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1 

Introduction: Cinema and the National 

JACKIE CHAN'S 1994 global breakthrough film Rumble in the Bronx is a dis
locating experience in more ways than one. This is not just because of the 
gravity-defying action, or because j ackie is far from his familiar Hong Kong. 
Set in New York but shot in Vancouver, the film shows a Rocky Mountain 
backdrop looming between skyscrapers where suburban flatlands should 
be. The film also marks a watershed in Chan's efforts to transform him
self from Hong Kong star to global superstar and his character from local 
cop to transnational cop. Funded by a mix of Hong Kong, Canadian, and 
American companies, Rumble in the Bronx is an eminently transnational 
film. In its North American release version, it cannot even be classified us
ing the currently fashionable term for films from different Chinese places, 
"Chinese-language film" (huayu dianying):' not only are the settings and 
locations far from China but all the dialogue is in English.' Indeed, one fan 
claims Rumble in the Bronx for the United States when he complains that, 
"From the very start you will realize that this film seems to be trying to set 
a record for worst dubbing in a supposedly 'American' film."J 

While it might seem a stretch to imagine even the North American re
lease version of Rumble in the Bronx is an American film, Rumble in. the 
Bronx certainly illustrates how futile it can be to try and pin some films 
down to a single national cinema. However, although Rumble in the Bronx 
demands to be understood as a transnational film, the national in the trans
national is still vital to any account of its specificity. It says something both 
about the importance of the American market to Chan and the aspirations 
of Hong Kong's would-be migrants in the run-up to China's 1997 takeover 
that Chan's character, Keung, visits the United States (rather than Nigeria 
or China, for example). 

Even though Jackie Chan successfully vaulted to global stardom in the 
wake of Rumble in the Bronx, his cultural and ethnic Chineseness and his 
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Hong Kong identity remain-not only recognized by fans but also as sig
nificant elements that he exploits for the jokes, action, and narratives of 
his films. In Rush Hour (1998), Chan's first commercially successful Hol
lywood film, his cop persona is again assertively from Hong Kong, as he 
saves the PRC (People's Republic of China) consul's daughter in Los An
geles from Hong Kong gangsters with the help of a maverick black LAPD 
sidekick. As will be discussed in chapter 6, Rush Hour blends regional, cul
tural, and political Chinese nationalism. This Hollywood movie proclaims 
both Hong Kong Chinese and blacks as outsiders, who nevertheless save 
the day for the great and good: the USA, the PRC, and Hong Kong as well 
as the consul, the FBI, the LAPD, and even China's archaeological heritage, 
on display in Los Angeles after being saved from a corrupt, British colonial 
administrator in league with Hong Kong triads. 

This book examines some of the many and complex ways the national 
shapes and appears in Chinese films. Our core argument is twofold. First, 
the national informs almost every aspect of the Chinese cinematic image 
and narrative repertoire. Therefore, Chinese films-whether from China, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, the diaspora, or understood as transnational---cannot 
be understood without reference to the national, and what are now retro
spectively recognized as different Chinese cinematic traditions have played 
a crucial role in shaping and promulgating various depictions of the nation
al and national identity. Second, as the challenge of locating Rumble in the 
Bronx and Rush Hour demonstrates, the national in Chinese cinema cannot 
be studied adequately using the old national cinemas approach, which took 
the national for granted as something known. Instead, we approach the 
national as contested and construed in different ways. It therefore needs to 
be understood within an analytic approach that focuses on cinema and the 
national as a framework within which to consider a range of questions and 
issues about the national. 

Why is the national so central to Chinese cinemas? Put simply, ideas 
about the national and the modern territorial nation-state as we know them 
today arrived along with the warships that forced "free trade" on China in 
the mid-nineteenth-century opium wars. Both the national and the modern 
territorial nation-state were part of a Western package called modernity, as was 
cinema, which followed hot on their heels. Like elsewhere, when Chinese 
grasped the enormity of the imperialist threat they realized that they would 
have to take from the West in order to resist the West. The nation-state was 
a key element to be adopted, because this modern form of collective agency 
was fundamental both to participation as a nation-state in the "international" 
order established by the imperialists and to mobilizing resistance.• 

However, as Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto pointedly indicates, scholars are less 
sure about how to study cinema and the national than they used to be: 
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"Writing about national cinemas used to be an easy task: film critics be
lieved all they had to do was to construct a linear historical narrative de
scribing a development of a cinema within a particular national boundary 
whose unity and coherence seemed to be beyond all doubt."5 Once, it might 
have been possible to produce a list of elements composing something 
called "traditional Chinese culture" or "Chinese national culture," or even 
some characteristics constituting "Chineseness." Then we could have tried 
to see how these things were "expressed" or "reflected" in Chinese cin
ema as a unified and coherent Chinese national identity with correspond
ing distinctly Chinese cinematic conventions. This would then constitute a 
"national cinema." 

In this era of global capital flows, multiculturalism, increasing migra
tion, and the World Wide Web, it is clear that the national cinemas ap
proach with its premise of distinct and separate national cultures would be 
fraught anywhere. But in the Chinese case, its difficulty is particularly evi
dent. Today, "China" accommodates a multitude of spoken languages, mi
nority nationalities, former colonies, and religious affiliations. Until 1991, 
it designated a territory claimed by two state powers: the People's Republic 
of China with its capital in Beijing and the Republic of China currently 
based on Taiwan. Even when President Lee Teng-hui of the Republic of 
China made reforms in 1991 removing the Republic's claim to the territory 
governed by the mainland, it was still stated that, "the ROC government 
recognized the fact that two equal political entitles exist in two independent 
areas of one country."6 A glance at the Chronology at the back of this book 
shows that China has been through numerous territorial reconfigurations 
over the last century-and-a-half, and has spawned a global diaspora. 

