
Duke University Press

Durham and London, 2005

Hong Kong University Press

Hong Kong, 2005



© Hong Kong University Press 2005

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted, in 

any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, 

or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing 

from the publisher.

This book is among a series of titles co-published by Duke University Press and 

Hong Kong University Press, a collaboration designed to make possible new circuits of 

circulation for scholarship. This title is available in Asia, Australia, and New Zealand 

from Hong Kong University Press; in the Americas and Europe from Duke University 

Press; and from either publisher in the rest of the world.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hong Kong connections: transnational imagination in action cinema/edited by

Meaghan Morris, Siu Leung Li, and Stephen Chan Ching-kiu

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 1-932643-19-2 (cloth : alk. paper)

ISBN 1-932643-01-X (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Adventure fi lms—History and criticism. 2. Adventure fi lms—China—Hong Kong—

History and criticism.

I. Morris, Meaghan.

II. Li, Siu Leung.

III. Chan, Stephen Ching-kiu.

PN1995.9.A3H66 2005

791.43’655’095125—dc22

2005023603 

Duke University Press

Box 90660

Durham, North Carolina

27708-0660

www.dukeupress.edu

Hong Kong University Press

The University of Hong Kong

Pokfulam Road

Hong Kong

www.hkupress.org

10     9     8     7     6     5     4     3     2     1

Printed and bound by United League Graphic & Printing Co. Ltd., Hong Kong, China



Contents

• Acknowledgments ix

• Contributors xi

• Introduction: Hong Kong Connections 1

 Meaghan MORRIS

Part 1: History, Imagination and Hong Kong Popular  19
 Culture

1. Moving Body: The Interactions Between Chinese Opera  21
 and Action Cinema

 YUNG Sai-shing 

2. Interactions Between Japanese and Hong Kong Action  35
Cinemas

 Kinnia YAU Shuk-ting

3. The Myth Continues: Cinematic Kung Fu in Modernity 49

 Siu Leung LI

4. The Fighting Condition in Hong Kong Cinema: Local Icons 63
and Cultural Antidotes for the Global Popular 

 Stephen CHAN Ching-kiu



5. Order/Anti-Order: Representation of Identity in Hong Kong  81
Action Movies

 DAI Jinhua

Part 2: Action Cinema as Contact Zone  95

06. Genre as Contact Zone: Hong Kong Action and Korean  97
Hwalkuk

 KIM Soyoung

7. Hong Kong Action Film and the Career of the Telugu Mass  111
Hero

 S. V. SRINIVAS

8. Hong Kong–Hollywood–Bombay: On the Function of  125
“Martial Art” in the Hindi Action Cinema

 Valentina VITALI

9. Let’s Miscegenate: Jackie Chan and His African-American 151 
Connection

 Laleen JAYAMANNE

10. The Secrets of Movement: The Infl uence of Hong Kong  163
Action Cinema upon the Contemporary French Avant-garde

 Nicole BRENEZ

11. At the Edge of the Cut: An Encounter with the Hong Kong  175
Style in Contemporary Action Cinema

 Adrian MARTIN

Part 3: Translation and Embodiment: Technologies of 189
Globalisation

12. Wuxia Redux: Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon as  191
a Model of Late Transnational Production

 Stephen TEO

CONTENTSvi



13. Hong Kong Film and the New Cinephilia 205

 David DESSER

14. Action Cinema, Labour Power and the Video Market 223

 Paul WILLEMEN

15. Spectral Critiques: Tracking “Uncanny” Filmic Paths  249
Towards a Bio-Poetics of Trans-Pacifi c Globalization

 Rob WILSON

16. Technoscience Culture, Embodiment and Wuda pian 269

 WONG Kin-yuen

• Notes 287

• Index 327 
  
 

CONTENTS vii



Contributors

Nicole BRENEZ teaches Cinema Studies at the University of Paris-1. A 
graduate of the Ecole Normale Supérieure, she has published several 
books including Shadows de John Cassavetes (Nathan, 1995) and De la 
Figure en général et du Corps en particulier. L’invention fi gurative au 
cinéma (De Boeck Université, 1998). She has a book forthcoming on 
Abel Ferrara (Illinois University Press). She has organised many fi lm 
events and retrospectives, notably “Jeune, dure et pure, une histoire du 
cinéma d’avant-garde en France” [“Young and Dangerous: A history of 
avant-garde cinema in France”] for the French Cinémathèque in 2000. She 
is curator of the Cinémathèque Française’s avant-garde fi lm sessions.

Stephen CHAN Ching-kiu is Professor of Cultural Studies and Director 
of the Master of Cultural Studies Programme at Lingnan University, 
where he began the BA (Hons) Cultural Studies programme in 1999. 
Previously, he directed the Hong Kong Cultural Studies Programme at 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong. He edited the bilingual Hong Kong 
Cultural Studies Bulletin (1994–1998) and the book series Hong Kong 
Cultural Studies (Oxford University Press China), editing for the latter 
Identity and Public Culture, Practice of Affect: Hong Kong Popular Song 
Lyrics, and Cultural Imaginary and Ideology. Co-author of Hong Kong 
Un-Imagined: History, Culture and the Future (Taipei: Rye Field, 1997), 
Chan’s interests range from cultural representation and urban sensibil-
ity to transnational fl ows and critical education through popular genres. 
Recent essays include “Figures of Hope and the Filmic Imaginary of 
Jianghu in Contemporary Hong Kong Cinema” (Cultural Studies, 2001), 
“Building Cultural Studies for Postcolonial Hong Kong” (Cultural Studies: 



Interdisciplinarity and Translation, Rodopi, 2002), and “Burst into Action: 
The Changing Spectacle of Glamour Heroines in Contemporary Hong 
Kong Cinema” (Cultural Studies Review, 2004).

DAI Jinhua has taught in the Department of Literature of the Beijing 
Film Institute for ten years. Now Professor of the Institute of Comparative 
Literature and Comparative Culture and Director of the Cultural Studies 
Workshop of Peking University, she is also Visiting Professor to the 
Department of East Asia, Ohio State University, USA. She has published 
widely on fi lm history, mass culture and feminist literature. Her books 
in Chinese include Surfacing from History: A Study of Contemporary 
Women’s Literature (1989), A Handbook of Film Theory and Criticism 
(1995), Breaking Out of the City of Mirrors: Women, Film, Literature 
(1995), Invisible Writing: Cultural Studies in China in the 1990s (1999), 
If in the Mirror: Interviews with Dai Jinhua (1999), The Views in the Mist: 
Chinese Film Culture 1978–1998 (1999), and Writing Cultural Heroes: 
Cultural Studies at the Turn of the Century (2000). Her most recent work, 
Cinema and Desire: Feminist Marxism and Cultural Politics in the Work 
of Dai Jinhua (ed. Jing Wang and Tani Barlow, Verso, 2002) is a translated 
collection of her important articles.

David DESSER is Professor of Cinema Studies at the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign. A Visiting Scholar in the Department of Cinema/
Television at Hong Kong Baptist University for 2002–03, he recently co-
edited The Cinema of Hong Kong: History, Arts, Identity (with Poshek Fu, 
Cambridge, 2000) and he is the author and editor of numerous books on 
Japanese cinema including Eros Plus Massacre: An Introduction to the 
Japanese New Wave (Indiana University Press, 1988) and Ozu’s “Tokyo 
Story” (Cambridge, 1997). He recently provided a full commentary track 
for Tokyo Story in the Criterion Collection DVD series.
 
Laleen JAYAMANNE is a Senior Lecturer in cinema studies at the 
University of Sydney. She has recently published Toward Cinema and its 
Double: Cross-Cultural Mimesis (Indiana University Press, 2001) and has 
also written on Jackie Chan. She has edited Kiss Me Deadly: Feminism 
and Cinema for the Moment (Power Publications, 1995) and co-edited 
The Filmmaker and the Prostitute: Dennis O’Rourke’s The Good Woman of 
Bangkok (Power Publications, 1997). She is currently working on a book 
on an avant-garde Indian fi lmmaker entitled Cinematographic Avatars: 
the Cinema of Kumar Shahani for Indiana University Press.

CONTRIBUTORSxii



KIM Soyoung is Associate Professor of Cinema Studies at Korean National 
University of Arts. She has also taught at UC Berkeley and UC Irvine 
as a Visiting Professor. Her publications in Korean include Hollywood/ 
Frankfurt (1993), Cine-Feminism (1996), Cinema: Blue Flower in the 
Land of Technology (1997), Spectres of Modernity (2000) and Blockbusters 
in Korean Mode; America or Atlantis (2001). Her articles in English have 
appeared in The UTS Review, Traces, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies and 
Postcolonial Studies, and articles in Japanese appear in Gendai Shiso, 
Shiso, Impacts and Eureka. She has also made fi lms: Koryu; Southern 
Women/South Korea (2000) and Images of Women in Korean Cinema 
(2002) and A Runner’s High (2003) which were widely screened at inter-
national fi lm festivals.

Siu Leung LI is currently Associate Professor of Cultural Studies at 
Lingnan University. He previously taught in the Humanities Division at 
the Hong Kong University of Science & Technology. His academic publi-
cations include Cross-Dressing in Chinese Opera (Hong Kong University 
Press, 2003), and “Kung Fu: Negotiating Nationalism and Modernity” 
(Cultural Studies, 2001). He also co-authored Fouxiang Xianggang: 
lishi, wenhua, weilai” [Hong Kong un-imagined: history, culture, future] 
(Taipei: Rye Field, 1997). Also trained in European classical music and 
fl ute performance, Li is a fl ute player and collects late-nineteenth century 
French fl utes.

Adrian MARTIN is the author of Phantasms (Penguin, 1994), Once 
Upon a Time in America (British Film Institute, 1998) and The Mad Max 
Movies (Currency, 2003), and co-editor of Movie Mutations (BFI, 2003) 
and Raúl Ruiz: Images of Passage (Rouge Press/International Film Festival 
Rotterdam, 2004). He has books forthcoming on Terrence Malick (BFI), 
Brian De Palma (Illinois University Press) and John Cassavetes (IB Taurus). 
Since 1995 he has been fi lm critic for The Age newspaper (Melbourne, 
Australia). He is currently a Doctoral candidate in the Faculty of Art and 
Design, Monash University, Melbourne, and co-editor of a new Internet 
fi lm journal, Rouge.

Meaghan MORRIS is Chair Professor of Cultural Studies, Lingnan 
University. A former fi lm critic, she has written widely on popular his-
toriography, cultural studies, and feminist cultural theory. Her books 
include ‘Race’ Panic and the Memory of Migration, co-edited with Brett 
de Bary (Hong Kong University Press, 2001); Too Soon, Too Late: History 

CONTRIBUTORS xiii



in Popular Culture (Indiana University Press, 1998); Australian Cultural 
Studies: A Reader, co-edited with John Frow (Allen & Unwin, 1993); and 
The Pirate’s Fiancée: Feminism, Reading, Postmodernism (Verso, 1988). 
She is currently completing a study of action cinema as popular histori-
ography and her related articles include “White Panic, or Mad Max and 
the Sublime”, in Kuan-Hsing Chen, ed., Trajectories: Inter-Asia Cultural 
Studies (Routledge, 1998), and “Learning from Bruce Lee: Pedagogy 
and Political Correctness in Martial Arts Cinema”, in Matthew Tinckcom 
and Amy Villarejo, eds, Keyframes: Popular Film and Cultural Studies 
(Routledge, 2001).

