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In the decade prior to China joining the World Trade Organization in
December 2001, Chinese television producers began to measure success and
failure, not so much from a political yardstick, but in comparison to market
expectations. Foreign programs were feeding into the system, finding
enthusiastic audiences, and challenging the style of local production. By 2001,
moreover, the technological possibilities of the medium were becoming
increasingly evident. Digital channels, multi-platform programming, new
formats, niche channels and short message service (SMS) interactivity were
creating new demands for more programming and greater variety. However,
despite an increase in formats and genres — including reality TV, quiz, and
game shows — drama has retained pre-eminence in viewing schedules.
Research estimates that the “Chinese viewer” watches an average of fiftytwo minutes of television drama per day — a diet constituting more than 30
percent of overall television consumption. The status of television drama is
reflected in advertising: in 2002, 90 percent of all revenue from television
advertising came from television drama.1 Although drama’s domination of
advertising is now challenged by reality and “factual” television formats, drama
production remains central to the viability of China’s large but fragmented
television industry.
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Chinese Television Drama as a Research Topic
The pre-eminence of TV drama consumption in China contrasts sharply with
the scant academic attention accorded Chinese TV drama. Aside from a few
studies of the distribution of Chinese videos in diaspora markets, and
occasional book chapters and journal articles — many of which refer to
television serial drama either within the context of social reforms or as cultural
discourse and anthropological text — we know very little about Chinese
television drama as a distinctive narrative form within the parameters of
political economy and its role in sustaining Chinese television as a cultural
institution.2
Some recent scholarship has begun the task of providing formal analysis
— in this instance, the historical dramatic text — both from a comparative
perspective and by examining this genre’s role in cultivating Chinese primetime drama as an economically viable and culturally significant enterprise.3
Overall, though, the production and consumption of television drama in
China has received only passing attention in the English-speaking academy.
The institutional and cultural contexts of television dramas, their narrative
and stylistic intricacies, and the complex relationships between popular
dramatic programs and their viewers have been at the center of television
research in the West since the mid-1970s. Ethnographic studies have
chronicled the different receptions of Dallas and Dynasty in Europe and the
Middle East.4 Television serials from the United States, United Kingdom,
Australia, Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela have likewise attracted academic
scrutiny.5 Writers have further redefined drama within the hybrid forms of
docu-soap, factual television, and téléroman.6 In the past few years, however,
the focus of attention has begun to recognize the importance of TV drama
in East Asia. In 2004, the first critical anthology concerning Japanese drama
appeared; this contribution to the field examined “trendy dramas,” arguing
that they extended the nature of Japanese cultural power and influence in
the East Asian region.7
The first international publication dedicated to Chinese television drama
was an edited volume, Television Drama: Chinese and US Perspectives by Chunjin
Qu and Ying Zhu.8 Published in Chinese in 2005, with contributions from
leading television scholars in China and the United States, this collection of
essays approached television drama as a narrative form, as social discourse and
as a tradeable cultural commodity. In addition, the volume adopted a
comparative framework that foregrounded similarities and differences between
both TV drama, and the study of TV drama, in the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) and the United States. The limited scope of this volume,

Introduction

3

however, left little room for the discussion of the circulation of East Asia
trans-border dramas from Japan, Hong Kong, Korea, and Taiwan; fashion
and fads of particular genres against the backdrop of a Chinese television
industry in transition; and the continued exploration of TV drama’s storytelling and discourse-generating functions during an era of unprecedented
social, cultural, and economic reform.9

Chinese TV Drama as a Narrative Form
The lack of research on Chinese television serial drama is even more
conspicuous considering the extensive literature on Chinese cinema. Writers
have examined its ontology, the nature of authorship, generic conventions,
and expectations in relation to Hollywood films, its particular stylistic traits,
and ideological interpretations of texts. Such issues also pertain to our study
of Chinese television drama as a distinctive narrative form, especially since
Chinese TV drama has replaced Chinese cinema as the number one mythmaking engine in popular culture. Despite this repositioning, Chinese
television drama draws many of its codes, conventions, and narrative strategies
from cinema. Indeed, many popular prime-time dramas are being made by
prominent film directors and feature well-known movie stars. The crossfertilization between Chinese film and television practitioners and critics/
scholars is unprecedented due to reforms in media production that allow
filmmakers to moonlight in TV and vice versa.
The close relationship between Chinese film and television, however,
should not elide the specificity of television as a powerful story-telling medium
and mode of address. Film criticism took the individual, autonomous
cinematic text as its primary object of study — a practice that conforms to
the economic logic of commercial cinema, wherein each individual pays to
see a given feature film at a particular time and place. Yet the mode of viewer
engagement with television and the economic logic of commercial
broadcasting are different. In the West since the 1960s, and in China since
the early 1990s, television has rarely organized dramatic programming in terms
of a series of anthology dramas. Rather, the emblematic narrative form of
television drama has been the episodic series of hour-long or half-hour
programs featuring the same cast, setting, and dramatic tension; or the serial
form, which develops multiple narrative lines across multiple episodes that
might be broadcast over a period of time — long or short.
In both variations, however, the fundamental plan is to establish
continuity. In the television series, continuity is maintained through building

