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Introduction 

The day when women 

rise up nationwide, the 

Chinese revolution will 

succeed! 

- Mao Zedong 

 

The orthodox method for studying Chinese cinema is historical 

periodization, which started by locating the fifth generation of directors, 

who had film debuts in the late 1980s, and counting back to reclaim 

generations from the first to the fourth. Explicitly, such a periodization 

is based on the legitimacy of the categorization of the fifth generation, 

which has been acclaimed as the Chinese New Wave for its particular 

aesthetics and film language as well as allegorical narratives. More 

importantly, its legitimacy was built and consolidated through a series 

of awards at the mainstream international film festivals or, to be more 

precise, through recognition in the West. Although the initial use of the 

term “the fifth generation” cannot be traced, the subsequent term “the 

sixth generation” was called for and shaped within the European film 

festival circuit, where the frequent question posed to Chinese directors 

and film scholars was whether the sixth generation was yet coming into 

being (Dai 2016). The discursive power in the West to decide the 

legitimacy of Chinese cinema is also manifested in the “Oriental 

spectacle”, an exoticized pseudo-ethnicity removed from specific 

historical context and consciously presented by the fifth generation 

directors for the cultural consumption of the West in the post-colonial 

order (Zhang 1993; Dai 2016). Few critiques were uttered against the 

West-based authorization of the fifth generation by local Chinese media 

or academia, the latter of which was struggling in the same period to 

apply film theories from the West (Zhang 1993). 

The generational periodization in Chinese cinema scholarship, 

with its particular tribute to the fifth generation, may be problematic 

due to its Western-centrism, but it is even more problematic when we 

examine it through the lens of gender. Did female directors share the 

glory of the fifth generation? Certainly not as a group. There are female 

directors, such as Huang Shuqin, Ning Ying and Li Shaohong, who 

statistically count as fifth generation directors, but if their names 

appear at all, they usually appear as an appendix to the male 

representatives. Their works failed to resonate with the common 

features of the male-dominated fifth generation, nor did they gain the 

international reputation of their male counterparts, although Li was 

awarded the Silver Bear at the Berlin Film Festival in 1995. To female 

directors, the category of the fifth generation seems not to apply. Even 
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worse, the fifth-generation male directors generated allegories of 

imprisoned women on screen, and for the first time since the leftist 

cinema movement in the 1930s, brought the female body under the 

male gaze. A decades-long tradition of representing women in terms of 

gender equality in socialist cinema was broken. 

The Western-centrism and male dominance embedded in Chinese 

cinema scholarship by taking the fifth generation as the starting point 

now needs to be revised. The primary approach I propose is to 

foreground female directors’ films as a separate category which can be 

analyzed by its intrinsic logic of development rather than generational 

periodization. Further, within this category of feature films by female 

directors, it may be time to question the approach of liberal feminism, 

which dominates the relevant scholarship. Without decrying the 

validity of this framework, I would nonetheless like to question the 

conditions and erasures that brought it into being: How did liberal 

feminism reconfigure the scholarship of Chinese women’s cinema, and 

how was its power established? How did this Western-derived theory  

map and evaluate Chinese women’s cinema? How might Chinese 

women’s cinema in the 21st century exceed the liberal-humanist 

parameters that were established by feminist scholarship of the 1990s? 

If we replace the liberal-humanist parameters with local discursive 

trajectories when studying films directed by women after 2000, what 

complexities of gender narratives, previously concealed, can be 

restored and how can they be revalorized? 

As I will show in this thesis, the scholarship of Chinese women’s 

cinema started with a cautious stance toward liberal feminism but 

developed into the hegemony of the latter, thus locating the 

breakthroughs of Chinese women’s filmmaking within a Western 

theoretical framework while ignoring or stigmatizing certain histories 

specific to the local context. If we replace the Western filter with a 

perspective that is sensitive to a range of local histories, then recent 

Chinese women’s cinema can be set within a more comprehensive 

landscape of feminist narratives, even if these narratives at times seem 

to conflict with each other. Based on such a landscape, I will argue that 

the major feminist narratives in contemporary Chinese women’s 

cinema are in fact fed by local feminist discourses, which, on the basis 

of their internal logics and trajectories, overlap with and inflect those 

“Western” counterparts to which alternative feminist agendas seem 

“alien”. 

To elaborate on these arguments, the thesis will investigate the 

development of scholarship about Chinese women’s cinema from 

locally positioned to Western-centric discourses. The Western 

parameters are then remapped onto the local historical axis in order to 

redefine what feminism means in the Chinese context and suggest a 
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 genealogy of feminist narratives in Chinese women’s cinema unseen 

by the Orientalist eye. Based on this genealogy, women’s cinema in the 

21st century, which itself is a mix of Western and local tropes, will be 

analyzed to reveal the cultural complexities and historical uniqueness 

of the feminist landscape in mainland China and its cinematic 

representations. The time frame of the 21st century is important, as the 

new century witnessed China’s entering the WTO and thus its deeper 

incorporation into global capitalism, alongside Hollywood 

industrialization and Western-dominated knowledge production. 

Hollywood currently exerts more influence on Chinese women’s 

cinema than it did in the 1980s and 1990s, as testified by the fact that 

the mainstream cinematic genre dismissively called “chick flicks” was 

introduced to China from Hollywood as a replicable genre of 

commercial film favored by female directors. In this accelerated wave 

of globalization, it becomes critical for the universal applicability of 

liberal-humanist theories that are still dominant in academia to be 

balanced by cultural specificities shaped by local history, economy and 

politics. 

Although I aim to query the dominant role of liberal feminism in 

the established scholarship of Chinese women’s cinema, I do not intend 

to reproduce a binary opposition of China versus the West. Neither is it 

my intention to replace liberal feminism with a singular or exceptional 

Chinese feminism, since the existence of an indigenous feminism is 

doubtful given that Chinese feminism is a broad hybrid of local and 

global discourses. Rather, through challenging the authority of the 

liberal feminist parameter I aim to create a more diverse and multi-

layered space for the investigation of nuanced feminist discourses and 

their cinematic representations in mainland China. Of course, liberal 

feminist films will also be closely analyzed as a very important 

category in 21st-century Chinese women’s cinema, but this is by no 

means the only category of women’s filmmaking or imagined form of 

female empowerment. By committing “to detailed, locally specific” 

analysis, I strive to avoid “geopolitical binarism” and “methodological 

nationalism” in order to remain attuned to the “contradictions, 

ambivalences and connections” between China and the West (De Kloet 

et al. 2019, 250). While the local differences of Chinese women’s 

cinema will be emphasized in this thesis to shed light on historical 

trajectories that have previously been neglected or underestimated, 

these trajectories are situated within, rather than outside of, an 

awareness of the flow of global feminist discourses. 