With these circumstances in mind, how do we need to rethink the cin
ema's connection to the national and ways of studying it? This introduc
tion attempts to answer this question. On the basis of our exploration of 
the issues discussed below, we argue for the abandonment of the national 
cinemas approach and its replacement with a larger analytic framework 
of cinema and the national. Instead of taking the national for granted as 
something known and unproblematic-as the older national cinemas 
model tended to-our larger analytic framework puts the problem of what 
the national is-how it is constructed, maintained, and challenged-at the 
center. Within that larger framework, the particular focus of this book is on 
cinematic texts and national identity. But we hope this book can serve as 
both an embodiment of our larger argument and a demonstration of the 
kind of studies that can come out of such a shift. 

Although it may sound odd at first, the transnational may be a good 
place to start the quest to understand what it means to speak of cinema and 
the national as an analytic framework. As if taking a lead from Mitsuhiro 
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Yoshimoto's critique, Sheldon Hsiao-Peng Lu begins his introduction to 
Transnational Chinese Cinemas by characterizing the anthology as "a col
lective rethinking of the national/transnational interface in Chinese film 
history and in film studies.''7 He goes on to trace how the cinema in China 
has developed within a transnational context. As in most of the world, it 
arrived in the late nineteenth century as a foreign thing. When Chinese 
began making films, they were heavily conscious that the Chinese market 
was dominated by foreign film, and increasingly they saw the cinema as an 
important tool for promoting patriotic resistance to Western and Japanese 
domination of China. Following the establishment of the People's Repub
lic, most foreign film was excluded and an effort was made to "sinicize" 
the cinema. Meanwhile, the cinemas of Taiwan and Hong Kong came to 
depend on diasporic Chinese audiences. Most recently, Chinese cinemas 
have participated in the forces of globalization through coproductions and 
the work of emigres in Hollywood. With this history in mind, Lu concludes, 
"The study of national cinemas must then transform into transnational film 
studies."8 

This is a very suggestive insight. The essays in Lu's anthology focus 
on the transnational dimension of transnational film studies. But to use 
this insight as a way into our project, we need to ask where the national is 
in transnational Chinese cinemas and in transnational film studies. This 
question can be addressed by spinning a number of questions out of Lu's 
comment. 

What does "transnational" mean and what is at stake in placing the study 
of Chinese cinema and the national within a transnational framework? 
The term transnational is usually used loosely to refer to phenomena that 
exceed the boundaries of any single national territory. However, there is a 
tension around the term, which stems from its relation to the idea of "glo
balization." In many uses, "transnationalism is a process of global consoli
dation" and transnational phenomena are understood simply as products 
of the globalizing process.9 For example, while the multinational corpora
tion is headquartered in one country and operates in many, "a truly trans
national corporation ... is adrift and mobile, ready to settle anywhere and 
exploit any state including its own, as long as the affiliation serves its own 
interest. "ro 

In contrast, other writers use "transnational" to oppose the rhetoric of 
universality and homogenization implied in the term globalization. For 
them, the "transnational" is more grounded. It suggests that phenomena 
exceeding the national also need to be specified in terms of the particular 
places and times in which they operate, the particular people they affect, 
and the particular ways they are constituted and maintained." 
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The focus on China in Chinese film studies precludes assumptions 
about global universality (although certainly not the impact of capitalist 
"globalization"). However, the issue of homogeneity versus specificity re
mains crucial to the question of how we might understand the transnation
al in "transnational Chinese cinemas." One possibility is that the territorial 
nation-state and national cinema as sites of Chineseness are being eclipsed 
by a higher level of unity and coherence, namely a Chinese cultural order 
that is transnational. This would be the kind of culturalism that supports 
Western discourses ranging from Orientalism (as critiqued by Edward Said) 
and Samuel Huntington's "clash of civilizations" to Chinese discourses on 
Greater China (Da Zhonghua) and Tu Weiming's "Cultural China."" 

The alternative is that the transnational is understood not as a higher 
order, but as a larger arena connecting differences, so that a variety of re
gional, national, and local specificities impact upon each other in various 
types of relationships ranging from synergy to contest. The emphasis in 
this case is not on dissolving the distinctions between different Chinese 
cinemas into a larger cultural unity. Instead, it would be on understanding 
Chinese culture as an open, multiple, contested, and dynamic formation 
that the cinema participates in. Key to understanding these two different 
trajectories for the deployment of the "transnational" is the question of 
what the "national" in the word transnational means. This leads to a second 
question. 

What does the "national" mean? 
Understandings of Chinese transnationality as a higher level of coherence 
above the nation-state reinstate the modern nation under a different name. 
Whether Chinese or Western in origin and whether praising or critical, 
they simply deploy culture or ethnicity rather than territorial boundaries as 
the primary criterion defining the nation. The distinction here is between 
an ethnic nation and a nation-state. Yet both forms retain the idea of the na
tion as a coherent unity. This coherent unity is also usually assumed in the 
concept and study of national cinemas. But it is precisely this understand
ing of the nation that has come under interrogation in English-language 
academia over the last twenty years or so, and the directions this critique 
has taken must guide efforts to transform the study of national cinemas 
into the study of cinema and the national. 