4

Ying Zhu, Michael Keane, and Ruoyun Bai

familiarity with characters and their relationship to the environment,
sometimes a domestic setting, at other times a hospital or a police station. In
the second context — and this is more relevant to China — there is a strong
sense of seriality that resonates with popular story-telling traditions, great tales
of adventure and intrigue such as The Dream of the Red Chamber (Honglou
meng, 1986), The Water Margin (Shuihu zhuan, 1998), and The Romance of the
Three Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi, 1994), to name a few. This organization of
television drama as a recurrent set of multiple “moments” of textual
presentation and audience engagement over periods of time has challenged
television scholars to develop new analytical strategies for dealing with the
unique textuality of television.
Television drama in China has developed in tandem with social reforms,
embracing international ideas as well as celebrating tradition. In May 1958,
Beijing Television broadcast the first Chinese television drama, a single-act
play transposed to the small screen. A Mouthful of Vegetable Pancake (Yikou
caibingzi) symbolized the television’s role as a new technology of political
education.10 While television was initially a curiosity confined to the larger
cities, the Chinese TV audience immediately saw itself reflected as the new
subject of TV drama; its members constituted an imagined community
seemingly on the verge of creating the great society; their story was now
available for domestic consumption. Compared with today’s multi-vocal
dramas, this first teleplay was basic propaganda. At the time, however, it was
a narrative close to people’s lives. The elder sister of a peasant family chides
her younger sister for sharing food with a dog, telling her of an earlier time
when they were younger, before the Communist triumph of 1949. The
second daughter had asked a landlord for help, only to be set upon by his
dogs. Returning home, the only food available was a single vegetable pancake,
which the girls’ widowed mother refused to eat, insisting that the younger
sister should have it. In keeping with the Communist Party’s development
goals at the time, this was a lesson about frugality and class struggle.
From 1958 until 1966, Beijing Television and newly established stations
in Shanghai, Guangzhou, Tianjin, Xi’an, Wuhan, and Changchun broadcast
almost two hundred television dramas. Beijing Television alone originated
ninety of these dramas.11 Writers moved from stage plays to television plays.
The first serial drama (lianxuju) appeared on Chinese television screens in
February 1981, a time when overseas serials were finding their way into
viewing schedules in China. Eighteen Years in the Enemy Camp (Diying shiba
nian) was a nine-episode action-thriller serial produced by the national
broadcaster. It failed to win over the local audience. According to critics,
this failure was not due to audience unfamiliarity with the serial form —
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viewers already had tasted overseas dramas — but its rather clumsy attempt
to imitate the overseas action genre. The stimulation for the TV serial format
in Mainland China needs to be understood therefore in the context of
successful imported dramas, such as A Doubtful Blood Type (Xueyi: Japan 1980),
Huo Yuanjia (Hong Kong 1982), Stars Know My Heart (Xingxing zhi woxin,
Taiwan 1988), Last Night’s Stars (Zuoye xingchen, Taiwan 1988), Isaura the
Slave (Nünu, Brazil 1984), Slander (Feibang, Mexico 1985) and Frustration
(Kanke, Mexico 1986).
Sensing a need to reward local quality, the National Association of
Television Drama, in conjunction with the Ministry of Radio and Television
(hereafter, MRFT, predecessor of the State Administration of Radio, Film
and Television, or SARFT), instituted an annual award ceremony for
outstanding television drama in 1982. By the third award ceremony, this had
been proclaimed as the Feitian award. Nevertheless, there were already some
indications of China’s competitive advantage within Asia. In 1982, Shandong
Television produced a highly acclaimed adaptation of the popular classic The
Water Margin (Shuihu zhuan), stimulating television dramas based on popular
legends. In 1986, a rendition of the Qing classic The Dream of the Red Chamber
(Hongloumeng) was followed a year later by a dramatization of the popular
tale Journey to the West (Xiyouji, 1987).
During the 1980s, narratives of social change were the dominant
themes.12 By the turn of the decade, however, the focus had turned from
social injustices toward the more secular concerns of living in an increasingly
competitive and less egalitarian society. Unsurprisingly, in the context of
China’s political struggles, there was a steady supply of historical dramas (lishi
ticai), dealing with epic themes and the lives of great leaders and patriots.
During the 1980s and 1990s, such depictions were required to maintain an
adherence to official historiography. However, other genres emerged as a
result of social and economic reforms, expressing social conflicts. This social
commentary category bore the weight of China’s social reform agenda. An
important and well-documented example of this category was the 1986 serial
New Star (Xin xing), about cadre politics.13
These kinds of productions are sometimes referred to as realist drama.
In the sense that they reflect social change in the tradition of socialist realism,
Chinese television critics have made use of a musical term, the “main melody”
(zhuxuanlü). The main melody is a synthesis of theme and CCP ideology.
The official slogan, “propagate the main melody and uphold diversity,” was
formulated at the 1987 National Conference for Cinematic Production and
promptly taken up by propaganda and cultural departments, as well as by the
literary establishment and television producers.14 In the 1980s and 1990s, those
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serials that “upheld” the main melody had more success in winning the
coveted feitian award.
The early 1990s witnessed a short-lived period of innovation. The
commercial impetus that coincided with the reduction of state funds for the
media unleashed a wave of new money in television and film, often from
multiple sources: non-media organizations, advertising companies, personal
loans, and guanxi networks (personal contacts and favors). Themes of authority
emerged, highlighting class reversals in the new society in which people could
prosper. The power of the home-grown television serial to stop a nation was
demonstrated in 1990. Guangdong Television’s Public Relations Girls
(Gongguan xiaojie) beat out even its Hong Kong competitors, peaking with
a market share of 90 percent.15 In the same year, the Beijing Television Arts
Center’s Yearning (Kewang) created an unprecedented response (see Chapter
5, this volume). This fifty-episode serial was conceived by a group of writers
including novelists Zheng Wanlong and Wang Shuo, script editor Li
Xiaoming and Beijing Television Arts Center director Chen Changben.16
The impetus for this production reportedly came from the success in China
