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Chinese National Cinema: An Introduction 

a 

Over th e las t tw o decades , Chines e cinem a ha s becom e th e focu s o f 
intense interes t i n academi a i n bot h Chin a an d th e West . However , 

most scholar s hav e focuse d o n cinem a afte r 1949 , the yea r i n which th e 
Chinese Communis t Part y (th e CCP ) wo n powe r an d establishe d th e 
People's Republi c o f China . Fo r example , i n Englis h scholarship , Pau l 
Clark's classic history, Chinese  Cinema:  Culture  and  Politics  Since  1949, 
is th e majo r earl y contributio n t o thi s fiel d o f scholarship. 1 There is , 
however, no recent equivalent history in English for the pre-1949 period . 
This book no t onl y addresses the lack of English-language scholarshi p i n 
this area , bu t focuse s o n mobilization s o f "th e national " i n pre-194 9 
Chinese cinema; a crucial issue which has generally been ignored by most 
researchers. 

The classi c Chines e languag e tex t fo r th e pre-194 9 perio d i s The 
History of  the Development of  Chinese Cinema (Zhongguo dianying  fazhan 
shi) by Cheng Jihua et al., which was published in 1963. 2 Written from a n 
orthodox Marxist-Leninist position, Cheng et al.'s work is comprehensive, 
but flawed i n its approach — its typically Marxis t teleologica l and linea r 
view o f histor y le d th e author s t o privileg e leftis t film s ove r competin g 
trends and alternative approaches to filmmaking tha t were present befor e 
1949. Thus, China's film history is in part erased or dismissed in the text ; 
certainly, it is, at the very least, simplified. Many films are ignored becaus e 
in Cheng et al.'s eyes they do not fi t the CCP's version of national cinem a 
after 1949 , which holds that the Chinese national cinema should serve the 
needs of the CCP-led state . Cheng et al.'s book thus exposes a  nationalis t 
discourse representin g th e CCP' s politica l stan d durin g th e perio d afte r 
1949. In Cheng's letter to Jay Ley da of 1 7 July 1963 , Cheng explains why 
he and co-writers ignored many films in their study, including films mad e 
in Shanghai and Manchukuo durin g the Japanese occupation : 
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On the views of your article about the films made by the Japanese 
puppets afte r 194 1 i n Nort h Chin a an d Shanghai , I  conside r 
that suc h puppe t film s wer e onl y th e product s o f Japanes e 
imperialist aggressio n with a  smal l group o f traitors who ha d 
gone ove r to the enemy. Such films ar e absolutely contrary t o 
the consistentl y patrioti c spiri t o f ou r people . The y wer e th e 
opposite to the Chinese national film, an object to be condemned 
in a history of Chinese films, and can not occupy a place in that 
history. This is a matter of principle.3 

It is particularly interesting that Cheng uses the phrase "Chines e nationa l 
film" i n hi s lette r t o Leyda . I n thi s contex t thi s phras e obviousl y mean s 
that only Chinese films which serve the interests of the Chinese nation can 
be called "Chines e nationa l film. " 

Due to a  lack of access to first-hand material , Cheng et al.'s book ha s 
become th e majo r sourc e o f informatio n fo r muc h researc h o n Chines e 
cinema outsid e China , an d thi s researc h ha s thu s inherite d man y o f it s 
viewpoints. Ja y Leyda' s Dianying:  An  Account  of  Film  and  the  Film 
Audience in  China  i s typica l o f thi s tendency . Fo r example , Leyda , lik e 
Cheng e t aL , i s generall y silen t o n th e subjec t o f th e larg e number s o f 
traditional costume and martial arts films made in the 1920s. While Leyda 
does no t mentio n wh y h e ignores these films, we may find th e answer i n 
The History  of  the  Development  of  Chinese  Cinema,  sinc e Chen g e t al . 
believe that "thes e films advocate d backwar d feuda l ideologie s and wer e 
detached fro m reality," 4 an d "virtuall y obstructe d th e growt h o f th e 
revolutionary clas s awareness." 5 In othe r words , thes e film s ar e see n a s 
contrary t o th e CCP' s revolutionar y project . Leyda' s silenc e abou t 
traditional costume films and martial arts films can therefore leave readers 
with the impression tha t h e shares the Cheng et al. view. 

In th e post-Ma o period , th e Marxis t approac h o f Chen g e t al . ha s 
been criticized and China's film history is in the process of being re-written. 
Indeed, there is much valuable scholarship o n the pre-1949 period i n the 
West an d China . However , mos t o f th e work produce d t o dat e doe s no t 
cover th e entir e perio d fro m th e firs t Chines e film s i n 190 5 t o th e 
establishment of the People's Republic in 1949. Moreover, only a very few 
researchers have dealt with the issue of "the national"6 in cinema, an issue 
that I believe is critical to the study of pre-1949 Chinese cinema. I therefore 
feel tha t thi s new scholarship ha s made onl y a  partial interventio n i n the 
field. A large amount o f primary work needs to be undertaken, especiall y 
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concerning th e constructio n o f th e nationa l i n Chines e cinem a prio r t o 
1949. 

Two recentl y publishe d essay s relating t o "th e national " i n Chines e 
cinema during certain periods before 194 9 indicat e that researcher s hav e 
started to realize the importance of the concept of the national as mobilized 
in pre-194 9 Chines e cinema . Th e first , Zhiwe i Xiao' s "Constructin g a 
New Nationa l Culture : Fil m Censorshi p an d th e Issue s o f Cantones e 
Dialect, Superstition , an d Se x in the Nanjing Decade, " use s a  discussio n 
of film censorship to examine the construction o f the national i n Chines e 
cinema betwee n 192 7 an d 1937. 7 The autho r point s ou t tha t "a s th e 
censorship o f Cantonese , superstitious , an d 'racy ' film s shows , the nee d 
to buil d a  stron g an d moder n natio n wa s th e centra l motivatin g facto r 
behind th e state' s fil m policies." 8 It i s obviou s tha t Xiao , unlik e Chen g 
Jihua et al., does not assume that the Chinese cinema is a national cinema. 
Instead, Xiao emphasizes the motives of the Chinese government i n using 
film t o serve the nation's interests . 

The secon d essa y i s Poshe k Fu' s "Betwee n Nationalis m an d 
Colonialism: Mainlan d Emigres , Margina l Culture , an d Hon g Kon g 
Cinema 1937-1941." 9Fu examines the relationship between the nationalist 
discourses of Chinese mainlanders (Mainlan d emigres in Hong Kong, the 
Nationalist Party [the Kuomintang, or KMT], intellectuals and filmmakers ) 
and Hon g Kon g filmmakin g i n orde r t o expos e th e marginalizatio n o f 
Hong Kon g cinem a betwee n 193 7 an d 1941 . The Mainlander s claime d 
that Hong Kong culture lacked "an articulated nationalism .. . and ridiculed 
and condemned it s cinema as the inferior Other." 10 Although Hong Kon g 
cinema i s the main focus o f the essay, Fu devotes a  lot of attention t o th e 
nationalist discourse s o f Mainlanders , primaril y concernin g anti -
imperialism an d China' s modernization . F u thus show s tha t Hon g Kon g 
cinema wa s define d a s non-nationa l i n contras t wit h the China-centere d 
discourse of nationalism, therefore demonstratin g th e existence of stron g 
nationalist expression relating to mainland Chinese cinema between 1937-
1941. 

The two essays discussed above, which concern specific aspects of the 
construction o f "th e national " in Chinese cinema durin g specifi c period s 
before 1949 , ar e inspiring . However , n o overal l examinatio n o f "th e 
national" o f pre-1949 Chines e cinema ha s yet been made. 

Based o n ne w primar y materia l abou t th e cinema 11 an d recen t 
theoretical scholarship on the construction of modern nations and nationa l 
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cinemas, I  discus s pre-194 9 Chines e cinem a i n thi s boo k fro m th e 
perspective o f nationa l cinema . I  argue tha t question s an d debate s abou t 
the statu s an d meanin g o f th e "national " i n "Chines e nationa l cinema " 
are central to any consideration o f cinema during this period, and indee d 
the issue of nation is the determining principle shaping the Chinese cinema 
before 1949 . I n othe r words , th e Chines e cinem a no t onl y reflecte d 
nationalist ideologies and movements in Chinese society, but also actively 
participated in debates surrounding issues relating to the "Chinese nation." 
Pre-1949 Chines e cinema i s thus inseparable from Chines e nationalism . 

I wil l demonstrat e tha t "Chines e nationa l cinema " ha s remaine d a 
complicated and unclearly formulated concep t despite the continued usage 
of the phrase. It is obvious that the researchers epitomized by Cheng Jihua 
generally have no intention o f probing into the fundamentals o f nationa l 
cinema sinc e the y simpl y equat e th e ter m wit h Chines e cinema , an d se e 
national cinema as a self-evident category . As a consequence, the "puppe t 
films" mad e in Shanghai and Manchukuo d o not, in their eyes , belong t o 
the category o f Chines e films becaus e they ar e held to b e the opposit e o f 
Chinese national film. It is clear that though the phrase "nationa l cinema " 
is use d frequently , man y peopl e workin g i n th e fiel d assum e tha t i t i s 
unnecessary t o clarify o r discus s the meaning of the term . 