The rethinking of the nation and the national in a general sense has 
produced a very large body of literature. However, three major outcomes 
are especially relevant to the arguments in this book. First, the nation-state 
is not universal and transhistorical, but a socially and historically located 
form of community with origins in post-Enlightenment Europe; there are 
other ways of conceiving of the nation or similar large communities. Sec-
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ond, if this form of community appears fixed, unified, and coherent, then 
that is an effect that is produced by the suppression of internal difference 
and blurred boundaries. Third, producing this effect of fixity, coherence, 
and unity depends upon the establishment and recitation of stories and 
images-the nation exists to some extent because it is narrated. 

Before elaborating on these points, the implications of these outcomes 
must be briefly considered. For those committed to the nation, the idea 
that the nation is constructed can seem to be an attack on its very existence. 
And for those opposed to the nation, this can seem to presage its imminent 
demise. Yet if the metaphor of construction implies potential demolition, it 
also suggests that new nations can be built and existing nations renovated. 
In other words, how this more recent discourse on the nation gets used is 
not immanent to that discourse, but dependent upon social and institu
tional power relations. 

One reason for the frequent assumption that recent thought constitutes 
an attack on the nation is the title that looms over this entire field: Imagined 
Communities by Benedict Anderson. 13 In a recent survey of writing on na
tional cinemas, Michael Walsh finds that "of all the theorists of nationalism 
in the fields of history and political science, Anderson has been the only 
writer consistently appropriated by those working on issues of the national 
in film studies." 14 However, Anderson does not use "imagined" to mean 
"imaginary," but to designate those communities too large for their mem
bers to meet face-to-face and which therefore must be imagined by them to 
exist. He also distinguishes between the modern nation-state as one form 
of imagined community and others, including the dynastic empire. For 
example, he points out that empires are defined by central points located 
where the emperor resides, whereas nation-states are defined by territorial 
boundaries. Those living in empires are subjects with obligations, whereas 
those living in nation-states are citizens with rights, and so forth.'5 After 
Anderson's watershed intervention, the nation no longer appears universal 
and transhistorical but as a historically and socially located construction. 
Indeed, if Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri are right, our transnational era 
is already a new age of empire.'6 

Anderson's intervention also demands attention to distinctions all too 
easily collapsed in the thinking that took the nation for granted and long 
characterized the national cinemas approach. As well as the distinction be
tween an ethnic or cultural nation and a territorial nation-state made above, 
there is also the question of the concept of a biologically distinct nation. 
However, although most cultural nations and nation-states retain links to 
ideas of race, it is difficult to assert that they are one and the same after the 
notorious example of the Holocaust and Nazi rule in Germany. This then 
raises the issue of internal divisions and blurred boundaries of nations, 
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both ethnic and territorial. Although members of nations are (supposedly) 
constituted as citizens with equal rights and obligations, this individual 
national identity is complicated by citizens' affiliations to other local and 
transnational identity formations, including region, class, race, religion, 
gender, and sexuality, to name but a few. These issues and the questions 
and problems arising from them are foreclosed upon in a national cinemas 
approach that takes the national for granted as something fixed and known. 
But with the shift to a framework of cinema and the national that puts the 
focus on the national as a problem, they take center stage. 

Why does this proliferation of different affiliations for citizens create 
tensions within the modern nation-state and provoke efforts at contain
ment, when the same situation was commonly accepted in empires? In 
empires, agency is understood to lie with a deity, an absolute monarch, or 
a hierarchy of differently empowered subjects. In these circumstances, the 
various differences among the people in an empire are not so crucial. But 
the modern nation-state is understood as a collective agency composed of 
its citizens, whether acting through the ballot box, the dictatorship of the 
proletariat, or some other mechanism. In these circumstances, loyalties to 
other collectivities created by diverse identity formations threaten the abil
ity of"the people" to act as an agent, and must be managed either through 
suppression or careful containment. 

However, this is a "catch-22." As Homi Bhabha points out, quite apart 
from all the other tensions, producing the nation as collective agency in 
itself leads to a split between the people as objects and as subjects of the 
discourse that depicts them. 17 So, in addition to the differentiation of na
tions according to defining criteria such as culture, territory, and race, we 
also need to distinguish between nation as subject or agency and nation as 
object. This distinction cannot necessarily be reduced to that between the 
state (subject) and people (object), as neither of these entities is a stable 
given, nor is there always a clear line between them. 

It is the need to produce and maintain citizenry as a collective national 
subject in the face of competing and challenging forces that leads Ann 
Anagnost to write that the nation is "an 'impossible unity' that must be 
narrated into being in both time and space," and that "the very impossi
bility of the nation as a unified subject means that this narrating activity 
is never final." 18 To understand this endless narrating activity in the case 
of the collective national subject, Judith Butler's work on the individual 
subject-" me" -may be useful. She argues that the individual subject is 
not a given but produced and, furthermore, that it is produced through the 
rhetorical structures of language. Here she notes the Althusserian idea of 
interpellation. Interpellation is the hailing of the subject, where language 
calls upon us to take up positions that encourage psychological identifica-
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lion and social expectations of who we are. An example might be when 
heterosexual couples repeat the marriage vows read out to them by the 
celebrant. Butler terms this process "performative"--<loing is being. Her 
particular contribution to the understanding of this performative process 
is to ground it in history. She notes that each citation of a subject position 
is part of a chain that links different times and spaces. This causes it to be 
necessarily different from the previous citation in locally determined ways. 
Butler's privileged example is drag as a citation of gender that undermines 
the citation it repeats. Another clear example would be the way in which 
some members of the Chinese business and political communities cite 
Confucianism today. Although the rhetorical form of their citation declares 
continuity, there must be difference because premodern Confucianism de
spised commerce. 