 

Scholarship on Women’s Cinema: Reflecting Western-centrism 

The term “women’s cinema” (女性电影) was coined during a 

symposium called A Review of Female Directors’ Films in the New Era 
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held in Beijing in 1986, when over thirty female directors were making 

films that won almost half of the domestic film awards (“Female 

Directors” 1986, 111). With the connotations of “women’s cinema” 

already disputed at the symposium, however, female directors and 

scholars cautioned against the Western-centrism of this terminology 

and tried to define it in terms of the local context. It was pointed out 

that women’s cinema derived from the term “feminist cinema” in the 

capitalist West (“Female Directors” 1986, 114). With reference to 

Western feminist theories of the male gaze and anti-cinema prevalent in 

the 1970s, some discussants objected to the applicability of “women’s 

cinema” in socialist China, since destroying men’s visual pleasure, as 

exemplified by Chantal Akerman’s film Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du 

Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles, was not necessary within a socialist 

cinematic apparatus that did not produce a male gaze (“Female 

Directors” 1986, 114). An agreement, albeit not unanimous, was made 

to define women’s cinema as films with a “female consciousness”, 

which is essentialized in the female sex and subverts the sexism of 

patriarchy and historical feudalism as well as its legacies (“Female 

Directors” 1986, 114). Female consciousness was a local discourse 

prevalent in the 1980s and early 1990s, widely used by scholars to 

locate the uniqueness of female authorship, women’s experience and 

female identity in women’s literature and women’s cinema. Negating 

and replacing the widespread rhetoric of the socialist era that “men and 

women are the same”, “female consciousness” penetrated into popular 

culture as well. While the connotations of female consciousness in 

public discussion tended to be contingent and random (Wang 1997), it 

had a more coherent understanding in academia regarding its 

implications for cultural and social structures beyond biological 

differences (Yue 1991). The symposium was among the early attempts 

to set up the framework of female consciousness and anchor women’s 

cinema to films made by women with female consciousness. 

The significance of this symposium lies in its explicit 

demonstration that those female directors, often accused of lacking a 

feminist perspective by subsequent scholars, had knowledge of 

feminist cinematic theory and practice in the West as early as the 1980s. 

With this knowledge, they reflected on the differences between 

socialist and capitalist systems, cinematic apparatuses, and theoretical 

frameworks, specifically on differences between socialist cine-

feminism and Western feminism based in “Freud’s psycho-analysis and 

structuralism” (“Female Directors” 1986, 114). Without exploring in 

detail why this form of feminism was understood in China to be 

Western, I would stress that the female directors and scholars at the 

1986 symposium decided that the concept of feminist cinema was not 

appropriate to Chinese cinema. Instead of transplanting liberal feminist 
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cinema to China, they drew on the inherited local discourse of female 

consciousness and tried to theorize it in relation to sexual, social and 

historical structures. The power relations in social and historical 

structures were aligned with “patriarchy” (父权), which was used to 

refer, apart from feudalism, to exploitative cultural institutions, such as 

Confucianism, the clan family system and sexism (“Female Directors” 

1986, 114). This political aspect was neglected by Wang Zheng in her 

article that rationalizes the superiority of the concept of gender over 

female consciousness (Wang 1997, 17). She is correct to point out the 

confusing uses of the term “female consciousness”, especially its 

inclusion of biological difference which tends to conflate the biological 

with cultural femininity; however, reducing female consciousness to 

mere “self-discovery” without a critical or political edge fails to do 

justice to the discussions of the time (Wang 1997, 17). 

The initial conceptualization of women’s cinema as films by 

female directors with female consciousness did not last long, because, 

on the one hand, its multi-faceted inclusiveness left its boundaries too 

flexible, and, on the other hand, the notion of female consciousness has 

been gradually abandoned since the 1990s by scholars more 

enthusiastic about liberal feminism. Subsequent Chinese feminist film 

scholarship tends to extend the definition of women’s cinema as films 

by female directors with female consciousness to all films made by 

women, sometimes including male-directed films written by female 

screenwriters (Wang 2011), especially those that take women as their 

subject. Inheriting such a practice, I use women’s cinema in this thesis 

to refer to films made by women that present narratives about women, 

from which feminist rubrics can be distilled based on specific usages of 

feminism in the Chinese context. 

The 1986 symposium on women’s cinema was reviewed two 

years later by Chris Berry in his article “China’s New ‘Women’s 

Cinema’” (1988), one of the first articles on Chinese women’s cinema 

in English-language scholarship. This article brought  Chinese 

women’s cinema to the Western eye for the first time. Based on his 

attendance of the symposium and the Chinese-language report of the 

symposium published in Contemporary Cinema (当代电影) in 1986, 

Berry selectively translated and annotated the Chinese report, 

complaining substantially about the consensus ideology (that is, the 

pressure for unanimous agreement) at the symposium, and 

“discovering” a couple of films relevant to women’s cinema in the 

Western sense. An explicit difference could be observed between the 

original report and Berry’s review regarding the valorization of 

Chinese women’s cinema. In the original report, women’s cinema was 
loosely categorized into two forms, namely “social participation” and 

“psychological expression” (“Female Directors” 1986, 112). These two 
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categories could be traced back to the tradition of women’s literature in 

Chinese history, matching the “rebellion” and “boudoir” genres, 

respectively (“Female Directors” 1986, 112). With an emphasis either 

on the rebellious female image or on female subjectivity, these two 

categories were valued equally as alternatives to men’s cinema 

(“Female Directors” 1986, 113). However, in Berry’s article, the 

category of social participation, although present in the translation, was 

paid little attention. His interest lay in the other category, namely that 

of psychological expression, which he analysed for expressions of 

individual subjectivity, women’s voice-over and personal resistance 

against consensus ideology. These attributes are more immediately 

attributable to liberal feminism than to narratives of women 

overcoming the gender division of labor in the social sphere, e.g. to 

head a factory, a village or a team of truck drivers, in the films of 

“social participation”, which are better positioned as a legacy of 

socialist feminist cinema. 

After selecting the potential Western counterparts from Chinese 

women’s cinema, Berry valorized these psychological films as pioneers 

of an awakening interest in subjectivity, in marked distinction from 

men’s cinema of the fifth generation. He pointed out that male directors 

lacked first-person voice-over to convey “men’s consciousness” (Berry 

1988a, 15). What Berry failed to recognize was that the relative 

absence of “men’s consciousness” (a term much less in use than the 

term “female consciousness”) was due not to the fact that it failed to 

take shape, but because it was already omnipresent. Men’s 

consciousness was disguised as human consciousness in the narratives 

of fifth-generation cinema in the 1980s, which did not necessitate a 

first-person voiceover to convey it. 

Discovering Chinese women’s cinema according to the liberal 

parameter of individual agency, Berry nevertheless revealed the gap 

between these psychological films and feminist films in the West. 

According to Berry, female subjectivity in Chinese women’s cinema 

was mainly built on the framework of individuality versus consensus 

ideology, with little acknowledgement of the female-male opposition 

that grounded feminist approaches in the West (Berry 1988a, 14). Thus, 

Berry failed to accept any film in Chinese women’s cinema as feminist. 