In view o f thes e circumstances , I  address a  methodologica l questio n 
in writin g thi s book : tha t o f ho w t o approac h th e concep t o f nationa l 
cinema. Th e ke y subjec t o f thi s researc h i s th e constructio n o f Chines e 
national cinema , and the following question s wil l be addressed: (1 ) Ho w 
was "Chinese national cinema" constructed by different people (i.e. political 
parties, politicians, filmmakers , fil m studi o owners , film researcher s an d 
even fil m audiences ) fo r differen t purpose s a t differen t times ? (2 ) 
Furthermore, how is the concept of Chinese national cinema multi-faceted , 
contested and historically specific? (3 ) Why is the Chinese national cinema 
mainly abou t fil m conten t rathe r tha n form? (4 ) What i s the relationshi p 
between th e constructio n o f Chines e nationa l cinema , an d th e wa y w e 
conceptualize "nationa l cinema" itself ? B y addressing these issues, I hope 
to answe r a  major questio n abou t th e stud y o f the cinema : Ho w ca n w e 
write th e histor y o f Chines e cinem a befor e 194 9 b y tracin g discourse s 
involving the issue of nationa l cinema ? 

This boo k therefor e intend s t o addres s th e ga p i n existin g researc h 
not onl y b y covering th e entir e pre-194 9 perio d o f Chines e cinema , bu t 
also by examining the construction o f the national in the cinema, an issue 
which ha s generally bee n ignored b y most researchers . 
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This introductory chapter consists of the following parts: First, I review 
the general understanding o f the nation and nationa l cinema in Europe. I 
will show ho w nationa l cinem a ha s bee n theorized i n relation t o Europ e 
and ho w th e Europea n concep t o f nationa l cinem a i s determine d b y 
specifically Europea n nationa l conditions . Th e concep t o f "nationa l 
cinema" as generally used in Cinema Studies thus has a Eurocentric history, 
and thi s concept inform s th e work o f this book . 

Secondly, I review the Chinese concept of nation and national cinema. 
I will show ho w the Chines e concept o f nationa l cinem a was determine d 
by Chines e historica l circumstance s an d i s therefore quit e differen t fro m 
the European concep t o f national cinema . Briefly , the European concept , 
as man y researche s hav e pointe d out , emerge d i n th e 1920 s an d 1930 s 
and wa s base d o n Europea n debate s o n th e cinema , especiall y thos e 
concerning the threat posed by Hollywood an d the discussions on various 
means of countering it. Therefore, the European concept of national cinema 
laid emphasi s o n national culture i n film form , althoug h i n later stage s i t 
also related to politics and nation-building projects. In contrast, the Chinese 
concept of national cinema placed greater emphasis on the nation itself a s 
a communit y an d th e foreig n threat s t o th e nation' s surviva l i n political , 
military, economi c an d cultura l terms . The issu e o f "th e nation " i s thu s 
the determining principle in Chinese cinema befor e 1949 , the thread tha t 
can be traced throughou t an d use d to bin d this history together . 

Thirdly, the chapter breakdown at the end of this introduction presents 
a more detailed discussion of the ways in which debates on the idea of the 
nation characteriz e particula r period s o f Chines e cinema befor e 1949 . 

THE EUROPEAN CONCEPT OF NATIONAL CINEM A 

The concep t o f nationa l cinem a i s Eurocentric an d originall y aros e fro m 
settled nation-stat e cinema s (suc h a s Franc e an d Germany ) i n direc t 
opposition to the cultural influences of Hollywood in the 1920s and 1930s . 
This concep t inform s m y understanding o f Chines e nationa l cinem a an d 
is the basi s for th e discussion o f the Chinese concept o f national cinema . 

Whatever thei r difference s are , mos t contemporar y scholar s i n th e 
West agre e o n th e fundamenta l poin t tha t th e natio n i s a  cultura l 
construction. I n this regard, there is more unity among them than amon g 
the scholar s o f nationa l cinema . Perhap s th e mos t influentia l ha s bee n 
Benedict Anderson, with his assertion that "nationalit y .. . nation-ness, as 
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well as nationalism, ar e cultural artefact s o f a  particular kind." 12Thus, a 
nation "i s an imagined politica l community —  and [is ] imagined a s bot h 
inherently limite d an d sovereign." 13 

Many scholar s o f nationalism , thoug h the y d o no t us e Anderson' s 
term "imagined, " expres s essentially the same point of view. For instance, 
Ernest Gellne r states that "nationalis m is not the awakening of nations of 
self-consciousness; i t invents nations where they d o not exist." 14 He goe s 
on to argue that "nation s a s a natural, God-give n way of classifying me n 
... ar e a  myth." 15E. J . Hobsbaw m als o stresse s "th e elemen t o f artefact , 
invention and social engineering which enters into the making of nations."16 

To understan d th e concep t o f nation , therefore , w e mus t firs t 
understand th e ways that a  nation i s imagined, o r formed. I n this regard , 
Hugh Seton-Watson' s distinctio n betwee n ol d an d ne w nation s i s 
enlightening. He argues that "the process of formation o f national identity 
and nationa l consciousnes s amon g the old nations was slow and obscur e 
... I n th e cas e o f ne w nation s th e proces s i s easie r t o grasp , fo r i t too k 
place over a much shorte r period an d i s well documented."17 Anthony D . 
Smith put s thi s poin t eve n mor e succinctly : "Th e Wes t acquire d nation s 
almost b y accident ; i n othe r part s o f th e glob e nation s wer e create d b y 
design."18 

Susan Hayward differ s from Smith , emphasizing that even old nations 
were deliberatel y invented . Sh e uses France, one o f the "ol d nations, " a s 
an example to argue that : 

early theories of the nation-state emerged , in part, in response 
to how France was perceived from outside ... It will be useful to 
retain .. . the essential notions of nation as myth and nation as 
difference an d continuity as well as the notion of the enunciative 
role of ideology. 19 

That is to say, the nation is created; it is based on an assumption of differenc e 
to others ; th e concep t o f nation-nes s i s roote d i n th e continuit y o f th e 
nation; and nationalist ideology is the discourse that invests a nation wit h 
meaning.20 

Therefore, contemporar y scholar s i n th e Wes t generall y shar e a 
common poin t o f vie w tha t th e natio n i s not a  natura l phenomenon . I n 
addition, scholar s hav e emphasize d th e critica l rol e cultur e play s i n th e 
formation o f nation s and sprea d o f national consciousness . In the word s 
of Arjun Appadurai : 
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Modern nationalism s involv e communitie s o f citizen s i n th e 
territorially define d nation-stat e wh o shar e th e collectiv e 
experience, not of face-to-face contac t or common subordinatio n 
to a royal person, but of reading books, pamphlets, newspapers , 
maps, an d othe r moder n text s togethe r (Haberma s 1989 ; 
Calhoun 1992) . In an d throug h thes e collectiv e experience s o f 
what Benedic t Anderso n (1991 ) call s "prin t capitalism " an d 
what other s increasingly se e as "electroni c capitalism" , suc h a s 
television and cinema (Warne r 1992 ; Lee 1993), citizens imagine 
themselves to belon g to a  national society . The modern nation -
state i n thi s vie w grow s les s ou t o f natura l fact s —  suc h a s 
language , b lood , soil , an d rac e —  an d mor e ou t o f a 
quintessential cultura l product , a  produc t o f th e collectiv e 
imagination.21 

Appadurai highlight s th e rol e o f cultur e i n the production o f nat ionhood , 
and i t i s her e tha t cinem a occupie s a n importan t position . I n fact , ther e 
has bee n muc h debat e abou t th e concep t o f nationa l cinem a i n th e West . 
As Andrew Higson claims "ther e is no single universally accepted discours e 
of national cinema."22 Since there are a variety of understandings o f nationa l 
cinema, researcher s hav e use d severa l differen t method s i n thei r analyses , 
and Higso n ha s liste d th e fou r mos t frequen t use d critica l approache s t o 
national cinema . The firs t define s nationa l cinem a i n economic terms . Thi s 
is a n industry-base d approach , an d i s concerne d wit h suc h question s as : 
where ar e thes e film s made , an d b y whom ? W h o own s an d control s th e 
industrial infrastructures , th e productio n companies , th e distributor s an d 
the exhibitio n circuits ? Th e secon d approac h t o nationa l cinem a i s text -
based, the key questions being : What ar e these films about ? D o the y shar e 
a commo n styl e o r worl d view ? Wha t sor t o f projection s o f th e nationa l 
character d o the y offer ? T o wha t exten t ar e film s engage d i n constructin g 
a no t io n o f na t ionhood ? Th e thir d approac h t o nat iona l cinem a i s 
exhibition-led, o r consumption-based . Th e major concer n her e has alway s 
been the questio n o f which film s audience s ar e watching —  a  concern tha t 
is generally formulate d i n terms o f a n anxiet y abou t cultura l imperialism . 
The fourth an d fina l approac h i s criticism-led an d tends to reduce nationa l 
cinema t o th e term s o f a  qualit y ar t cinema. 23 

To su m u p th e abov e approaches , th e mai n concept s tha t defin e 
national cinem a ca n b e explaine d a s follows : a  nationa l cinem a mean s a 
national fil m industry ; a  nationa l cinem a refer s t o fil m conten t an d style , 
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and th e reflectio n an d constructio n o f nationa l characte r i n th e film ; a 
national cinem a counter s th e foreig n dominatio n o f th e domesti c fil m 
market; and a  national cinema i s an ar t cinema. In light o f this summary , 
it i s eviden t tha t thes e definition s o f nationa l cinem a relat e primaril y t o 
issues of culture an d industry . 

