciousness was partially propagated
      by the state. For Wang, after the Cultural Revolution, the CCP could not blame communism and the Party’s
      leadership—save the Gang of Four—for the socio-political atrocities. One way to avoid locating the political
      responsibility for the Cultural Revolution was to place it in the abstract notion of human nature. Later on, with
      the gradual transformation of Mao Zedong from a revolutionary fetish to a historically grounded political figure,
      the spectators required a father substitute to renegotiate their traumatic memories and conflicting
      socio-political beliefs.4 For
      Wang, the solution was to replace Mao with an equally abstract notion of the nation as an imaginary cohering
      force (372–376).
    


    
      Nevertheless, such an understanding of the Fifth Generation could be misleading. As Hong Kong critic Chan
      Yiu-sing argued in 1983, the Fourth Generation directors effectively subscribed to a form of Euro-American
      individual liberalism, which was founded on humanism. The tragic dimension of Xie Jin’s early post-revolutionary
      work, for Chan, is that its characters continue to put their hopes in a set of socio-political values that have
      repeatedly failed them. In the end, these characters’ stubborn belief in humanity—which they
      know well had already failed—is in itself a performance of their failure to believe in humanity once and for all
      (22).
    


    
      However, film critics often conflate the distinction between human nature, human affection, and humanity, and the
      limitations of understanding the Fifth Generation purely as a national discourse can be traced back to this
      problem. The term renxing, or human nature, in the Chinese cultural context, is best
      understood as a zone of indistinction between animality and humanity. It is used to describe acts or conduct—e.g.
      war atrocities, rape, and incest—that make a person neither completely animal nor completely human. The term
      renqing (human affection), meanwhile, is best understood as an affect that is
      socio-politically conditioned and publicly exchanged, such as a shared political trauma. In this light, neither
      “human nature” nor “human affection” corresponds directly to the term rendao
      (humanity), which is closer to the Euro-American transcendent value: “we are, after all, human.”
    


    
      As Dai Jinhua notes, the Fifth Generation emerged in the post-revolutionary cultural discourse contemporaneous
      with the xungen wenxue (root-searching literature; “Redemption” 182). Many of the
      root- searching literary works and the early Fifth Generation films, including Zhang Junzhao’s One and Eight (Yige he bage, 1982), Chen Kaige’s Yellow Earth (Huang tudi, 1984), and Zhang Yimou’s Red Sorghum (Hong gaoliang, 1984), are set in quasi-imaginary rural
      regions represented with anachronism. Such settings often serve as time capsules where people lead an untamed or
      animalistic life, one that is largely distanced from, yet intimate with, the readers’ political affect. Many of
      these stories are set in the early twentieth century. Hence, the mythological time and space of the narrative
      resonate with the readers’ collective memories of China’s actual semicolonial and revolutionary past. These works
      are not shy about representing non-normative sexualities, incest, and sadomasochism. In them, humanity,
      tradition, historicity, civilization, and even modernity are constantly put into question as individuals
      renegotiate the relationship between their becoming human and becoming animal.
    


    
      In his article “Wo zenyang pai Huang tudi” (How Did I Make Yellow Earth?), Chen Kaige confesses that the plot of Yellow Earth
      follows the structure of a revolutionary tale: a young woman, Cuiqiao (Xue Bai), in the mountainous region of
      Shaanxi falls in love with a visiting Red soldier, Guqing (Wang Xueqi). Then, Guqing and the revolutionary spirit
      he represents shed light on Cuiqiao’s feudalistic existence. In the end, Guqing leaves Cuiqiao for Yan’an,
      promising her that he would return and take her to the revolutionary base. When Cuiqiao cannot wait any longer,
      she attempts to cross the roaring Yellow River to escape from her pre-arranged marriage and join Guqing. In the
      final sequence, Guqing turns around in hopes of finding Cuiqiao but instead sees her grave in the wilderness
      (140).
    


    
      In this sense, the plot conforms to the humanistic nationalism that Wang Hui critiques. On the one hand, it
      follows the revolutionary narrative prototype: a bearer of communism educates, inspires, and promises to save a
      young and potentially progressive woman from the cangue of feudalism. On the other hand,
      revolutionary values are never explained in the film, and Guqing fails in the end—by returning to the village too
      late—to liberate Cuiqiao. In an oft-discussed scene that features hundreds of bare-chested young men in Yan’an
      drumming and dancing in slow motion, the spectators catch a glimpse of a highly fetishized Yan’an, which serves
      no narrative purpose other than performing a celebration of youth energy and life as a shared fantasy between
      Guqing and Cuiqiao of their repressed sexual desire (Yau 30–32).
    


    
      In the same vein, Yellow Earth features both the Yellow River and the yellow earth as
      imaginary sources of national energy. In the film, the orange filter saturates the image with a yellowish tone,
      and the composition foregrounds the extensiveness of the earth and the river, as well as the rugged contours of
      the mountainous landscape against the small and insignificant human figures. In his essay, Chen uses highly
      poetic language to eulogize such images as national allegories:
    


    
      In the bosoms of such earthy river, the people of Shaanbei—generations of villagers who have lived in those
      little villages in the mountains— show us their folksongs, waist-drums, window cutouts, embroideries, painting
      and their countless legends. Culture, with its shocking beauty, overwhelms us, allowing us to bathe in its
      radiating warmth and comfort. We are both sorrowful and joyful. It seems like we have experienced the ebb and
      flow of the stream of time. The rise and fall of a nation, its glory and its humiliation come together and
      dissipate like a cloud of smoke. We sense the poetry at the very confluence of happiness and suffering. The
      civilization that blossoms out of the yellow earth disturbs our thoughts and emotions with its serious yet
      delicate power. It breaks from within itself. And through its collapse, we transform ourselves into a soul. . . .
      What stands in front of us are layers of our historical and cultural deposits. (141)
    


    
      In this highly romanticized description, the idea of a continuous and coherent civilization is at once fragmented
      and refabricated through elements of everyday life. In its stead, individual lives come together and reconstitute
      a new collective affect as an assemblage of fragments. In this sense, Chen— and, by extension, other Fifth
      Generation directors—was not necessarily interested in reinforcing the established notion of a Chinese nation.
      Rather, they tried to imagine a new form of political existence by exploring new connections and shared affects
      between the fragmented and internally incoherent pieces of everyday life.
    


    High Concept


    
      The performative, self-critical, and at times modernist gestures of the Fifth Generation were often missed in the
      journalistic and academic critiques published in Europe and North America between the
      mid-1980s and early 1990s. However, in the eyes of the emerging corporate system in PRC and Hollywood studios,
      the Fifth Generation films were considered high concept films. On January 11, 1991, Disney’s creative executive
      Jeffrey Katzenberg formalized this idea in a memorandum to his creative staff:
    


    
      “High concept” was intended to describe a unique idea whose originality could be conveyed briefly . . . an idea
      that can be summarized in a logline in TV Guide. . . . [It] is a useful, complex,
      thoughtful encapsulation of what we should all be working toward. It makes a link between movie making and movie
      marketing . . . by asserting that the idea that forms the basis of a film should not only be one that is
      compelling but also one that can be communicated. (10)
    


    
      Justin Wyatt argues that “high concept” has been the guiding principle in Hollywood since the late 1970s. High
      concept films were characterized as sensual, and especially visual, overloads that defy the principles of
      classical narration. A high concept film is often developed from an advertising idea (a hook), a sexually
      stimulating visual motif (a look), a piece of music, a bestseller (a book), or even a pre-existing piece of
      intellectual property (Wyatt 20–22). As Elsaesser argues, even though these films still follow certain
      narrational patterns characteristic of classical Hollywood cinema, they offer visual and sensual attractions that
      allow the spectators to access them from multiple entry points and interpretative registers (“Classical” 66).
    