S. V. SRINIVAS is a Fellow at the Centre for the Study of Culture and 
Society, Bangalore. When he is not studying the circulation of Hong Kong 
cinema in India, he works on Telugu cinema. Srinivas has published in 
Economic and Political Weekly and Deep Focus and his recent essays 
include “Is there a Public in the Cinema Hall?” Framework 42 (online 
edition, Oct. 2000); “Film Culture, Politics and Industry”, Seminar 525 
(2003); and “Hong Kong Action Film in the Indian B Circuit.” Inter Asia 
Cultural Studies 4:1 (2003). 

Stephen TEO is the author of Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensions 
(BFI: London, 1997; expanded edition forthcoming), and Wong Kar-wai: 
Auteur of Time (BFI, forthcoming).   He was awarded his doctorate by 
RMIT University, Melbourne for a dissertation on the wuxia genre, which 
he plans to publish as a book. He has taught a course on Asian cinemas 
at RMIT, and has published widely on Hong Kong cinema. His articles 
include ‘Tsui Hark: National Style and Polemic” in Esther Yau (ed.), At Full 
Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless World (University of Minnesota, 
2001), and “The Wenyi Genre: Melodrama with Chinese Characteristics” 
in Steven Schneider, et al (ed.), Traditions in World Cinema (University of 
Edinburgh, forthcoming).

Valentina VITALI teaches comparative fi lm theory at the University of 
Ulster (Northern Ireland), where she obtained a PhD for her thesis The 
Aesthetics of Cultural Modernisation: Hindi Cinema 1947–1957. Her 
work has appeared in Framework: the Journal of Cinema and Media (42 
and 43.2), Southern Review: Communication, Politics & Culture (35.2), 
Women: A Cultural Review (15.2), Journal of Asian Studies (63.2), Kinema 
(Fall 2004) and Inter-Asia Cultural Studies (6.2). She has contributed to 
The Indian Cinema Book (edited by Kaushik Bhaumik and Laila Jordan, 
BFI, forthcoming), and is co-editor, with Paul Willemen, of Theorising 
National Cinema (BFI, forthcoming).

CONTRIBUTORSxiv



Paul WILLEMEN was a member of the Screen editorial board in the 
1970s, edited Framework in the 1980s, worked at the British Film Institute 
and is now Professor at the University of Ulster. He is the author of Looks 
and Frictions (Indiana University Press and BFI, 1994), co-author of the 
Encyclopaedia of Indian Cinema (with Ashish Rajadhyasksha, Oxford 
University Press 1998) and has recently published the essay “Detouring 
Through Korean Cinema” (Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 2002).

Rob WILSON is a Professor and Graduate Chair of Literature at the 
University  of California at Santa Cruz.   His scholarly works include 
Reimagining the American Pacifi c (Duke University Press, 2000), Waking 
in Seoul (Mineumsa Press, 1988) and American Sublime (University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1991) and the co-edited collections Global/Local (Duke 
University Press, 1996) and Asia/Pacifi c as Space of Cultural Production 
(Duke University Press, 1995).   He is presently at work on a study of 
conversion and counter-conversion in the Pacifi c called Henry, Torn from 
the Stomach and a collection of cultural criticism called Worldings:  Doing 
Cultural Studies in the Era of Globalization (New Pacifi c Press).

WONG Kin-yuen is Head of English Studies at Shu Yan College, 
Hong Kong where he teaches technoscience culture and intercultural 
studies as well. He was Department Head of Modern Languages and 
Intercultural Studies, and Director of Cyberculture Centre for Research 
and Development, Research Institute for the Humanities at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong. His recent publications include the forthcoming 
Cultural Cyborgs (in Chinese).

Kinnia YAU Shuk-ting is Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Japanese Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. In 2002 
she completed a doctoral thesis in the Department of Culture and 
Representation, Tokyo University, on “The Interrelation between Japanese 
and Hong Kong Film Industries”, a comprehensive study of the history of 
exchange between the Japanese and Hong Kong cinemas from the 1930s 
to the 1990s, which argues that this collaboration between two Asian fi lm-
making centres has proved to be one of the most signifi cant elements for 
the globalization of Hong Kong cinema, as well as for the consolidation 
of the present Asian fi lm network. Yau’s thesis includes personal inter-
views with twenty related fi lmmakers from both Hong Kong and Japan. 
 
YUNG Sai-shing is currently Associate Professor in the Department of 
Chinese Studies, National University of Singapore. His research interests 

CONTRIBUTORS xv



include traditional Chinese drama, Chinese ritual theatres, Cantonese 
opera, and the social history of Chinese opera in Singapore. He pub-
lished his fi rst book, entitled An Anthropology of Chinese Drama: Ritual, 
Theater, and Community, in 1997 (Taipei: Rye Field). He is now complet-
ing the manuscript of his second book, which studies the cultural history 
of the gramophone record industry of Cantonese opera and music during 
the fi rst half of the twentieth century. 

CONTRIBUTORSxvi



Introduction:
Hong Kong Connections
Meaghan Morris

This book explores the proposition that Hong Kong cinema since the 
1960s has played a signifi cant role in shaping what is now one of the 
world’s most widely distributed popular cultural genres: action cinema. 
Hong Kong action has not only seized the imaginations of fi lmmakers 
working in many countries, cultural traditions and styles (a very long fi lm 
could be compiled of scenes from world cinema remaking such Hong 
Kong signature moments as Bruce Lee’s shoulder-rolling, neck-cracking 
stretch from The Way of the Dragon, John Woo’s fl ying doves and bullet 
ballets, or Ringo Lam’s “three-way, guns-drawn standoff” from City on 
Fire1 ), but Hong Kong fi lms have also proved popular over the decades 
with audiences worldwide. Building fan bases that persist across genera-
tions and continue to grow unevenly through phases of relative inactivity 
in the Hong Kong industry and neglect from mainstream fi lm institutions 
elsewhere, Hong Kong fi lms are watched, copied, collected, discussed, 
pirated, re-made, parodied and appropriated in many different viewing 
situations all over the world. How do we account for this transnational 
appeal, and how can we understand it historically?

Problems of context and perspective assail any serious effort to answer 
these questions directly. Their complexity is rendered overwhelming by 
the sheer diversity of materials, situations and angles available for study 
and the multiplicity of ways to establish connections between them. A 
popular “cultural” genre is one in which people take up aesthetic materi-
als from the media and elaborate them in other aspects of their lives, 
whether in dreams and fantasies, in ethical formulations of values and 
ideals, or in social and sometimes political activities. Thus action culture 
today encompasses not only the real or simulated militarism of the 



corporate weekend warrior — by no means only a Western phenomenon, 
as I found when I fell over a camoufl aged dummy soldier on my way to 
the Ladies Room in the “war-game themed” tourist hotel in Shenzhen that 
was hosting my university’s retreat — and the macho soap of extreme 
sports and AXN cable TV (“movies for guys who like movies”), but the 
cyber-active fantasy lives of a multitude of sedentary workers, male and 
female scholars included. Hong Kong-infl ected action culture also shades 
into tenderly self-shaping autobiographical zones (“my old poster of 
Bruce Lee” is a motif of the contemporary bildungsroman that would 
repay comparative study),2  and fosters DIY modes of spiritualism as well 
as of physical and ethical culture. It also sponsors “self-defence” and “self-
esteem” movements communally embraced from social or psychic posi-
tions of disadvantage and vulnerability. 

Meanwhile, for the cinemas and fi lm cultures newly fl ourishing in 
recent years across the Asian-Pacifi c region, Hong Kong cinema is now 
a benchmark of achievement, a site of inspiration and cross-cultural bor-
rowing, a model for emulation and a target of rivalry: the title of a recent 
critical guide to “the latest Korean New Wave” is Korean Cinema: The 
New Hong Kong. 3  A Google sampling in June 2004 of the 25,900 English-
language web pages then dealing with the sensational Thai martial arts 
fi lm Ong-bak suggested that almost all fans and critics compared the 
impact of its muay thai sequences performed by Phanom Yeerum (a.k.a 
Tony Jaa) with the early achievements of Jackie Chan and Jet Li (“I felt 
what it must have been like to watch the Hong Kong fi lm industry when 
it fi rst exploded onto the international scene all those decades ago”) 
before declaring the supersession of the Hong Kong model (“there are 
enough elaborate stunts and power moves in Ong-bak to put every Hong 
Kong action movie I’ve seen in the last 10 years to shame”).4  One review 
presents the fi lm as an effort by the director Pracha Pinkaew and his 
“kung fu obsessed” young star to “reclaim muaythai as a valid martial art 
in its own right” in response to those “chop socky fl aunting video imports 
from Hong Kong” which “besiege” the Bangkok market stalls, pervad-
ing Thai action sequences with “kung fu stylings” at the expense of “the 
domestic combat discipline”.5  

At the narrative level, Ong-bak is not a rivalry story about Hong 
Kong and Thailand, or kung fu and muay thai, focussing rather on the 
primal ethical struggle between traditional rural virtues and cosmopolitan 
urban corruption which organised Bruce Lee’s The Big Boss (a.k.a Fists of 
Fury, 1969; directed by Lo Wei) as well as the fi lm Lee directed himself, 
The Way of the Dragon (a.k.a Return of the Dragon, 1971). However, 
the nationalist scenario used to promote Ong-bak can itself be traced 
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through Hong Kong cinema, where Chinese fi ghters have been testing 
their strength in Thailand at least since The Big Boss and Zhang Che’s 
Duel of Fists (1970), and followed through to such Thai-themed Western 
remakes of the latter as David Worth’s infl uential Kickboxer (1988), with 
Jean-Claude van Damme. More diffusely, the same scenario shapes such 
Hong Kong-US joint exploitation ventures in Thailand as the late Cold 
War production by Seasonal Films of Corey Yuen Kwai’s No Retreat No 
Surrender 2 — Raging Thunder (1987), starring Loren Avedon, Cynthia 
Rothrock and Patra Wanthivanand, and featuring co-presence of the evil 
Soviet army and a band of Shaolin monks. The vicissitudes of this wildly 
inventive, commercially hybrid geo-political imaginary of combat (and 
the force of Ong-bak’s riposte to its impact in Thai cinema) suggest a 
historical depth to the transnational invocation and contextually complex 
uptake of the Hong Kong action “model” that students of inter-cultural 
dialogue and cross-cultural media circulation, as well as of fi lm industries, 
national fi lm cultures, and their relays in domestic, regional, and global 
popular cultural formations, might want to investigate more closely.