of the Japanese drama Oshin.
Following the broadcast of Yearning, Li Ruihuan, the Politburo member
responsible for culture and ideology, praised the serial for providing a new
model of social relations which represented “socialist ethics and morals.” Li’s
commendation was subsequently taken up by Ai Zhisheng, the Minister for
Radio, Film and Television at the time, who asserted that the success was
due to the producers having an awareness of the needs of Chinese viewers.17
With Yearning receiving official endorsement and attention from overseas
Chinese, television drama began to attract a new kind of critical attention.
In 1991, The Enlightenment Daily (Guangming Ribao), China’s “intellectual”
newspaper, published The Shock Wave of Yearning (Kewang chongjibo), which
contained forty-seven articles about the serial as well as interviews with the
producers and writers, letters from viewers, and comments from officials.18
In a forum held in 1993 to discuss the effect of the new popular dramas on
the established morality of audiences, Lu Xiaowei, the director of Yearning,
was direct about the educative role of television drama:
What kind of thing is it that can put bums on seats? It’s something that
doesn’t need a lot of effort or attention, something not too dense. But
does this necessarily lack intellectualism, taste or a pedagogical
component? I don’t see it this way. We tend to look at things too
seriously. If you think you could include everything from the dawn of
time to now in a television serial, you’re full of yourself! You think
yourself so elegant, so good, but nobody watches. This is just bullshit!19
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The following years saw a change in direction and the emergence of
several new genres.20 The dominant genre was undoubtedly costume drama:
in which characters are dressed in pre-modern costumes and tell stories that
purportedly occurred in pre-1911 China. Although historical drama was
produced as early as the 1980s, in keeping with the need for educational
propaganda, the costume drama rapidly gained momentum after 1993. In
this year a Hong Kong-produced drama Tales About Qian Long (Xishuo
qianlong: Hong Kong, 1991) was broadcast. This serial depicted Emperor
Qianlong’s encounters with several beautiful courtesans during his
“undercover” royal visits to South China. In the eyes of historians it was
scandalous, a perverse distortion of history. However, its enormous popularity
indicated to Mainland drama producers that there was a market in the Chinese
past. In 1996, another costume drama followed, set in the same Qing Court
of Qianlong. Hunchback Liu, the Prime Minister (Zaixiang Liu Luoguo), seized
the popular imagination with tales of the valiant prime minister of the day
cleverly fighting against court corruption. In 1998, Princess Huanzhu (Huanzhu
gege), a co-production between Hunan TV (the provincial television station
of Hunan Province) and Zhongjie Cultural Communication Co., a Taiwanbased talent agency, became the hit of the year. The story concerns the
identities of a real and a fake princess. The fake princess named Huanzhu,
played by Zhao Wei whose popularity soared following the broadcast, is a
pretty, free-spirited girl with no formal education, and her clumsy encounters
with the imperial family provide an unfailing source of entertainment for
many viewers. The following years witnessed a steady stream of both costume
and historical dramas. In 1999, historical dramas (all stories set in pre-1911
China) accounted for 10.7 percent of all productions. In 2000 this had risen
to 21.6 percent; the following year it was 24.8 percent.21 In the broadcast
schedules, historical dramas made up the largest proportion of content between
7.00 pm to 9.30 pm. Provincial and city stations, seemingly unrestrained by
quota regulations, broadcast considerably more historical dramas than the
national broadcaster, CCTV.22
The pre-eminence of historical content on Chinese television can be
attributed to several factors. First, official censors apply different standards to
these dramas, in comparison with contemporary stories. As their narratives
are ostensibly distanced from the modern history of the Chinese Communist
Party, they are inclined to use comedy and satire to expose bureaucratic
absurdities in the imperial government. Viewers are quick to see the
resemblance between the realities of the twenty-first century and times past.
Some historical dramas play on nationalism: connecting the grandeur and
glory of ancient China to current-day fascinations with China’s emergence.
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Importantly however, historical dramas are usually laced with conspiracies
and power struggles, themes that hold strong appeal for a large segment of
viewers. Historical dramas interweave the past with the present; in the process
they create complex scenarios that produce multiple levels of identification.
Their role in the innovation of Chinese television content should not be
underestimated: they have absorbed and nurtured creative and critical talent.
In this sense, it can be argued that they have acted as a buffer zone for Chinese
television, a kind of an incubator of critical discourse.
The only development comparable to costume drama was a surge of
interest in tales of corruption and crime. Since the late 1970s, the Chinese
government has worked to build a legal system to meet the needs of reform.
Television, by then the dominant media, became the means of promoting
the powerful image of law enforcement institutions, together with promoting
legal consciousness among the audience. Dramas about public security officers
pursuing criminals began to appear in the 1980s. During the 1990s these stories
took a back seat to historical dramas. After 2000, however, crime dramas
rocketed. Some crime dramas blended detective elements with sentimental
love stories in order to attract more female and young viewers. The writer
Hai Yan was instrumental in creating this subgenre of crime drama. His work
includes A Romantic Story (Yichang fenghua xueyue de shi, 1997), I’ll Never Close
My Eyes (Yongbu mingmu, 2000), How Can I Save You, My Love (Na shenme
zhengjiu ni, wode airen, 2003), Jade Budda (Yu guanyin, 2003). Other crime
dramas are more conventional detective stories. The theme of corruption
was also linked to the surge of crime drama. In 1995, CCTV broadcast Heavens
Above (Cangtian zaishang) during its prime-time evening slots. This drama
was purportedly the first television drama about high-level official corruption
to appear in China. The political imperative of fighting corruption provided
the backdrop for huge audience appeal. The so-called “anti-corruption
drama” genre established its credibility. Anti-corruption dramas and crime
dramas forged ahead, arm in arm as it were, although the former never became
an official category.
A penchant by producers to feature gory and violent crime scenes
eventually forced the SARFT in 2004 to adopt a radical measure. It removed
the entire crime drama genre from prime-time television. The ban aroused