Even Women Demon Human, a liberal feminist film emphasizing the 

subversion of gender norms, slipped his notice. To Berry, individualism 

was far from being fully developed in China, which in turn provided 

insufficient soil for feminist cinema. However, the naturalized link 

between individualism and feminism remained outside the scope of 

reflection in his article, which led to his dismissal of women’s 

liberation in socialist China as merely representative of consensus 

ideology, hence a failure (Berry 1988a, 9). His conviction about the 
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superiority of individualism, marginal resistance and liberal feminism 

seemed to require no explanation, but 30 years later we are in a better 

position to understand how these characteristics have been unabashedly 

universalized by the discursive power of Western hegemony. 

The parameters of liberal feminism in the analysis of Chinese 

women’s cinema, as initiated by Berry, were inherited by subsequent 

researchers in both Chinese- and English-language scholarship. 

Heavily reliant on a liberal theoretical framework, Chinese scholars 

internalized the Orientalist eye and sought potential Western 

counterparts in Chinese cinema, while devaluing socialist feminist 

cinema and turning a blind eye to the feminist representations in 

women’s films of social participation in the 1980s and 1990s. This 

academic practice occurred in tandem with the gradual spread of 

Western knowledge facilitated by the global flow of capital and China’s 

incorporation into global neo-liberal capitalism (Wang 2015b). The 

Western-centric knowledge claims about universal humanity, 

modernity and academic disciplines obscured the diversity and 

heterogeneity of Chinese local discourses, among which socialist 

women’s liberation and its political legacies were the most heavily 

stigmatized and erased (Wang 2015b, 112). Skepticism about the 

women’s agency at work in “socialist women’s liberation” (妇女解放), 

a term widely used by both official and ordinary people to refer to 

movements in support of gender equality, was the major critique used 

by Chinese scholars who experimented with poststructuralist theories 

of subjectivity. 

The widely quoted article “Invisible Women: Women and 

Women’s Cinema in Contemporary Chinese Cinema” (1994) by film 

scholar Dai Jinhua is among the first to disavow the agency of female 

directors in socialist cinema. According to Dai, an explicitly female-

conscious narrative appeared only in the 1980s and 1990s, while 

female directors in the socialist era participated in the film industry but 

with their female identity disguised (1994). The masquerade of female 

directors, argued Dai, was representative of the gender-neutral politics 

of socialist women’s liberation, in which a woman was only visible 

when wearing a masculine masquerade, as femininity was either erased 

or devalued (Dai 1994). Such a disavowal of feminist progressiveness 

in socialist cinema was further articulated in Dai’s book Gendering 
China (2006). In the chapter “Women’s Stories”, Dai admits that the 

male gaze intrinsic to Hollywood cinema disappeared from the socialist 

screen, but she argues that it was superseded by a variant of patriarchy, 

namely, the authoritative gaze of the CCP (2006). Under such an 

authoritative gaze, sexual difference was blurred and thus the potential 
narrative of female subjectivity was replaced by women’s loyalty to the 

CCP. 
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It is convenient to simplify the CCP as a mere variant of 

patriarchy and to take the shift in the gaze as a relay of patriarchal 

power, but this can only occur if one does not situate the CCP in the 

socialist era so as to specify its political agenda. While the patriarchy of 

the CCP was rationalized in that core power was controlled by male 

cadres, it should not be forgotten that the CCP in the socialist era was a 

progressive party which pushed forward a series of radical policies 

benefiting women. The most important impetus behind promulgating 

and implementing these policies was the All-China Women’s 

Federation (ACWF), the governmental organization led by then 

communist feminists, which operated at the level of central government, 

municipalities, counties and villages. Applying the politics of 

concealment, that is, “concealing the actual agents who were actively 

and discreetly maneuvering behind the scenes” (Wang 2017, 50), 

ACWF formulated and implemented laws to protect women’s freedom 

of marriage and divorce as well as equal participation in work and 

equal pay; moreover, at the time, it provided education to numerous 

illiterate rural women and health care to women living in poverty 

(Wang 2017). Overlooking ACWF’s active participation in women’s 

liberation, Dai presented the CCP as monolithic and patriarchal. But by 

expecting and failing to find a narrative of women’s resistance against 

a party that, at that time, spoke for their interests and pushed for 

feminist agendas, Dai actually transplanted the liberal feminist model 

into the Chinese context. The liberal feminist model highlights 

individual feminists fighting from the margins and the grassroots 

against the dominant patriarchal institution. Fighting outside of the 

official system, however, is geopolitically specific, given the fact that 

US feminists did not build a functional women’s federation nationwide 

during the second wave, as did the ACWF in China. The difference of 

political system, social structure and culture between China and the US 

should be examined closely before any claims to cross-boundary 

adoption of a specific feminist model can be made. 

Based on such liberal parameters, Dai not only accused the CCP 

that provided institutional support for women of having a male gaze, 

but she also erased women’s subjectivity by interpreting the CCP as a 

top-down and authoritative power in socialist cinema. This is in tandem 

with her insistence that women lacked agency in socialist women’s 

liberation (Dai 1994; 2006). Of course, female agency is easier to 

detect in the liberal feminist model based in individualism on the one 

hand and anti-government stances on the other; nevertheless, female 

and even feminist agency is not necessarily smothered when women 

resort to governmental support in the Chinese context. In fact, the 

subjectivity of women, rural farmers, urban workers and intellectuals in 

the socialist liberation has been the subject of substantial scholarship 
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since 1999, based on interviews, oral history, analysis of newspapers, 

magazines, autobiographies and films (Chen, X., Zhang, N., Jin, J., Wei, 

Y., & Zhen, Z 2001;Wang 2010; Hershatter 2014). Women’s 

subjectivity is not only manifested in their endorsement of the state 

discourse of gender equality, but also in their active appropriation of 

the mainstream discourse of women’s liberation for personal 

empowerment in daily life. Individual narratives of empowerment are 

not merely copies of official discourse; rather, they showcase a variety 

of personal interpretations and practices of women’s liberation, which, 

in some cases, are not fully aligned with the official narratives (Liu 

2017). 

Women’s subjectivity was not lacking in socialist cinema, but the 

Western eye was unlikely to see it because it was operating on local 

terms. In the same vein, the gaze of the CCP was by no means 

omnipotent, but its characterization as such had been amplified by Cold 

War politics. Actually, as a newly established leftist party, the CCP was 

in constant negotiation (with compromises at times) with the pre-

modern patriarchal conventions rooted in the rural and local powers 

(Hershatter 2014; Cong 2016). When the Marriage Law was passed in 

1950, its legal protection of freedom of marriage and divorce, which 

signified radical feminist progress, incited huge resistance from rural 

men in particular, who rioted and murdered their wives for filing for a 

divorce (Hershatter 2014; Cong 2016). 