    
      From a stylistic perspective, the first two Fifth Generation films that tapped into the American
      market—Yellow Earth and Red Sorghum—fit some of these
      criteria. Yellow Earth, based on a short story by Ke Lan, does not present a series
      of dramatic scenes that would persuade its spectators to deduce a chain of causes and effects. Rather, the film
      alternates between non-dialogue visual sequences, dramatic scenes with minimal actions and dialogues, and
      sequences of folk songs performed on- and off-screen. The film captivates the audience with its postcard-like
      images of Loess Plateau, which invokes a sense of mysticism and primitivism. Likewise, even though Red Sorghum (based on a novel by Mo Yan) features a relatively classical narrative, it offers
      viewers colorful images of rural Shanbei, a stimulating sexual motif, and captivating avant-garde music. In other
      words, these two films overwhelm their spectators with sensual excitations, which are highly marketable in two
      registers. In one register, the senses of mysticism and primitivism have the effect of reducing these films to
      objects of cultural curiosity. In another register, the mechanical representation of these images in
      Euro-American cinema as a socio-cultural institution re- familiarizes these images by presenting them under such
      universalized notions as cinematographic beauty, sexual desire, mythical connection with one’s cultural roots,
      and human nature. In other words, the very site where the Fifth Generation directors deconstruct nationality out
      of their shared traumatic memories—i.e. human nature—is the very high concept that turns
      these films into marketable products of entertainment in the West. However, from the perspective of the Chinese
      cultural industry, these two films both consolidated the standings of the remote Guangxi and Xi’an film studios
      and the sales of the works written by Ke Lan and Mo Yan.
    


    
      Yet this process of turning Fifth Generation films into American high concept films was made possible by a
      business synergy between the Mainland, Hong Kong, and Hollywood. In the PRC, as early as 1978, the Film Bureau
      wanted to attract Hong Kong and Taiwanese producers to shoot on location in the Mainland. For that purpose, it
      established the China Film Co-production Corporation (CFCC), which, together with a series of new laws,
      transformed film production in the PRC from a classical studio system (where studio heads initiated creative
      projects) to independent filmmaking (where individual producers initiated projects and presented them to the
      studios for financial and material support). After Yellow Earth and Red Sorghum were
      picked up in 1988 by International Film Circuit and New Yorker Film respectively, Chen Kaige, Zhang Yimou, and
      Tian Zhuangzhuang were able to initiate Sino-Hollywood collaborations in a way that would be considered
      convoluted by today’s standards. First, these directors would try to get production permits directly from the
      Film Bureau. When that failed, they would turn to either a Hong Kong or a Taiwanese company, such as
      Sil-Metropole, a CCP-owned Hong Kong-based production company, or ERA International, a Hong Kong-based
      Taiwan-Japanese co-production company, for help. These companies would then serve as brokers for these directors
      by seeking financiers from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and North America. Moreover, they would convince US
      independent distributors like Kino and Miramax, or studios like MGM and Goldwyn, to agree on or prepay for the
      films’ distribution in North America. With the American agreements in hand, the Hong Kong and Taiwanese companies
      would then ask the CFCC to green-light the production in mainland China, including hiring state-run studios that
      would provide production and postproduction facilities and equipment (Zhu, “Chinese” 913).5
    


    
      Nevertheless, the CFCC would not guarantee any performance rights or distribution permits for films that were
      co-produced in this manner. In fact, many films made by Zhang Yimou were green-lit by the CFCC with the intention
      of distributing them only to Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and North America. The denial of rights for commercial
      distribution in the PRC was often drummed up in the American press as proof of the Beijing government’s
      authoritarianism. For example, Zhang Yimou could not attend the 1991 Academy Awards, in which Raise the Red Lantern (representing Hong Kong’s ERA International) was nominated for the Best
      Foreign Picture. At that time, Zhang was involved in the preproduction of two projects, The
      Story of Qiu Ju and To Live (Wang, Zhang 24–25).
      Steven Spielberg and Kathleen Kennedy wrote a commentary in the New York Times,
      claiming that the Chinese Film Bureau’s spokesman Ai Zhisheng had tried to deny the right of
      the US Academy to judge a Chinese production, and that the film was banned in mainland China for political
      reasons. Interestingly, neither the US Academy nor the Chinese Film Bureau considered the film a PRC production.
      In that regard, the Chinese Film Bureau saw the film as a failed attempt to present China from a Chinese
      perspective and a film in which the American producers had denied the Chinese audience an opportunity to judge
      its own image (Chow 152–154).
    


    
      At this point, one might say that most American companies served only as distributors, whereas the actual
      creative production was still conducted in the PRC, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. But in the case of American major
      independents like Miramax, or the independent brands of major studios like New Line Cinema, Orion Classics, and
      Sony Pictures Classics, distributors made key creative decisions. American distributors rarely agreed to allow
      the director to retain the final cut of the film. In other words, distributors, and especially Miramax, always
      recut the films they purchased. If a distributor prepays for a production upfront, it also has the right to
      request that the film conform to a particular stylistic signature of the studio. For example, Miramax insisted
      that the characteristic navy blue in their logo be incorporated into key scenes in Raise the
      Red Lantern (the project was first brought to Miramax, before MGM/Orion took over) and Farewell My Concubine.6 And in Farewell, many reaction shots were cut from
      the American theatrical release in order to quicken the pace of the film and prevent Americans from
      misunderstanding the emotional reactions that the Weinstein brothers believed to be uncharacteristic in North
      American cultures (Biskind 514).
    


    
      In his discussion of Miramax’s intervention in these Fifth Generation productions, Peter Biskind complained that
      the Weinstein brothers were “Miramaxing foreign films” by “boning easily digested filets, safe from the kinds of
      cultural idiosyncrasies that might stick in the throats of American audiences” (87). For Biskind, “those
      unfamiliar customs, linguistic usages, or behavioral tics that contribute to the sense of difference that makes
      foreign films foreign” offer themselves as “windows onto unfamiliar worlds, and not just another mirror held up
      to ourselves” (87). Reediting a film certainly does not take away its “foreignness” entirely, and the American
      spectators likely approached the reedited film through a complex process of negotiation between familiarity and
      foreignness. What is at stake in Biskind’s claim is that the Weinstein brothers had a tendency in the 1990s to
      claim ownership of the films they bought and distributed by treating them as their own. According to Biskind,
      such business policy challenges the authorial claims of not only Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige but also Quentin
      Tarantino and Pedro Almodóvar (86–87), whom the Weinstein brothers advertised as cinematic auteurs.
    


    
      In this sense, both the Weinstein brothers and Biskind held the same underlying assumption that it was they who
      outsourced to the CFCC and the Fifth Generation directors to make a kind of American independent film that could
      not possibly be made in America. For Weinstein, these films were not necessarily Chinese
      films reedited for American consumption but American cultural products produced overseas. Meanwhile, for Biskind,
      Weinstein should keep the original cuts not because the creative decisions of the Fifth Generation directors
      ought to be respected but to lure the American audience with their cultural difference—in itself a high concept
      par excellence.
    


    Performing Nationality


    
      Seeing the Fifth Generation as a form of the American indie changes the way these films can be understood.
      Established scholarship sees Fifth Generation films as the attempts of individual directors to negotiate their
      personal and collective traumas by rewriting the historical memories of the spectators. Yet such an
      interpretation fails to account for the way these films appealed to the American audience at a time when the
      Clinton administration was experiencing its own troubles with memory revision. To examine this line of argument,
      I will use Zhang Yimou’s film To Live as a case study.
    


    
      To Live was put into preproduction while Zhang Yimou was shooting his film
      The Story of Qiu Ju (Wang, Zhang 31–36). It is an
      adaptation of a novel under the same title by the most fashionable writer of the time, Yu Hua. According to Wang
      Bin, Zhang was attracted by a novel serialized in the literary magazine Shouhuo
      (Harvest), and Wang suggested that Zhang adapt it to the screen (38–39). Zhang contacted Yu, and after a month,
      Yu submitted his revision to Zhang (47). Then, Zhang organized a series of workshops with the key cast and crew
      members of his production unit and reworked the novel into a treatment (43–45, 54–55). During this process, Zhang
      consciously tried to meet two criteria. First, the original novel is a highly pessimistic piece of work narrated
      by its protagonist, Fugui, who survives all his family members through the traumatic events during the late
      Republican and revolutionary eras. In order to convince the Film Bureau to green-light the film for production,
      Zhang suggested that at each turn of events in the narrative, the film would allow the spectators to see a silver
      lining. Second, despite the fact that Zhang had high hopes that the Film Bureau would grant permission for the
      film to be shown in the PRC, he expected that the primary audience of this film would be American. As a result,
      the historical specificities of Fugui’s traumatic experiences would need to be packaged within the larger context
      of human nature (ibid. 49–50).
    