a great deal of criticism and resistance. Several months later, however,
the SARFT adopted a more conciliatory approach, arguing that the ban
was targeted at dramas that contained “violence, sex, gore and horror.”
By this time, crime dramas were making a comeback, albeit disguised
under different designations such as “suspense drama” and “anti-espionage
drama.”
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Aside from these two dominant drama genres, there are a number of
other noteworthy developments. Since the late 1990s, dramas about everyday
life have gained enormous followings. While small in number, these dramas
are very influential. The most successful have been Holding Hands (Qianshou,
1999), Garrulous Zhang Damin’s Happy Life (Pinzui Zhang Damin de xingfu
shenghuo, 2000), Mirror (Kong jingzi, 2002), Elder Brother (Dage, 2002) and Love
Tree (Qinqing shu, 2003). Evoking a melodramatic turn, these are tales of
ordinary people braving life’s vicissitudes. A dominant motif is that life is
hard, but with love, patience and perseverance, there will be a better
tomorrow.
In 2001, Those Days of Passion (jiqing ranshao de suiyue), a story about a
retired army officer and his family life spanning more than three decades was
a smash hit. This was quickly followed by several other popular dramas about
army officers of the People’s Liberation Army: Soldiers’ Secrets (Junren jimi,
2004), Brothers (Lishi de tiankong, 2004) and Draw Your Sword (Liang jian, 2005).
Of all the dramas on CCTV in 2005, Draw Your Sword was the most popular,
with an average audience share of 10.3 percent.23 Compared with earlier
conventional military-theme dramas, this subgenre strives for entertainment
value, breaking away from conventional images and storylines about military
heroes by combining spectacles of war with the hero’s personal life and
interpersonal relationships.
Despite the persistent push of the government for more portrayal of rural
life on Chinese television, drama producers and television stations (excepting
CCTV) have generally avoided dramas in rural settings. These are considered
ratings-killers. This presents an enduring problem for a government that
regards television as a crucial means of reaching farmers, the majority of the
Chinese population. Despite audience aversion to peasant stories, a series of
rural drama serials attracted hundreds of millions of viewers across the nation
between 2002 and 2006. The creative force was Zhao Benshan, a leading
Chinese comedian who produced, directed, and acted in these dramas: Liu
Laogen (2003) and Ma Dashuai (2004). Both of these had sequels. Liu Laogen
is about a retired party secretary of a rural village who has started a tourism
business that transforms the poverty-stricken but beautiful village into a
money-spinning tourist spot. Ma Dashuai is about a former village head and
his adventures in a city where his daughter, who escaped from an arranged
marriage on the wedding day, works as a waitress at a hotel. The stories are
ultimately about encounters between rural backwardness and urban
modernity. By cleverly incorporating humour, narratives about farmers
become acceptable to the urban market.
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Regulatory Issues, Uncertain Development, and Internationalization
In the latter half of the 1990s and beyond, Chinese television drama
production has been subjected to an increasingly intense control by the market
and by the government. Intensified commercialization is driven by two related
factors: first, private capital now dominates television drama production by
accounting for 80 percent of the total annual investment in drama production
nationwide; second, television stations primarily — if not entirely — depend
on their drama programs for advertising revenue, which in turn accounts for
about 90 percent of the total annual revenues for the stations. Therefore
advertisers, television stations, production companies, and to some extent the
SARFT share common ground in television drama commercialization.
The expanded role for the market by no means leads to a reduced
regulatory power of the state. In fact, what we have witnessed in the last few
years has been the reassertion of content control by a combination of legal
and administrative means supplemented now and then by personal
intervention from the top leadership. The current regulatory regimes are
largely defined by the Broadcast Regulations (Guangbo dianshi guanli tiaoli),
enacted in 1997, the Provisional Regulations on Television Drama Censorship
(Dianshiju shencha zanxing guiding) of 1999, and the Television Drama
Regulations (Dianshiju guanli guiding) of 2000.
The net effect of these regulations is that the state maximizes control
over television drama production from the initial stage of conception to
screening. Very briefly, a television drama script has to pass an initial proposal
review by SARFT, be produced by a licensed television drama unit, pass the
end-product censorship by SARFT or its local affiliated bureau, and receive
a distribution licence. Licences to produce television drama have only in the
past few years been granted to private companies. However, initial screening
does not necessarily guarantee that a drama will continue — if it incurs the
displeasure of the party leadership, it runs a real risk of being taken off the air
or at least being subject to major revisions.
Since the mid-1990s, within the terms set by the state and the market,
Chinese television drama has experienced strong growth and great
transformations. Annual drama production steadily grew and genre dramas
flourished. The following categorization of genres adopted by industry analysts
provides evidence of how much Chinese television drama has diversified in
this period. CSM, a CCTV audience research joint venture with the French
company SOFRES, has identified three major categories of television dramas:
pre-modern, modern, and the Republican era. Pre-modern dramas include
“legendary tales,” “martial arts,” “historical events,” “law and justice,” and
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“gods and ghosts.” Modern dramas encompass “urban life,” “crime,”
“ordinary folks,” “reform,” “military revolutions,” “trendy drama,” “sitcoms
and dramas in local dialects,” and “children’s drama.” Finally, in the category
of Republican dramas there are “sentimental love drama,” “action drama”
and “drama that reflects the vicissitude of the Republican period.”
These are useful industrial classifications that capture the evolution of
drama since the mid-1990s. However, we are not endorsing or adopting any
specific methodology of genre classification in this study; when individual
contributors discuss genre dramas, they will establish rationales for naming
such genres. Therefore, instead of dwelling on individual genres in this
introduction, we highlight several major drama events of the past ten years.
In addition, we have chosen to provide readers with a broad range of
perspectives, including essays by scholars working on East Asian drama. For
this reason, the contributions are concise and linked by thematic
commonalities.