Butler's ideas on performativity and citation give us tools for analyz. 
ing the paradox of discourses that declare the national subject as fixed and 
transcendent yet are marked by contradiction, tension, multiple versions, 
changes over time, and other evidence of contingency and construction. 19 

Furthermore, her insight about the impact on the citation of the different 
times and spaces it occurs in is particularly pertinent to colonial and post
colonial environments. When the European concept of the modern nation
state is imposed onto and/or appropriated into other environments, it is 
likely to be made sense of through a framework composed of other already 
circulating concepts of imagined community. For example, Tsung-I Dow 
has given an account of the impact of the Confucian environment upon 
Chinese elaborations of the modern nation-state.20 

What happens to "national cinemas" in this new conceptual environ
ment? 
The rethinking of the nation discussed above has combined with changes 
in cinema studies to undermine the expressive model of national cinemas. 
It is no longer possible to assume that the nation is a fixed and known 
bundle of characteristics reflected directly in film. In cinema studies itself, 
there is growing awareness of the dependence of nationally based film in
dustries upon export markets, international coproduction practices, and the 
likelihood that national audiences draw upon foreign films in the process 
of constructing their own national identity. 21 

In these circumstances, it becomes proper to talk about the reconfigu
ration of the academic discourse known as "national cinemas" as an ana
lytic framework within which to examine cinema and the national. Just as 
Anderson's work grounds the nation as a particular type of imagined com
munity within Europe, national cinemas reappear in this framework as a 
set of institutional, discursive, and policy projects first promoted by certain 
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interests in Europe and usually defined against Hollywood. The framework 
of cinema and the national extends beyond these specific national cinema 
projects. It also includes the idea of a national cinema industry, which con
cerns film production within a particular territory and the policies that af
fect it but might not include participation in the production of a national 
culture. Other areas include the activities of a national audience within a 
particular territory, censorship, regulation within a particular territory, and 
so on. This broadening of work on national cinemas to include the cinema 
as an economic and social institution shapes Yingjin Zhang's important 
new chronological history of Chinese national cinema. 22 

Unlike Yingjin Zhang's book, many other examples of the institutional 
approach to national cinemas also abandon analysis of films, their dissemi
nation of images and narratives about the national, and their role in the 
construction of national identity. There is no question that the challenge 
to the expressive model of national cinemas has drawn interest away from 
national imagery and identity. Some writers have even claimed that with 
the discrediting of national identity as something fixed and transcendent, it 
would be better to abandon the examination of cinema and national iden
tity, and just speak about common cinematic tropes and patterns as "con
ventions" within the cinema of certain territorial nations. 2 3 

However, such a move would perform a sort of short circuit that fore
closes consideration of what is most crucially at stake in cinematic signi
fications of the national, namely the production of the collective identity 
and, on its basis, agency. Relying on the rethinking of the national subject 
as located and narrated into existence outlined in the previous section, this 
book returns to national identity in the cinema, not as a unified and coher
ent form that is expressed in the cinema but as multiply constructed and 
contested. Furthermore, just as preexisting Chinese ideas of community 
provide a framework through which the imported European nation is made 
sense of, we are also interested in how the imported discursive techniques 
of the cinema work with and are worked upon by existing local narrative 
patterns and tropes, creating cinematic traditions in which Chinese nation
al identities are cited and recited. Each chapter considers a particular aspect 
of this process. 

The scope of the book is wide, both socially and historically. This is 
necessary to capture the complexity of the national in its various Chinese 
configurations. Efforts to recast China as a modem nation-state coincide 
with the century of cinema, making it desirable to range from among the 
earliest surviving films to the most recent. Two intertwined themes became 
increasingly clear as we watched film after film. First, there are patterns 
that appear and reappear in new forms across Chinese-language cinemas 
over the last century. Martial arts movies are just one example: banned in 



io INTRODUCTION: CINEMA AND THE NATIONAL 

mainland China in 1931, they remorphed in Hong Kong and Taiwan from 
the middle of the twentieth century to be reclaimed by the People's Repub
lic in the 1980s with the ascendancy of Jet Li. Filmmakers and audiences 
are aware of this heritage. Thus, for example, bamboo forest fight scenes 
in both Taiwan-American director Ang Lee's Crouching Tiger, Hidden Drag
on (2000) and mainland director Zhang Yimou's House of Flying Daggers 

(2004) pay homage to the extraordinary combat scene in the bamboo forest 
in King Hu's A Touch of Zen (1971). Second, the transformations in these 
patterns that cut across the cinema are linked to different ideas about the 
national and nationhood that have appeared in different Chinese places 
at different times. The range of these ideas cannot be grasped by only at
tending to one Chinese space and cinema, such as the People's Republic or 
Taiwan or Hong Kong. Therefore, we have attempted to bring films from 
different Chinese societies and cinemas together in each chapter. 