    
      In spite of these efforts to meet the requirements of the Film Bureau, the project was not green-lit. Eventually,
      Zhang Yimou’s Hong Kong producer, ERA, appealed to Goldwyn (which at the time owned Orion Pictures) and pitched
      the film as a classical Hollywood epic. Goldwyn’s interest in distributing the film convinced the Film Bureau to
      green-light the production, and as a consequence, the CFCC contracted with the Shanghai Film Studios to
      facilitate the film’s production. In order to maintain Goldwyn’s studio signature, the
      battle scene in the film required an epical dimension as expected from a Goldwyn production. In response, the
      CFCC mobilized over a thousand soldiers, who were paid with free meals (Wang, Zhang
      97–102). Zhang also decided to keep the camera on a crane. In his original plan, the film was supposed to be
      composed of crane shots in long takes, which would be carefully choreographed with Gong Li’s performance, a
      technique that emulates the style of the Hollywood studio film (ibid. 91–92).
    


    
      In addition to style, the narratological structure of the film, while deeply rooted in the collective historical
      memory of the Chinese audience, offers an entry point for the American spectators to negotiate their own
      historical traumas. As a result, Goldwyn was capable of appropriating a cinematic experience that was meant to
      appeal to a Chinese audience for an American film that would address the socio-political desires and anxieties of
      its domestic viewers. Since the Film Bureau eventually denied the film performance rights in the Mainland,
      To Live ended up being shown only outside the PRC as an “American indie film”
      outsourced to Zhang via ERA International.
    


    
      What makes the film appealing to an American audience is the way Fugui, played by Ge You, is positioned in the
      larger narrative structure. Unlike the novel, where no one survives except for Fugui, Fugui’s wife, Jiazhen (Gong
      Li), lives through these traumatic experiences with him, and his daughter leaves a son, Mantou, by the end of the
      film. Despite all this, the novel ends on an optimistic note, with Fugui investing his hopes into human
      affection. For many readers, such optimism is precisely the kind of hyper-pessimism that Chan Yiu-sing identified
      earlier in Xie Jin’s post-revolutionary work: a man who is so traumatized that he keeps his faith in the abstract
      value of human affection, which has failed him repeatedly.
    


    
      In Zhang Yimou’s version, Fugui is best understood as the Forrest Gump figure of China. He lives through all the
      traumatic memories of twentieth-century China unscathed and somehow survives with hope that post-socialist China
      will eventually become a better world. With Ge You’s understated acting, Fugui appears to be a blank slate. He
      takes his financial bankruptcy and the death of his father reasonably well. He transforms himself from a spoiled
      landowner’s son to a shadow play performer with amazing smoothness. He miraculously survives a battle as a
      soldier drafted by the Nationalist Army and quickly turns himself into a communist revolutionary by performing
      the shadow play for the Liberation Army. The way he responds to these and other traumatic experiences appeals to
      Chinese spectators as not only a common traumatic memory but also a shared response to their lack of political
      agency. After each traumatic event, the camera keeps a distance from Fugui’s emotional response either by showing
      Fugui looking at a point in the distance off-screen or by watching him— usually from his side or behind
      him—crying from a long shot or medium shot. In addition, his crying is silenced by the film’s musical main theme,
      which never changes in accordance with Fugui’s changing circumstances. Such shots would then
      cross-fade into a new sequence a few years or even a decade later, thus suggesting that a traumatic memory is
      often deemed insignificant with the passage of time.
    


    
      Such traumatic memory was not uniquely Chinese in the 1980s. When this film was first released in 1994, only
      overseas viewers had the opportunity to watch it. When the film was screened years later in the Mainland, its
      younger viewers had no organic memory of these historical events. This more affluent generation was less
      concerned about the traumatic impact of the Cultural Revolution than the opportunity of consuming the image of
      China’s revolutionary past, and the collective traumatic sensation it generates, as cultural curiosities. The
      traumatic memory that many spectators consider to be a common national memory, especially for the newer
      generation, is therefore a prosthetic one. For Alison Landsberg, cinema has the power to generate affective
      responses from the spectators to the images of these historical events as though they had been there (20–21).
      Such prosthetic memories create a common ground for those spectators who were too young to be there and those who
      have lived through the events, where they could renegotiate their generational and social differences (Fan 458;
      Elsaesser, “Subject” 146).
    


    
      In some sense, it is no coincidence that Forrest Gump (Robert Zemeckis 1994) was
      released in the United States in the same year as To Live. Forrest Gump, an ageless,
      supposedly “half-witted,” and timeless blank slate who lives through decades of American traumatic events
      unscathed, could be considered a symptom of America’s political crisis in the early 1990s (Fan 460). In the film,
      Forrest Gump is grafted digitally onto historical footages, similar to the way that spectators’ sensoria are
      grafted onto the historical memories these footages are supposed to recall (and vice versa). But like the
      spectators of To Live, the viewers of Forrest Gump
      consist of those who have lived through such experiences and are too traumatized to revisit them, and those who
      were too young to be there and would therefore rely on the film to generate sensorial responses to these
      prosthetic memories.
    


    
      These traumatic memories are identified as sensorial fragments that constitute the imaginary ontological
      consistency of being American precisely because the very topos of American national identity was becoming
      increasingly fragmented in the early Clinton era—a time period during which the set of American values (both
      conservative and liberal) configured by the Cold War and the political crises around it (the Civil Rights
      Movements in the 1960s, Vietnam in the 1970s, the AIDS crisis in the 1980s and 1990s) had failed the baby-boomer
      generation repeatedly. For those who have lived through the actual traumatic events represented in Forrest Gump, the title character bears their guilt of having survived these traumas unscathed
      and having been part of a failed socio-political formation. For those who were too young to be there, these
      traumatic events were—and still are—accessible only through cinematic and televisual mediations, and the growing
      importance of identity politics, the erosion of Cold War consciousness, and the redefinition
      of America in global politics called into question the imaginary consistency of these values. As a result,
      Forrest Gump performs what the spectators fail to do—the failure to maintain a
      self-contained and coherent sense of American-ness. And, in some sense, the film provides both generations an
      opportunity to revisit, renegotiate, and rewrite their conflicting political beliefs (Fan 459).
    


    
      In the novel To Live, Yu Hua constructs a similar set of prosthetic memories for his
      readers. By the end of the narrative, Fugui, after having lost all of his relatives and friends, brings an old ox
      to accompany him and calls the two of them “liangge lao busi” (two old farts that
      refuse to die; Yu 183). The idea of lao busi implies that Fugui refuses to withdraw
      himself from the historical narrative whose (re)writing he has participated in. It also suggests a sense of guilt
      about his own survival, that is, the guilt of being the only survivor of these collective traumas. The traumatic
      pain, which he is partially responsible for creating, no longer has the effect of shaping and molding his
      individual subjectivity after it has repeatedly failed. He lives agelessly in order to persist within his own
      failure as a resistance against a new socio-political system that revises and reiterates the already failed value
      of human affection, a traumatic pain that was in need of renegotiation in both China and America in the early
      1990s.
    


    Conclusion: Cultural Understanding or Failure to Understand?