In cinematic representation, this resistance was visualized in the 

depiction of multiple tensions between the central and local 

governments, the urban and the rural, women and men, as well as 

modernist politics and feudal patriarchy in one of the representative 

films from the era, Liu Qiaoer ( 刘 巧 儿 , 1956). The female 

protagonist’s persistence in gaining the legal support of the central 

government to reject an arranged marriage, after confrontations with 

her father and an ignorant local official, is a narrative of women’s self-

liberation with the support of the system. The repeated pattern of 

progressive politics’ triumph over pre-modern patriarchy in socialist 

cinema served a pedagogical as well as an ideological function; rather 

than being an example of top-down power imposed by the party, the 

happy ending in this film guarantees institutional support which female 

characters could utilize for their own interest. Such institutional support 

is rare in the narrative of female individuals confronting the entire 

patriarchy in liberal feminist films, not to mention in the narrative of 

personal self-empowerment in neoliberal feminist films. It is because 

of this alienness to the Western eye that the feminist connotations of 

socialist cinema have often been disavowed. 
Like Berry, Dai looked for female subjectivity and revalorization 

of femininity as definitional traits of women’s cinema. Ignoring the 
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films of social participation, Dai generated a widely influential 

conclusion: there was no feminist film in China before the 1990s, 

except one. She legitimized Woman Demon Human (人鬼情, 1987) as 

feminist, because it challenges essentialized masculinity and femininity 

through depicting a female artist’s cross-gender performance, which 

was immediately recognizable to the liberal feminist agendas. The 

exclusive legitimacy of the liberal feminist framework consolidated by 

Dai was not critiqued until the 2010s in the works of Wang Zheng and 

Wang Linzhen, with the latter particularly offering a revisionist study 

of Woman Demon Human (Wang 2021). 

Inspired by Dai’s research, Cui Shuqin’s book Women Through 

the Lens (2003) is another influential work in the study of women’s 

representation and women’s cinema in China. Cui investigated the 

allegorical representation of women and nation in the early film 

industry, socialist cinema, the new wave and women’s cinema of the 

1980s. In her view, the convention of reducing the female body to a site 

of national allegories, be it class struggle or national trauma, was an 

anti-feminist stance that was only subverted by female directors in the 

post-socialist era (Cui 2003). In other words, women prior to that time 

were read as being deprived of agency in cinematic narratives. 

According to Cui, the authentic agency of women should be 

constructed from an anti-CCP political standpoint, since the CCP is a 

patriarchal power, and through confirming a woman’s desire with the 

help of first-person voice-over technique (2003). Following Dai’s 

argument, Cui concludes that women in socialist cinema and in men’s 

cinema serve only as a symbol hollowed of their real experiences and 

voices (2003). 

What, then, is an authentic female voice? Why were female 

revolutionaries, pilots and train drivers on socialist screens, themselves 

mostly based on female prototypes in the real life (Wang 2017), not 

counted as authentic female voices? The question reveals that what is 

in contention is not female authenticity or agency, but rather who 

decides the authenticity of female voices in Chinese cinema. Judging 

from Cui’s observation on China’s lack of feminist theories and 

feminist filmmaking prior to the post-socialist era (xvi) and her heavy 

reliance on liberal feminist film theories in the 1970s, I would argue 

that it has been the Western feminist theories that were used to 

adjudicate the authenticity of female voices in Chinese cinema. While 

Cui criticizes the fifth generation male directors for creating Oriental 

spectacles for the Western gaze, she fails to reflect on the fact that 

female scholars, by giving supremacy to the liberal feminist framework, 

have flattened, simplified and deprived Chinese feminist history of its 
own nuances. The power of the liberal feminist model is so strong in 

Chinese film scholarship that Cui goes so far as to manipulate the film 



11 

 

text in her analysis of Li Shuangshuang (李双双, 1962). The explicit 

narrative of Li’s redistribution of domestic chores in the film, which is 

stressed in the dialogue and visualized in the husband’s learning to 

prepare a meal for his wife, was altered in Cui’s textual analysis by her 

insistence that women’s double burden with “their extra workload at 

home” was concealed in the film narrative (64). This goes against the 

grain of the film, but it does manage to keep intact the stereotypes of a 

femininity without agency under socialism. 

The Western-centrism embedded in the scholarship of Chinese 

women’s cinema was challenged in the 2010s, along with a wave of 

critique in Chinese academia against neo-liberal capitalism, identity 

politics and the limits of capitalist feminism. The previously 

universalized liberal feminism was repositioned within the political 

context of Western capitalism, while women’s liberation in the socialist 

era was re-evaluated by some scholars as a historically significant 

feminist activism, a counterpart to liberal feminism rather than an 

inferior. The cultural turn since the 1980s was, to a certain extent, 

politically reversed, incorporating social distribution and the socialist 

political system into the discussion of feminism, on the grounds that a 

focus on femininity alone leaves structural problems of the political 

economy unchanged. 

One of the crucial components of re-evaluating socialist feminism 

lies in the revalorization of socialist feminist cinema. Wang Linzhen’s 

article “Wang Ping and Women’s Cinema in Socialist China” (2015) 

built the theoretical framework for re-assessing the feminist perspective, 

narrative, aesthetics and female authorship in socialist feminist cinema. 

Critiquing Western hegemony for reducing socialist cinema to mere 

propaganda and defining feminist cinema as counter-cinema and minor 

cinema with an independent gender narrative, Wang set up alternative 

parameters for socialist feminist cinema as mainstream, experimental, 

and with integrated narratives of women’s liberation, communist 

revolution and nationalist movement, which build the 

“multidimensional agency” of female characters (Wang 2015a, 618). In 

her new book Revisiting Women’s Cinema (2021), Wang furthers her 

case study on socialist feminist cinema and expands her research into 

women’s cinema in the 1980s. Revisiting women’s cinema from the 

1950s to 1980s, she foregrounds the links between women’s autonomy 

and the “big picture” of the sociopolitical context, “thus challenging 

the implicit beliefs that cultural, technological, or feminist practices 

could be independent from their political and economic systems” 