However, a marked imbalance or asymmetry in the disciplinary 
organisation of cinema studies makes this kind of discussion diffi cult. 
On the one hand, most English-language accounts of “action cinema” 
overwhelmingly focus on Hollywood, limiting Hong Kong’s infl uence at 
best to the 1970s kung fu craze focused on Bruce Lee, plus a few famous 
fi gures ( Jackie Chan, Jet Li, Chow Yun-fat, John Woo, Tsui Hark, Yuen 
Wo-ping) making forays in the US today, and the CGI-enabled download 
(“I know kung fu!”) of Yuen’s choreography into the Matrix trilogy and 
its spin-offs.6  Unsurprisingly, this norm-setting focus on Hollywood has 
shaped critical interest in action as a genre. On the other hand, the many 
action fi lms made in Hong Kong, Japan, India, Thailand, Korea, Indonesia 
or the Philippines tend to be studied, if at all, by specialists in national or, 
sometimes, regional (“Asian”) cinema.7  Hong Kong cinema in particular is 
now the object in English of a distinct, rapidly expanding fi eld of scholar-
ship modelled on “national cinema” studies — a problematic framing, to 
which I will return. 

However understandable it may be in terms of the political realities 
of global fi lm distribution and the resistant affect at stake for people 
affi rming other cinemas and fi lm cultures against Hollywood’s industrial 
dominance, this division of critical labour installs in cinema studies the 
schema whereby a universalizing West produces “theory” (of fi lm genre, 
in this instance) for a “Rest” that is rich in eccentric cultural particulars 
— a division further institutionalised in Western popular culture by fan 
celebrations of the “weird”, the “wacky” and the “zany” in East Asian 
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media production.8  In the process, this division impoverishes both fi lm 
theory and fi lm history by missing some vital connections. Action cinema 
has long had a complex economy in which not only do Hollywood and 
other North American or Western producers trade (however unequally) 
fi lmmakers, styles and stories with the Hong Kong industry, but Hong 
Kong cinema famously draws on a long history of interaction with other 
cinemas in Asia as well as in the West — and over some of the former 
it has exerted its own export-oriented forms of domination (a “marginal 
imperialism”, in Ding-Tzann Lii’s apt phrase9 ). At the same time, dubbed 
into multiple languages, Hong Kong fi lms circulate not only as “Hong 
Kong cinema”, or “Chinese cinema”, but as a vital part of the local fi lm 
culture in particular places. Given the dispersal of large ethnic Chinese 
communities across South-east Asia, it is not surprising if this absorp-
tion should occur in Indonesia or Vietnam.10  A more remarkable imagi-
native adoption takes place with the “Deadly Kung Fu Fights in India” 
series of VCDs from Diskovery Video in Mumbai, dubbed in Hindi or 
English, sometimes subtitled in both, and presenting old Hong Kong fi lms 
in packages adding Indian fi gures and inventive new titles to the cover 
image design.11 

Cultural circulation of this complexity deserves concerted study. Hong 
Kong Connections brings Hong Kong and action cinema specialists 
together to explore Hong Kong as a virtual as well as actual cultural 
location through which fi lmmakers and audiences in Japan, Korea, India, 
Australia, France, the UK and the US as well as Taiwan, Singapore and 
the Chinese mainland have interacted to create a transnational genre. 
Based on an international symposium held at Lingnan University, Hong 
Kong, in January 2003, this volume also aims to deepen understanding 
of action cinema’s popular force, and thereby to refl ect on the critical 
problems involved in the transnational study of globally popular forms. 
These problems are not easily avoidable, not least because much of the 
social and historical work on which fi lm scholars depend for a detailed 
sense of context maintains the national boundaries and geo-political dis-
continuities that have shaped the modern disciplines. As Esther Yau notes 
in her Introduction to At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless 
World, too often we simply do not know enough to be able to discuss 
cinema historically in a transnational register — as distinct from talking 
with cultural compatriots “about” transnational cinema.12  As a starting 
point, then, this book assumes that we need to develop collectively an 
account of action cinema’s “Hong Kong connections” that is capable of 
articulating the differences as well as the links that globally constitute 
popularity.
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IMAGINING FILM STUDIES TRANSNATIONALLY: ACTION 
CINEMA

The differences most intensively marked at present in debate about action 
cinema are internal to Western English-speaking societies. If Hollywood 
blockbusters are often reduced by critics everywhere to their special 
effects and violence, action cinema has been explored more seriously in 
recent years as “military entertainment”, as a showcase for technological 
research and development, and above all for the issues of gender, race, 
sexuality and class raised for Western critics by its emphasis on “hard 
bodies”, “tough girls” and “heroes in hard times”.13  Accordingly, most work 
in English on Hollywood action refl ects the wider moral and political pri-
orities of (broadly speaking) contemporary “multicultural” American and 
British criticism. Useful as it is, this literature mainly conceives of “global 
Hollywood” as a distribution outlet for American stories of social and 
political confl ict.14  

Implicitly taking a national cinema approach to a global fi lm phenom-
enon, such readings attempt little of the dialogue that was common thirty 
years ago with fi lm critics writing in French or Italian, and rarely consider 
the uptake of Hollywood fi lms in other parts of the world and by the 
non-Western language communities to which English essays on cinema 
are, like the fi lms, exported. Yet as Lo Kwai-cheung points out in relation 
to the fun had in Rush Hour with jokes about Chinese and African-
Americans, the “gazing stance” of audiences elsewhere cannot necessarily 
be construed (for example) “along racial and ethnic lines” in the ways 
that matter to most Americans: “it is almost unimaginable for Hong Kong 
local audience to laugh … not for the reason [of being] offended by the 
racist slurs, but for the fact that they do not have a strong enough idea of 
racial stereotypes in American culture to understand the gags”.15  

However, polemical calls for an expanded study of reception are easy 
to make, the research materially diffi cult, and more “thick” description 
of the practices of a more diverse range of interpretive communities will 
not alone suffi ce (highly desirable though this would be) to reorient fi lm 
studies in a direction more compatible with the formulation of a trans-
national critical agenda.16  As Toby Miller, Nitin Govil, John McMurria and 
Richard Maxwell point out in their industrial study of Global Hollywood, 
“the cultural audience is not so much a specifi able group within the 
social order as the principal site of that order. Audiences participate in the 
most global (but local) communal (yet individual) and time-consuming 
practice of making meaning in world history”.17  So unless we also fi nd 
ways to account from multiple perspectives for the connections between 

5INTRODUCTION



otherwise disparate and often mutually indifferent fi lm communities that 
transnational popularity entails, a shift of emphasis towards audience eth-
nographies may only achieve an increased weighting of the “‘other’ cultures” 
side of the division in cinema studies while allowing the division itself to 
function normally — preserving what S.V. Srinivas calls “the shortcomings 
of analytic frames that operate under the assumption that Hollywood is the 
norm and every other cinema requires a separate theory”.18  

Studying the material interactions between specifi c fi lm industries and 
their modes of distribution and exhibition is an indispensable condition 
for the kind of study we have in mind, as the chapters here by David 
Desser, Kim Soyoung, Stephen Teo, Valentina Vitali, Paul Willemen and 
Kinnia Yau Shuk-ting attest. At the same time, alongside the profi t-ori-
ented “macro-level synergies that hold today’s media culture together” 
there are also, as Thomas Elsaesser reminds us, those “more internal, 
micro-links” involving the “pleasure-oriented” connections that fi lm critics 
usually work with; it is these, in the end, that assure the growing political 
as well as economic power of media conglomerates as they manufac-
ture “dreams that ‘work’”.19  Elsaesser’s own speculations on the powers 
of the Hollywood blockbuster stress its “themes that dramatize time and 
temporality, that connect the past with the future”, the imaginative hold it 
establishes from childhood in the rhythm of individual lives, and the ways 
in which marketing and release patterns allow the blockbuster to “rival” 
nature by “dividing the year and ringing the changes of the seasons”: 
“across mythical stories of disaster and renewal, trauma and survival”, he 
concludes, “it thus reconciles us to our mortality”.20  

While some cross-cultural testing of this last claim would be inter-
esting, a socially grounded as well as textually sensitive approach to 
understanding the pleasures afforded audiences by a cinema of “tempo-
ralities and lifelines” (in Elsaesser’s phrase) is another way to initiate a 
comparative discussion of the political-economic force of action movies 
across different contexts; perhaps also it is a way to extend discussion 
to the ambitions and impacts of other fi lm industries that may dream of 
but do not rival the Hollywood industry’s scale and global reach. Hong 
Kong producers of the stature of Shaw Brothers and Raymond Chow 
have aspired, since the 1960s in the former case and the 1970s in the 
latter, to achieve a mode of globalisation based on “the Hong Kong 
ecumene” (in Steve Fore’s illuminating phrase).21  However, the action-
based temporalities and intimate, as well as public, lifelines explored here 
in the chapters by Stephen Chan Ching-kiu (on Hong Kong Cantonese 
fi lms of the 1980s and 1990s) and by S. V. Srinivas (on the Telugu “mass-
fi lm” genre developed in the state of Andhra Pradesh in India over much 
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the same period) are organised at signifi cantly local levels of language 
community and affective mobilisation.

It is precisely this analytical emphasis on locality and context that 
gives the essays in this volume their methodological force for studying 
transnationally popular cinema. Action cinemas generally mobilise or 
reanimate aspects of an old form of story-telling (whether myth, epic, 
legend, folktale, saga, annals or chronicle) whereby a hero, or a band of 
heroes, faces an unknown land or confronts intruders at home. Classically 
in the social practice of such modes of narration, the recitation of the 
hero’s exploits affi rms and defi nes community for those who make his 
story their own; fan networks do much the same today, as they establish 
partial, temporary or sporadic modes of “community” — modes that may 
take shape and thrive in time rather than (or as well as) being actualised 
or anchored in space. Action cinema also inherits the European histori-
cal novel’s interest in the nature of “world-historical” heroism in modern 
social conditions, working fi ctionally across the terrain once occupied in 
the Western historical tradition by imperial and national histories of “great 
men and great events”, absorbed with confl ict and war.22  Correspondingly, 
action may become a signifi cant cultural genre in a range of otherwise 
diverse societies where the very idea of modernity is tied up with histori-
cal experiences of violence as colonisation and as rapid capitalist devel-
opment — issues explored here in a Hong Kong context by Siu Leung 
Li; in Korean fi lm history by Kim Soyoung; around the Pacifi c by Rob 
Wilson; and in Laleen Jayamanne’s Australian-Sri Lankan approach to the 
“belatedness” of Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Chan. 