    
      The success of the Fifth Generation cinema in the United States and Europe, or, rather, the appropriation of the
      Fifth Generation films as American indies, was in itself a failed attempt to establish understanding between
      these two cultural spheres. As Biskind suggests, the idea of outsourcing Hollywood productions to China was in
      fact a way to produce a “mirror held to ourselves ” (87). Such a mirror erases the
      very traumatic core of the American spectator by presenting an image that was posited at the “farthest” spot
      in—or even “outside”—the American cultural imagination, a spot historically reserved as an un-assimilable,
      un-communicable symptom that is socio-politically diametrically opposite to what America represents. Hollywood
      presented itself as an emancipator of individual voices that were suppressed by the Beijing government by
      prescribing and framing them in American terms in the first place, a gesture that restores a Cold War sense of
      moral integrity and cultural consistency. Yet the Fifth Generation films are often seen by the Mainland audience
      as alienated, unapproachable, or “made for the eyes of the other” because these films defamiliarize the way these
      spectators access their own traumatic memories and understand their own ontological consistency. The Fifth
      Generation did fall prey to the mode of humanism and universalism that these directors set out to critique and
      collapse in the first place. In the end, this mode of humanism and universalism was indeed
      Orientalized as these films were converted into American independent films outsourced to China. This failure of
      the Fifth Generation was necessary for the purpose of establishing an inter- and intra-regional connection
      between the Chinese and American audiences at the time. As Rey Chow argues, the very performance of the
      Orientalizing gaze is in itself a performance of the very failure of Orientalism—a step that signaled a gradual
      reconfiguration of the way knowledge of China and Euro-America was exchanged, negotiated, and reconfigured in
      cinema as a public sphere (171–172).
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. See Miller et al. (2005).
      


      
        2. In this essay, I treat the imaginary poles of China and the West as a historically constructed binary and a set
        of problematics. For a summary of the debate on the political positions of the Fifth Generation, see Chow
        (1995).
      


      
        3. Thomas Elsaesser calls this the “parapraxis,” which is more
        commonly known as the “Freudian slip.” See Elsaesser (2009).
      


      
        4. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, however, what the political fetish
        substitutes for is not the father but the all-encompassing Phallic Mother.
      


      
        5. These films include Zhang Yimou’s Ju
        Dou (1991), produced by Cineplex Odeon Films and Tokuma Shoten in collaboration with the CFCC and Xi’an
        Film Studio, distributed by Miramax; Chen Kaige’s Life on a String (Bianzou bianchang, 1991), produced by Pandora Filmproduktion and Serene Productions in
        collaboration with the CFCC and the Beijing Film Studios, distributed by Kino International; Zhang’s
        Raise the Red Lantern (Dahong denglong gaogao gua,
        1991), produced by ERA International, Century Communications, and Salon Films in collaboration with the CFCC,
        distributed by MGM/ Orion Classics; The Story of Qiu Ju (Qiu
        Ju da guansi, 1992), produced by Sil-Metropole in collaboration with the Youth Film Studio of Beijing
        Film Academy, distributed by Sony Pictures Classics; Chen’s Farewell My Concubine,
        produced by Maverick Picture Company and Tomson Films in collaboration with the CFCC and the Beijing Film
        Studio, distributed by Miramax; Tian Zhuangzhuang’s The Blue Kite, produced by Chu
        Eyetos and Longwick Film in collaboration with the Beijing Film Studios, distributed by Kino; and Zhang’s
        To Live, produced by Era International in collaboration with the Shanghai Film
        Studios, distributed by Goldwyn.
      


      
        6. The idea that a Hollywood studio marks or brands a film it
        directly produces or purchases with specific stylistic traits is discussed in Christensen (2002).
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    13 Colliding Fact and Fiction


    
      Techno-Orientalism and Violence of the Ethical Other in Chen Shi-Zheng's Dark
      Matter
    


    
      Kenneth Chan
    


    
      In the context of contemporary American academia, the stereotype of Chinese students (and Asians in general) as
      demonstrating a propensity for and success in scientific, technological, engineering, mathematical, and/or
      business studies has been and continues to be a persistent one. In my own experience, this social imposition of a
      form of Asian alterity began during my liberal arts college education in the United States in the 1980s. Marking
      as “atypical” my personal proclivity for languages, the humanities, and the arts are baffling inquiries such as
      the presumptive “Are you majoring in engineering?” or backhanded compliments like “You speak flawless English,”
      even when English was my first language in Singapore (a former British colony), where I was born, a cultural
      point lost to my American interlocutors. This racial stereotype of academic inclination finds apparent
      justification in any cursory scrutiny of university enrollment numbers in scientific, technological, engineering,
      mathematical, and business studies. What is unfortunate, though, is that this stereotype feeds into the bell
      curve-style logic of racial reductionism,1 a logic that falters when countered by more complex analyses of specific
      national cultures and economies, of class stratification on diasporic patterns, and of the interpellation of
      Asian subjectivities and identifications into the processes of transnational capitalist flows.
    


    
      In whatever way one may interpret this academic phenomenon, the numbers do tell, in part, a story of what Arjun
      Appadurai might see as a confluence between “ethnoscape”—“the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting
      world in which we live” (33)—and “technoscape”—where “technology . . . now moves at high speeds across various
      kinds of previously impervious boundaries” (34), both of which represent two of the “five dimensions of global
      cultural flows” (33). The current pattern of Chinese migration to the United States runs parallel to, and
      intersects in a very material way with, the technological and scientific epistemological flows that shore up the
      techno-industrial complexes sustaining America’s globalized economy. Chinese immigrant intellectual talent in the
      United States and cheap “flexible” labor pools2 in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), for instance, help forge American
      dominance in scientific and technological advancements, as these advancements continue to contribute to US economic, political, and military3 might globally. But in delineating the historical and ideological similarities
      and contiguities between the contemporary responses to the current Chinese intellectual flow and the anti-Chinese
      immigration laws of the late nineteenth and twentieth century in the United States, Betsy Huang effectively
      points out the discursive contradictions in the recently technologized figurations of Chinese talent, which draw
      their lineage from older racist modes. By alluding to the anti-Chinese immigration acts and their goal of
      stemming the tides of Chinese migration, Huang argues that “the US continued to rely on this labor force for its
      expansionist policies” (24). The double-edged figuration of the Chinese “renders them at once exploitable,
      containable, and inhuman,” a figuration that allows the contemporary representation of “the robot” to be then
      “recoded as Chinese . . . striking photographs of rows upon rows of uniformed Chinese factory workers that depict
      them as mechanized cogs in a mass production machine . . . burnished into the Western public consciousness. These
      images of a technologized Chinese workforce are the latest iteration of the West’s enduring ambivalence toward
      ‘Orientals’ as both necessary instruments for and impediments to progress” (ibid.).
    


    
      Some scholars of ethnic studies have characterized this updated construction of Oriental instrumentality as a
      form of “techno-Orientalism,” a subspecies of Edward Said’s Oriental other encrusted with a cyborg-racial
      surface, simultaneously embodying and dehumanizing the technologized Chinese migrant. Coining the term in an
      essay first published in the journal New Formations,4 David Morley and Kevin Robins were, at the time,
      addressing the rise of Japan in the 1980s and 1990s as a formidable economic giant threatening to storm Wall
      Street:
    


    
      If the future is technological, and if technology has become “Japanized,” then the syllogism would suggest that
      the future is now Japanese too. . . . The West has had to try to come to terms with everything that this
      technological “emasculation” entails. As the dynamism of technological innovation has appeared to move eastwards,
      so have these postmodern technologies become structured into the discourse of Orientalism. . . . But there is
      another—a more resentful and more aggressively racist—side to this Techno-Orientalism. The association of
      technology and Japaneseness now serves to reinforce the image of a culture that is cold, impersonal and
      machine-like, an authoritarian culture lacking emotional connection to the rest of the world.
      (“TechnoOrientalism” 153–154)
    


    
      The correlations between the Japanese of the 1980s and 1990s and the “figurations of robot-like Chinese” that
      Huang teases out (23) are further analyzed by Greta Niu in her take on cyberpunk fiction that deploys China as
      backdrop. She argues that “[t]he practice of techno-Orientalism recognizes Asian Americans . . . as science and
      math geeks of the divisive ‘model minority’ myth; Asians elsewhere in the diaspora who are
      the producers of software and/or hardware often are ignored and considered left on the disadvantaged side of the
      so-called ‘digital divide’” (76). The technologization of the Japanese first and of the Chinese thereafter serves
      to distance and, more important, dehumanize the Oriental other, so that it becomes ethically easier to
      simultaneously exploit (for economic purposes) and demonize (for political reasons) Asians in this transpacific
      capitalist network. The violence of exploitation and demonization does not just assume discursive valences in
      terms of cultural and linguistic representations but is also capable of taking material form as registered on the
      corporeality of the ethno-cyborg, a racist or racialized violence that has similarly been inscribed in and on the
      body of Said’s original version of the Oriental other.
    