Tradition, History, and Politics
The chapters in this book are arranged into four sections. Part I looks at dramas
that reflect ideology and continuity with the past. Ying Zhu’s chapter
examines history retold in revisionist Qing drama. This genre has dominated
dramatic programming in prime time since the mid-1990s. Zhu examines
factors conducive to the rise of the revisionist Qing drama and the ideological
positioning of such dramas. She argues that the revisionist Qing drama is
informed by post-1989 Tiananmen Square intellectual debates concerning
the current state and future direction of China’s march toward modernization
and the ramifications of the march. Zhu uses the popular serial Yongzheng
Dynasty (Yongzheng wangchao, 1999) as a case in point to illustrate how dynasty
dramas have responded to the political and cultural ethos of the time.
Janice Hua Xu’s chapter looks at popular “big family” serial dramas,
analysing their themes and cultural significance in the context of China’s
modernization drive. Xu identifies several major lines of conflict in these
dramas — between individual desire and family interest, between modernity
and tradition, and between family life and national political turmoil. In these
conflicts, the pursuit of romance and maintenance of family social status are
often polarized and intertwined in the story development. Xu argues that
such stories, situated in early twentieth-century China, actually address the
concerns of contemporary viewers.
In the third chapter Ruoyun Bai examines a more contemporary canvas,