Whether particular fi lms play a critical, conservative or frivolous role in 
shaping popular images of worldly issues, the point is that they circulate 
fi ctions about them and in doing so give them a fragile but pervasive 
currency in real places and for defi nite social groups. Action fi lms are 
blatantly concerned with diffi culties of community, with social and geo-
political confl ict, with nation-building (consider Zhang Yimou’s Hero 
as well as James Cameron’s “Gulf War comedy” True Lies) and, on the 
grand scale, with civilizational clashes and the “ends” of the world as 
we know it. Having absorbed elements of both science fi ction and the 
“period” adventure, action fi lms can also deal in the culture shocks of 
time travel to other societies, or, with ethnographic force, to your own 
in another phase of its development. Like the deep-frozen Ming Dynasty 
imperial guards reanimated in pre-handover Hong Kong by Clarence 
Fok Yiu-leung’s Iceman Cometh (Time Warriors) in 1989, the year of the 
Tiananmen Square massacre, then converted in Hollywood by Marco 
Brambilla’s Demolition Man (1993) into a white cop/black gangster dyad 
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cryogenically imprisoned then released by a politically correct dictator-
ship in the future of Los Angeles, this “other phase” of time may be his-
torically pressing but chronologically remote, or it may be just “a few 
years from now” (Mad Max) or “the day after tomorrow”. Whatever their 
fi ctive historical setting, as they tell stories of local, national or global 
heroes saving their world, be it large or small, from annihilation, action 
fi lms stage and resolve the confl icts and uncertainties of our time.

Along with comparative industry studies, and textually attentive 
analyses of the force and signifi cance of media temporalities, a third way 
of understanding action as a global cultural formation explores the uses 
and practices of the technologies that enable popularity. Yvonne Tasker 
early drew attention to the social diversity of the audiences renting 
action fi lms from video stores in Britain in the early 1990s, and to the 
role that video was playing in forming new consumption networks.23  
Some years later Lee Server observed that video was creating transna-
tional audiences for Asian popular cinemas unable to secure theatrical 
release of their fi lms in the US — a point recently elaborated by David 
Bordwell when he allows in Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the 
Art of Entertainment that video, zines and Webculture have established 
“another way” besides theatrical release “in which a popular cinema can 
go global”.24 

As they cross territorial borders in cheap, accessible forms (video tape 
is still typical across much of the world, while the VCD rules in Asia with 
the exception of Japan), action scenarios are transformed imaginatively by 
the local needs and experiences of the people who not only watch, enjoy, 
discuss and share but also sometimes remake them, whether they do so 
in their capacity as artists, like the research-oriented French avant-garde 
fi lmmakers discussed by Nicole Brenez and the action directors essaying 
the “force and bliss” of Hong Kong style in Adrian Martin’s experimental 
history; as “new cinephiles”, whose internet-enhanced labours of love 
are explored in Desser’s essay; or as the ordinary post-human spectators 
predicated and welcomed by Wong Kin-yuen.   

IMAGINING HONG KONG CINEMA

A transnational critical discussion cannot be one that marginalises the 
aesthetic and historical issues or the interpretive frameworks of interest to 
Hong Kong-based and Chinese scholars, and yet this all too easily occurs 
in Western effusions about global “popular” culture. In a discussion of 
the uptake of kung fu and other martial arts imaginaries in computer 

8 MEAGBAN MORRIS



games today, Leon Hunt rightly cautions against easily blurring “East/West 
binaries” in accounting for the interface between martial arts games and 
fi lms, pointing out that this interface seems rather to take the form of “a 
three-way dialogue” between “Hollywood (‘blockbuster’-spectacle, CGI, 
The Matrix), Japan (anime, manga), and Hong Kong (action aesthetics, 
kung fu fi lms and stars)”.25  Little is gained conceptually by effacing in 
simple models of “inter-mixing” those pragmatically grounded associa-
tions between locales and distinctive cultural traditions which we recog-
nise and use every day, especially since the blurring Hunt refers to is most 
likely to be effected successfully from a parochially “Western” perspective 
that is capable of imagining “the East” or “Asia” as one half of a binary in 
the fi rst place. 

Nevertheless, the question arises of what we do when we affi rm an 
equivalence between “Hollywood”, “Japan” and “Hong Kong”. These 
proper names are commonly used in English to identify internationally 
well-known fi lm industries. They also designate, respectively, an area of a 
much larger city in the United States, Los Angeles; an entire nation-state; 
and a former British colonial territory, which is larger than the urban areas 
of Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon peninsula that dominate its image 
as a “city”, and which has been since 1997 a Special Administrative Region 
(the HKSAR) of the People’s Republic of China. Within these asymmetries 
of everyday talk about fi lm there is no doubt a good story to be told about 
the cognitive eccentricities of Anglo-centric cultural mapping. However, 
the diffi culties of settling the status of the “Hong Kong” in “Hong Kong 
cinema” famously exceed this routine critique, all the more so in that 
Hong Kong’s fi lms, and its action genres in particular, have such a vivid 
and solid identity for both fan and scholarly literature.

Compared with what was available in English ten years ago, there is 
no shortage of scholarship now on the specifi city of Hong Kong cinema. 
Studies such as Stephen Teo’s history, Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra 
Dimension, and the bi-lingual volumes published in recent years by the 
Hong Kong Film Archive provide rich resources for studying Hong Kong’s 
action fi lms in the context of a wider cultural and industrial history fi rmly 
anchored in the territory of Hong Kong, but implicated in linguistically 
and politically complex commercial and cultural relations with other 
Chinese fi lm industries, as well as in a regional economy of “border-
crossing” and trade.26  To these historically-infl ected studies, Lisa Odham 
Stokes and Michael Hoover add a powerful argument in their book City 
on Fire that Hong Kong cinema has to be understood through the ter-
ritory’s distinctive political economy; for Stokes and Hoover, the Hong 
Kong industry has a “dark underbelly” of the hyper-exploitation of labour 
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(dramatised in Ah Kam, Ann Hui’s 1996 fi lm about an action movie stunt 
woman), piracy and criminal connections typical of early capitalism, 
while supporting “the screen glamour and fanzine hoopla” of the late 
capitalist commodity culture at which Hong Kong also excels.27  On the 
aesthetic side, Bordwell’s Planet Hong Kong develops a strong account of 
Hong Kong cinema’s “art of entertainment” by vividly relating everyday 
fi lmmaking practices in Hong Kong to the formal properties of fi lm texts. 

The specifi city of Hong Kong cinema is not in doubt. However, one 
of the most debated issues in Hong Kong fi lm scholarship is how to 
frame that specifi city within a discipline that tries to organise fi lm worlds 
beyond Hollywood with the category “national cinema”. There are good 
reasons for the insistence of the national model in cinema studies, but it 
poses problems for active fi lmmaking areas or states that are not “nations” 
in any meaningful sense of the term.28  Thus Poshek Fu and David Desser 
suggest that in these terms “Hong Kong presents a theoretical conundrum 
… a cinema without a nation, a local cinema with transnational appeal” 
— and one which became the third most active cinema in the world and 
is still “per capita the most active in the world by far”.29  In recent years this 
problem has been complicated further by the awkwardly hybrid national 
framework with an expiry date (“one country, two systems” until 2046) 
installed for the HKSAR as the condition of its reintegration with China.

The issue of negotiating “the national” increasingly preoccupies Hong 
Kong fi lmmakers, both thematically (in crime genres alone, consider 
Andrew Lau’s Young and Dangerous cycle of the 1996–98 period, the 
great Infernal Affairs “undercover” trilogy of 2003–04 directed by Lau 
with Alan Mak,30  or Derek Yee’s poignant One Nite in Mongkok and 
Johnnie To’s more playful Breaking News, both from 2004) and economi-
cally, as the opportunities and diffi culties of co-producing, making and 
releasing fi lms on the Mainland begin to affect the shaping of Hong 
Kong stories — with implications on both sides of the border, as Dai 
Jinhua’s essay here suggests. Not a national cinema, certainly, and yet no 
longer exactly a cinema without a nation, a “one country, two systems” 
cinema is also no longer unequivocally local — if indeed Hong Kong 
cinema overall ever was “local” as a cinema, given the aggressive export 
drive of its major studios and producers, the formative tension between 
Cantonese and Mandarin-language fi lmmaking in its past, and its increas-
ingly multi-glossic orientation today. Yet Hong Kong cinema still does not 
fi t easily into anthologies bravely attempting a transnational approach 
to “Chinese cinemas”, not least because the diversity and scale of Hong 
Kong’s industry exceeds their grasp.31  
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In the most comprehensive discussion to date of the literature arising 
from this “conundrum” of situation and naming, Esther M. K. Cheung and 
Chu Yiu-wai introduce their Between Home and World: A Reader in Hong 
Kong Cinema by reminding us that if this cinema has basically achieved 
a national status even as it “evades defi nition because of its complex 
and paradoxical history”, the primary task remains one of “addressing 
the diffi culties involved and arriving at some ways of understanding this 
complex cultural entity — not simply to grant it a name in the fi nal 
analysis”32 . Among the efforts they review are such models of Hong 
Kong’s cinema as “popular cinema”, “urban cinema”, and “transnational 
cinema”, to which we can add “postmodern cinema”, “ethnic cinema”, and 
the Chinese mainland term, “Tsui Hark fi lms”, explored in this volume by 
Dai.33  “Crisis cinema” is the model which Cheung and Chu prefer, for its 
capacity to take account of the “various kinds of mutations that Hong 
Kong is caught up with”, and to emphasise “the multiplicity of cinematic 
expressions” to which this variety continues to give rise across a spectrum 
from action to queer cinema.

Perhaps the most problematic of the non-national models applied to 
Hong Kong fi lms is the notion of a “subcultural cinema” as used by David 
Bordwell. The problem is not that particular uptakes of Hong Kong cinema 
cannot usefully be called subcultural (or, in a related phrase, as “cult”); 
of course they can, especially in urban milieux around the developed 
world. The problem follows rather from the rigorous logic of Bordwell’s 
insistence on the primacy of a theatrical model of cinema: a “truly global 
cinema”, he argues, is one which signifi cantly occupies screen space in 
developed and developing countries alike. On those terms there is indeed 
only one such cinema and it is, as he says, American: indisputably, “the 
Hollywood of the East is Hollywood” and Hong Kong cinema is, by com-
parison, a “cottage industry”. 34  However, when Bordwell turns to account-
ing for that other, non-theatrical way for a popular cinema to “go global”, 
the unavailability of the national paradigm allows subculture to slip in as 
a handy way of mediating the local and the global: “a local cinema has 
achieved international reach by becoming a subcultural cinema”.35 

Here, the term “subcultural cinema” is doing the same work that 
“national cinema” does when crudely used as a label to signify, as Cheung 
and Chu put it, cinematic “varieties of ‘otherness’, namely how they are 
different from Hollywood fi lms”.36  It also takes for granted what compara-
tive research would need to establish, namely that the cultural mode of 
Hong Kong’s cinema’s video-borne “reach” into many different countries, 
and to diverse communities therein, can uniformly be described as sub-
cultural. A light-hearted World Film analogy with the marketing category 
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“World Music” further makes it clear that “sub”-culture for Bordwell is 
not a set of social practices and identifi cation rituals shaped in response 
to a dominant “culture”, but just a bunch of non-American cultural stuff: 
“Japanese anime, Indian melodramas, Italian horror, Mexican masked-
wrestler fi lms, Indonesian fantasies, and other off-center [sic] media mate-
rials from various countries”.37  Hong Kong cinema is at the leading edge 
of this exotic wave of stuff, its “salsa or reggae”.