    
      The violence enacted on the Chinese migrant body, and the violent reaction that it evokes, requires a sustained
      ethical response. I initiate just such a response in this chapter by critically
      reading first-time Chinese filmmaker Chen Shi-Zheng’s 2007 American film Dark Matter
      through Judith Butler’s philosophical musings about ethical accountability and one’s ethical responsibilities to
      the human other, which in this case assumes the form of the technologized Chinese migrant, who has helped build
      twentieth- and twenty-first-century America through the epistemological flows that Appadurai has identified. As
      film scholar Christine Cornea observes, technoOrientalist imagery finds its way into Hollywood science fiction in
      particular because of the rise of East Asian economies and the technologized futures they portend, a point that
      Huang and Niu have similarly made. The “economic and industrial shifts may have altered the way in which these
      territories (Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore) were perceived by the West,” suggests Cornea, thus
      providing “a sort of ‘econocultural’ rationale behind the use of oriental images in Blade
      Runner and more recent science fiction” cinema (74).
    


    
      In the context of the recent technological-economic emergence of China as a major player in Pacific Rim politics,
      Dark Matter conveniently presents itself as an ideal choice for my analysis in this
      chapter for a number of reasons: first, as an American film “[p]roduced with the assistance of China Film
      Co-Production Corporation and Warner China Film HG Corporation,”5 and featuring both American stars like Meryl Streep and Chinese actors like
      up-and-comer Liu Ye,6
      Dark Matter conveniently straddles the diasporic divide, potentially appealing to
      both American audiences and to what Michael Curtin heralds as the “vast and increasingly wealthy Global China
      market” (3–4). Its transpacific market status must inflect in some way its engagement with the cultural politics
      of the Chinese diaspora. Second, while Dark Matter is not a science fiction film per
      se, but a fictional film about science in academia, it engages and confronts the techno- Orientalism in American
      scholarly culture and the way it oppressively projects ethnic alterity on Chinese students in a manner that
      results in tragic violence. Third, and finally, the film is loosely based on the 1991 shooting incident at the University of Iowa (where astrophysics student Gang Lu killed himself after fatally shooting a
      fellow student and four faculty members). The timing of this film’s release also eerily coincided with the
      Virginia Tech massacre, where Seung-Hui Cho, of Korean ethnic descent, shot 47 people, killing 32 of them.
      Dark Matter, therefore, brings into collision fact and fiction in order to implode
      the disturbing fantasy of a violent, technologized ethnic other, and to force a rethinking of one’s
      responsibility to minorities in communities across the United States. It asks audiences to consider their
      complicity in producing a climate of social alienation and cultural exploitation, and to question their ethical
      role in enabling the campus shootings during the past two decades. It registers a necessary structure of
      affectation that puts one back in touch with fellow human beings.
    


    Dark Matter: Colliding Fact and Fiction


    
      On an unremarkable afternoon on November 1, 1991, a physics doctoral student from China named Gang Lu walked into
      the University of Iowa’s Department of Physics and Astronomy, pulled out a .38 caliber handgun, and shot a couple
      of his professors and a fellow student. He then methodically headed over to the administration offices to kill
      the associate vice president of academic affairs and to severely injure one of the vice president’s
      administrative staff. He ended his rampage by eventually committing suicide.7 In retrospect, what is significant about such campus mass
      shootings is the fact that they have sadly become commonplace and, hence, unremarkable in our public consciousness. Americans are now increasingly desensitized by the
      frequency of these violent occurrences. In a report from Mother Jones, “[s]ince 1982,
      there have been at least 62 mass shootings across the country, with the killings unfolding in 30 states from
      Massachusetts to Hawaii. Twenty-five of these mass shootings have occurred since 2006, and seven of them took
      place in 2012” (Follman, Aronsen, and Pan ¶ 1).8 An inordinate number of these shootings occurred in schools and on college
      campuses, including Lindhurst High School (California, 1992), Westside Middle School (Arkansas, 1998), Thurston
      High School (Oregon, 1998), Columbine High School (Colorado, 1999), Red Lake Senior High School (Minnesota,
      2005), an Amish school in Lancaster County (Pennsylvania, 2006), Virginia Tech (Virginia, 2007), Northern
      Illinois University (Illinois, 2008), Oikos University (California, 2012), and recently, in 2012, Sandy Hook
      Elementary in Connecticut (ibid. ¶ 2). This list is a chilling reminder of how quickly and easily one can forget
      the horror of these shootings, as they so rapidly disappear into our collective amnesia.
    


    
      Another remarkable fact about the University of Iowa shooting is that it foregrounded the notions of race and
      nationality, and the complexity of determining the motivation behind this particular shooting. According to a
      New York Times report, the shooter Gang Lu was described as “one of the department’s most gifted graduate students. . . . And while many people knew him to be
      temperamental, angered by what he saw as unfair treatment by some faculty members and administrators, nobody was
      prepared for the rampage of murder and suicide that he unleashed” (Marriott ¶ 2). The report notes that “[t]he
      department’s doctoral program is nationally recognized as highly competitive” (¶ 4) and that Lu, according to an
      astronomy professor, “seems to have obviously felt pressures that are abnormal” (qtd. in ibid.). But, to some,
      the pressures of graduate study alone could not entirely account for Lu’s violently aberrant behavior. As another
      New York Times article on the subject notes, “the passage from student to junior
      colleague is only heightened in ambiguity and tension when you are thousands of miles from home and hardly speak
      the language” (Overbye ¶ 14). Vanderbilt University physicist James Dickerson names this the “unstated racism”
      that is “not widely discussed in the physics community” (qtd. in ibid.). The report describes Dickerson as
      observing how “Asian students were often marginalized because of a perception . . . that they are exceptionally
      smart and are there to work 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. As a result they wind up as cogs in the research
      machine and remain isolated from the rest of the community and the culture” (ibid.). Complicating this cultural
      dynamic are also the pressures from the home front. Harvard professor Shing-Tung Yau blames “China’s one-child
      policy” for putting immense “pressure on students,” particularly those studying overseas (ibid.). He points out
      that “[t]he Chinese family in general [places] . . . high expectation[s] on their children,” and “[w] hen they
      realize that they cannot achieve it, they get very upset, especially [when] the whole family have been telling
      their friends about him or her” (qtd. in ibid.).
    


    
      This New York Times article, in articulating the possible factors of institutional
      racism and cultural pressures to perform, carefully negotiates the neutral ground of journalistic reportage—in
      other words, it presents its readers with various opinions and allows them to draw their own conclusions. My
      discussion of Dark Matter, in the next section of the chapter, engages the same
      terrain. But, in routing my analysis through the film’s ethical and aesthetic filters, I argue the necessity of
      taking the engagement one step further by insisting that one confront philosophically the ethical quandaries of
      personal and collective accountability and responsibility in order to move beyond the requisite expressions of
      horror and disgust at both racism and senseless gun violence in America. Of course, I am in no way suggesting
      that the newspaper has failed to do its job adequately; because of brevity, a journalistic report can only do so
      much. I am, in fact, grateful that the author of the article took the trouble to draw forth the potential lines
      of intersection that constitute a very overdetermined and complicated incident like a mass shooting. It is thus
      incumbent on readers to connect the dots philosophically.
    