The topics of each chapter emerged in the process of exploring both the 
Chinese and English-language writings on Chinese cinema, and the films 
themselves. The most significant and consistent intersections with the na
tional formed the basis for the following seven chapters. In the next chap
ter, we look at the intersection of cinematic time and the time of the nation. 
Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the intersection of the national with indigenous 
and imported cultures to produce distinctive modes of cinema opera and 
melodramatic realism. Chapters 5 and 6 examine the intersection of gen
der and the national in the production of modem Chinese femininity and 
masculinity. Chapter 7 extends that discussion into the intersection of the 
national and ethnicity in Chinese cinema, and our final chapter returns to 
the transnational to examine how the national is recast in a globalizing cin
ematic environment. In order to understand these topics, we have explored 
recent work in cinema studies, Chinese studies, and other related fields. We 
begin each chapter with a section that explains the framework of thought 
that we have developed to approach the topic under consideration. 

Chapter 2 examines time in the cinema. Where many have focused on 
cinematic time as a philosophical concept, our interest is in time and the for
mation of nation and community. We demonstrate that cinematic time and 
the national are configured in at least three major ways. Each corresponds 
to a different perspective on the nation-state and modernity. First, national 
history films operate from within the logic and vision of the modem na
tion-state to produce time as linear, progressive, and logical. Often, as in 
the example of the Opium War films examined, these narratives start from 
a moment that produces national consciousness in humiliation. Prompted 
by crises in modernity, a second group of films takes a critical look back 
at the projects of the modem nation-state. Our primary examples are the 
post-Cultural Revolution film Yellow Earth (1984) in the People's Republic 
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of China and the post-martial law film City of Sadness (r989) in Taiwan. 
Finally, and possibly most radically, our third group registers a yearning for 
lost pasts before modernity-and maybe new futures-from within moder
nity itself. Films like In the Mood for Love (2000) engage haunted time, run
ning wormholes in and out of modernity to ruin the linear logic of national 
progression and mark the persistence of nonmodern formations. 

Chapters 3 and 4 turn to Chinese cinematic modes. A mode transcends 
individual films, genres, periods, and territories as the broadest category of 
resemblance in film practice. We argue that the Chinese cinema exhibits 
two main modes whose variations must be explained within contexts of 
different formations of the national: the operatic mode, which began with 
opera film as a statement of cultural nationalism, and the realist, which was 
intimately linked to modernity and nation-building. 

Chapter 3 explores the operatic mode as the syncretic core running 
through Chinese cinemas. We call this mode "shadow opera." It relies on 
cultural spectacles that link the premodern and the modern in a Chinese 
cinema of attractions, and appears in a range of genres from opera film to 
martial arts movies over the last century. These genres are seen as explicitly 
Chinese, but they vary according to different-and often contested-un
derstandings of Chineseness. The earliest opera films sinicize the foreign 
art form of the cinema for cultural and commercial purposes, just as the 
nation-state itself had to be made Chinese in the process of appropriation. 
Later revolutionary operas, like The White-haired Girl (r950) and Azalea 
Mountain (r974), appropriate and transform opera as a national cultural 
form in the pursuit of a proletarian nation. Shadow opera operates below, 
within, and beyond the idea of the nation-state. Early Taiwan films, based 
on a local operatic form called geza.ixi, were reinterpreted in the 1990s as 
a nationalist form that projects an independent Taiwan identity. Crouching 
Tiger, Hidden Dragon borrows a mythic sense of the Chinese national to 
originate a new form of transnational and diasporic identity, while Hero 
(2002) borrows the same generic form to promote a vision of the territorial 
and expanding Chinese nation-state back in the mists of time. 

In chapter 4, we argue that Chinese reformers adopted realism as the 
hegemonic and "official" mode of modernity in the Chinese cinema. Oper
atic modes were frequently proscribed as "feudal" or dismissed as crassly 
commercial. Realist modes were considered both contemporary and mod
ern. However, realist modes were almost always qualified by melodramat
ic conventions that, in their different forms, proffered different views of 
the national through stories of the family and home. In pre-r949 China, 
films of divided families, such as Tomboy (r936), Street Angel (r937), and 
Spring in a Small Town (!948), reflect the deep anxiety about a China di
vided by migration, war, and politics in conservative, leftist, and politically 
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nonaligned film. After 1949, Mao Zedong's People's Republic of China on 
the mainland and Chiang Kai-shek's Republic of China on Taiwan each 
separately "prescribed" realist modes with melodramatic happy endings for 
different national purposes: socialist construction and class justice on the 
mainland and small-scale capitalist construction in Taiwan's countryside. 
The final section looks at realist aesthetics in films from different Chinese 
New Waves, including Father and Son (!954; 1981) from Hong Kong and 
Yellow Earth from the People's Republic. The happy endings required by 
national aesthetic codes become social critique through the "unhappy end
ing." These films rewrite the local and the national outside received linear 
versions of modernity by reinventing realism and melodrama as a form of 
nostalgia. Nation, community, and the promises of Chinese modernity all 
fragment through images of the "emptied out" family home. 

Not only culture but also gender is transformed in modernization. Most 
discussions about gender in the cinema have focused on Hollywood's vari
ous ways of communicating heterosexual desire within the modern patriar
chy of North America. However, in chapter 5 we argue here that dominant 
images of Chinese women in the cinema can be understood better in rela
tion to different configurations of modernity and the nation-state. To un
derstand this, we develop a framework showing that debates about how a 
modern Chinese woman should act in life appear in the cinema as images 
showing how she should look. We examine three senses of the look-the 
look of the camera upon the woman, the woman's subjective look, and her 
appearance or how she looks before others. Ruan Lingyu, Xie Fang, Gong 
Li, and Maggie Cheung's star images are manifested in these different 
senses of the look. They respectively embody the contestation of Confu
cianism and values appropriated from the West in the effort to produce 
China as a modern nation-state in the 1930s; the political passion of the 
Communist heroine who represents the proletarian nation in the People's 
Republic; the libidinal woman who represents the desiring subject of the 
"marketized" post-Mao People's Republic; and the cosmopolitan woman 
who signifies the "world city" of Hong Kong. 