12

Ying Zhu, Michael Keane, and Ruoyun Bai

anti-corruption dramas (fanfu ju). Through a context-sensitive textual analysis
of an anti-corruption drama, Pure as Snow (Daxue wuhen, 2001), she
demonstrates how a traditional Chinese cultural icon, Judge Bao (a fearless
judge who pits himself against politically powerful criminals), is reinvigorated
in contemporary dramatization of corruption scandals to create an emotional
moral community. The emotion of anger is the hallmark of this fictional
community. By appropriating the ownership of this community, the Party
(represented by upright Party cadres and officials in the drama) attempts to
reconstitute its moral leadership. In the meantime, as anger of the upright
challenges the status quo, the text of the anti-corruption drama is not without
tension. This chapter draws attention to the complexity of Chinese political
dramas that can be easily dismissed as too propagandistic to be interesting.
Li Zeng then describes a “transnational period” in the 1990s. Several
dramas captured popular attention by featuring either Chinese in a foreign
country or foreigners in China. This chapter examines the emergence of this
particular television program and its unique way of representing cultural
encounters and foreign images. Li Zeng argues that the genre is the outcome
of the Chinese media’s adjustment to competition from the global television
market, to the Chinese audience’s desire to know the world beyond the
national territory, to a new sense of gender and sexuality, and to the state’s
shifting ideology and concerns under the influence of globalization.

Gender and Domestic Sphere
In their pioneering 1978 book on television criticism, John Fiske and John
Hartley refer to television as a medium for consensus-building.24 They argue
that television communicates “a confirming, reinforcing version” of a national
culture. This notion of television as a vehicle through which a culture’s
collective values and concerns are reprocessed and reproduced through
narrative depends on the centripetal force of a highly centralized national
system of broadcasting bringing individuals together as “the” television
audience. Echoing Raymond Williams’ important legacy in television studies,
Fiske and Hartley argue that television has become one of the central
institutions of modern society — not only due to commercial monopoly or
government control, but also because television has responded to a cultural
need for a common center. In Williams’ terms, television was a medium that
brokered and maintained “structures of feelings.” Its portrayal of social reality
showed how aesthetic standards were influenced by political realities as well
as by the mores, values, and rituals of everyday life.25
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The explosion in channel capacity, however, has effectively decentralized
the experience of television. Particularly in the mature media markets of the
West, cable channel economics are frequently predicated upon social fractions
and audience fragmentations. Entire channels can be organized around appeals
to particular demographic groups, taste cultures, or other sub-audiences
constructed around religion, ethnicity, or language groups. VCR and DVD
players further inhibit the centripetal pull of television by separating the
moment of broadcast from the moment of reception. In this new technological
environment, TV drama presents a multiplicity of meanings, responding to
real social events and shifts in cultural attitudes and values. Television drama
in China functions as a “cultural forum,” to adopt Newcomb and Hirsch’s
term, for millions of Chinese viewers to make sense of the rapid evolving
culture.26 As Newcomb and Hirsch put it, “contemporary cultures examine
themselves through their arts”: television drama in contemporary China
provides a space for the society to engage in cultural debates about its
citizens’ most prevalent concerns and deepest dilemmas.27
The essays in Part II examine clashes of values in Chinese society. Shuyu
Kong examines prime-time series that deal with love and marriage in the
contemporary urban middle class family. She argues that family life and sexual
relationships represented in these family dramas usually adopt narratives of
mid-life crisis, extramarital affairs and marriage break-ups, and mirror a reality
of moral collapse and unstable human relationships in a rapidly changing and
morally ambivalent Chinese society. The chapter illustrates how gender
relations and women’s issues are expressed in popular culture via such family
dramas. Wanning Sun’s chapter gives us a different image of contemporary
reality. She is concerned with public representations of private lives as they
unfold in the urban family. Using the maid — a ubiquitous yet “invisible”
figure in many television dramas — as a point of entry to modern family life
in the city, Sun argues that, although peripheral in most narratives of urban
life, the figure of the maid offers important clues to unravelling the dark side
of the modern city in China.
Following this theme of gender, Ya-chien Huang looks at “pink dramas,”
a new subgenre reflecting the social empowerment of single women in
modern Confucian societies. Huang explores elements of post-feminist irony
in perplexing modern relationships, representations of the changing politics
of femininity, as well as tensions between modern and traditional gender values
faced by young single women. One style of pink drama in China and Taiwan
closely follows the Sex and the City format (Home Box Office), portraying
the friendships and relationships experienced by four single young female
professionals. These programs are Falling in Love (Haoxiang haoxiang tan lian’ai)
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(Beijing, 2003), Mature Women’s Diary (Shunü riji) (Taipei, 2003), and Pink
Ladies (Fenhong nülang) (Shanghai, 2003; Taipei, 2002). The discussion also
follows the reception of Sex and the City in China and Taiwan.
Overall, textual analysis of a particular drama or a group of dramas in
this section points to the density and complexity of contemporary Chinese
television drama in its active engagement with pressing cultural and political
issues. The dramas covered in this section are by no means a comprehensive
collection, but the examples used offer glimpses of the significant role Chinese
TV drama assumes in social and cultural debates in contemporary China.