By this logic anything not produced in the US is “subcultural” when 
it travels, while American media materials are “global” wherever they go. 
To be fair, Bordwell is no doubt simply describing the assumptions of 
his own cultural habitus, as the term “off-center” suggests: anime cannot 
sensibly be called off-centre in Japan, nor is melodrama “off” in India. 
However, if we have good reason to accept the unique worldly status of 
Hollywood, it does not follow that a corresponding “centrality” should be 
accorded in cinema studies to the middle American consumer. Whether 
Japanese media products are off-centre everywhere in India, Italy or 
Mexico is a question to be asked; and whether they are positioned in 
the same way across India as they are in Hong Kong (where they are not 
really “off-centre” at all) or in Korea (where cultural imports from Japan 
were banned between 1978 and 1999) is another question again. One of 
the aims of this volume is to bring such questions to bear on the circu-
lation of Hong Kong action cinema: any cultural “ecumene” (including 
that of Hollywood) has a deeply folded and differentiated texture which 
critical scholarship needs to explore.

HONG KONG CONNECTIONS

Our project is not to organise from one location a comparative study of 
the uptake of Hong Kong action in various places, useful though that 
might be. Rather, with Hong Kong action cinema as its convergence-point, 
this book initiates a multilateral discussion between scholars who centre 
themselves in various national or other geopolitical frames (migrancy 
included) and also in relation to different disciplines and intellectual 
cultures; the contributors draw on political economy, history, opera, and 
music and literary as well as cinema studies, and their questions arise 
in work environments that range from universities in Hong Kong and 
elsewhere to the French Cinémathèque, an independent research centre 
in India and a major newspaper in Australia. This volume is not based in 
the North American academy, and only a quarter of the book’s contribu-
tors and one of the book’s three editors are native speakers of English. 
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However, it is not an eclectic international assembly: the reader will fi nd 
here both a strong “regional” emphasis on East Asian and Asian-Pacifi c 
perspectives, social experiences and critical debates, and a conscious 
effort to bring these “centrally” into dialogue with the preoccupations of 
scholars from other parts of the world. 

In an important sense, however, this is not a book about Hong Kong 
action cinema and the reader will encounter detailed discussion of issues 
in Korean, Telugu, Hindi, French, Australian and mainland Chinese fi lm 
history. Our objective in initiating this project was to create a contact 
zone of transnational discussion that could be rendered coherent by 
a shared sense of connection to Hong Kong cinema, but in which the 
problem of articulating connections might itself become the primary 
theme. In this process of articulation, the links that materialised between 
participants and papers were often more striking than the differences, as 
various “ways of understanding” Hong Kong action cinema emerged. The 
touchstone texts to which many scholars referred, for example, turned 
out to be not the canonised fi lms of John Woo or Tsui Hark, but the 
action comedies or “rubbish fi lms” of Stephen Chiau and the critically 
“abjected” recent work of Jackie Chan (in particular, Tuxedo) as well as 
the problematic instance of Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. 
More subtly, collaborative themes and motifs came together across the 
boundaries of individual essays. For example, Wilson’s notion of martial 
arts as a “training to live with digital technology” is taken up in Li’s refl ec-
tions on the cultural meaning of technological anachronism and kung 
fu in Cantonese fi lms, connects with Martin’s model of the martial-arts 
trained body as “already technology-in-action”, and fi nds itself theorised 
in Wong’s magisterial essay on embodiment and wuda pian in the era 
of new technologies. Another path to Wong’s themes can be traced from 
Yung Sai-shing’s pedagogy of the operatic “moving body” through to the 
“impaired” action star bodies discussed by Kim, the “secrets of movement” 
pursued by Brenez, the transnationally mobile acts of “miscegenation” 
explored by Jayamanne, the fantastically capitalised fi lm bodies analysed 
in different contexts by Vitali and Willemen, and to Wilson’s spectral “bio-
poetics” of trans-Pacifi c globalisation. 

Nevertheless, any collective volume promotes an argument imposed 
by the editors. Our thesis here is twofold: fi rst, that action cinema works 
as a generic zone in which cross-cultural logics of contact and connec-
tion (audio-visual and socio-cultural as well as bodily and technological) 
are acted and tested out; and, second, that a Hong Kong-based but not 
exclusively Hong Kong-focused account of these logics can contribute 
to cinema studies a cosmopolitan model of how to understand global 
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cinema from local contexts that are neither “centred” by Hollywood nor 
exclude or disavow its infl uence. We also assume that the contexts of fi lm 
production as well as reception must be studied not only from different 
perspectives but in historical depth; it is from within this “depth” — that 
is, of time, memory and experience — as well as in the encounters and 
the connections that form and unfold in space, that any popular cultural 
products are invested with meaning by concrete communities and pos-
sibilities for innovation and change arise.

We begin, therefore, with a section on “History, Imagination and Hong 
Kong Popular Culture”, in which scholars from Singapore, Japan (Yau’s 
location at her time of writing), Hong Kong and the Chinese mainland 
examine the distinctive modalities of historical imagination at work in 
Hong Kong action cinema. Hong Kong’s “art of entertainment” is famously 
interactive, borrowing from a range of Chinese arts, genres and cultural 
traditions as well as from many foreign cinemas, and in that sense its action 
fi lms have long been addressing densely local, indeed, deeply parochial 
concerns in cosmopolitan cultural forms, some of which travel widely and 
translate well.38  Two of the Hong Kong action cinema’s most signifi cant 
links historically have been with Chinese opera on the one hand, and 
Japanese cinema and media culture on the other; however, the nature 
of these links is rarely explained in detail for readers of English. Yung’s 
essay here on “inter-generic infl uence” between action cinema and diverse 
forms of Chinese opera not only explores the translation of a performance 
culture from opera aesthetics to cinema, but shows how the pressure of 
cinema’s rising popularity across South-East Asia in the 1930s led Teochew 
opera troupes to introduce “special effects” — such as wires and “fl ying 
swords” — that would migrate back to cinema for a long journey around 
the world that has taken them to Hollywood only in relatively recent times. 

Kinnia Yau’s essay also begins with opera, as she points out that the 
importance of “action” in Japanese and Hong Kong cinema alike derives 
from the cultural legacy of their respective traditional theatres (kabuki in 
the case of Japan). Her study of the interactions between the two cinemas 
from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s not only deepens our understanding 
of what Hong Kong fi lmmakers borrowed from Japan in this key period, 
and of the wider regional industrial initiatives that made this borrowing 
desirable, but also works the other way round to consider the reception 
in Japan of Hong Kong cinema, in particular the fl agrantly anti-Japanese 
kung fu fi lms of the early 1970s. Li and Chan take up the issue of how 
to “read” in fi lms the politically complex affect and the memories that a 
popular cinema can mobilise for its “local” audience, as they link action 
texts historically with wider issues of Chinese modernity (Li) and with the 
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everyday life of Cantonese popular culture in Hong Kong (Chan). These 
essays introduce to the volume key concerns of Chinese contemporary 
cultural studies, concerns which are relayed and resituated by Dai in the 
complicated cultural politics of the Chinese mainland in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. Drawing deeply on Chinese fi lm and cultural history, 
Dai’s essay opens up the theoretical question of the “popularity” of Hong 
Kong action cinema (and the diversity of its cultural uptakes) in a layered 
analysis of the differences between specifi c moments of popularity in 
Hong Kong cinema’s circulation in China. 

The second section, “Action Cinema as Contact Zone”, takes its title 
from Kim’s historical analysis of the signifi cance in South Korea of 
the encounter between two genres, Hong Kong “action”, and Korean 
Hwalkuk (“living theatre”, originally a popular, male-oriented action 
entertainment during the colonial era); she refl ects in particular on co-
productions, on the resonance of action landscapes for local audiences, 
and on the capacity of the fi gure of an injured or impaired action star to 
invoke a “marred” modernity that still retains a sense of promise. Srinivas 
takes up the themes of contact between genres and the mobilising power 
of the star-protagonist as he considers Hong Kong kung fu cinema’s 
connections with and yet, in another sense, its lack of signifi cance for, 
the profoundly political Telugu “mass fi lm”, as the latter is reworked by 
the Telugu martial arts fi lm that he discusses in detail, Bhadrachalam. 
Examining more oblique but no less material modes of contact — the 
echo, the relay and the resonance — Vitali studies the political economy 
of the Hindi fi lm industry during the 1970s and 1980s, as its relation to 
American “globalisation” was mediated both by the Indian state and by 
the industry’s resistance to state control, in order to see how and why 
“martial art” came to play the role that it did in Hindi action at the time, 
and what “values”, economic and symbolic, invest its choreography of 
Hong Kong-resonant but indigenous “acrobatic mastery”.

Jayamanne draws on her memories of the popularity of Charlie 
Chaplin as a “Third World” hero in her native Ceylon in order to discuss 
the technologically as well as culturally miscegenating body of Jackie 
Chan’s recent work featuring an African (Who Am I?) or African-American 
connection (Rumble in the Bronx, Rush Hour); in these fi lms which have 
been despised by critics, in Hong Kong as in the US, Jayamanne sees 
the creation of new “kinship” networks and generic modes of intimacy. 
Giving intimacy a different infl ection, Brenez closely reads “three modest, 
unknown and unique French experimental fi lms” — Samouraï by Johanna 
Vaude, Révélation/Chunguang Zhaxie by Xavier Baert, and Lighting by a 
collective under the direction of Othello Vilgard — to show how they 
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materially and conceptually use Hong Kong action cinema in their search 
for solutions to the problem of representing movement. In the section’s 
fi nal essay, Martin argues that experimental cinema is a special branch 
of action cinema; suggesting that “Hong Kong cinema begins with Mad 
Max”, his own practice of intimate reading explores the scene rather than 
the fi lm “text”, and his study of “the edge of the cut” in action montage 
follows the Hong Kong style from the work of George Miller through to 
cinematic moments of intensity in Johnnie To’s Running Out of Time, 
Martin Scorsese’s Cape Fear, Wong Kar-wai’s Ashes of Time, Tsui Hark’s 
The Blade, and James Wong’s The One. 