In chapter 6 on masculinity and ordering the nation, we examine how 
men should act. We argue that Confucian legal codes that privileged mas
culinity in governing the nation and the family are reinvented across Chi
nese cinemas as a moral measure of masculinity, honor, and leadership in 
modern times. These codes-filiality, brotherhood, and loyalty-are ethno· 
symbolic myths that link contemporary struggles over masculine identity 
with various constructions of the colonial and the national in Hong Kong 
and China, respectively. Other chapters look at Taiwan cinema. We suggest 
that Jackie Chan's early films, such as Drunken Master II (1993), are about 
the liminal state of adolescence that mirrors the liminal status of Hong 
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Kong as a colony that constantly reasserts its right to semiautonomous 
identity; that John Woo's film on Hong Kong brotherhood amongst gang
sters and cops, The Killer (1989), depicts a vanishing world of honor within 
a violent and lawless society caught between paternal systems in London 
and Beijing; and that Zhang Yimou's ambivalent attitudes to patriarchy and 
the state in his early and mid-career films are revisited as mandatory loyalty 
to the ruler who, as we said, promises unification of the territorial nation
state in Hero. 

The circulation of signs of ethnicity in the cinema is examined in chap
ter 7. However, here we go beyond the dominant understanding of ethnic
ity and nationality as the drawing of a line between national self and foreign 
other. Instead, we demonstrate some less noticed but equally important 
configurations of ethnicity and nationality. First, in films like Ang Lee's 
The Wedding Banquet (r993), the line is drawn around the good foreigner 
to accommodate him within the Chinese family. We argue this is a modern 
transformation of a pattern that can be traced back to practices like the 
imperial tribute system. A second pattern appears in the People's Republic 
after r949· Faced with the tension between the Chinese ethnic and territo
rial nation embodied by the minority nationalities, films tried to stabilize 
the situation by depicting minorities as "little brothers" to the Han Chinese 
"big brother." Finally, a third pattern consists oflines drawn between differ
ent Chinese groupings. We examine how these intra-Chinese distinctions 
appear in films made in Taiwan and Hong Kong following the influx of 
refugees after the establishment of the People's Republic. 

Our final chapter returns to the transnational. If the national is to be 
thought of now as part of transnational film studies, it seems fitting to close 
the book by examining how the national and the transnational interact. The 
focus on the transnational in Chinese cinema so far has been a celebration 
of export success as a kind of resistance to the forced opening up of China 
in the opium wars. We acknowledge these successes, but ask what price has 
been paid for them by examining three instances: Bruce Lee's recasting of 
Chinese masculinity by borrowing from Hollywood, the appropriation of 
the blockbuster concept to counter the threat posed by Hollywood imports 
today, and the use of the transnational cinema market to support the revival 
of Singapore's film industry. 

What does it mean to think about "transnational film studies" as an aca
demic field? 
Finally, Sheldon Lu's remark suggests that not only Chinese cinema but the 
field of film studies itself is now to be understood as transnational. Yingjin 
Zhang has trenchantly criticized Chinese film studies in English and its 
frequent complicity with orientalism. '4 Therefore, in this final section of 
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the introduction, we must address the position of this book within that 
transnational field and also our position as researchers and authors. 

It is noteworthy that Lu's conclusion is phrased as a general remark. He 
does not say that the study of Chinese national cinemas needs to be trans
formed into transnational Chinese film studies, but simply that the study of 
national cinemas needs to be transformed into transnational film studies. 
Although Lu himself does not explicitly make the claim, this implies that 
Chinese cinemas can stand as exemplary sites in the study of cinema and 
the national. 

This is an important point. For, as Rey Chow has noted, "while [authors 
dealing with Western cultures] are thought to deal with intellectual or theo
retical issues, [authors dealing with non-Western cultures,] even when they 
are dealing with intellectual or theoretical issues, are compulsorily required 
to characterize ... their intellectual and theoretical issues by way of a na
tional, ethnic or cultural location. Once such a location is named, however, 
the work associated with it is usually considered too narrow or specialized 
to warrant general interest. "2 5 

So long as the expressive model of national cinemas reigned, privileged 
locations for their study were places that troubled the assumed unity and 
coherence of the nation the least. For the most part, these were the Euro
pean nation-states and japan. As Yeh Yueh-Yu has pointed out, while this 
national cinema paradigm was dominant, the difficulty of fitting Hong 
Kong and Taiwan cinemas into it contributed to their neglect in English
language academia and helped people to write about mainland cinema as 
Chinese "national cinema" in a seemingly unproblematic way.26 The recent 
attention to the transnational has reversed the bias in the other direction, 
with the Maoist period of national isolation and socialism-in-one-country 
suffering from relative neglect today. 