Production, Reception, and Distribution
Part III examines how international genres and styles have exerted influence
on the production of local content and export markets; the essays in this
section also investigate how audiences have chosen to consume TV drama.
Di Miao looks at the development of the Chinese sitcom from the highly
satirical Stories from an Editorial Office (Bianjibu de gushi, 1992) in the early 1990s.
Miao looks closely at two sitcoms, I Love my Family (Wo ai wo jia, 1993) and
Chinese Restaurant (Zhongguo canguan, 1998) produced by Ying Da, who came
into contact with the sitcom format while studying in the United States during
the early 1990s. Miao argues that low-cost situation comedies have potential
to be prime-time programs yet regulatory restrictions and quality issues
associated with low budgets have prevented the sitcom from gaining a primetime slot.
Rong Cai’s chapter poses the timely question of what happens when
TV dramas are consumed on DVD, tackling both the ideological and
commercial significance of the DVD market of TV drama for contemporary
society. Her chapter focuses on the DVD market for TV drama in China
since the mid-1990s from the perspective of political economy. While TV
drama remains the most popular item in contemporary Chinese television
programming, another well-spread venue of its consumption is the multimedia
market. According to official estimates, sales of VCDs and DVDs of TV drama
generated approximately RMB 2.7 billion (US$346.2 million) annually in
recent years, not including those of pirated versions estimated at ten times
the volume of legal sales. Cai’s chapter canvasses issues relating to state
regulations and censorship, and in particular how these impact upon
publication of multimedia versions of TV drama. She also addresses TV drama
in VCD and DVD formats as commercial ventures, including DVD sales of
domestically produced TV drama versus imported drama.
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Apart from well-made classic tales, what has stopped Chinese drama from
achieving international success? This important question needs to be
considered in the context of what is now being termed China’s “cultural
trade deficit.”28 Since 1996, China’s copyright imports have increased 57
percent annually, while cultural exports have struggled to make their mark
even in culturally proximate regions such as Taiwan, South Korea, and
Singapore. China’s television dramas are illustrative of this trade deficit, a point
taken up by Michael Keane, who argues that the deficit in terms of trade in
television drama rights is symptomatic of a larger problem: how to produce
“good content.” China’s domestic market is both large and fragmented, and
this had led to an over-reliance on a supply model of production, in which
cultural producers seek to replicate genres and formats rather than target
lucrative export markets with imaginative content. Prior to China’s accession
to the World Trade Organization in 2001, critics of cultural globalization
joined with cultural nationalist voices to express concerns about an impending
“cultural invasion,” arguing that market opening would seriously weaken
China’s audio-visual industries.29 While openness to “foreign” content is more
of a concern in cinema than in television, nevertheless this watershed event
helped to focus attention on deficiencies in television market structure and
the lack of outward sales of television content.
The final chapter in this section looks at how nostalgia for the
revolutionary past functions to provide ideas for the contemporary TV drama
market. The term Red Classics (hong se jing dian) has appeared with regularity
in Chinese media. These “classics” were created in the modern era, a
conscious endeavor by the Chinese State to promote a revolutionary culture
which would mold the socialist subject. Gong Qian’s chapter looks at this
re-versioning of socialist history — from film, literature, and operatic traditions
to television drama. Invariably, the austere socialist role model characters
receive a makeover in order to appeal to a new generation raised on a diet
of popular television, and more recently reality shows. Villains and tyrants
likewise appear more human. Well-known stories receive injections of new
life and more modern fashionable settings, in the process drawing criticism
from traditionalists and those who “lived” the past.

Co-productions and Pan-Asian Markets
Television drama worldwide has shown a propensity to move within and
across national boundaries, a process of cultural exchange made even more
profitable during the past decade by globalization, technology, market