The essays in the fi rst section explore Hong Kong cinema’s distinctive 
historical formation and its ways of imagining and representing historical 
experience for local and Chinese communities, while the second section 
moves outward and away from Hong Kong territory to other zones of 
popular cinema and historical imagination. The third part of the book, 
“Translation and Embodiment: Technologies of Globalisation”, addresses 
the “how?” of Hong Kong action cinema’s transnational reach in a glo-
balising economy of new media in which fi lm is only one element. Key 
preoccupations for all the essays in this section are, on the one hand, the 
modes of translation — between circuits of production and technologies 
of distribution as well as genres, traditions and languages — that enable 
new formations of “popularity” to emerge across historic cultural bounda-
ries, and, on the other hand, the impact in “action” bodies of the forces of 
historical change and technological experiment. 

Returning us to the transnationalism of Chinese popular cinema, Teo 
assesses the “globalising postmodernism” of Crouching Tiger, Hidden 
Dragon (Ang Lee 2000) as a prototype of what he calls “late” transnational 
production; discussing the techniques adopted for presenting the fi lm to 
Western audiences (including the use of live synch-sound), Teo suggests 
that the popular wuxia genre has now gone well beyond its “core centre” 
in the Hong Kong fi lm industry and its markets in the Chinese diaspora 
to become, at the very least, a pan-Asian genre with an uncertain future. 
Desser takes a more optimistic view in his detailed account of the prac-
tices of “new cinephilia” enabled by as well as based in new media such 
as VCD and the World Wide Web; taking issue with Susan Sontag’s vision 
of a “decay of cinema”, Desser examines the expansion of fi lm appre-
ciation that is occurring as not only Hong Kong, Japanese and Korean 
but Hindi fi lms as well enter a global mainstream, and as this develop-
ment reaches American suburban communities and begins to impact on 
Hollywood cinema. 
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Willemen is sceptical both about the analytical value of the term “action 
cinema”, and about the scale and timing of Hong Kong’s infl uence on 
Hollywood, which for him is not signifi cant before the mid- to late-1990s. 
Examining the history of “action” as a marketing as well as a production 
category, he traces its changing uses in the trade magazine Variety and 
goes on to link the rise of the video market, and the related mainstream-
ing by Hollywood of the features of a hitherto marginal “exploitation 
cinema”, to changes in the nature of labour power under fi nance capital-
ism — and in the body images that fantasmatically register and deal with 
those changes. Wilson explores literary as well as fi lmic inscriptions of 
lived experiences of that capital as it fl ows through and fragments global 
cities around the Pacifi c Rim; fi nding the “hauntings” of cultural memory 
at work in passages of action, Wilson follows “spectres” and “global souls” 
as they wander between San Francisco, Seoul and Hong Kong. Wong 
then concludes the volume by drawing on classical “Chinese Kung fu 
discourse”, on the temporal philosophies of Henri Bergson and Gilles 
Deleuze, and on recent theories of digital culture to explore the implica-
tions of new technologies for cinema. Dissenting from those who (like 
some fans of Ong-bak) regard the use of digital effects in such fi lms as 
Matrix, The One and Tsui Hark’s Legend of Zu as the end of Hong Kong 
action’s creativity, Wong sees in these fi lms “a real attempt at present-
ing the ‘outside’ for thought”; for Wong’s philosophy of the virtual, such 
experimentation holds great promise both for thinking “beyond writing”, 
and for renewing not only the wuda pian tradition but perhaps, too, the 
life force in “global souls”.

Ultimately the question addressed by this book is how we ourselves 
might most productively imagine the “transnational” fl ows and move-
ments in culture that are so often invoked in critical rhetoric today. To 
ask this question is not to reject the tasks and responsibilities of criticism, 
forsaking scholarship for fantasies and dreams. On the contrary: acts of 
imagining enable as well as shape our research projects and our analyti-
cal priorities, and studying the history of action cinema is a useful way to 
think in concrete terms about pressingly transnational cultural develop-
ments. Theories of globalisation abound these days, many of them purely 
rhetorical constructs assembled from bibliographies of the “must read” 
texts du jour for the Euro-American academy. Detailed empirical studies, 
in textual and performance aesthetics as well as in political economy and 
history, are needed now to advance our understanding of how globalising 
forces are actually working, or not working, in culture; urgently needed, 
too, is a greatly expanded geographical frame of scholarly reading and 
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discussion. However we defi ne it, action cinema is a useful case for study 
both because its transnationalism is not new, and because the diverse 
generic practices connected by the term “action” explicitly dramatise 
the confl ict-ridden conditions of their own production, circulation, and 
popular status. With this volume, we suggest that Hong Kong’s action 
cinema and its uptakes and relays elsewhere provide an exemplary model 
for such a case study. We hope, too, that this book is a positive example 
of what a collaborative rather than a unilateral approach to “transnation-
ally imagining” fi lm scholarship both entails and is able to do. 
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of other Asian countries in our attempt to understand our modern history. 
Many historical studies have compared China’s mid-nineteenth century Self-
Strengthening Movement with Japan’s Meiji Restoration. I have elsewhere 
examined the representation of the traditional “family” in a modern Chinese 
novel and a Japanese novel both bearing the same title “The Family”: see 
my “The ‘Family’ Under Western Threat: (Dis)continuity of Cultural Tradition 
in Ba Jin’s Jia and Shimazaki Tôson’s Ie.” The Comparatist 19 (May 1995): 
114–33.

5. All translations from movie dialogue are my own. I base my translations on 
the original Cantonese track and render them as literally as possible for the 
purpose of critical analysis.

6. For further elaboration, see Siu Leung Li, “Kung Fu: Negotiating Nationalism 
and Modernity.” Cultural Studies 15:3/4 ( July 2001): 515–42.

7. Ibid.
8. According to Sek Kei’s review of Matrix Reloaded in Ming Pao, 26 May 2003.
9. For Wong’s account of technological thinking in and through kung fu, see his 

essay in this volume. 
10. A remark made at the international conference Hong Kong Connections: 

Translation Imagination in Action Cinema, 6–9 January 2003, organized by 
the Department of Cultural Studies, Lingnan University, Hong Kong. 

11. I owe this idea to Professor Laleen Jayamanne.
12. Stephen Teo, “The True Way of the Dragon: The Films of Bruce Lee.” Overseas 

Chinese Figures in Cinema (Hong Kong: The Urban Council, 1992), 70–1  
(emphasis added except last).

13. Jackie Chan said in a radio interview that the special effects of Stormriders 
“belonged to the kindergarten level” [shu youzhiyuan jishu]. This was 
reported by every major newspaper in Hong Kong. I am quoting from the 
entertainment news coverage in Apple Daily and Wenhui Bao of 23 August 
1998. Chan’s remarks incited much debate in the media and on the Internet.

CHAPTER 4

1. See, for example, the famous recollection by the former director of the Xin 
Hua News Agency (Beijing’s offi cial representative) in late-colonial Hong 
Kong after his defection to the US: Xu Jiatun, Memories of Xu Jiatun, 2 vols. 
(Taipei: Lian-ching, 1993).

2. Marilyn D. Mintz, The Martial Arts Films (1978; reprinted Rutland, Vermont 
and Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1983), p. 171–2.

3. Mintz, p. 172.
4. Mintz, p. 172.
5. Chen Mo, “Reconsiderations of the Early Chinese Wuxia Cinema”, 

Contemporary Cinema (No. 1, 1997).
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6. Chen Mo, p. 38.
7. Mintz, p. 145.
8. See, for an excellent introduction to and discussion of Tsui Hark’s hybrid nar-

ration about the national identifi cation of Hong Kong people: Stephen Teo, 
Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensions (London: BFI, 1997), pp. 162–74; 
also see Teo, “Tsui Hark: National Style and Polemic”, in At Full Speed: Hong 
Kong Cinema in a Borderless World, ed. Esther C. M. Yau (Minneapolis and 
London: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), pp. 143–58.

9. Huang Xilin, “The Integration of Spectacle and Nationality: Traditional 
Nationalist Culture in Hong Kong Wuxia Cinema”, Journal of Wuzhou 
Teachers College of Guang Xi 14.3 (Oct. 1998), p. 40.

10. Mintz, p. 208.
11. Lau Tai-muk, “Confl ict and Desire: Dialogues Between the Hong Kong Martial 

Arts Genre and Social Issues in the Past 40 years”, trans. Tsang Hin-koon, in 
The Making of Martial Arts Films as told by Filmmakers and Stars, ed. Hong 
Kong Film Archive (Hong Kong: Provisional Urban Council, 1999), p. 33.

12. Mintz, p. 181.
13. Zhang Che, “Creating the Martial Arts Film and the Hong Kong Cinema Style”, 

trans. Stephen Teo, in The Making of Martial Arts Film as told by Filmmakers 
and Stars, p. 21.

14. In a Ming Pao Monthly article published in May 1998, titled “Hong Kong’s 
Anti-Establishment Movies and the Mass Movement”, Law Kar wrote: 
“Zhang Che’s movie characters are young swordsmen, assassins, martyrs 
and death-defying fanatics. His heroes are tragic men who defy authority 
and the establishment. ‘At the time, people called my movies “violent” and 
“bloody”. I always thought this was a very shallow way of looking at my 
movies’” (pp. 21–22) (My translation).

15. See Barbara Ryan, “Blood, Brothers, and Hong Kong Gangster Movies: Pop 
Culture Commentary on ‘One China,’” in Asian Popular Culture, ed. John A. 
Lent (Boulder, San Francisco, and Oxford: Westview Press, 1995), pp. 612–76. 
“It is signifi cant that these posings are characterized by male-male intimacy 
and by the desire for friendship — and that they always end up with their 
heroes bathed in [the] brothers’ bright red blood” (p. 74).

 16. For a detailed reading of Ashes of Time, see my “Figures of Hope and the 
Filmic Imaginary of Jianghu in Contemporary Hong Kong Cinema”, Cultural 
Studies, 15:3–4 (2001), pp. 486–514.

17. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Mass. and London: 
Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 45.

18. Mintz, p. 85.
19. Mintz, p. 187.
20. “The better framework, then, to designate the distinction between the global 

and the local might refer to different networks of fl ows and obstacles in 
which the local moment or perspective gives priority to the reterritorializ-
ing barriers or boundaries and the global moment privileges the mobility 
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of deterritorializing fl ows. It is false, in any case, to claim that we can (re)
establish local identities that are in some sense outside and protected against 
the global fl ows of capital and Empire” (Hardt and Negri, p. 45).

21. Johan Fornäs, “The Crucial in Between: The Centrality of Mediation in Cultural 
Studies”, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 3.1 (2000), p. 54. “What texts 
do is certainly as important as what they say, but what makes the discursive 
work of text specifi cally cultural is that it is mainly fulfi lled precisely by their 
signifying force of saying something to someone. The power of culture is 
anchored in a capability to induce meaning, which makes interpretation the 
clue to critique” (p. 49, original emphasis). 

22. See Stephen Teo’s essay in this volume for a full discussion of the issue. 
23. Law Kar, “Who’s Afraid of Hollywood?”, Film Art (Dianying yishu) 2 (2001), 

pp. 30–32.
24. For another discussion of some such works in Hong Kong cinema from a 

similar perspective, with a special focus on female action, see my article “Burst 
into Action: The Changing Spectacle of Glamour Heroines in Contemporary 
Hong Kong Cinema”, Cultural Studies Review, 10.1 (2004), pp. 11–26. 