In he r boo k French  National  Cinema,  Susa n Haywar d state s that : 
"by th e 1920s , call s wer e bein g mad e fo r a  trul y nationa l cinem a a s a 
defense against the American hegemony, all of which (in the implicit concern 
for th e well-bein g o f cinema ) point s t o a  historicis m an d narcissis m o f 
sorts."24Thomas J . Saunder s i n Hollywood in  Berlin:  American  Cinema 
and Weimar  Germany  describe s a  similar picture : 

The interwar period witnessed Europe's first serious reckoning 
with America n economi c an d cultura l influenc e .. . Europ e 
experienced a n unprecedente d onslaugh t o f wha t German s 
dubbed Amerikanismus  (Americanism ) an d Amerikanisierung 
(Americanization). This onslaught was effected b y a variety of 
means and media .. . Bu t for th e broad mas s of Europeans the 
main agent of Americanization was the motion picture.25 

Therefore, Saunder s claims that : 

the national cinema had limited historical significance withou t 
reference t o America n fil m .. . Historica l concer n fo r nationa l 
identity testifies to the tenacity of perceptions rooted in the 1920s 
— recognition o f America's thematic and stylistic primacy bu t 
rebellion against its hegemonic pretensions.26 

This situation o f nationa l cinem a i n fact ha s a  close connection wit h th e 
historical conditions of Western European nations. Although not all nations 
in Wester n Europ e belonge d t o th e so-calle d "ol d nations, " the y wer e 
generally a t th e sam e leve l o f economic , scientifi c an d technologica l 
development a s the United State s in the 1920 s and 1930s . Therefore, th e 
European concep t o f nation , instea d o f centerin g o n th e advocac y o f 
national liberatio n o r nationa l surviva l define d itsel f b y contrastin g 
European images and values with those of America. Consequently, national 
cinemas i n Wester n Europ e basicall y aime d a t showin g "difference s o f 
taste an d culture" betwee n Hollywood an d Europe. 27 

Therefore, this concept of "national cinema" clearly has a Eurocentric 
history. However, i t is important t o note that this is not the only possibl e 
way to think abou t nationa l cinema . Even within Western Europe , othe r 
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research ha s demonstrate d tha t nationa l cinema s appea r i n a  rang e o f 
complicated an d sophisticate d ways , an d thu s th e concep t o f nationa l 
cinema is fluid. Martine Danan's "From a 'Prenational' to a Tostnationa P 
French Cinema," which analyzes how the concept of national cinema ha s 
changed in France since the 1920s, is a good example of this kind of work.28 

In order to compete against Hollywood, French film companies adopted a 
strategy of producing films with international appeal in the 1920s and the 
1980s (a s oppose d t o film s wit h a  nationalistic focus) , with th e hop e o f 
winning ove r European an d eve n American audiences . These filmmaker s 
"relied o n a  'fantas y o f internationalism ' whic h negate d th e pas t an d 
specificity o f nationa l cultures." 29 Danan's analysi s thu s show s tha t thi s 
internationalism was self-consciously created as an alternative to nationa l 
cinema in French cinema's competition with Hollywood. In this sense, the 
motivating forc e o f bot h internationa l an d nationa l cinem a i s in fac t th e 
same — they ar e bot h nationa l projects . Indeed , French intellectual s an d 
politicians hav e fel t i t necessar y t o establis h a  national cinem a sinc e th e 
1930s, an d thi s ha s bee n expresse d throug h governmen t involvemen t i n 
the fil m industry . I n 1946 , th e Center  National  de  la  Cinematographic 
was established, formalizing thi s state intervention i n the film profession : 

For ove r 5 0 years , thi s mixe d econom y system , i n whic h 
economic an d cultura l objectives , privat e an d publi c interest s 
are intertwined, has allowed French cinema to combat interna l 
crises, withstand stron g externa l competition , an d contribut e 
to the cultural unity needed to strengthen the capitalist nation -
state.30 

In the fina l analysis , French nationa l cinem a therefor e serve d th e Frenc h 
nation-state. Danan thu s provides anothe r versio n o f the construction o f 
national cinem a an d give s u s som e ide a o f ho w th e notio n o f nationa l 
cinema has developed ove r the last sixt y years. 

Susan Hayward points out that concern about national cinema "shift s 
according to which particular nation is being referred to because the concept 
of a  nation's cinem a wil l change accordin g t o a  nation's ideology." 31 It is 
this shift tha t I am going to discuss in the next section on Chinese nationa l 
cinema. By examining the formation an d development of Chinese national 
cinema, this book uses the European model of national cinema as a starting 
point fro m whic h t o formulat e a  complementar y concep t o f Chines e 
national cinema . I n m y view , th e mos t usefu l thin g abou t th e Europea n 
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model i s that i t treats the establishment o f national cinemas a s strategies . 
As Andrew Higso n notes , "th e concep t o f a  national cinem a ha s almos t 
invariably bee n mobilize d a s a  strateg y o f cultura l (an d economic ) 
resistance; a means of asserting national autonomy in the face of (usually ) 
Hollywood's internationa l domination." 32 Their study of national cinema 
as a  strateg y show s tha t Europea n researcher s hav e emphasize d critica l 
analysis rathe r tha n advocac y o f nationa l cinema . B y comparison, mos t 
Chinese researchers , a s I  wil l sho w i n th e nex t section , i n thei r dealing s 
with th e subjec t ar e activ e advocate s o f Chines e nationa l cinema . 
Consequently i n their eyes the Chinese national cinema doe s not relate t o 
any strategy an d thu s doe s not need to b e carefully studied . This attitud e 
toward national cinema has led to a quite different Chines e understandin g 
of th e concept , i n which th e establishmen t o f nationa l cinem a i s seen a s 
natural an d inevitable . Thi s i n tur n ha s resulte d i n a  majo r ga p i n th e 
existing research o n pre-1949 Chines e cinema . 

In thi s boo k I  wil l us e the Europea n concep t o f nationa l cinem a a s 
strategy to focus o n the strategies that motivated th e establishment o f the 
Chinese national cinema. Moreover, I will argue that although the Chinese 
national cinema was also about culture and economy, there was a dimension 
that wa s determine d b y specificall y Chines e conditions . Tha t i s t o say , 
Chinese national cinema' s major motivatin g forces were the Chinese fil m 
world's concer n fo r nationa l survival , an d Chines e politica l parties ' 
exploitation o f nationa l sentiment . 

THE CHINESE CONCEPT OF NATIONAL CINEM A 

In wha t way s i s Chines e cinem a als o a  nationa l cinema ? Thi s sectio n 
examines the relationship between the concepts of the Chinese nation an d 
Chinese national cinema in the formative perio d before 1949. 1 argue tha t 
the concept o f nationa l cinem a i n China doe s not completely conform t o 
the Europea n concep t o f nationa l cinema . Ther e i s indeed a  specificall y 
Chinese dimensio n t o th e nationa l i n Chines e cinema , whic h form s th e 
basis o f discussion i n subsequent chapters . 

This Chines e dimensio n relate s t o th e fundamenta l notio n o f 
nationhood i n Chin a an d thu s th e firs t hal f o f thi s sectio n wil l focu s o n 
the historical, ideological and cultural process of Chinese nation formation . 
Western scholar s hav e demonstrate d tha t th e earlies t moder n nation s 
emerged in the late eighteenth century. As one of the "new nations," China 
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did not face the need to form itsel f into a  nation unti l the mid-nineteent h 
century. Before that time, China had always considered itself "a vast country 
at the center of the world," with a civilization superior to all others. In his 
book On  Chinese  Nationalist Thought,  L u Fuhui points out that in ancient 
times "thoug h [China's ] territor y change d somewhat , th e ide a 'Chin a i s 
the cente r o f th e world ' neve r changed." 33 The autho r summarize s th e 
essentials o f this idea as follows: First , Chin a i s geographically th e cente r 
of the globe and it occupies a principal position on the land under heaven . 
Second, the traditional Chinese civilization far exceeds civilizations in other 
countries. Third, the relationship between China and other countries should 
be treated a s the relationshi p betwee n monarc h an d subjects. 34 Lu Fuhu i 
further point s ou t tha t "thi s ide a wa s continuousl y hel d unti l th e Qin g 
Dynasty [1644-1911]." 35 Within thi s conceptual framework , th e Chines e 
had neve r critically self-examined themselve s o r Chines e civilization . 