Within the framework of cinema and the national, the national ap
pears as multiple and constructed. Therefore, places that have the most 
evidently complex relation to the national are likely to emerge as privileged 
sites of analysis now. Many people would agree that few places have a more 
complex relation to the national than the combination constituted by the 
People's Republic, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the Chinese diaspora. There
fore, Chinese cinemas can emerge as key sites in the intellectual shift to 
cinema and the national, and also be part of the urgently needed attack on 
Eurocentrism in English-language film studies as that field also becomes 
transnational. 

For if "English-language film studies" really exists, it certainly does not 
exist as a world unto itself. The rapid increase in the international circula
tion of scholars studying Chinese cinema in various academic disciplines 
over the last few years stands as evidence for the emergence of transna-
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tional film studies as a field. What are the implications of this? In this in
troduction we have argued in our discussion of the nation for an under
standing of the transnational not as homogenization but as the connection 
of difference, and of knowledge itself as located rather than universal. In 
these circumstances, we need to address our readership and our location 
as scholars. 

First, although transnational connection may exist in film studies, lan
guage is still a divider. The main readers for this book will be speakers of 
English and located outside most Chinese societies. In writing the book, 
we have tried to take their needs into account, supplying background where 
needed, citing English-language materials wherever possible, and focus
ing in particular on films which are either known in the English-speaking 
world or available with English subtitles. However, at the same time and in 
order to present a fuller picture of the topics we have decided to address, we 
have included other materials and films wherever necessary. 

Even though we have certainly tried to include reference to important 
films less well known in the West and the writings of Chinese scholars, 
there is no question that we ourselves are Western scholars. Again, Rey 
Chow raises an important issue: 

It is ... important for us to question the sustained, conspicuous silence in the 

field of China studies on what it means for certain white scholars to expound 

so freely on the Chinese tradition, culture, language, history, women and so 

forth in the postcolonial age .... The theorization of Chineseness, in other words, 

would be incomplete without a concurrent problematization of whiteness within 

the broad frameworks of China and Asia studies.2 7 

In making a claim for placing Chinese cinema at the center of an analysis 
of cinema and the national within the emergent field that Sheldon Lu has 
proposed as transnational film studies, we hope it is clear that we are mov
ing outside sinological orientalism. By drawing upon the work of Chinese 
scholars, we are not setting ourselves up as the subjects and China as the 
object of analysis. Rather, we are invoking an environment of transnational 
scholarly exchange and discussion around an analytic project that we be
lieve could and should be extended to include the cinemas of other nations, 
including Western nations. Of course, we do not expect the connection of 
differences constituted through such a transnational exchange to lead to 
homogenization or to invalidate our perspective from outside China. How
ever, in this era when some forces in both China and the West seem deter
mined to construct a confrontation between two separate "civilizations," 
we hope this contribution to the arena of transnational film studies can 
constitute a step, however small, in the opposite direction. As we move into 
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a new cenhl.ry when global economics, politics, and war demand new ways 
of imagining community, we believe that Chinese cinemas, which have 
always been transnational and challenge conventional understandings of 
the national in so many ways, will take an ever more central position both 
in global popular culture and in scholarship around the world. 
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4. For an introduction to the topic, see Marcus Banks, Ethnicity: Anthropological Constrnc

tions. 

5. Edward Said, Orienta/ism. Although Said does state on the first page of his book that 
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Cavell, Stanley, 120 

CCP. See Chinese Communist Party 

Cen Fan, 19 
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Chan, Charlie, 200 
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137. 140, 143· r44, 145, 146, 150, 153, 158, 
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global superstar, 1; Hong Kong identity, 
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Chow Yun-fat, 140, 153 

Chow, Rey, 14, 15, 21, 38, 121, 127, 128, 136, 
,gg 
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Chua Beng Huat, 215, 217 
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memory, 18; use of notes in, 36-37 
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Confucian codes, 12, 71, 135, 138-44; 
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136; representation of past order, 139; 
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government and, 135; patriarchal order, 
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Crows and Sparrows, 82 

Cua Lim, Bliss, 39, 41 
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Deng Xiaoping, 91, 229, 230, 231; death, 232 
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tity of, 49, 69, 73 
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Drunken Master II, 12, 137, 144, 147-51, 168 
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Emei Film Studio, 28 

Eng, Robert Y., 167 
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Enter the Dragon, 198, 199, 200, 201 
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ethnic: constructions, 169; group defined, 

171; identity, 169, 181; nation, 5 
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understandings of, 169-70; signifiers of, 

171, 181-82 
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ness, 142; relationship with son, 100, 
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Fengtai Studio, 57 
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filiality, 12, 135, 137, 138-44, 147, 150, 152-58, 

160. See also Confucian codes 
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global, 196-97, 204-13; in Hong Kong, 

206-207; nationalization of, 227; in 

PRC, 205-206; on Taiwan, 206. See also 

imports; national cinema; piracy 
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Five Golden Flowers, 181 
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Fore, Steve, 147-51 
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Chinese relations with, 171; gaining of 
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representations of, 170, 179 
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four modernizations, 230 
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Game of Death, The. 199 
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IO, 108, 109-10; transformation in mod
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ghost films, I8-I9, 31; ghosts as wish fulfil
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Godfather trilogy, 157-58 
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Han Yingjie, 54, 66 
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Hiep Thi Le, 218 
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tion-state, 32; scientific status of, 31-32; 

subaltern, 34 

history: counter, 32; official, 32, 33; revolu

tionary, 33; subaltern, 32; as truth or fic
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65; as former colony, 19; gangsters, 13; 

gaze toward China, 79; handover to 

China (1997), 26, 40-41, 79, 99, IOI, 

107, 130, lJ2, 157, 207; and liminal state 

of adolescence, 144, 150; local in films, 
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Hu Jingtao, 232 