    
      When the shooting in Iowa occurred, director Chen Shi-Zheng was at New York University
      completing his graduate work. The incident struck a chord in him (Overbye 2), leading to a collaboration with
      Billy Shebar. Together, they sketched out the story for the film, with Shebar producing the script. The filmic
      narrative “is part autobiographical [from Chen’s standpoint] and deliberately steers away from a direct
      replication of Gang Lu’s story, partly out of respect for the families of the victims” (ibid.). Therefore, the
      fictional generality of the film enables its flexibility and mobility in addressing questions of racial/cultural
      sensitivities and gun violence, both separately and together.9 Instead of Iowa, the film is set in Utah, at a fictitious university.10 Arriving on campus is brilliant
      astrophysics student Liu Xing (Liu Ye), a man with ambitious plans to win the Nobel Prize in physics. But in
      order to accomplish this goal, he needs to develop a logical theory about dark matter that would supersede the
      cosmic string theory of his new mentor, Professor Jake Reiser (Aidan Quinn). At the beginning of their working
      relationship, Reiser was impressed by the diligence and intelligence of his new Chinese protégé. Liu goes out of
      his way to help Reiser with his data analysis by working through the night. He even rescues his professor from
      public embarrassment when Reiser’s former mentor, Professor Gazda (Erick Avari), confronts Reiser after his
      presentation at the Early Universe Symposium. But Liu’s relationship with Reiser is complicated by the arrival of
      Laurence Feng (Lloyd Suh), Liu’s former Beijing rival. Reiser takes a greater interest in the new student as Feng
      reflects a sycophantic willingness to work within the boundaries of the Reiser model. Liu’s work on dark matter
      soon arrives at a breakthrough, which Reiser dismisses. Despite his disappointment with his professor’s rejection
      of his work, Liu proceeds to publish his findings in the Journal of Astronomy, much
      to Reiser’s dismay and chagrin. To get back at his wayward student, Reiser and the dissertation committee refuse
      to pass Liu’s dissertation, leading the young man into a fit of anger and an emotional outburst. Liu’s depression
      deepens when Jackie (Taylor Schilling), the blonde girl who works at the Beehive Tea Room, rejects his overtures
      of romance. Despite encouraging words from his friend Joanna Silver (Meryl Streep), Liu turns to the dark side.
      He writes a check for US$10,000 to his parents back in China, mails it off with his final letter to them, and
      then heads off to campus. During Feng’s dissertation presentation, Liu stoically enters a packed auditorium,
      walks to the front of the podium, and shoots his competitor in the eye. He then turns to his main target,
      Professor Reiser, and fires off his next shot into his forehead. In the midst of the pandemonium, Liu shoots the
      department chair, Professor Colby (Joe Grifasi), in the back and kills Professor Small (Rob Campbell) as he lies
      on the floor on his back. The massacre ends with Liu retreating to Reiser’s office. He reclines on his former
      mentor’s chair, points the gun at his right temple, and pulls the trigger. The film concludes with Liu’s mother
      (Chi Peng), who had a premonition of something tragic happening, hastily arriving home in
      time to receive Joanna Silver’s phone call.
    


    Ethics of Accountability


    
      The film’s title, Dark Matter, is a reference to a cosmological phenomenon that
      astrophysicists have been pondering since 1933, when “Fritz Zwicky published the first observational evidence
      that the Universe had a dark component . . . the existence of dunkle Materie—‘dark
      matter’” (Gates 21–22). The work of Vera Rubin and Kent Ford in the 1970s has led researchers to arrive at the
      conclusion that the universe is made up of 5 percent normal matter, 23 percent dark matter, and 72 percent dark
      energy (ibid. 22–26). As cosmologist Evalyn Gates describes it in her book Einstein’s Telescope, dark matter is “[m]atter that is not seen, and
      in fact can’t be seen directly by any of our telescopes. . . . So, although we still don’t know what dark matter
      is, we can at least agree that it is matter of some kind (it has mass), with normal gravitational interactions”
      (26–27). Or, as Liu describes it to Joanna Silver in one crucial scene in the film:
    


    
      Even in all space there is stuff we can’t see, even with the most powerful telescope. But we know it is there
      because of gravitational effect. Picture the universe as a mountain range. Only the highest peaks get snow. These
      snowy peaks are stars and galaxies we can see through our telescope. But these are just tiniest part[s] of the
      universe. Maybe one percent. The rest of the mountain is dark matter. Ninety-nine percent of the universe [is]
      dark matter. But no one pays attention to it because, because, they can’t see it. I can see it with mathematics.
      I can use mathematics to see the whole dark mountain.11
    


    
      But Liu is blinded by the illusion of mathematical certainty, when mathematics only articulates for him the
      silhouette, or phenomenological trace, of cosmic materiality—an epistemological concreteness that remains
      unfulfilled. Even the renowned physicist Stephen Hawking has argued that Albert Einstein’s theory of “general
      relativity claims to be only a partial theory” and that attempts to bring together both Einstein’s theory and
      “the other great partial theory of the twentieth century, quantum mechanics . . . into a single quantum theory of
      gravity” will one day lead to a more complete understanding of the universe, its makeup, and its origin (53–54).
    


    
      So, what then exactly is the critical point of the film’s titular deployment of this cosmological phenomenon, and
      the detailed and somewhat accurate description of the concept in the film’s diegesis? Apart from its reference to
      the field of study in which Liu Xing is immersed, “dark matter” denotes the dark or troubling narrative material
      the film is using to address the issue of campus mass shootings. In its allusion to the Iowa case, the film
      also highlights the racial problematic that darkness, as skin color, presents. Furthermore,
      dark matter as a scientific/mathematical hypothesis further suggests a number of tropological nuances that bear
      cultural and critical significance. For instance, the director himself sees figured in dark matter “a difference
      between East and West” (Overbye 2). He observes that “[i]n Chinese culture . . . the most profound world is
      intangible and invisible. Here [in America], everything has to be proven, material” (qtd. in ibid.). I want to
      suggest, too, that the incomplete or partial epistemology suggested by the theory (as I have delineated in the
      paragraph above) functions as a metaphor for the critical implications of ethical accountability and
      responsibility when one considers how subjectivity and alterity are themselves (from theoretical, individual, and
      collective perspectives) incomplete, a philosophical conundrum with which Judith Butler wrestles.
    


    
      In her book Giving an Account of Oneself, Butler confronts the paradox of an inchoate
      or imperfect narrating of the self, and what this narration implies ethically. As part of the production of
      identity and subjectivity, Butler argues, “My account of myself is partial, haunted by that for which I can
      devise no definitive story. I cannot explain exactly why I have emerged in this way, and my efforts at narrative
      reconstruction are always undergoing revision” (40). This struggle in constituting subjectivity has deep
      implications for not only how self-accountability is established but also how one relates to the other and how
      the self and the other are held accountable for their actions:
    


    
      Can a new sense of ethics emerge from such inevitable ethical failure? I suggest that it can, and that it would
      be spawned by a certain willingness to acknowledge the limits of acknowledgment itself. When we claim to know and
      to present ourselves, we will fail in some ways that are nevertheless essential to who we are. We cannot
      reasonably expect anything different from others in return. . . . This can, by the way, constitute a disposition
      of humility and generosity alike: I will need to be forgiven for what I cannot have fully known, and I will be
      under a similar obligation to offer forgiveness to others, who are also constituted in partial opacity to
      themselves. (Butler 42)
    


    
      Generous forgiveness does not in itself foreclose the moral accounting for one’s (and the other’s) actions, and
      the legal and juridical consequences that it entails. However, “recognition sometimes obligates us to suspend
      judgment in order to apprehend the other. . . . It may be that only through an experience of the other under
      conditions of suspended judgment do we finally become capable of an ethical reflection on the humanity of the
      other, even when that other has sought to annihilate humanity” (ibid. 44–45). Judgment is necessary for social
      functionality and coherence, but it must not be meted out at the expense of ethical reflexivity and reflection,
      modalities that can transform the relationality between the self and the other and thus disable the very conditions that enable the violence enacted on self and other in the first place.
    