The Opiu m Wa r betwee n Chin a an d Britain , whic h bega n i n 1840 , 
marks th e star t o f moder n Chines e history . Th e Chines e Empire , whic h 
had lagge d behin d th e Wes t technologicall y an d economically , wa s the n 
forced t o face the challenge of the West. The military, economic, politica l 
and cultura l expansio n o f Wester n imperialis t power s pu t Chin a i n a 
position o f great crisis . Chen Yuning holds that : 

In modern Chines e history, the Nanjing Treaty  between Chin a 
and Britai n wa s th e firs t unequa l treat y amon g man y other s 
which Chin a conclude d wit h th e Wester n power s unde r th e 
threat o f gu n muzzles . The American s an d Frenc h the n cam e 
one afte r th e othe r an d force d th e Chines e governmen t t o 
conclude Wangsha  Treaty with Americ a an d Huangpu  Treaty 
with France. During the Second Opium War, the Sino-Japanese 
War o f 1894-189 5 .. . Britain , France , Japan an d Russi a onc e 
again force d th e Chines e governmen t t o conclud e a  serie s o f 
unequal treaties . Wit h th e conclusion s o f th e treaties , th e 
imperialist powers annexed a large part of China's territory and 
carved ou t sphere s o f influenc e i n China . With th e economi c 
and cultura l invasions from th e West, China gradually los t its 
power t o mak e it s own politica l an d economi c decision s an d 
was reduced to the status of a semi-colony.36 

This was a  great crisis for th e Chinese Empire. However, the Opium Wa r 
also marked a n historica l chang e i n the Chines e understanding o f Chin a 
in relation to the outside world. In fact, the coming of "Western learning " 
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(a late Qing Dynasty term for Western natural and social sciences) provided 
a strong stimulus to the development o f Chinese civilization. Meanwhile , 
Chinese politicians and intellectuals' understanding of China as a "nation, " 
and th e debate s abou t th e relationshi p betwee n Chines e civilizatio n an d 
Western civilizatio n underwen t a  complicate d change . Asid e fro m th e 
conceptual debate , a  serie s o f reform s wer e adopted , fro m th e 
"Westernization Movement " (introducin g technique s o f capitalis t 
production initiate d b y comprado r bureaucrat s i n th e latte r hal f o f th e 
nineteenth centur y i n orde r t o preserv e th e feuda l rul e o f th e Qin g 
government) a t th e physica l level , an d "Constitutiona l Refor m an d 
Modernization" (1898 ) and "republicanism " (1911 ) at the political level, 
to th e "Ma y Fourt h Movement " (1919 ) a t th e cultura l level . I n short , 
Chinese politician s an d intellectual s wer e n o longe r willin g t o trus t 
themselves completely t o wholly Chines e institutions an d culture . 

At th e beginnin g o f th e twentiet h century , Chines e politician s an d 
intellectuals started to form a  clear concept of nationhood, which, in turn, 
begot nationalism. Thei r view was this: 

The so-called nation i s the community which consists of those 
people who have continuously belonged to the same kind .. . All 
people within a  nation shar e the same feeling an d perception , 
and are friendly t o each other in order to survive together. The 
political life is the most important one among all kinds of lives 
within a nation. Therefore any politically powerful nation must 
have its doctrine which belongs to the nation-state. This doctrine 
is nationalism.37 

This passage clearly demonstrates the emergence of a nationalist discourse 
in Chin a tha t declare d tha t al l peopl e withi n a  natio n share d th e sam e 
characteristics an d interests . This nationalis t rhetori c stresse s wha t E . J . 
Hobsbawm calls "the element of artefact, invention and social engineering 
which enter s into the making of nations." 38 

The May Fourt h Movemen t i n 191 9 was one o f the most influentia l 
ideological and cultural movements in modern Chinese history. In the period 
leading up to this movement, radical Chinese intellectuals started to negate 
Chinese tradition, and attack what they saw as the problem of the Chinese 
character (guomin  xing)  i n preceding years. 39 However, th e Ma y Fourt h 
Movement too k it s name fro m a n anti-imperialis t demonstratio n wit h a 
focus o n patrioti c mobilizatio n tha t occurre d i n 1919. 40 After th e Ma y 



Chinese National Cinema: An Introduction 1 3 

Fourth Movement , Chines e academi c circle s expande d o n thei r earlie r 
theorizing through a  series of debates relating to the relationship betwee n 
Eastern and Western civilizations. Phrases such as "overall Westernization," 
"supremacy of the quintessence of Chinese culture," "Chines e civilization 
as th e mai n bod y an d th e Wester n civilizatio n a s reference, " "Wester n 
civilization a s th e mai n bod y an d th e Chines e civilizatio n a s reference, " 
and "th e mixture of Chinese and the Western civilizations," appeared over 
and ove r agai n i n thi s debate. 41 Thi s long-lasting dialogu e demonstrate s 
the seriousness with which Chinese academic circles took thei r search fo r 
ways to make China a  strong nation. Although most of these May Fourt h 
Movement ideas did not appear directly in films, the construction of Chinese 
national cinema in general was obviously influenced b y these May Fourt h 
ideas whose primary concern was China's modernization.42 The May Fourth 
Movement an d it s discourse s o n enlightenment , modernit y an d 
modernization, exerted a profound influence on the development of Chinese 
nationalism an d nationa l cinema . 

The 1920 s saw a rising sense of national crisis as China was riven by 
domestic strif e amon g variou s warlords , an d th e vas t majorit y o f th e 
population live d i n dir e poverty . Chin a ha d als o faile d t o regai n contro l 
over foreign concessions in several coastal cities after th e First World War. 
It was under these circumstances that the ruling party, the KMT, convened 
the Firs t Nationa l Congres s i n Januar y 1924 . A s Fuhu i writes , "i n th e 
declaration o f th e Congress , nationalis m wa s define d a s nationa l 
independence an d self-determination . Fro m the n on , th e concep t o f 
nationalism too k roo t i n Chin a an d th e Chines e nationa l liberatio n 
movement ha d it s theoretical guidance." 43 

In 1925 , th e Ma y 30t h Movemen t ( a nationalist , anti-imperialis t 
movement takin g it s nam e fro m th e dat e o n whic h Britis h soldier s sho t 
and kille d severa l strikin g Chines e workers ) emerge d i n Shanghai . Th e 
cooperation betwee n th e KMT an d CC P in the 1920s , and th e Norther n 
Expedition, whic h wa s wage d b y bot h partie s an d aime d a t eliminatin g 
the northern warlords and unifying China , also proceeded under the banner 
of nationalism . 

In 1931 the Japanese began to occupy Northeast China , and in 193 7 
a full-scal e wa r brok e ou t betwee n th e two countries . Never befor e ha d 
the commo n peopl e i n Chin a fel t s o intensely tha t th e nation' s existenc e 
was i n peril . Bot h th e KM T an d CC P advocate d "nationa l unity " an d 
"national survival " t o mobiliz e the masses to figh t agains t th e Japanese . 
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The Japanese invasio n an d th e respons e o f China' s politician s illustrate s 
the wa y i n which th e concep t o f th e Chines e natio n wa s define d b y an d 
through China' s relatio n t o othe r nations . The Chines e nation canno t b e 
seen as a pre-existing, natural entity . 

It is clear that the concept of the nation and the advocacy of nationalism 
in Chin a wer e mor e abou t th e surviva l o f the Chines e nation a s a unite d 
community than anything else. Chinese nationalism was thus always closely 
related t o bot h anti-imperialis m an d natio n building , an d th e latter' s 
corollary, modernization . Takin g a s his starting poin t th e notion o f race , 
Frank Dikotte r point s ou t that : 

Nationalism wa s perceive d a s a  ke y t o racia l surviva l b y th e 
Chinese students in Japan during the first decade of the twentieth 
century .. . The discourse of race as nation gradually spread t o 
infect most of the writings of the young radicals. Education, for 
instance, was seen unanimously a s a means of uniting the race 
in its struggle for survival. 44 

After the Revolution of 1911 , Sun Yatsen, the first president of the Republic 
of China , hel d tha t al l race s i n Chin a shoul d b e assimilate d t o th e Ha n 
race in order to unify the nation. In other words, the Chinese nation should 
be established o n the basi s of a  unified "Ha n race." 45 It is significant tha t 
Sun Yatsen used the word zu  t o mean bot h "nation " an d "race " here. As 
Chen Yunin g point s out , a t tha t tim e "race " an d "nation " wer e alway s 
used interchangeabl y i n th e Chines e language. 46 This indicate s tha t th e 
notion o f a  "singl e Chines e race " wa s use d i n th e constructio n o f th e 
Chinese nation. Interestingly, "race" is also a notion constructed by Western 
evolutionary science . Dikotter writes : 

"Race" was a  symbol of fictive biologica l cohesion capable of 
over-arching regiona l allegiance s an d linkin g lineag e loyaltie s 
in th e fac e o f foreig n aggression . "Race " .. . woul d creat e 
nationhood. On the basis of internal conflicts between lineages, 
the reformers constructed a  representation of external conflict s 
between races. Members of the yellow lineage had to fight against 
members of the white lineage. The Yellow Emperor became the 
common ancesto r o f al l Chinese . Th e ancestra l territorie s .. . 
needed to be defended agains t the white lineage.47 

Basing the Chines e nation o n the Chinese race, Sun Yatsen explained hi s 
understanding of the relationship between racial survival and nationalis m 
as follows : 
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Considering the law of survival of ancient and modern races, if 
we wan t t o sav e Chin a an d t o preserv e th e Chines e race , we 
must certainly promote Nationalism .. . Fo r the most part , th e 
Chinese people are of Han or Chinese race with common blood, 
common language, common religion, and common customs — 
a single, pure race.48 

Under th e banne r o f "nationa l survival, " th e advocate s o f nationalis m 
emphasized the cohesion of the "Chinese nation (or race)" and its common 
nature and common interests. Meanwhile, internal differences an d conflict s 
were deliberately ignored, reflecting the process of formation of new nations 
described b y Hugh Seton-Watson . 