Hu Jubin, 50 
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Ibatan, 29-30 
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interpellation, 7-8 
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Kid, The, 100, IOI, 102, 227 
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values and, 79; hero in, 148; as liminal 
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48 
Kwai-cheung Lo, 137 

Kwan Tak-hing, 53, 146 
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Kwok Wah Lau, Jenny, 127 
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Lee Teng·hui, 3, 231 
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as China's first global film star, 196, 198; 

death, 198-99, 229; as diasporic China, 

200; as Hong Kong, 199; international 

success, 196; masculinity of, 13, 197• 

198, 201-202, 204, 209, 211; as Third 

World anti-imperialist, 200; as under
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look: as cinematic trope, 109, no. See a(so 
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57, 58, 69, 74, 135, 137, 138, 164, 201, 

224; ban on, 225; conventions of, 70; 

global market for, 49, 66-74; god-spirit, 

58; images of valor and, 140; links to 

opera, 71; stylized choreography of, 52; 

swordplay films, 70 

Martin. Fran, 98 

Marxism, sinicization of, 59 

Marxism-Leninism, 77 

masculinity, ro, 144; cinematic, nr; erotici

zation of, 202; heroic, 166; Hollywood, 

209; Hollywood influence on, 13; kung 

fa films and, 150; machismo, 143; male 

bonding, 155; male codes, 138-44, 168; 

male exclusivity, 155; mores of, 137; and 

nation, no; neo-wu, 201, 204, 208; new 
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and, 12; reinvention of, 137; traditional 
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Maxu Weibang, 24 
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Mei Lanfang, 52-53, 56 

melodrama, 75, 76, 77-82, 91; family, 81, 

94; father-son, 100; features of, 8I; as 

genre, 81; melodramatic realism, 76, 

82; as mode, 81; modem Chinese, 81; as 

signifier of modernity, 81; socialist, 103 

memory: collective, 21; counter-, 29; oral, 

3o;subaltem,18 
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in relationships, 137. See aLso Confucian 

codes; father; masculinity 
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Menglong Guojiang, 198 
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mimetic qualities of film, 19, 47 
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minority nationalities, 168, 172, 181; collec

tive identity, 182; films, 170, 180-89, 

228; Han Chinese relations with, 171; as 
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ism and, 76, 77, 79; state-prescribed, 76; 
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See also women 
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Mulan. See Hua Mulan 
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10; as male construct, no; as people, 21; 

reconstructed, 90-98 
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defining, 3, 5-8; identity, 2, 9, 169, 171; 

interface with transnational, 4; mascu

linity and, 144; narration of, 6; time and, 

17-46; unity, 7. See also transnational 
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of, 14; expressive model of, 14; industry, 

9; institutional approach to, 9; mainland 

cinema as Chinese, 14; multiplicity of, 

14; and national culture, 9. See also film 

industry 
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nationalism: political, 48; territorial, 171 
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modem, 9, 20, 22-23, 77: cinematic 

promotion of, 30; Confucianism and, 8. 
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New Wave cinema, 76, 78, 79, 98-107, 230 
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Oedipal myth, 159 
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One and Eight, 32, 34 
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opera, 47; Beijing, 48, 54. 56; Cantonese, 

48, 65; as common Chinese language, 

49; communist appropriation of, 59; 

as influence on cinema, 48; military, 

57; model. 58; regional, 56, 66-74; 

revolutionary, II, 48, 49, 54, 58-66, 229; 

shadow, II, 47-48, 49-54, 66-74; stars, 

56; story cycles of, 56; Taiwanese gezaixi, 

II, 49, 67, 228; traditional, 46 

opera films, II, 47, 49-54; as anachronism, 

47; early, 51, 52, 55-58; as national film 

form, 56; revolutionary, 49, 54, 58-66; 

sinicization of cinema, II, 54-58; Tai

wanese, 49; yellow-plum-melody, 53 

operatic: conventions, 57; mode, II, 47-74 

opium, trade in, 197 

Opium War; The (1963), 19, 25-28, 29 

Opium War; The {1997), I9, 22, 26, 28-29, 

210-11, 2I2, 232 

Opium Wars, 2, 19, 20, 223, 225; films, Io, 

18, 19-29, 32, 139. 223; as wound, 22, 28 
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narrating, 18; subaltern accounts of, 18. 

See also national history genre 

patriarchy, 13, 136, 140, 176. Su also Confu-

cian codes 

patriotic war films, 226 
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People's Republic of China (PRC), 3, IO, II, 

12, 229; founding of, 20, 53, 170, 227; 

lifting of martial law, 23I 

Philippines, 29 
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209; damage to local industries, 207; 

as form of resistance, 209; in Greater 

China, 205, 207-208; prevention of, 212; 

Taiwanese moves against, 207; video, 209 

PlA. See People's Liberation Army 
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Police Story, 129, I33· 145 
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PRC. See People's Republic of China 
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218, 231; banning of, 128, 231 

Rajadhyaksha, Ashish, 90 

Rascaroli, Laura, 4S 
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Rayns, Tony, 41, 203 

realism, 29, 39, 72, 74, 7s-107; changing 

contours of, 77; Chinese term for, 78; 

critical, 78, 79; as dominant Hollywood 

mode, 7s, 76; as foreign concept, 78; 
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