(Wang 2021, 5). Wang argues that feminist practice in the film industry 

and academia in the 1980s was “separatist-, cultural-, and difference-
oriented”, a shift from previous cinematic practice where the emphasis 

lay on politics and cooperation between men and women. 
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Generally speaking, scholarship regarding Chinese women’s 

cinema started with the demarcation of differences between China and 

the West in the 1980s and developed into the dominance of the liberal 

feminist framework from the late 1980s onward. Since the 2010s, 

however, such a liberal feminist parameter is being increasingly 

questioned by attempts to revalorize Chinese women’s cinema through 

a socialist feminist lens. Such a socialist revalorization is vital to the 

research on Chinese feminism and women’s cinema, since it is only 

once the genealogy of Chinese women’s liberation and its discursive 

forms are rendered visible and recognized that the space for discussing 

the local specificities of international feminist discourses can be 

opened up. Inspired by Wang Lingzhen’s research, I will follow her 

challenge to the hegemony of liberal feminist criteria and establish 

more diverse frameworks to locate socialist feminism, consumerist 

feminism and lesbianism through their cinematic representations in 

mainland China in the 21st century. In order to establish such 

frameworks, I will conduct detailed investigations of the local social-

political contexts in both the socialist and post-socialist eras, to explore 

how various feminist trajectories were rooted, shaped, valorized and 

disseminated and also how contemporary women’s films reflect, 

appropriate and interact with these feminist discourses. Women’s 

cinema in the 21st century witnesses a rise of chick flicks, which align 

with the popular sensibility of consumerist feminism shaped by the 

market economy. Nonetheless, narratives of socialist feminism can still 

be traced in a small number of films, even though they lack socialist 

vision when capitalism takes hold and public rhetoric must adapt. In 

response to these economic changes, films about liberal feminism, 

lesbianism and intensive motherhood have been gaining strength, as 

they address urban middle-class young women’s aspiration for 

individualist female subjectivity, sexual autonomy and a redefined 

mothering role, respectively. Among this cache of films, the narrative 

of female subjectivity will be relocated within the larger historical 

reality and political economy that gives it shape, while the 

normalization of female homosexuality found in a few recent films will 

be recontextualized in a longer history beyond women’s adoption of 

sexual minority identity in the 1990s. 

 

Mapping the Genealogy of Feminist Narratives in Chinese 

Women’s Cinema 

The Western feminist parameter in cinematic scholarship filters 

Chinese women’s cinema and decides to count some as feminist and 

some not. It also determines that some films gain scholarly attention 

while others remain unseen and elided. In order to see the unseen, it is 

crucial to shift from the Western to local parameters, that is, to redefine 
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what feminist progressiveness means in the Chinese context, however 

much this progressiveness may overlap, at times, with Western theories. 

I would like to remap the genealogy of feminist narratives in Chinese 

women’s cinema by restoring previously not recognized or 

misrecognized elements, those deemed “alien” by the Orientalist eye, 

to the cinematic landscape. 

In a simplified overview, Chinese cinema adopted the male gaze 

from Hollywood cinema in the 1920s and 1930s, before shifting to the 

production of socialist feminist films in the leftist film movement in the 

1930s and later in the socialist era. Films about women’s liberation 

belonged to the mainstream in socialist cinema. In the 1980s and 1990s, 

feminist films, either focusing on social participation or recognition of 

femininity, were concentrated in women’s cinema, that is, films with a 

“female consciousness”. In the 21st century, women’s cinema has come 

to be dominated by chick flicks1, yet additionally it has expanded on 

earlier feminist practice by critiquing not only social redistribution and 

gender norms, but also by representing female-female eroticism and 

non-conventional mother-daughter relationships, as this study will 

show. 

Before 1937, when the film industry was largely halted due to the 

Japanese occupation, Chinese cinema was fully dominated by 

Hollywood films, partly because the Guoming Government imposed no 

quota on film importation and levied heavier taxes on domestically 

made films (Wang 1998, 1). The gendered viewing mechanism of pre-

invasion Chinese cinema was exposed by Chen Boer, star of the leftist 

film movement and founder of the socialist film industry, in her article 

“Women-centered Cinema and Male-dominated Society”, published in 

Women’s Life (妇女生活) in 1936. In this article, which bears much 

resonance with Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” 

but preceded it by four decades, Chen elaborated on the viewing 

mechanism which positioned men as the viewing subjects and women 

as objects to be gazed at. Such a gendered viewing mechanism 

attracted a female audience either because women internalized 

patriarchal aesthetics or they felt empathy with the tragic heroine (Chen 

1936). While the first point resonates with Mulvey’s argument, the 

second point echoes Molly Haskell’s observation of the American 

housewife’s reaction to women’s films in 1930s Hollywood, which 

“fills a masturbatory need”, inciting women’s self-pity “to accept, 

rather than reject, their lot” (Thornham 1999, 21). 

 
1 The original use of chick flicks was derogatory, “most commonly applied by 

unwilling male theatergoers to their girlfriends' film choices” (Ferriss 2007, 32). Its 

definition remains controversial and indefinite, which is to be further discussed in 

chapter three,   
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From the leftist film movement (1931-1937) to socialist cinema 

(1949-1966), the phallocentric viewing mechanism transformed 

radically. Chen Boer, then the arts director of the film bureau of PRC, 

initiated socialist feminist filmmaking by being heavily involved in 

producing a series of female-centered revolutionary features and 

founding the Central Film Academy, which trained many female 

directors in the socialist era and thereafter (Wang 2017). Socialist 

feminist films about revolutionary women were considered mainstream 

in the socialist cinema, regardless of the gender of filmmakers. The 

typical feminist narratives could be boiled down to two types: 

proletarian women’s liberation from the exploitation of colonialism, 

feudalism and capitalism; and women’s subversion of the gender 

division of labor by entering social production, especially high-tech 

heavy industry dominated by men. The feminist progressiveness lies in 

their transformation of the economic and political institutions that 

exploit women, and their transgression of men’s privileged distribution 

of social resources. 

Socialist feminism, with a main political agenda of redistribution, 

that is, equal distribution of resources, subverts the “political-economic 

structure that generates gender-specific modes of exploitation, 

marginalization and deprivation” (Fraser 1997, 19-20). Its focus may 

differ from other feminist politics of recognition, that is, the 

valorization of femininity, which challenge the “cultural-valuational 

differentiation” that devalues “things coded as feminine”, as prescribed 

in androcentrism and cultural sexism (Fraser 1997, 20). Redistribution 

in the political economy and recognition in culture “are not neatly 

separated from each other”; “[r]ather, they intertwine to reinforce each 

other dialectically” (Fraser 1997, 21). In socialist women’s liberation, 

the progress in social redistribution also led to a change in the 

recognition of women, since female subjectivity was built on and 

respected for women’s contribution to socialist modernity (Fraser 

1997). Socialist feminist cinema broke with the male gaze intrinsic to 

Hollywood conventions in a very different way than that of Western 

women’s cinema in the 1970s. While Western women’s cinema works 

within the framework of affirmation, highlighting women’s differences 

from men and reallocating respect for these differences, socialist 

feminist cinema operates in the framework of transformation (Fraser 

1997). It deconstructs and destabilizes the gender binary by making 

subjects into comrades, equal peers in the fair redistribution of 

resources and labor. 

“Comrade” is not a monolithic category that imposed one 

standard of masculinity and erased femininity, as claimed by some 

scholars in the post-socialist era (Li 1999; Dai 2006). Their accusation 

of the masculinization of women did not match with the real concerns 
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felt by women living in Mao’s era; rather, it reflected the devaluation of 

working-class and manual labor in the post-socialist era (Wang 2017). 