The advocacy of nationalism was also a key strategy used by the tw o 
major politica l parties , the KM T an d th e CCP , in thei r struggl e fo r stat e 
power fro m th e early 1930 s on . Both parties sought to win the masses t o 
their sid e in the name of the nation. 49 

What kin d o f role , then , di d th e Chines e cinema , a s a n importan t 
component of Chinese culture, play in the formation o f the Chinese nation 
and the advocacy of Chinese nationalism? Arthu r Waldron, in examinin g 
the role of the Grea t Wall , a major symbo l o f traditional Chines e cultur e 
in moder n Chines e nationalism , argue s tha t "Chin a ha s a n ancien t an d 
sophisticated culture , an d on e might expec t tha t turnin g i t to th e servic e 
of nationalis m woul d b e relativel y easy . Bu t th e cas e o f th e Grea t Wal l 
makes clea r th e limit s o f suc h cultura l nationalism." 50 At firs t glance , i t 
would see m eve n mor e difficul t fo r film , a n importe d ar t form , t o serv e 
Chinese nationalism. As Paul Clar k points out : 

Film is the most foreign ar t form introduce d int o China i n the 
Westernizing cultura l upsurg e know n a s th e Ma y Fourt h 
movement at the beginning of the twentieth century. Film (along 
with modern-styl e spoke n drama ) wa s totall y new , wit h n o 
precursors in traditional Chinese literary and artistic activities.51 

Zhou Jianyun, a Chinese film industrialist, articulated the uncertain natur e 
of Chines e cinema i n the 1920 s as follows : 

Chinese have bought [film ] equipmen t an d raw materia l fro m 
Europe and America .. . t o produce film s aimin g at expressin g 
the Chinese style .. . Now Chines e film does have a style of it s 
own .. . an d thus can be called Chines e film o r domesti c film . 
But it absolutely can't be called domestic-made film. 52 
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Here, Zhou Jianyun denie s the Chinese film's "Chineseness " becaus e 
the technology di d no t originat e i n China . To claim Chines e cinem a a s a 
national cinema i s problematic, both i n cultural and technologica l terms . 

However, the concept of "nationa l cinema" was not foreign to Chin a 
in th e 1920s . Fo r example , i n th e forewor d o f th e firs t Chines e fil m 
yearbook, publishe d i n 1927 , Cheng Shuren maintained that : 

Shadow pla y [film ] undertakin g ha s becom e the greates t ne w 
industry i n th e Republi c o f Chin a an d i s usefu l fo r socia l 
education an d fo r advocatin g ou r ancien t cultur e .. . Shado w 
play [film] has been used to greatly enhance our people's patriotic 
zeal.53 

Here, Cheng clearly saw filmmaking a s an important tool for the Chines e 
nation, an d i n 1930 , KM T scholar s initiate d heate d discussion s abou t 
national cinema i n China. 54 In fact , filmmakin g wa s treated a s a nationa l 
cause even before 1930 , though th e meaning o f the concept o f "nationa l 
cinema" varied . A t times i t even seemed that a  so-called nationa l cinem a 
existed righ t from th e birth of Chinese cinema. For example , in an articl e 
about th e proces s o f th e establishmen t o f th e Chin a Nanton g Fil m 
Production Studi o (Nantong  Zhongguo  yingpian  zhizao  gongsi),  on e o f 
the earlies t Chines e film companies , the autho r writes , "i n foreign films , 
the Chines e custom s an d nationa l character s ar e distorte d an d Chines e 
people are vilified."55The studi o therefore aime d "t o display the merits of 
the Chines e nation." 56 Apparently , th e founder s o f th e studi o sa w th e 
establishment o f a  positive imag e o f the Chines e nation a s their nationa l 
duty. 

Some even viewed fil m a s a kind o f "goo d medicine " tha t could an d 
should b e use d t o sav e China . Fo r example , on e commentato r warne d 
that "i f we cannot awake the Chinese masses to catch up with the foremost , 
China's future i s truly in danger .. . We should like to ask: Can we find any 
better tool than film to educate our people?"57Here "film " obviously means 
domestic Chines e film. H e then goes on to argue that : 

China wa s originall y a n advance d countr y .. . an d wa s to o 
superior for any other country to bear comparison. Nowadays, 
Western influenc e ha s reache d here . As a  result , thos e youn g 
reformers ar e talkin g glibl y abou t freedo m an d hav e quickl y 
forgotten ou r Chines e cultura l quintessenc e .. . I n orde r t o 
develop the intelligence of our fellow countrymen, we must first 
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of al l develo p ou r domesti c fil m productio n .. . Onc e ou r 
domestic film s becom e popular , ou r countrymen' s knowledg e 
will b e enriche d correspondingly . Onc e ou r countrymen' s 
knowledge i s enriched, we can transform Chin a fro m a  weak 
country into a strong one.58 

In discussions on how to use film to serve the Chinese nation, other writers 
declared that "scriptwriter s should know well what is the intrinsic Chinese 
national spirit before they write,"59 an d that "fo r the interests of our nation 
and ou r country , th e fil m worl d shoul d tak e th e responsibilit y o f 
encouraging ou r nationa l spiri t to save the whole Chines e nation." 60 

The concept of national cinema in China thus differs from the European 
concept o f nationa l cinema . A s i s clear fro m th e exposition s o f Chines e 
national cinema already cited, the major concern of advocates of a Chinese 
national cinema wa s the Chines e nation , rather tha n Chines e cinema pe r 
se. Th e Chines e di d no t shar e th e Europeans ' concern s fo r " a massiv e 
invasion o f America n culture " o r "th e well-bein g o f cinema," 61 and th e 
emphasis of Chinese national cinema was therefore placed on the nationa l 
ideology o f thi s cinema , rathe r tha n o n nationa l cultur e a s form . Th e 
following brie f account of Chinese cinema before 194 9 may help to clarif y 
this point . 

An Outline of the Concept of the National in Pre-1949 Chinese National 
Cinema 

Film productio n bega n i n Chin a i n th e earl y twentiet h century , an d 
coincided wit h th e emergenc e an d rapi d developmen t o f th e Chines e 
nationalist movement . There is an old Chinese saying that "literatur e an d 
art ar e carrier s o f doctrines " (wen  yi  zai  dao),  an d thu s i t i s no surpris e 
that in China, film, as a form o f literature and art , was naturally used as a 
tool t o conve y ideology . In th e initia l stage s o f Chines e cinema , Chines e 
filmmakers trie d t o fin d characteristic s share d b y fil m an d Chines e 
traditional ar t forms , with the idea o f converting film int o an indigenou s 
national ar t form . Fo r example , earl y Chines e fil m audience s calle d fil m 
"shadow play, " an d th e firs t Chines e film s wer e base d o n th e Beijin g 
opera.62 

Andrew Higso n argue s tha t i n th e 1910 s "government s bega n t o 
recognize th e potentia l ideologica l powe r o f cinema , an d cinem a itsel f 
could see m to b e somethin g lik e a  nationa l cultura l form , a n institutio n 
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with a nationalizing function,"63however, th e Chinese chronology is slightly 
different. Sinc e the Chinese film industry was established late r than thos e 
in many Western countries, the Chinese government was relatively late to 
realize the ideological possibilities of the medium. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that Chinese filmmakers, independen t o f state intervention, had intende d 
to construct cinema as a national cultural form in order to serve the Chinese 
nation. Fro m th e 1920s , th e Chines e fil m worl d treate d cinem a a s a 
component of the Chinese national industry, and Chinese cinema indirectly 
but profoundly reflecte d Chines e nationalist ideologies after the May 30th 
Nationalist Movement. From the early 1930s, both the KMT and the CCP 
exerted a  direct political influence o n filmmaking. Consequently , the Lef t 
Wing Fil m Movemen t an d th e Nationalis t Fil m Movement , initiate d 
respectively b y th e CC P an d th e KMT , came int o being . As invasio n b y 
Japan becam e mor e an d mor e likely , bot h partie s accuse d th e othe r o f 
endangering the Chinese nation, and, significantly, both flaunted the banner 
of nationalism in film activities. Nationalism thus had different definition s 
in cinem a an d becam e a  weapo n i n th e struggl e fo r powe r betwee n th e 
political parties . Durin g th e eight-yea r anti-Japanes e wa r (1937-1945) , 
the CC P and th e KMT united i n the film world fo r th e firs t tim e in orde r 
to produce film s wit h theme s o f nationa l unit y an d liberation , an d thes e 
films themselve s becam e symbol s o f nationa l unity . Film s produce d i n 
Japanese-occupied Shangha i an d Manchuri a durin g th e sam e perio d 
became controversial in terms of their Chinese identity. The most prominent 
feature o f Chines e cinem a betwee n 194 6 an d 194 9 wa s tha t filmmaker s 
continued to show their strong concern for the future o f the Chinese nation, 
even when i t was no longe r facin g foreig n aggression . They aske d a  new 
question: could Chin a tak e the road towards modernization ? 