    
      This judgment-ethics tension cannot but frame Dark Matter as a film of political
      intervention. Director Chen reflects on how “puzzled [he was] by the [Iowa] shootings and the response. One
      Chinese[-]language newspaper, he said, ran a front-page apology for the shootings, in [a] language [that] its
      intended recipients couldn’t read. At the same time he saw a screen saver from a Chinese student association that
      read ‘Long live Gang Lu’” (Overbye 2). He was mortified by how the association clearly “held him as a hero” (qtd.
      in ibid.). At the same time, Chen empathizes with the difficult conditions that Chinese students face when they
      arrive in the United States. These students discover the discrepancy between representation and reality—some are
      caught in “the wrong end of a power struggle with their [professorial] mentors” (ibid.), just as in the cases of
      Gang Lu and the fictional Liu Xing.
    


    
      In the first scenes of Dark Matter, Professor Reiser performs his role as the typical
      American professor fairly well. He welcomes Liu to his team by praising him for receiving “the highest score . .
      . for the qualifying exam” and by insisting that Liu Xing drop the respectful “formality” and “call . . . [him]
      Jake.” But this facade of professorial conviviality soon reveals cracks: Reiser’s proclamation that he loves
      Beijing students—“Wo ai beijing . . . students”—is grounded on the labor value that
      these students can offer him to further his own career objectives. Hildy (Blair Brown), Reiser’s administrative
      staff and departmental conscience, bravely and persistently confronts him for insidiously manipulating his
      graduate students into “putting in a lot of all-nighters,” thereby exploiting the cheap intellectual labor that
      these Chinese students present. Reiser circumvents this critique by representing himself in the contemporary
      guise of Rudyard Kipling’s “white man’s burden”: “These kids are grateful for whatever work I give them. They
      come from a place where astrology is considered a science and indoor plumbing a luxury.” His civilizing logic
      masks a contempt for China, its culture, and its people, when he deflects Hildy’s question about his lack of
      personal knowledge of Chinese culture and the fact that he has not “even been to China”: “I’m a theorist. I don’t
      have to actually go there. I don’t even like Chinese food.” His arrogance finds theoretical grounding in the
      Orientalist presumption of epistemological superiority—the notion that he does not really need to know them to be able to know about them. They are a racial, cultural type that his
      effective Orientalist schema has sufficiently encapsulated. If/when Reiser acknowledges the epistemological
      limits (as Butler suggests) of his own sense of cultural superiority, only then will he be able to take the first
      steps towards connecting with his other’s humanity.
    


    
      One must also nuance further Reiser’s Orientalist prejudices by teasing out the techno-Orientalist elements. His
      ability to disregard the human suffering of his students suggests that he considers the Chinese students
      automatons, or, as Betsy Huang puts it, “figurations of robot-like Chinese” (23). They are “mechanized cogs in a
      mass production machine” (ibid. 24), which is Reiser’s “Cosmological Research Group.” Membership in this group requires one to be, in the professor’s words, “a team player,” which Liu is not. Esprit de
      corps euphemizes the “soft” authoritarian methodology with which Reiser keeps his troops in line. It is ironic
      that technoOrientalist formulations of Japan in the 1980s and 1990s visualize “a culture that is cold, impersonal
      and machine-like, an authoritarian culture lacking emotional connection to the rest of the world” (Morley and
      Robins, “Techno-Orientalism” 154). The accusations that Reiser, and his ilk, would lodge against China and the
      Chinese—a political critique that at times does have its legitimacy—are the very ones that one can similarly
      direct at Reiser’s own methods and attitudes.
    


    
      The techno-Orientalist reading of the Chinese as automatons in the global technological network is also meant to
      suppress and diffuse the fear of the rise of China as a techno-economic giant. It is a fear that China might and
      will develop intellectual agency to outstrip Western technological advancement. In a conversation with Liu Xing,
      Reiser pays lip service to intellectual and academic freedom when he tells his student that he should “feel free
      to challenge” him, especially when Liu points out that “[i]t’s a big problem” in China, where a “[s]tudent never
      challenge[s] the teacher” because the student has “too much respect.” Or, as Liu puts it, “no challenge no
      progress.” This moment of challenge arrives when Liu achieves a scientific “breakthrough” with his theory on dark
      matter, a possible revolution in the field of cosmology that could render the Reiser model moot. The scene where
      Liu jubilantly shares with his professor his findings with the hope that they can constitute the foundation for
      his doctoral dissertation is cinematically constructed to reflect Reiser’s heavy-handed response. Director Chen
      deploys a low-angle shot to place the audience in Liu’s shoes, as he stands on the stairs with Reiser powerfully
      looming above him. Reiser cuts him off with: “What? Are you out of your mind? This is way over your head, way
      past your capabilities. . . . This is a marathon. You cannot sprint all the way. Alright? Pick something simpler
      and then build on that. You’re gonna have to learn that you have to pay your dues first, ok?” When Liu Xing
      decides to publish his findings with the Journal of Astronomy, Reiser angrily
      confides in his secretary, Hildy:
    


    
      
        REISER: How dare he, without my permission, without even showing it to me?
      


      
        HILDY: I believe he tried.
      


      
        REISER: He did not! Why are you siding with him?
      


      
        HILDY: Liu Xing worships you. He wanted your blessing. You didn’t give it to him.
        That’s all that happened.
      


      
        REISER: I know. So respectful. Bowing. Obsequious on the outside. Inside he’s an
        arrogant little bastard. Maybe they all are.
      

    


    
      An eye-line match cut sutures the shot of Reiser looking out the window of the elevator he is in with Hildy, to a
      long shot of a group of Chinese students fooling around on the landing of a staircase. The editing here
      visualizes the contempt that Reiser has for his Chinese students. What is fascinating about Reiser’s anger at Liu
      is less the fact that one of his brilliant students has successfully challenged his own theory (for Reiser
      himself had done the same to his own mentor, Dr. Gazda, when he was a student) but the fact that it is one of his
      Chinese students who has accomplished this feat.
    


    
      This opens a new line of questioning. Is the film’s characterization of Reiser an attempt to apportion blame to
      the professor for creating the relational incentive for Liu’s murderous act? Despite his reprehensible cultural
      attitudes, Reiser obviously does not deserve the execution-style judgment that Liu found it necessary to inflict
      on his professor; nobody deserves to die in this manner. What this characterization does is to humanize Reiser in
      all his pride and failings, and to suggest that despite the way his prejudices have contributed to the oppression
      of his students, an understanding of the limits of his self-knowledge could have changed both his fate and that
      of his distraught protégé.
    


    
      Liu’s motivation to commit the crime is clearly connected to the ill treatment he suffered at the hands of
      Reiser, though what pushed him over the edge is hard to discern. Hence, his character is much less relatable than
      one would have expected in the context of the film’s politics.12 Conversely, in narrating Liu’s decline into depression and psychotic rage,
      the film maps two key strands of cultural logic that have contributed to his social and psychological failures in
      America. One of those strands is the cultural honor he feels obligated to uphold, especially in the eyes of his
      parents. The other is the mythical idealization of America as the land of freedom and opportunity.
    


    
      The ideological imperative of cultural honor structures Liu Xing’s self-representation in the letters he writes
      to his parents. Butler’s contention that people fail in accurate self-narration undergirds the trajectory of
      Liu’s letters. In the six epistolary accounts of his “success” in America, Liu moves from truth to fiction in
      order to maintain the illusion, or the lie, of his rise to academic prominence. Letter one affirms his hope to
      “bring honor to . . . [his] family,” while letter three finds him telling his parents how attending the Early
      Universe Symposium has confirmed his belief in his chosen area of study: “[D]ark matter is the real future of
      cosmology. In America, I am free to follow my dreams. I will definitely win the Nobel Prize.” By the time he gets
      to letter four, Liu has begun to lie to his parents about how “Professor Reiser is very pleased” with his “major
      breakthrough,” leading him to full-fledged fabrication in letter five, about his supposed graduation and
      successful job search. The final letter is the most poignant of all, where Liu proclaims the truth of the check
      that he is sending to his parents: “Here is the money I saved in America to repay you for all the gentle care you
      have given me.” Liu is under the deeply misguided notion that death (and even murder) to protect his honor in the
      eyes of his parents is preferable to acknowledging personal failure to succeed in a flawed institution. Here is
      the rare instance where psychosis and cultural ideology meet to produce extreme tragedy.
    