The term “comrade” was originally used to eradicate the hierarchy 

embedded in sexual difference, and hence to facilitate an individual’s 

crossing of gender norms. In this sense, the crossing of gender norms is 

not merely one-way. On the socialist screen, an extroverted, active and 

aggressive woman is very often coupled with an introverted, passive 

and conservative man, traits conventionally designated as feminine. 

Such a representation of two-way crossing of gender norms met with 

critique in the 1980s and 1990s, when the term “masculinized women 

and feminized men” ( 阴盛阳衰 ) was coined to denounce the 

perversion of gender patterns inherited from socialist women’s 

liberation (Zhong 2000). Such a perversion of gender patterns allows a 

spectrum of expressions of gender traits other than the strict binary of 

masculinity and femininity. Such progressiveness was carried out in the 

name of the comrade, whose identity sounds gender-neutral, instead of 

feeding and promoting diversities of gender expressions as in liberal 

feminism. While liberal feminism argues for the subversion of 

conventional gender norms on the basis of gender recognition, the 

comrade identity of socialist feminism operates more like an equal 

distribution of gender traits, in tandem with equal allocation of social 

resources in the socialist economy. 

In the late 1980s and 1990s, the notion of gender equality as a 

component of the equal distribution of social resources gradually 

receded alongside the transition from socialism, its political protector, 

to capitalism. The enlarged gender gap in social distribution worsened 

the misrecognition of femininity, which is a focus of identity politics in 

the West, yet not sufficiently critiqued in socialist feminism. Sexual 

difference came back into public discussion and the male gaze returned 

to cinema, especially in the films of the fifth generation male directors 

and commercial films, without much feminist criticism. In the former, 

voyeurism was rationalized in the narrative of the Oedipus complex 

(Chow 1995), a Western transplant which disregards the Chinese 

context (Oedipus complex is developed in the nuclear family structure, 

while the clan has dominated Chinese history). “[T]he physical 

impotence, symbolic castration, and ultimate death of fathers” 

constitute what Chow terms “Oedipalization” in Chinese cinema, 

which resulted in the “fetishization of women” and “a self-

exoticization” in the internal film festivals (Chow 1995, 148). In 

commercial films, the female body was spectacularized and sexualized 

to reap profits, a move which was not only acclaimed as a return to 

human nature but also a challenge to state censorship, although it was 
the less restricted regulation and market logic of the 1980s that allowed 

sequences of nudity and erotica on the screen. Also in the name of 
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human nature, rationalized as compensation for the inhumanity of the 

Cultural Revolution, the masculine body and sexually dominant 

masculinity were visualized and extoled. In the meantime, men’s 

awakening sexual desire was projected onto women on screen to cater 

to men’s sexual drive, which was often portrayed as violent, 

uncontrollable and enforcing, as seen in Married to a Child (湘女萧萧, 

1986), Red Sorghum (红高粱, 1988) and The Price of Frenzy (疯狂的

代价 , 1988). The allegory of rediscovery of women’s desire from 

sexually suppressed pre-modern patriarchy erased the fact that, in the 

socialist era and early 1980s, it was very often the female protagonists 

who were positioned as desiring subjects. For instance, the female lead 

initiated a love confession in Liu Qiao’er (刘巧儿, 1956) as well as 

initiating a kiss, the first intimate kiss between lovers in PRC cinema, 

in Lushan Lian (庐山恋, 1980). 

Female directors, or at least a substantial number of them, largely 

departed from male directors with regard to gender narratives in the 

late 1980s and 1990s. The narrative of gender equality, once the 

mainstream narrative in socialist cinema, was generally reduced to 

being the concern of female filmmakers. This was in tandem with the 

mainstream feminist discourse then represented by the women’s studies 

movement, which aimed to separate the feminist cause from the 

economic system, social movements and the state, in order to establish 

a female culture distinct from that of men (Wang 2015b, 111). The 

post-socialist feminist agenda shifted from social redistribution to the 

recognition of femininity, as manifested in the prevalence of “female 

consciousness” in academia, women’s literature and popular culture. 

Such a shift corresponded to the cultural turn to liberal and cultural 

feminism in the West (Fraser 2013). Films narrated from a female 

perspective, emphasizing female desiring subjectivity and critiquing 

gender norms, were selected for scholarly analysis within the 

theoretical framework of post-structural feminism, e.g. in S. Louisa 

Wei’s work (2011) . 

However, what was overlooked by this focus on female 

subjectivity were the legacies of socialist feminism in women’s cinema 

in the 1980s and 1990s. Thanks to socialist feminism, women assuming 

high-level positions in the social sphere was normalized on screen, e.g. 

as mayor, factory leader and top-notch scientist. There is thus a 

continuity between the cinema of women’s liberation and the feminist 

narrative that focuses on women’s self-fulfillment through career 

development, which is in constant tension with the male-dominated 

bureaucratic structure and misogyny in companies and society at large. 
This feminist career achievement culminates in The Power of Women 

(女性的力量 , 1985), in which the female factory leader not only 
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guides the company out of financial crisis, but also establishes a 

management mechanism based on female logic, that is, democracy 

fueled by caring ethics. The socialist feminist heritage maintains 

women’s agency in the post-socialist transformation of the economic 

and political system, preventing its full surrender to the sexual 

desirability and intensive motherhood promoted by neo-liberalism. 

After two decades of neoliberal expansion, the new millennium 

witnessed the rise of consumerism and class division. The polarization 

of the economy gave rise to the new rich: the middle and upper class. If 

the middle-class was largely called for by corporate marketing in the 

1990s, it took shape in substantial numbers in the 21st century (Dai 

1999). The gender narrative in cinema was complicated by the class 

narrative, which extended the men-women division to the power 

dynamics between middle/upper class men and women versus rural 

working-class men and women. In the cinema of the new millennium, 

however, the narrative of class is de-politicalized through the 

naturalization and universalization of middle-class identity and values. 

The male gaze is transformed from starkly violent masculinity in the 

narrative of human nature in the late 1980s and 1990s, to middle/upper 

class male privilege built on the power of money. Under such a male 

gaze, the female body and femininity displayed on screen were not 

only sexualized, but also commodified for the consumption of rich men. 

In women’s cinema after 2000, the previous main feminist 

narratives of social redistribution and recognition of femininity 

undergo different trajectories. On the one hand, the socialist feminist 

heritage shrinks substantially. Very often, the narrative of woman’s 

accomplishment in their career serves merely as class background for 

the main storyline of romance. In the case of women achieving a more 

successful career than men, which is rare, they are blamed for a failure 

of motherhood and cautioned for losing desirability in the marital 

market. I have been able to locate only a couple of films that address 

lower-class women being exploited by maldistribution rooted in 

capitalism – Lost in Beijing (苹果, 2007), Angels Wear White (嘉年华, 

2017), and Lotus (小荷, 2012) – but the small number does not negate 

the existence of this subgenre of socialist feminist films. The historical 

continuity of socialist feminism and its increasing acknowledgement by 

Chinese feminist academia since 2010 shall be further discussed in 

Chapter One, as part of an analysis of narratives of class conflict in 

connection with the trope of Iron Girl from the socialist era. 