The issu e o f th e nationa l thu s playe d a n importan t rol e i n shapin g 
Chinese cinema before 1949 . Furthermore, the Chinese concept of national 
cinema changed constantly in relation to changes in the political situation , 
and the political parties' involvement in, and advocacy of, Chines e national 
cinema further complicate d the situation. To a certain extent, this political 
advocacy o f Chines e nationa l cinem a aros e no t fro m a  concern wit h th e 
nation's interests , bu t fro m th e self-interes t o f th e politica l parties . As a 
result, wha t th e Chines e cinema performe d mos t efficientl y a s a nationa l 
cinema was in fact a  political function . I t is in this sense that th e Chines e 
national cinema differentiate d itsel f even further fro m Europea n nationa l 
cinemas, which mainly functioned t o embody European cultural  values . 
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The differen t meaning s o f national cinema mus t therefore aris e fro m 
different version s o f nationalism . I n hi s Nationalism and  the  State,  Joh n 
Breuilly identifie s thre e differen t way s i n which peopl e trea t nationalis m 
— as a state o f mind, a s the expression o f national consciousness , and a s 
a political doctrine elaborated by intellectuals. According to the first view, 
nationalism arise s ultimately from som e sort of intrinsic national identity . 
The secon d vie w regard s nationalis m a s th e expressio n o f somethin g 
"deeper" suc h a s clas s interes t o r a n economi c o r socia l structur e o r a 
cultural formation. Finally , nationalism is understood to be about politics, 
and politic s t o b e abou t power. 64 Breuill y favor s th e thir d o f thes e 
approaches, since he holds that only by studying nationalism as a form o f 
politics ca n w e conside r th e contributions o f culture , ideology , class an d 
so on. He concludes : "Th e term 'nationalism ' i s used to refe r t o politica l 
movements seekin g o r exercisin g stat e powe r an d justifyin g suc h actio n 
with nationalis t arguments." 65 

This book concurs with Breuilly's position on nationalism, and as the 
following chapter s wil l demonstrate , Chines e condition s illustrat e thi s 
theory particularly well . In China, one of the- "new nations," nationalis m 
mainly took the form o f politics. Consequently what the Chinese cinema , 
as a national cinema, participated in and reflected, was a nationalism abou t 
politics. 

Therefore th e concep t o f "Chines e nationa l cinema " refer s no t onl y 
to th e wa y i n whic h th e natio n wa s filme d an d th e nationa l cultur e 
embodied, bu t mor e importantly , i t als o relate s t o a  type o f nationalis m 
which reflect s Chines e politica l struggles . I n considerin g th e uniqu e 
connotations of Chinese national cinema, I will therefore cover two majo r 
aspects of the construction of the national in Chinese cinema in this book . 
First, I will treat the cinema a s both the reflection o f Chinese nationalis m 
and a medium for the reinforcement an d reproduction of that nationalism . 
Second, I will look at cinema as a site where different versions of nationalism 
were expressed an d contested . 

I also realiz e tha t th e advocac y o f Chines e nationa l cinem a wa s t o a 
certain degre e actuate d b y fil m producers , an d sometime s filmmakers , 
concerns for the interests of the Chinese film industry. In dealing with this 
issue w e fac e anothe r relate d issue : Chines e cinemati c characteristic s i n 
regard t o bot h fil m conten t an d style . I n thes e respect s (industria l an d 
stylistic), Chinese cinema seem s to share features wit h European cinema s 
concerning th e advocac y o f th e national . Howeve r i n China , a s I  wil l 
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demonstrate, the industrial and stylistic aspects were in fact less important 
than th e majo r facto r i n th e advocac y o f nationa l cinema : Chines e 
nationalism. 

Chinese film producers ' concerns abou t th e fate o f the domestic fil m 
industry aros e fro m th e disadvantage d competitiv e positio n whic h th e 
Chinese fil m industr y ha d alway s face d wit h regar d t o foreig n films . 
According to the material provided in Shanghai Historical  Film  Materials 
(Shanghai dianying  shiliao)  (vol . 5), for example : 

The fil m marke t i n Shangha i i n th e 1930 s an d 1940 s wa s 
monopolized by American and British films, especially American 
films. Th e American s an d Britis h ha d thei r distributio n 
companies i n al l bi g citie s suc h a s Shanghai , Beijing , Tianji n 
and Guangzhou . Therefore , the y dominate d th e Chines e fil m 
market wit h thei r overwhelmin g superiority . Accordin g t o 
historical data, China produced 8 9 feature films in 1933, while 
the figure o f imported film s i n that yea r reached 421. Among 
those imported films , 309 were American films. 66 

On a  number o f occasion s Wester n businessme n planne d t o monopoliz e 
film exhibition , an d eve n film production , i n China , becaus e o f the hug e 
profits t o b e made i n the Chines e market . Fo r example , in the 1920 s th e 
British and American Tobacco Company intended to buy all Chinese fil m 
companies an d movi e theaters , an d t o establis h a  fil m trus t i n China. 67 

Under suc h circumstances, Chinese film producer s foun d tha t they coul d 
not win in a head-on clash with foreign film companies. The only way ou t 
for them was to develop Chinese cinema as a national cinema. Hence their 
advocacy o f a  nationa l cinem a wa s motivated , a t leas t i n part , b y th e 
desire to maximize profits . 

The film producers' strategy to promote Chinese national cinema had 
two main thrusts — the arguments that the Chinese audience should watch 
only films made by Chinese people in consideration of the nation's interests, 
and that Chinese national cinema should have a uniquely Chinese content 
and style . 

The notion tha t i t was important fo r th e preservation o f the Chines e 
nation for audiences to watch only Chinese films was elaborated by studio 
representatives i n comments such as this one : 

Foreign films cannot be used to educate our countrymen sinc e 
they do not conform t o our national conditions. Therefore w e 
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can onl y rel y o n domesti c film s .. . I  hop e ou r countrymen , 
motivated by a desire to love our country and to strengthen our 
nation, ca n b e speciall y toleran t toward s ou r domesti c fil m 
production, and advocate i t and help it.68 

A rival studio had a  similar viewpoint : 

We must clearl y understand tha t th e developmen t o f ou r fil m 
undertaking ha s a  clos e connectio n wit h th e lif e o f ou r 
countrymen, th e spread o f ou r cultur e an d th e honour o f ou r 
nation .. . We should treat our domestic film like our own child.69 

One of the managers o f Mingxing Studio , Zhou Jianyun, emphasized th e 
importance o f developin g domesti c fil m productio n fro m a n economi c 
perspective: 

If anybody can accurately calculate how much money has flowed 
out o f the pockets of ou r countrymen oversea s along with the 
continuous importation of European and American films, I am 
sure our countrymen will be astonished, even though they always 
look at film undertakings as just a kind of game.70 

While the fil m producers ' wer e motivate d b y financial self-interest , thei r 
strategy concentrate d o n politics , an d the y clearl y fel t tha t stressin g th e 
national sentiment issue was an effective way of winning over their potential 
audience. 

Luo Mingyou, the general manager of Lianhua Film Studio, elaborated 
on th e ide a tha t th e conten t an d styl e o f Chines e film s ough t t o reflec t 
China's unique culture : 

Since th e Chines e territor y i s vas t an d Chines e cultur e ha s a 
history of five thousand years, we have a large amount of cultural 
relics and beautifu l landscapes . If al l these things are filmed, I 
believe there wil l be a  lo t o f excellen t works . Compared wit h 
those foreign fil m productions which are only good at wasting 
material resource s an d showin g u s kisse s an d embraces , ou r 
domestic film s wil l b e fa r superior . The y wil l b e no t onl y 
efficacious a t reformin g th e ways an d manner s o f ou r peopl e 
and therefore performing their function o f social education, but 
could also be used to display our national merits when Chinese 
films become popular worldwide. 71 
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As to film style , one of the major characteristic s o f Chinese cinema in 
Chongqing (Chungking ) durin g th e period o f th e anti-Japanes e wa r wa s 
to advocat e th e so-calle d "Chines e manner " an d "Chines e style. " Th e 
ultimate purpos e o f thi s wa s no t th e developmen t o f cinem a pe r se , bu t 
the effective mobilizatio n of the Chinese masses in the struggle for nationa l 
liberation.72 

The Chines e cinem a undoubtedl y ha d Chines e characteristic s i n it s 
subject matter , narrative model , world-view, style and formal system , and 
I will occasionally refe r t o these in the following chapters . But in light of 
the motives of the political parties (power) and the film producers (money ) 
for th e advocacy o f national cinema, we have to admi t tha t the "Chines e 
characteristics" were not exclusively natural or pre-existing. Moreover, as 
we examine th e importan t relationshi p betwee n Chines e cinem a an d th e 
Chinese nationalis t movemen t —  th e decisiv e facto r i n determinin g th e 
"national" i n Chinese cinema — we will find tha t these so-called Chines e 
characteristics i n fact pla y a  subordinate role . 