16

Ying Zhu, Michael Keane, and Ruoyun Bai

liberalization, normalization of trade in culture, and commonalities of
tradition. Part IV turns to the East Asian marketplace and its relationship to
the future of Mainland Chinese TV drama. In a discussion of Taiwan’s terms
of TV drama trade with China, Yi-Hsiang Chen examines the background
to the Taiwanese TV drama industry, including historical and cultural
perspectives, political and policy concerns, and economic inducements. She
discusses changes in audience tastes and the search for new markets, illustrated
by profitable dramas that have utilized linguistic and cultural affinities. The
chapter also looks at recent co-productions in China and the interaction
among TV professionals from related audio-visual industries.
In Chapter 13, Dong-Hoo Lee examines the very important topic of
South Korean drama and its rapid penetration into regional markets. Since
the late 1990s, Korean popular culture has established a presence in Mainland
China, Hong Kong SAR, Taiwan, Vietnam, and Japan. Korean television
dramas have been at the forefront of the so-called Korean Wave, or hanliu,
which has diversified the media and cultural landscape in Asia, in turn
challenging the unilateral, top-down flow of globalization.
The somewhat unexpected popularity of Korean TV drama in Asian
countries in recent years has impelled producers to re-examine the kinds of
appeal that their cultural products have for transnational audiences. The
Korean Wave also allowed them to reflect on the “transnational cultural
identity” of their cultural products. Lee examines the impact of the Korean
Wave on Korean domestic drama productions, and how Korean producers
have responded to the popularity of Korean culture in China, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong. The kinds of efforts which the Korean producers have made to
meet both their local and international audiences are also discussed.
The final chapter looks at a different kind of co-production, which Carol
Chow and Eric Ma call “trans-border production.” The border between the
Mainland and the “special administrative region” (SAR) of Hong Kong is
less rigid than before 1997. However, Hong Kong has been outsourcing its
production in more cost-efficient locations. Chow and Ma examine how,
when, and why Hong Kong producers have moved their TV drama
production to the Mainland, and discuss the impact of the “trans-border
production” on the rescaling of Hong Kong, particularly TVB’s output. They
also look at the mutual exchanges of knowledge and creative ideas that have
serendipitously taken place in the process of co-producing drama.
All the essays in this volume reinforce the impression that a high level of
uncertainty exists in the production of television drama. Of course, some
might say nothing is ever certain in China. The consumers of television are
given more choices. Is television drama therefore losing its appeal to younger
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audiences? Will genres splinter and target niches, as has been the case
internationally to varying degrees? Will Chinese television drama embrace
the challenges of the multi-platform media era and the fragmenting mediascape
of abundance? Can Chinese drama seek out international markets? In the
discussions that follow, we hope to offer a better understanding of the future
of Chinese television drama, first by examining its past and then by observing
its present. We cover a great deal of territory, and in doing so hope to set
out an agenda for further research in this important topic.
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Chapter 5 Family Matters: Reconstructing the Family on the
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BTAC’s production of Yearning serves as a good example of how Chinese
scriptwriters and directors, in the early stages of making family dramas,
searched for the keys to success from imported TV soaps, including Latin
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joint venture of CCTV’s audience research department with the French
company SOFRES, I do have certain reservations and have modified some
of the categories in my own list here. For example, there is considerable
overlap between CSM’s two categories of Urban Life and Common Folk,
and other important trends, such as family values drama, can obviously cut
across both those categories. I have therefore modified the overbroad subgenre
of Urban Life to Urban Romances, as many of the examples deal with love
and marriage issues. I also treat Common Folk drama and Family Values
drama together since they are similar in style and content.
Zhongguo dianshiju shichang baogao 2003–04 (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe,
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2004), p. 45. Broadcast ratings (bochu bizhong) means the percentage of each
subgenre as a proportion of all TV dramas broadcast each year; reception
ratings (shoushi bizhong) means the proportion of viewers watching each
subgenre. Statistics on the market share of family dramas support this
observation. In 2002, the market share of Ordinary Folk and Urban Life
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Yin Hong, “Zhongguo dianshiju yishu chuantong” (The artistic tradition
of Chinese television drama), in Qu Chunjing and Zhu Ying (eds.), Zhongmei
dianshiju bijiao yanjiu (Comparative research on television drama in China
and America) (Shanghai: Sanlian chubanshe, 2004).
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Xu Tailing’s Dangdai zhongguo jiating jubian (The great change in the
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IG18Ad01.html.
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Chinese TV industry is a relatively new media industry and its exponential
growth has led to a serious shortage of competent screenwriters, the potential
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writers to venture into the film and TV industry in the 1990s. Many of
them have subsequently become successful TV drama scriptwriters and even
producers. On top of this, the scarcity of good scripts has also led to a trend
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herself based on her novel of the same title. She also wrote the screenplay
for another series, Empty House, specially for television.
Besides the high broadcast and reception ratings reported in the industry
survey in China TV Drama Market Report 2003–04, cited in n. 4, the reception
ratings of TV dramas such as Elder Sister, Mother-in-Law and Romantic Affairs,
which were all broadcast in prime time on CCTV Channel One, have all
been very high, respectively 8.54%, 8.37% and 7.35%.
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viewers from different social classes.
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Chapter 6 Maids in the Televisual City: Competing Tales of PostSocialist Modernity
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in the 1950s, has effectively differentiated the Chinese population along
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search of work. However, they have by no means eliminated the discrimination
against rural population. The large number of migrant domestic workers
in the Chinese cities is closely related to the urban-rural gap and the continued
salience of hukou that perpetuates that gap. The hukou system and its discriminatory
impact are crucial to understanding the work and life of domestic workers.
Rural hukou excludes rural migrants from claiming an entire range of urban
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