On the other hand, the narrative of feminine power within gender 

difference thrived. There are a variety of subversions of gender norms 

and conventional motherhood based on female desiring subjectivity 
and even female-female eroticism, which shall be discussed in 

Chapters Two to Five. Of course, the dominant narrative is recognition 
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of middle-class femininity constructed in the mainstream discourse of 

consumerist feminism, as analyzed in Chapter Three. It replaces the 

socialist and female consciousness feminist agenda with the rhetoric of 

self-empowerment and freedom of choice, which are prescribed by 

neo-liberal marketing. Such a narrative is favored by chick flicks, the 

mainstream genre of urban romantic comedy that has thrived since 

2009. Chick flicks weave fantasies of Mr. Right, now affluent and 

caring, for quasi- and lower middle-class women, barely challenging 

conventional gender norms. Due to its harmlessness to patriarchal 

culture and lucrative returns, both male and female directors participate 

in the production of chick flicks, profiting from the booming business 

of millennial feminism. 

 

Women’s Cinema in the 21st Century 

By restoring the feminist traditions preceding the late 1980s, 

previously dismissed and ignored in Western-centric scholarship, I re-

map a genealogy of feminist narratives in Chinese women’s cinema. 

Intertwining the two main branches of feminist representation, namely 

redistribution and recognition, provides a more comprehensive 

framework for examining the feminist narratives that appear in 21st-

century Chinese women’s cinema. By reclaiming the socialist feminist 

heritage and local trajectories of feminist discourses with international 

bearing, once concealed in the liberal feminism of recognition, I intend 

to reclaim the agency of the Chinese local context. The aim of my 

analysis is to re-evaluate the feminist underpinnings of Chinese 

cinematic discourses, often in the mainstream, which have been 

designated in Western-derived tradition by the names of liberal 

feminism, post-feminism and lesbianism.. Activating their Chinese-

language names and tracing these terms through media and academic 

circulation, I will argue that, far from being Western replicas, these 

feminist discourses claim local origin and trajectories different from 

that in the West. They shape the uniqueness, which includes influences 

from and overlaps with the West, of the major feminist narratives that 

constitute Chinese women’s cinema since 2000. 

To be specific, 女权 was re-activated as Western liberal feminism 

in mainland China when the concepts of gender and female subjectivity 

were introduced and localized in the 1990s; however, instead of being a 

pure Western import, it overlapped, to various extents, with the local 

discussion of female consciousness stretching as far back as the 

women’s rights movements on the cusp of 20th century. I will discuss 

the narratives of female autonomy of sexuality, marriage and 

reproduction in women’s cinema in Chapter Two, acknowledging their 
subversive significance against patriarchal institutions while criticizing 

their distance from local political economy and historical reality. 
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Consumerist pseudo-feminism, which is how I translate the Chinese 

equivalent (消费主义伪女权) of post-feminism in the West, actually 

budded before the introduction of liberal feminism in the 1990s. Its 

origin in the women’s studies movement in the 1980s and development 

through class realignment into particular narrative patterns in chick 

flicks will be discussed in Chapter Three. 同性爱, literally meaning 

same-sex love, was coined in the republic period (1912-1949), 

inheriting the practice of women’s separatism and intimacy in Chinese 

history. Its alignment with the framework of gender-transcendent love 

started to shift into the discourse of sexual orientation in the 1990s 

when Western homosexual identity politics prevailed, yet I argue that 

lesbianism on the Western model is too blunt for understanding female-

female eroticism on the Chinese screen. Rather, the narratives of a 

homosexual-maternal imaginary and homosexual normality prevail in 

female homoerotic cinema, as will be analyzed in Chapter Four. 

Intensive motherhood and the figure of the sexually desirable mother, 

or “yummy mummy”, both adopt Western terminology for expression 

yet engage heavily with local changes in education policy, child-care 

obligations and neo-liberal marketing. In Chapter Five, the narratives 

of the infantilization of the yummy mummy and manipulative mother-

daughter intimacy will be investigated in the recent maternal 

melodramas directed by a younger generation of women, in contrast to 

the harmonious narratives of maternity in early 2000s’ women’s cinema. 

These analyses are based in my extensive research on Chinese 

women’s cinema in the 21st century. According to my data collection, 

there are 62 female directors 2  in mainland China who have been 

making films since 2000. All together, they have produced at least 146 

feature films, an unprecedented scope in the history of Chinese 

women’s cinema. My data was collected through the Encyclopedia of 
Chinese Film, the Chinese Film Catalogue and a variety of websites of 

film reviews, catalogues and film festivals, which is a comprehensive 

but not exhaustive field. Given the substantial scale of women’s 

filmmaking, which I limit here by focusing only on feature films, post-

2000 women’s cinema has not been studied as an organic whole, but 

rather in scattered case studies on some of the more prominent female 

auteurs, e.g. Ning Ying, Li Yu and Xu Jinglei (Cui 2011; Zhang 2011; 

Marchetti 2011). 

This thesis will fill the gap in the established scholarship on 

Chinese women’s cinema by unearthing the major feminist narratives 

at work across post-2000 feature films directed by women, and by 

clarifying their discursive sources and constructions to demonstrate, 

from a Chinese perspective, a locally specific feminist landscape of 

 
2 For the names of these female directors, please see the appendix.  



20 

 

Chinese women’s cinema in the 21st century. 

Since the aim of the thesis is to discover common narrative 

patterns and character tropes in order to understand the feminist stories 

that are being told to Chinese audiences through film, the 

methodological approach will rely on narrative analysis supported by 

extensive cultural and historical analysis as the main modes of film 

interpretation. To study how feminism is narrated and structured 

through plot and characterization, and also how the narratives interact 

with and negotiate the particular cultural and historical contexts, are 

pivotal for unveiling the feminist ideology embedded in the film text, 

not least because audiences absorb this ideology first and foremost 

through narrative. However, the reliance on narrative analysis as well 

as cultural and historical analysis does not exclude other forms of 

textual analysis to better understand the film techniques that support 

the narrative patterns. Specific investigations of costume, camerawork 

and symbolism as well as spectatorial address will be conducted to 

enrich the reading of feminist ideologies conveyed by women’s films. 

Broadly speaking, the methodology of this thesis takes up recent 

scholarship on delinking and border thinking (Mignolo 2011), which 

means that, borrowing from academic discourses of decolonization, I 

strive to contain the supposed universality of the Western model to 

Western borders while raising local histories and experiences in 

mainland China to a central position. In practice, this means adopting a 

self-reflexivity about the limits of Western hegemonic logic, especially 

when it comes to the erasure of socialist feminist cinema and its 

heritage, as well as the detection of liberal feminist elements as the 

necessary basis for a gendered approach to Chinese women’s cinema. 