25. Mintz, p. 139.
26. The editorial commentary published in the Oriental Daily (8 November 1996), 

signed by “The Oriental Tea House” entitled “Long Live the Chinese” reads:
We have to ask … why the Americans could put up their national 
fl ag on the Moon about 30 years ago, and it is still there, and the 
Chinese couldn’t even put up their own/our own fl ag in a place 
so close to home; it only stood there [at Diao-yu Islands] for 10 
minutes? [We want to have 10 years, 10 centuries!] 

National super-star BRUCE LEE made the fi lm Fist of Fury
In the (1972) fi lm (called The Chinese Connection when released 
in USA) he smashed the board with the words “The Sick Man of 
East Asia” into pieces with his famous Bruce Lee kicks. We need to 
think hard about why such a scene can appear only in the kung 
fu movie, while in real life, whenever we have a chance to fi ght 
a war, the opposite SCENARIO would often be seen … [If good 
old Bruce Lee were alive today, what would he have to say?] (My 
translation) 

27. “(King) Hu once said: “I’ve always seen the action part of my fi lms as dancing 
rather than fi ghting … A lot of people … have remarked that my action 
scenes are sometimes ‘authentic’, sometimes not. In point of fact, they’re 
always keyed to the notion of dance”.

28. For a schematic outline of the local, national and transnational as constituents 
in an analytical framework for Hong Kong culture, see my discussion fi rst 
presented in “Mapping the Global Popular in Hong Kong: Re-Articulations 
of the Local, National and Transnational in Contemporary Cultural Flows”, 
in Re-Inventing Hong Kong in the Age of Globalization, eds. Yee Leung et al. 
(Hong Kong: Chung Chi College & Faculty of Social Sciences, The Chinese 
University of Hong Kong, 2002), pp. 47–52.
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29. Law Kar, “Who’s Afraid of Hollywood?”, p. 31.
30. The now well-known notion of the “political unconscious” has been given a 

defi nitive treatment by Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative 
as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991). 

31. Cf. Miriam Hansen’s view on modernity in her remarks on Benjamin’s aes-
thetic as the doctrine of perception: “What he sees as the major struggle in 
modernity is the struggle for the integrity, the functioning and the ecology of 
the human senses as the main political organ that we have, that society has 
… So in that sense the aesthetic for Benjamin was deeply political”. Hansen 
as quoted in an interview by Laleen Jayamanne and Anne Rutherford, 
“‘The Future of Cinema Studies in the Age of Global Media’: Aesthetic, 
Spectatorship and Public Spheres”, UTS Review: Cultural Studies and New 
Writing, 5.1 (1999), p. 107.

32. There are, to be sure, a few great moments of exception to this general 
tendency: the support for the Beijing students by over a million Hong Kong 
people marching on the streets in June 1989, the outbreak of atypical pneu-
monia (or SARS) in the spring of 2003, and the massive demonstrations by 
approximately 500,000 of the population on 1 July (the HKSAR anniversary 
day) in both 2003 and 2004.

CHAPTER 5

1. Mainland fi lm people call Hong Kong action movies “Tsui Hark Films”, 
because on the Mainland in the 1980s the view was that the director played 
the main creative role in shaping a fi lm. Even granting the truth of this view, 
however, the name is not quite appropriate. Only a few of the fi lms asso-
ciated with Tsui Hark were actually directed by him; for most he was a 
screenwriter, a producer, or an adviser. Nevertheless, Tsui Hark was a leading 
force in the new and dynamic Hong Kong action movies in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s.

2. Wang Shuo, “My Way of Looking at Hong Kong and Taiwan Cultures”, in 
Fearless Are the Ignorant (Beijing: Huayi chubanshe, 2000).

3. In martial arts novels, such necessary suffering usually follows one of two 
models: 1) the protagonist is framed or misunderstood, and therefore is 
rejected by his martial arts master or other good people; 2) the protagonist 
is seriously injured and captured because of a promise or commitment to a 
just cause, and his injury affects his martial arts skills. Either way, in the end 
the protagonist meets a grand master during his suffering; and through hard 
training under the grand master the protagonist fi nally achieves glory as a 
martial arts hero.

4. Here I am referring to the new martial arts movies, which are not re-adapta-
tions of traditional martial arts fi ction. Films based on the rewriting of martial 
arts novels, such as those by Jin Yong, still maintain certain masochistic 
elements in the portrait of the suffering of the main protagonist.
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CHAPTER 6

1. Chuck Stephens, Village Voice, March 27, 2002.
2. Sigmund Freud, ‘The Uncanny”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Work of Sigmund Freud, ed. trans. James Strachey, vol. xvii 
(London: Hogarth,1953), pp. 217–56.

3. W. E. B. Du Bois’s model of double consciousness appeared in The Souls 
of Black Folk (New York: Bantam, 1989). He discussed African-American 
people’s sense of double consciousness as a sense of looking at one’s 
self through the other’s gaze. I borrow this term to connect with Benedict 
Anderson’s notion of doubled vision (specter of comparisons); see n.4 below. 
The double vision interestingly overlaps with the Freudian “uncanny” in a 
sense of the oscillation between the familiar and the unfamiliar. 

4. However, the relation of the Korean series to the Japanese model so infl uen-
tial in Hong Kong was more oblique for reasons I discuss below. 

5. Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia 
and the World (London and New York: Verso, 1998).

6. Anderson, p. 2.
7. Unlike China and Japan, Korea has not had a long history of a group-based 

or private soldiering or martial arts training since the beginning of the 
Choson dynasty, because the fi rst Choson king forbade private soldiering 
out of fear of a revolt similar to that he had successfully launched against 
the Koryo dynasty. The disciplined bodies trained in fi ghting and soldiering 
were governed only by the state. This partly explains the absence in Korea of 
novels and stories that would be equivalent to the wuxia swordplay novels 
and samurai stories that provided the material for wuxia swordplay fi lms and 
samurai fi lms. 

8. Mary Louse Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation 
(London: Routledge, 1992), p. 6. 

9. Nick Browne, “Preface”, in Nick Browne (ed.), Refi guring American Film 
Genres (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), p. xi. 

10. Linda Williams, “Melodrama Revised”, Refi guring American Film Genres, 
Ibid. p. 42.

11. The Continental Hwalkuk produced male stars like Chang Donghui, Hur 
Jangkang and Hwang Wang Hae from the mid-1960s on, stars who would 
later appear in 1970s action movies as middle-aged fi ghters.

12. The auteur cinema was led by fi lmmakers like Yu Hyonmok, Kim Ki-young 
and Shin Sang-ok (Simon Sheen).

13. I thank Kim Kihyon for alerting me to this.
14. According to King Hu’s fi lmography he made two fi lms (Raining in the 

Mountain and Legend of the Mountain) in 1979 that overlapped with the pro-
duction date of Wandering Monk. Since these two fi lms were shot in Korea, 
one could speculate that Wandering Monk was shot in line with them.
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15. It should be noted that a number of productions relating to Hong Kong were 
made both before and after the 1970s. Examples include SOS Hong Kong 
(1966), and Fist of Fury (1981). But an action movie fan-turned-fi lmmaker, 
O. Seunguk warns us that most of the so-called Hong Kong–Korea co-pro-
ductions were fakes. To procure permission to import foreign fi lms, Korean 
fi lm companies used existing clips from Hong Kong action movies in their 
fi lms as proof of co-production. This resulted in incredibly incoherent action 
movies that suddenly change locations and major characters.

16. In 1999 Shiri, a blockbuster in the Korean mode, repeated some elements 
from Golden 70 Hong Kong Mission — the partition-provoked espionage, 
the affair between the South and North Korean agents, the cosmetic surgery 
and resultant mistaken identities, and the fi nal elimination of the North 
Korean female agent. Golden 70 Hong Kong is an obvious displacement of 
the tension between the two states (the North and the South) onto the city 
of Hong Kong, where the alleged rivalry between China and Hong Kong 
and that between the North and the South fi nds its mediator in the form 
of America. Contemporary action movies in the Korean blockbuster mode 
are mostly set in the present. The regionalism of Paldo Sanai in the 1970s 
is reworked in Chingu (Friends, 2000). Commercially unsuccessful action 
movies such as Phantom: The Submarine, Musa (2001), and Lost Memories 
2009 (2002) indicate that movies harking back to the past do not succeed in 
the market. The ambivalence of the uncanny double consciousness seems to 
disappear in the era of the global, which is characterized by the blockbuster 
in the Korean mode.

17. I thank Stephen Teo for sharing his insight. 
18. Whereas action movies set outside South Korea largely function to provide a 

space of decolonization, it is melodrama that responds more directly to the 
industrialization process. The Prime Time of Yongja (Yongjaui Jonsongshidae) 
is a 1970s hostess melodrama. It includes a scene where the protagonist 
Yongja loses one arm while working as a bus conductor. Unlike the one-leg-
ged man, who becomes an enhanced hero after losing his leg, she ends up in 
the sex industry, which rapidly proliferated in the 1970s under the euphemis-
tic slogan of the “3 S” (sex, sports, and screen). As the textile industry based 
upon female labor was the leading industry of the time, it was melodrama 
that depicted the female migrant workers’ downfall into the sex industry.

19. Snake Crane Flying Fist, a.k.a. Sahak Palbo, Snake and Crane Arts of Shaolin 
Sau Hok Baat Biu, Dir. Chan Jeung Wa, 1978.

20. The martial arts actors of the 1970s often note that the most memorable 
moments of their career as action stars were spent in beautiful places like 
Sorak Mountain, where the Korean action star Jung Dong Sub recalls acting 
with Wong Ho, and Pulkuk Temple in Kyongju, recalled by Cho Chun.

21. As a minor footnote, it should be noted that the choreography of the Snake 
and Crane martial arts technique and other techniques do not involve a rec-
ognizably Korean taekwondo style. Thus, in terms of unconscious optics, the 
landscape becomes more interesting than the style of action. 
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22. Cho, Jeonghwan, “Vitality, Power, and Violence”, in Jayul Pyungron (Self 
Regulating Criticism), 1(3), 12, 2002. 

CHAPTER 7

1. The Telugu fi lm industry is the second largest (after Hindi) in India. The 
Telugu-speaking state of Andhra Pradesh is the largest market for fi lm, 
including Hong Kong fi lm, in the country. 

2. David Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of 
Entertainment (Cambridge, Mass and London: Harvard University Press: 
1999), p. 178.

3. I have suggested elsewhere that this infl uence is not limited to fi lm but also 
includes popular print literature and went on to argue that the neighbour-
hood martial arts school is to Hong Kong fi lm what the fi lm star’s fans’ asso-
ciation is to Telugu fi lm. See S. V. Srinivas, “Hong Kong Action Film in the 
Indian B Circuit”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 4:1 (2003), pp. 40–62.