    
      The flipside of this cultural coin is Liu’s unrealistic expectations of what America offers immigrants. His
      idealistic, if not delusional, conception of the American dream assumes a racialized twist, as evident in his
      semifacetious statement to his roommates that he is “going to solve the dark matter problem, win the Nobel Prize,
      and marry a blond, blue-eyed American girl,” despite his contradictory suggestion to his rival Laurence Feng,
      later on in the film, that “[w]e should have our own ideas and language.” Instead of pragmatically going along
      with his roommate’s suggestion that he should “[j]ust find something that Reiser will approve, and graduate
      first,” an acknowledgment that will shatter the idealistic bubble he prefers to live in, Liu chooses instead to
      charge forward with his dark matter theory in his dissertation defense, much to his own detriment. Shortly after,
      when Jackie, the blond girl who works at the Beehive Tea Room, rejects his romantic advances, Liu’s American
      world finally crumbles. In the scene where Reiser informs him that he did not pass his dissertation, the film
      cuts to the moment where, in Pioneer Village (shot in Heber Old Town, Utah), Liu’s pretend shootout with his
      friends, all dressed in High Noon-style cowboy gear, ends in his crashing to the
      ground after being fatally shot. Whether this Hollywood-inflected notion of Wild West vigilante justice has
      permeated Liu’s imaginary construction of what America stands for is anyone’s guess. But what is certain is that
      this playacting sequence of John Wayne machismo becomes symbolic of (and foreshadows) the real-life acting out
      that is to end in actual bloodshed and death. Liu’s failure to reconcile the cultural contradictions of the
      representational and the “real,” that is, American life, marks a complicity of not just his personal delusions
      but also the racial prejudices of American society and the lack of political will as a nation to address the
      issue of gun control and its relationship to mental disorders and disability.13
    


    Performing Cultural Sensitivity


    
      The role that Meryl Streep’s character Joanna Silver plays in the central narrative of Liu’s struggle with his
      professor could be considered a minor one. However, in the context of the film’s attempt to negotiate the ethics
      of accountability, Silver’s role is key in that she embodies the liberal political sensibility of cultural
      understanding, which one could argue serves as a foil to Professor Reiser’s insensitivities. She goes out of her
      way to chauffeur the Chinese students around. She desires “to make a connection with these new Chinese students”
      even though her jet-setting businessman husband is all “connected out.” She is considered by Reverend Hollings
      (Boris McGiver) as “a great patron of Chinese culture at the university” and as “one of the most caring members”
      of the Chinese outreach group. But it is precisely her connectedness to Chinese culture, a connection that
      assumes a fetishistic quality—she practices tai chi in two sequences of the film,
      decorates her home with chinoiserie, and is trying her utmost to learn the Chinese
      language—that signals her unwitting role in society’s failure to truly care for the
      newcomers in its community. Part of the danger of performing cultural sensitivity and understanding is that it
      becomes a stand-in for actual sensitivity and understanding. Silver, hence, is
      blindsided by Liu’s violent actions because she is so caught up in her attempts to make connections that she does
      not accurately see the extent of Liu’s psychological descent. “[T]he self has causal agency,” posits Judith
      Butler, “even if, in a given instance, the self may not have been the cause of the suffering in question” (12).
      From this observation, Butler stresses that social responsibility is in the ethical purview of all who inhabit
      the space of consequential action.
    


    
      My counterintuitive reading of Joanna Silver’s indirect role in the mass shooting deserves a more hopeful ending.
      In Silver’s final contact with Liu and in her fateful phone call to his mother, I envision hope for an ethical
      future where generosity, forgiveness, and self-awareness of one’s subjective limitations will confer a deeper
      sense of human understanding in the face of human frailty and failings. When Liu pays an unexpected visit to
      Silver at her home to sell her skincare products, he touches her hand and face as he applies the hand and face
      creams on her. Silver reciprocates this physicality of touch as she gently sweeps the hair from his forehead.
      Infusing this scene is a moment of passing reality that signifies the beginning of knowledge of the self and the
      other, and how they relate. It is like the mountain peaks of snow in Liu’s description of the universe, where we
      are seeing only the visible bits of ontological truth. The mysterious dark matter, as it inhabits the spaces of
      the unknown, must humble one into generous outreach, just as Silver’s voice in her telephone call to Liu’s mother
      articulates a subjectivity of self-reflexive limitation, enunciating a desire to really know: “Hello, I am
      Joanna.”
    


    
      Notes


      
        1. For the problematic, if not racist, racial categorizations of
        the bell curve theory, see Herrnstein and Murray (1994).
      


      
        2. Looking back at history, one could come to the conclusion that
        US military adventurism and Cold War containment interventions in the Asia-Pacific political arena in the
        twentieth century have enabled the triumph of late capitalist ideologies and have produced the political
        conditions necessary for the corporate strategies of flexible accumulation. For these strategies, see Harvey
        (1990).
      


      
        3. I am thinking here of not just the national conceptions of
        military power but also the big business of the military industrial complexes, ranging from the sale of
        high-powered weaponry and military hardware to small arms deals. It is no wonder that the recent United
        Nations’ Arms Trade Treaty, which “would help Western countries press to curtail Russian arms sales to Syria,
        where President Bashar al-Assad’s government has been accused of widespread abuses in more than two years of
        civil war” (Eckert, Charbonneau, and Mohammed 2013, ¶ 4), has touched a nerve with the already paranoid
        National Rifle Association (NRA), which is marshaling all its political forces against it. As most liberal pundits correctly believe, the NRA’s invocation of the Second Amendment to the US
        Constitution is less about the protection of the individual right to bear arms and more about the protection of
        the booming national and global business of weapon sales. My choice to reference the recent treaty and the NRA
        response here is not based on personal whim but is rhetorically strategic in its allusion, as my later reading
        of the film Dark Matter and its connection to violence, ethics, and gun control
        will demonstrate.
      


      
        4. The essay subsequently appears in a revised form in Morley and
        Robins’ 1995 book Spaces of Identity as “Techno-Orientalism: Japan Panic.”
      


      
        5. This production detail is provided in the end credits of the
        US DVD release of the film.
      


      
        6. Liu Ye’s breakout role was in Stanley Kwan’s critically
        acclaimed film Lan Yu (2001). This film launched Liu’s career by helping draw
        audience and industry attention in the international film festival circuit.
      


      
        7. I have obtained the information regarding the incident from
        Marriott (1991).
      


      
        8. For a 2013 update of these numbers, see Follman et al. (2013).
      


      
        9. Just as the film became a means for director Chen to deal with
        his feelings and concerns about what happened in Iowa, the literary format of the short story was Jo Ann
        Beard’s way of grappling with the sadness and trauma that reverberated through the community after the shooting
        occurred. Beard’s incredible story “The Fourth State of Matter” was published in the New
        Yorker in 1996.
      


      
        10. The film was shot at Utah Valley State College. The college
        became Utah Valley University in 2008. See the university’s history at
        <www.uvu.edu/visitors/aboutuvu/history.html#>.
      


      
        11. All dialogue from and references to the film are from the US
        DVD release. While I have depended partly on the DVD’s English subtitles for the translation of the Mandarin
        dialogue, I have incorporated some of my own translations for purposes of clarity and accuracy.
      


      
        12. Of course, this character portrayal of psychosis may be more
        realistic than I give the film credit for.
      


      
        13. According to a news report, “[w]hile Mr. [Gang] Lu legally
        owned the weapons, he did not have a permit to carry them, the sheriff added” (Marriott 1991, ¶ 2).
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