For example , the costume film s an d martia l art s films tha t prevaile d 
in the 1920s were rapidly replaced by left- and right-wing films in the firs t 
half o f th e 1930s , a s th e domesti c an d internationa l politica l situation s 
grew increasingl y chaoti c an d worrisome . Change s i n conten t an d styl e 
specific to certain film genres during the same period were due to externa l 
forces, not the evolution of filmmaking o r the advocacy of film producer s 
and filmmakers . Chie f amon g thes e externa l force s wer e nationalis t 
ideologies, which were an obviou s determining factor . 

As will be demonstrated in the following chapters, the Chinese national 
cinema, lik e European nationa l cinemas , developed i n constant dialogu e 
with Hollywood . Th e competin g tendencie s o f Westernizatio n an d 
Sinicization i n Chines e fil m productio n co-existe d fro m th e beginning , 
and discussions about these issues were constant. By using foreign (Wester n 
and, sometimes , Russian ) film s a s a  reference , Chines e filmmakers ' 
conception of cinema was constantly changing and Chinese national cinema 
by no mean s develope d i n a  state o f isolatio n fro m th e outsid e world . If 
we argue that the substance of Chinese film was relatively more "Chinese " 
because it was determined by Chinese reality, then we also have to concede 
that the formal structure of Chinese film was greatly influenced b y foreign 
films. However , as the following chapter s will demonstrate, the strategie s 
adopted b y Chinese fil m producer s an d filmmaker s i n thei r advocac y o f 
the national film industr y an d national styl e were either identica l with o r 
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subordinate t o th e strategie s use d i n th e advocac y o f Chines e nationa l 
cinema i n term s o f Chines e nationalism . 

There remain s anothe r issu e importan t t o an y discussio n o f Chines e 
national cinema : tha t o f present-da y Chines e scholars ' attitud e towar d 
national cinema , sinc e "Chines e nationa l cinema " i n Chin a i s no t onl y a 
historical product , bu t als o th e outcom e o f th e present-day' s elaboratio n 
of th e issue . Peopl e i n Chin a toda y frequentl y us e th e phras e "nationa l 
cinema" an d generall y loo k a t i t a s a  natura l thing . Fo r example , i n th e 
Dictionary of  Film  Art  (Dianying  yishu  cidian)  publishe d b y Chin a Fil m 
Press i n 1986 , ther e i s thi s entr y o n "nationalizatio n o f film " (dianying 
minzuhua): 

Nationalization o f film means "nationa l style of film" (dianying 
minzu fengge).  I t usually equals to national style of film, nationa l 
characteristics o f fil m (dianying  minzu  tezheng)  o r nationa l 
identity o f fil m (dianying  minzu  xing).  Thi s i s a  controversia l 
theoretical issu e in China. The first attitud e towards the issue is 
that th e nationa l i s that whic h i s true t o life . Peopl e wh o hol d 
this vie w believ e tha t i f onl y w e truthfull y reflec t ou r nation' s 
life, the Chinese film is assured of its national identity. The centra l 
issue o f th e na t i ona l i za t i o n o f fil m i s t o mak e film s 
understandable fo r peasants . Th e secon d attitud e towar d 
nationalization i s tha t fil m shoul d hav e attaine d nationa l 
characterist ics fro m it s conten t an d form . Th e cru x o f 
nationalization her e is to inherit and develop traditional Chines e 
aesthetics. The third attitude is against the advocating of nationa l 
film. People of this view claim that the wording of nationalizatio n 
of film i s confusing. The y believe that i t is unnecessary to discus s 
the nationalizatio n o f fil m sinc e fil m i s a n importe d ar t for m 
and it s techniques o f expression ar e universal.. . Lik e historica l 
style and class style, national styl e belongs in the field o f artisti c 
style. I t include s nationa l spirit , nationa l qualities , nationa l 
culture, national customs and habits , and national landscapes. 73 

Notably, contemporary Chines e researchers d o no t relat e national cinem a 
to nationalis m o r th e reflectio n o f nationalis m i n cinema . Instead , the y 
treat th e issu e a s relatin g solel y t o style . Whethe r nationa l cinem a i s see n 
as a n inevitabl e thin g (th e firs t attitude) , o r somethin g whic h mus t b e 
created (th e second attitude) , or somethin g whic h doe s no t exis t (th e thir d 
at t i tude), na t iona l cinem a i s approache d simpl y a s a  nat iona l form . 
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Therefore, Chines e researcher s indicat e tha t ther e i s n o hidde n motiv e 
behind th e advocac y o f Chines e nationa l cinema , demonstratin g tha t 
researchers o f Chines e nationa l cinem a refus e t o seriousl y consider wha t 
and how "th e national" reall y signifies. This leads to a situation in which 
the term "Chinese national cinema" i s always presumed to be about style, 
while the real meaning o f the term may b e quite different . I n this book , I 
adopt a  quit e differen t researc h perspective , b y considerin g ho w th e 
construction o f th e nationa l i n pre-194 9 Chines e nationa l cinem a wa s 
strategically define d i n relation to Chines e nationalism . 

I have not included the Hong Kong and Taiwan cinemas in this stud y 
because the y generall y di d no t participat e i n the nation-buildin g projec t 
of Chines e national cinema . The previously mentioned Poshe k Fu article, 
"Between Nationalis m an d Colonialism : Mainlan d Emigres , Margina l 
Culture, and Hong Kong Cinema 1937-1941, " clearly revealed the nature 
of "the other" of wartime Hong Kong cinema in relation to national cinema 
in mainland China . Sinc e Taiwan was a  Japanese colon y unti l the end o f 
World War Two, its cinema also did not participate in the construction o f 
Chinese national cinema . 

PRE-1949 CHINESE NATIONAL CINEMA: A PERIODIZATION 

I have demonstrate d tha t a t various time s befor e 1949 , different stresse s 
were lai d o n the nationa l elemen t o f Chines e cinema . This boo k goe s o n 
to explore s thes e difference s accordin g t o establishe d historica l periods : 
pre-1920s, th e 1920s , 1931-1936 , 1937-194 5 an d 1946-1949 . Thi s 
standard periodizatio n seem s outdated, an d i s clearly related t o politica l 
parties' (especiall y th e CCP's ) connectio n wit h filmmaking . However , I 
have adopte d thi s periodizatio n precisel y becaus e I  ai m t o sho w tha t 
advocacy of national cinema in China was closely linked to political parties' 
participation in film creation, and that in this sense Chinese national cinema 
was politically rathe r tha n culturall y oriented . 

It is also important to reiterate that Chinese nationalism always related 
to both anti-imperialism and nation building, although advocacy of Chinese 
national cinema ha d differen t focuses  durin g differen t periods . 

Cultural Awareness (Pre-1920s ) 
I analyze the initial attitude of Chinese audiences and filmmakers towar d 
film a s a kind o f cultura l awareness . When film was introduced i n Chin a 
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at the end of nineteenth century, Chinese audiences immediately named i t 
"shadow play " (yingxi),  th e nam e o f th e traditiona l Chines e leather -
silhouette show, indicating that film, to a certain degree, had a  connection 
with a  traditiona l Chines e ar t form . Whe n Chines e filmmaker s bega n 
producing th e firs t Chines e films , the y gaine d inspiratio n fro m Beijin g 
opera rathe r tha n modelin g thei r wor k o n foreig n films . A s a  result , th e 
earliest Chines e film s wer e Beijin g oper a films . Thi s initia l attitud e o f 
Chinese audiences and filmmakers, which associated film with traditiona l 
Chinese art forms, was governed by the general understanding in China of 
the relationship betwee n Western and Chines e civilizations. China was i n 
the mids t o f a  cultura l crisi s whe n Wester n cultur e (includin g film ) wa s 
introduced int o China , an d a s a  result , filmmaker s trie d t o us e film , a 
foreign ar t form , t o carr y forwar d traditiona l Chines e culture . I n othe r 
words, they sough t t o transfor m fil m int o a n indigenou s ar t for m i n th e 
hope o f findin g a  sens e o f cultura l security . I  therefore loo k a t cultura l 
awareness a s a  prelud e t o Chines e cultura l nationalism , sinc e Chines e 
filmmakers were not highly conscious of using film to serve the construction 
of the Chinese nation, though they were keen to advocate Chinese culture 
through film . 