4. Interestingly he does not recall the name of the fi lm (probably Enter the 
Dragon), which resulted in the epiphany (Srihari, interviewed by G. L. N. 
Reddy, 27 February 2003, Hyderabad). 

5. This is not to claim that the narrative is the indigenous core of the cinema in 
India. The strange sense of familiarity I have had with a number of fi lms by 
Wong Jing, even as I watched them for the very fi rst time, suggests to me that 
the typical “Indian” commercial fi lm may not be so unique after all. My point 
about the narrative and borrowings however holds good. 

6. Van Damme’s close association with fi lms that are more or less directly 
inspired by the Hong Kong action fi lm is of course well known; see for 
example, Meaghan Morris, “Learning from Bruce Lee: Pedagogy and Political 
Correctness in Martial Arts Cinema” in Mathew Tinkcom and Amy Villarejo, 
eds., Keyframes: Popular Cinema and Cultural Studies (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 171–86. 

7. As with a number of fi lm industry categories, the English phrase “mass-fi lm” 
or “mass-chitram” (fi lm) is used to refer this generic entity. There are obvious 
diffi culties in calling the mass-fi lm a “genre” since the category of the mass-
fi lm includes a variety of tendencies that might themselves be termed genres: 
certain “action” fi lms, ruralist melodramas, the occasional western and 
costume drama. Insofar as it is a supra-generic entity, rather than a genre 
in the usual sense of the term, the mass-fi lm is similar to the category of 
the “social”, which in Indian cinema has served as the broad category for 
describing a whole range of fi lms set in contemporary times and dealing with 
“social issues”. Madhava Prasad argues that the social effectively prevented the 
development of individual genres at a time when the industry was interested 
in ensuring that the audience was not disaggregated; see his Ideology of the 
Hindi Film: A Historical Construction (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
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1998, 117–37). The crucial difference between the social and the mass-fi lm is 
that in the recent past the latter has begun to resemble a conventional genre 
with the Telugu fi lm industry preferring increased product differentiation. 
The social, in contrast, disappears with the emergence of generic distinctions. 

8. Paul Willemen, “Action Cinema, Labour Power and the Video Market”, this 
volume. It is, however, doubtful whether Indian fi lm industries are indus-
trialized enough to be able to predict the profi t-making potential of a fi lm 
or even able to successfully predict the fi nal outcome of what is being put 
together. This takes us back to the question of whether we have genres 
in Indian cinemas. Nevertheless Willemen’s category of “production genre” 
is useful to understand how the mass-fi lm might differ from other generic 
formations/tendencies. 

9. NTR established the Telugu Desam Party in 1982 and was elected chief 
minister of Andhra Pradesh in 1983. Andhra Pradesh thus became the second 
state in southern India, after Tamilnadu, to be governed by a fi lm star turned 
politician. There has been much discussion on cinema and politics in south 
India. For the most insightful cinema-centred argument yet, see Madhava 
Prasad, “Cine-Politics: On the Political Signifi cance of Cinema in South India”, 
Journal of the Moving Image. No. 1 (Autumn, 1999). pp. 37–52. 

10. Prasad, Ideology of the Hindi Film, pp. 138–59.
11. A section of the fi lm industry sought to engage with the question of linguis-

tic identity by incorporating what the industry calls nativity. The English 
term itself is used to connote a range of attempts by the south Indian fi lm 
industries to create a diegetic space that is at once distinct from and related 
to the (Indian) “national” one. Nativity is a crucial site for the often-diffi cult 
negotiation between linguistic identity and particularity of the local and the 
larger Indian nation-state. Nativity is closely associated with a certain variety 
of realist melodrama in Telugu and Tamil cinema of the 1970s and 1980s. 
Arguments have been made about nativity being an important source of 
realistic presentation. However, nativity is also used to denote a less con-
tested and more loosely defi ned notion of the local (scenes of rural life, for 
example). 

  The two modes of dealing with identity — one founded on the deploy-
ment of the male star and the other relying on themes and settings — had 
emerged as distinct tendencies, at times in direct confl ict with each other. 
Simultaneously there was a division of labour with reference to the mandate 
to represent “Telugu-ness”. Mass-fi lm was thus seen as being devoid of 
nativity, which was left to the middlebrow “class fi lm”. This despite the fact 
that nativity has been an important consideration even in the mass-fi lm. In 
an examination of Tamil cinema, Sundar Kaali makes a distinction between 
the “Old Nativity Film” and the “Neo-Nativity Film”; “Narrating Seduction: 
Vicissitudes of the Sexed Subject in Tamil Nativity Film” in Ravi S. Vasudevan, 
ed., Making Meaning in Indian Cinema (New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), pp. 168–90. 
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  Although Kaali’s argument is interesting, it is not of direct relevance 
to my analysis of the mass-fi lm. Suffi ce it to say that nativity is historically 
specifi c and has undergone substantial changes over the years.

12. Ashish Rajadhyaksha, “Viewership and Democracy in the Cinema” in Ravi 
S. Vasudevan, ed. Making Meaning in Indian Cinema (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press. 2000), p. 283. Emphasis original.

13. In an amazing attempt to construct a spectator in the know, the fi lm Big Boss 
(Vijay Bapineedu, 1994, no connection with the Bruce Lee fi lm of the same 
name) has a lengthy sequence in which the hero of the fi lm (Chiranjeevi) is 
“mistaken” as the star himself by a petty shopkeeper who plays the role of a 
fan of the star Chiranjeevi!

14. I am grateful to Meaghan Morris and the other participants in the Hong 
Kong Connections conference for drawing attention to what seemed to be an 
obvious preference on the fi lmmaker’s part. 

15. The petty crooks, played by Mallikarjuna Rao and Kota Srinivasa Rao who 
are both famous for their comic roles, transform themselves into sidekicks 
of Bhadrachalam in the fi nal segment of the fi lm. Crucially, they become 
diegetic spectators of the hero’s transformation. 

16. More often in the early part of the fi lm but also throughout the fi lm, a variety 
of techniques are deployed to address the spectator in rather direct ways. 
The male star is generally privileged to look at the camera, to wink at it, to 
salute it, wave at it and even talk to it at crucial points in the fi lm. 

17. I am grateful to Paul Willemen for pointing out the true signifi cance of the 
sequence to me. 

18. When a mass-fi lm is screened in the cinema hall the whistles of viewers 
greeting the star upon his fi rst appearance actually begin a few seconds 
before the star can be seen on screen. 

19. The argument is best demonstrated by citing an example from the devotional 
fi lm, a genre that was revived around the time the mass-fi lm went into a 
decline. A more detailed discussion is not possible here but see for example 
Ammoru (“Mother Goddess”, Kodi Ramakrishna 1995), in which the goddess 
intervenes in the spectacular climax in precisely the manner that the mass-
fi lm’s star-protagonist does, not merely by performing a similar role — saving 
the heroine — but also responding to the spectator’s expectation. 

20. I advance the argument about Hong Kong cinema hesitantly because the 
version I have access to might differ substantially from those that circulate 
in other parts of the world. In the unlikely event that there is a substantial 
difference, my argument degenerates into a statement of the obvious since 
the Indian version is certainly modelled on what is locally available. 

21. Ng Ho, “Kung-fu Comedies: Tradition, Structure, Character” in A Study of 
the Hong Kong Martial Arts Film, 4th Hong Kong International Film Festival 
(Hong Kong: Urban Council of Hong Kong, 1980), p. 43.

22. S. V. Srinivas, “Telugu Folklore Films: The Case of Patala Bhairavi”, Deep 
Focus: A Film Quarterly 9:1 (2001), pp. 45–51.
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23. Snake in the Monkey’s Shadow (Cheung Sum 1979), remarkably similar in 
terms of plot to Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow, has a similar credit sequence in 
which the hero is shown exhibiting his expertise in kung fu by beating three 
other fi ghters. Here too it is not till much later that the hero masters kung fu. 

24. Ashish Rajadhyaksha, “Viewership and Democracy in the Cinema”.

CHAPTER 8

1. The term “martial art fi lm” is here deliberately vague because, for reasons 
that will become evident below, it refers to Indian perceptions of martial 
arts in Asian cinemas, rather than to specifi c types of martial art schools and 
Hong Kong fi lm traditions.

2. Kaushik Bhaumik, The Emergence of the Bombay Film Industry 1913–1936 
(Oxford: Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 2001), p. 28.

3. See, for instance, Kishore Valicha, The Moving Image. A Study of Indian 
Cinema (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1988), p. 67; Fereeduddin Kazmi, “How 
Angry is the Angry Young Man? ‘Rebellion’ in Conventional Hindi Films” in 
Ashish Nandy (ed.), The Secret Politics of Our Desires: Innocence, Culpability 
and Indian Popular Cinema (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 139; 
Ashwani Sharma, “Blood Sweat and Tears: Amitabh Bachchan, Urban Demi-
god” in Pat Kirkham and Janet Thumin (eds), You Tarzan: Masculinity, 
Movies and Men (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1993), pp. 169–71. These 
studies dedicate no more than a pro forma paragraph to the socio-economic 
context of the Bachchan action fi lms, the remaining several pages focusing 
entirely on the star and the hero. Even in Rashmi Doraiswamy, “Les Genres 
dans le Cinema Indien” in Cinem-Action: Panorama des Genres du Cinema 
(1993–1994); in Siddharta Basu, Sanjay Kak and Pradip Krishen, “Cinema and 
Society: A Search for Meaning in a New Genre” in India International Centre 
Quarterly vol. 8, no. 1 (1980); in Wimal Dissanayake, “The Concept of Evil 
and Social Order in Indian Melodrama: an Evolving Dialectic” in Melodrama 
and Asian Cinema (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); and in 
Wimal Dissanayake and M. Sahai, Sholay: A Cultural Reading (Delhi: Wiley 
Eastern, 1992), where the writers attempt more systematic approaches to 
generic patterns, the focus remains the hero and the star, who are compared 
to earlier types and actors (Doraiswamy and Dissanayake) or provide the 
starting point for the identifi cation of narrative structures (Basu, Kak and 
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inorganic. A good example is the assemblage which a walking animal forms 
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place in one world and does not take place in a different world, and these 
two worlds are possible, but are not ‘compossible’ with each other” (C2, p. 
130). [Eds].

31. Rodowick, Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine, p. 87.
32. This is the title of chapter 9 in Gregg Lambert, The Non-Philosophy of Gilles 

Deleuze (New York: Continuum, 2002). 
33. Jin Yong in Heaven Sword and Dragon Sabre (Yitian tulong ji) has a famous 

scene where the Grand Master Taoist Chang fi rst demonstrates in front of 
everybody, enemies included, a round of his recently created tai-chi jian for 

NOTES TO PAGES 279–283 323



Chang Wuji’s immediate use. Having been attentive and learned by heart the 
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