Industrial Nationalism (th e 1920s) 

The 1920 s saw the rapid developmen t o f the Chinese film industry , and i t 
is clear tha t th e Chines e film communit y regarde d th e establishment o f a 
strong fil m industr y a s a  contributio n t o Chines e nationa l industry . I 
therefore define the Chinese national cinema during the 1920s as "industria l 
nationalism." Tw o tendencie s emerge d i n th e filmmakin g o f thi s era : 
Westernization an d Sinicization . Thes e tw o seemingl y contradictor y 
tendencies were in fact bot h used to strengthen the Chines e film industr y 
and to establish a national cinema. Westernization, which was reflected i n 
family melodram a films , wa s a  strateg y adopte d b y th e Chines e fil m 
industry in order to increase its competitiveness against imported films by 
adopting som e o f thei r techniques . Meanwhile , Sinicization , whic h wa s 
reflected i n costume films and martial arts films, revealed filmmakers an d 
audiences' nationalis t sentimen t afte r th e Ma y 30t h Movement . Famil y 
melodrama films , costum e film s an d martia l art s film s al l evolve d int o 
commercial film movements and thus greatly accelerated the developmen t 
of the Chinese film industry. In the 1920s, national cinema referred mainl y 
to China' s nationa l fil m industry . 
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Class Nationalism Versus Traditionalist Nationalism (1931-1936 ) 

Political partie s becam e involve d i n filmmakin g i n th e 1930s . Th e Lef t 
Wing Fil m Movemen t an d th e Nationalis t Fil m Movement , initiate d 
respectively by the CCP and the KMT, presented two competing discourses 
of nationalism. Initially , the CCP was presumed t o represent the interest s 
of the proletariat while the KMT represented the interests of the propertied 
class. However, both parties claimed that they represented the interests of 
the entir e natio n throug h filmmakin g an d accuse d th e othe r part y o f 
endangering the nation , a s invasion b y Japan becam e a  pressing concern . 
The CCP' s nationalis m wa s clearl y class-based , sinc e th e CC P believe d 
that the party and the classes it represented truly served the interests of the 
Chinese nation . I n it s associatio n o f clas s struggl e wit h it s advocac y o f 
nationalism throug h films , th e CC P reveale d it s ultimat e purpose , th e 
overthrow o f the KMT government. By comparison, the KMT advocate d 
the ide a o f nationa l surviva l b y endorsing Confucia n value s a s "Chines e 
tradition" and avoided the issue of class altogether. The KMT thus define d 
the Chinese nation i n moral an d cultura l terms, rather than i n relation t o 
class, and film' s socia l significance wa s viewed conservativel y an d aime d 
at maintainin g KM T rule . I  therefor e interpre t th e CC P an d th e KM T 
rhetoric abou t nationalis m an d nationa l cinem a a s self-justification s fo r 
their struggle for state power. From this point onward the Chinese national 
cinema was a  contested concep t i n terms o f politics . 

Colonial and Anti-colonial Nationalisms (1937-1945 ) 

The Japanese invasio n inevitabl y cause d a  strong sens e of nationa l crisi s 
in China , an d Chines e filmmaker s an d audience s wer e n o exception . I 
have discusse d th e wa y i n whic h th e Chines e nationa l cinem a wa s 
constructed around Chinese nationalism, while Chinese nationalism's main 
concern was the surviva l o f the nation . China' s wartime nationa l cinem a 
unsurprisingly reflecte d thi s majo r characteristi c o f Chines e nationa l 
cinema. Seeing the Japanese invasion as an immense threat to the nation' s 
survival, Chines e filmmaker s addresse d theme s suc h a s patriotism , an d 
national cohesion an d survival . Meanwhile the Japanese, relying on thei r 
military power , establishe d thei r ow n fil m productio n bas e i n Northeas t 
China an d exerte d influence s o n th e Shangha i fil m industry . I n film s 
produced i n these areas the Japanese advocated th e idea o f racial conflic t 
between Asian s an d Europeans , wit h th e ai m o f furtherin g thei r 
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colonization o f China . The terms colonia l an d anti-colonia l nationalism s 
therefore refe r t o th e differen t fil m activitie s conducte d b y th e Chines e 
and Japanese concerning nationalism . 

Nationalism and Modernization (1946-1949 ) 

With th e defea t o f th e Japanese , post-wa r Chines e cinem a reflecte d th e 
decline o f nationalis m a s a n issu e o f paramoun t importanc e i n Chines e 
society, and in the absence of a foreign threat China's modernization became 
a priority . Th e focu s o f nationalis m therefor e becam e th e buildin g o f a 
strong and modernized Chinese nation. In the midst of such circumstances, 
Chinese filmmaker s expresse d thei r loathin g fo r politica l corruptio n i n 
China an d thei r longing for a  democratic polity. Moreover, they began t o 
rethink the relationship between tradition and modernity in terms of ethics 
and culture . Fo r th e firs t time , filmmaker s viewe d modernit y a s a n 
important component of their national project. Furthermore, they attached 
equal importanc e t o Chines e traditio n an d Western experience s i n term s 
of the techniques o f film expression . This was consistent with the chang e 
in fil m content , sinc e Chines e filmmaker s adopte d a n attitud e o f 
incorporating techniques and themes from the West, as well as from Chines e 
tradition, t o develo p Chines e nationa l cinem a i n term s o f bot h conten t 
and form . 

The aspects of Chinese national cinema outlined above show that th e 
concept of national cinema in China was fluid, contested and multi-faceted . 
In th e followin g chapter s I  wil l addres s thi s concep t throug h tw o mai n 
strategies. Firstly, the discussion of Chinese national cinema will be closely 
linked t o a  discussio n o f Chines e nationalism . Tha t is , the creatio n an d 
development o f Chines e nationa l cinem a wil l b e examine d agains t th e 
background o f th e developmen t o f Chines e nationalis t movements . Thi s 
research on Chinese national cinema will therefore be , to a certain degree, 
research on Chinese nationalism, and major nationalis t movements, trends 
in art and literature relating to nationalism and political parties' discourses 
on nationalism will be brought into focus in addition to different discourse s 
on nationa l cinema . Withi n thi s framework , Chines e nationa l cinem a i s 
examined a s a  microcos m o f Chines e nationalism , whic h bot h reflecte d 
and participated in the construction of the Chinese nation. The purpose of 
this researc h i s thu s th e productio n o f a  ne w interpretatio n o f Chines e 
national cinem a and , i n a  broade r context , a n interpretatio n o f Chines e 
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nationalism. Chines e nationalis m an d nationa l cinem a ar e competin g 
concepts becaus e variou s group s a t variou s time s create d differen t 
discourses aroun d nationalis m an d nationa l cinema . B y closel y linkin g 
Chinese nationa l cinem a wit h Chines e nationalism , I  hope t o mak e th e 
complexity o f the concept o f Chines e national cinema clear . 

Secondly, I  will examin e th e concep t o f Chines e nationa l cinem a i n 
terms o f the concrete developmen t o f pre-1949 Chines e cinema. In othe r 
words, pre-1949 Chines e cinem a ha d a  uniqu e developmenta l path , an d 
any discussion o f the national element of Chinese national cinema shoul d 
be closel y linke d t o thi s history . Fo r example , I  describ e th e majo r 
characteristic o f Chines e cinem a i n th e 1920 s a s industria l nationalism , 
since the film world viewed the establishment o f a  strong film industry a s 
a contribution to the national industry. This conclusion is drawn from th e 
development o f th e cinem a itsel f a s wel l a s from Chines e nationalis m i n 
general. The 1920s was a critical period for the development of the Chinese 
film industry , an d th e establishmen t o f a  stron g domesti c fil m industr y 
was rhetoricall y addresse d i n th e fil m communit y i n term s o f th e 
establishment of a national film industry. This discourse on national cinema 
was largely generated by the film world out of consideration of the cinema 
itself, and the Chines e nationa l cinem a was thus clearly not exclusively a 
reproduction of nationalism in Chinese society. Therefore, the complexity 
of Chines e nationa l cinem a ca n onl y b e understood i f the complexit y o f 
Chinese film history itself is fully realized. By linking the national to specific 
film history , I  therefore inten d t o no t onl y brin g ou t th e ful l meanin g o f 
the concep t o f Chines e nationa l cinema , bu t als o attemp t a  histor y o f 
Chinese fil m befor e 1949 . Research i n film histor y i n mainland Chin a i s 
largely treated a s a political issue, and answer s to questions such as wha t 
is included , wha t i s exclude d an d specifi c interpretations , ar e largel y 
determined by political factors. Meanwhile, researchers outside China ar e 
limited due to a lack of material relating to the Chinese cinema. Based o n 
a considerable amount o f primary material abou t the cinema, and from a 
perspective o f nationa l cinem a I  inten d t o addres s th e ga p i n researc h 
about pre-194 9 Chines e cinema , whil e als o hopin g t o exten d ou r 
understanding o f nationa l cinem a i n general , an d contributin g t o 
scholarship o n the historical production o f the modern Chines e nation . 
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