This delinking of feminism from Western models, in favor of an 

understanding of how feminist ideas cross geographical and historical 

borders, does not rule out the use of theories established by Western 

scholars. This is to say that disembedding Chinese film scholarship 

from Western-centric knowledge production is not equal to shaking off 

Western theories completely; rather, I prefer to adopt feminist theories, 

Chinese or Western, that offer a conscious critique of capitalism to 

expose the border limits of liberal and cultural feminisms. In so doing, 

I strive to legitimize Chinese-language arguments, such as Chen Boer’s 

critique against male gazing subjects, which, despite decades of 

successful practice in socialist cinema, have failed to be counted as 

“theory” according to academic norms authorized by mainly Anglo-

American scholars. China does not lack theories, but it does lack power 

to define theories within an academy dominated by English-language, 

Western texts and contexts. 

Such a consciousness of the role of the border in context and 

theory can be called a decision to adopt China as methodology rather 
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than simply as content in this thesis. To study China according to its 

own methods would not have been an issue, had Western 

methodologies not been used to open the study of China to global 

audiences, especially in relation to gender and feminism. Questioning 

the power structure of Western-centric knowledge production grounds 

the significance of China as methodology in its transgression of 

Western cultural hegemony. Although adopting China as methodology 

could be traced back to Mao’s proposal for a China-focused approach 

to study the CCP’s history (1993, 407), its history in academia begins 

with taking Asia as method, as proposed in a speech by Takeuchi 

Yoshimi in 1961 (2005). It was further elaborated by Kuan-Hsing Chen 

in 2010 to refer to a transition of knowledge apparatus gained through 

the imaginary lens and medium of Asia (2010). A year later, the phrase 

‘China as methodology’ was coined by Mizoguchi Yuzo in his similarly 

titled book, in which he advocates for breaking the European parameter 

of an advanced-vs.-backward world order and engaging the specificity 

of Chinese history in terms of its own epistemology and methodology 

(2011). This methodology has gained increasing attention and 

circulation in Chinese academia in the recent decade. In the studies of 

politics, China as methodology signifies challenging liberal democracy 

as the universal value and seeking democratic alternatives that befit the 

continuous political community of China (Yang 2019). In the political 

communication, China as methodology means breaking authoritarian 

determinism and reductionism in order to reveal the complexities and 

contradictions of hegemonic rhetoric (Guan 2019). Here, in my 

research on women’s cinema, China as methodology leads to critiquing 

liberal feminism as a universal parameter in order to create a more 

diversified space for discussing the multiplicities of feminism informed 

by Chinese history and current politics. 

The films to be addressed here are feature films, excluding 

documentaries, shorts and home-made videos. Although independent 

documentaries provide valuable texts for the study of Chinese women’s 

cinema, the large proportion of them are inaccessible. Either because of 

restrictions due to copyright and censorship or their limited screening 

at film festivals and exhibitions, women’s documentaries have 

substantially lower visibility than features screened at cinemas, and 

thus have less impact on audiences. As to shorts, the low threshold for 

making shorts and releasing them on the internet results in a mixed 

quality of films. It is the same case with home-made videos. Therefore, 

in this thesis, I mainly focus on feature films due to their legitimation 

by audience outreach and distribution systems. 

The spotlight given to feminist narratives in women’s cinema 

does not necessarily disavow the possibility of feminist narratives in 

men’s cinema. It is true that male directors sometimes make films with 

https://book.douban.com/search/Kuan-Hsing%20Chen
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feminist elements, while female authorship does not guarantee a 

gender-specific narrative. However, feminism has become a 

specifically female cause without much participation from men since 

the 1980s, when the women’s studies movement carved out a separate 

path with its promotion of female consciousness based on the female 

sex. The separatist practice has been followed in activism, academia, 

cinema and popular culture. In social media, the antagonism between 

feminist women and anti-feminist men has escalated in recent years (Li 

2020). Given the separatist practice and the fact that progressive 

feminist narratives concentrate on women’s cinema, I have decided to 

only focus on feminist narratives in women’s cinema. Moreover, 

female directors are generally marginalized in the male-dominated film 

industry, public discussion and academic research. Here they deserve 

the exclusive spotlight. 

 

Outline of the Thesis 

The main body of this thesis will be divided into five chapters, with 

each chapter addressing one feminist discourse as elaborated through 

particular cinematic narratives. 

Chapter One addresses films relevant to the discourse of socialist 

feministm. After 2000, this discourse was re-activated by Chinese 

female scholars who were frustrated by the inefficiency of identity 

politics in the Chinese context and the regression of women’s rights in 

the consumerist age. The academic re-evaluation of socialist feminism 

led to the discovery of feminist activism at a rural grassroots level in 

the 1980s and 1990s, which testified to the continuity of socialist 

feminism despite the transformation of the political system. Pursuing 

this continuity, this chapter locates socialist feminist cinema after 2000. 

Extending the historical parameters from the socialist era to the post-

socialist era, this chapter reconceptualizes a category of socialist 

feminist films made in the 21st century based on the legacies of Chinese 

socialist feminism. Socialist feminist films in the post-socialist era 

address proletarian women, who activate the political discourse of class 

conflict and social justice at a time when class struggle has been made 

illegitimate and socialist goals have been reduced to rhetoric by state-

led capitalism. Moreover, they reconnect with and reflect on the 

historical memory of Iron Girls, the socialist feminist icons who have 

been hollowed out and buried along with the revolutionary past. 

Through close analysis of Lost in Beijing (苹果, 2007), Angels 

Wear White (嘉年华, 2017), Lotus (小荷, 2012) and The Full Moon 

(月圆今宵, 2001), all chosen as representatives of the category of 

socialist feminist cinema in post-socialist China, I will argue that 

socialist feminist cinema in the 21st century inherits the narrative of 

anti-capitalism and anti-patriarchy from socialist cinema and 
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reconnects with socialist icons and institutions, while at the same time 

distinguishing itself from socialist cinema in terms of spectatorship and 

vision. 

Chapter Two will shed light on the liberal feminist landscape since the 

1980s and the liberal feminist cinema in the 21st century. With 

particular attention to the history of academic feminism, I will show 

how earlier heterogeneous liberal feminisms were superseded by the 

dominated imported concept of gender, which, proposed as an 

independent analytical category, foregrounded women as subjects in a 

range of research fields and activisms. I will argue that the female 

subjectivity at the center of the gender-related theories introduced in 

the 1990s was abstracted and universalized as it crossed borders from 

the U.S. to China. 

When entry into the WTO in 2000 further incorporated China 

into global capitalism in the new millennium, neo-liberal individualist 

values took hold as mainstream ethics. Women’s cinema in the 21st 

century simultaneously witnessed a rise in the production of films 

regarding female agency, women’s experience, sexual desire and self-

empowerment. These topics bear similarity to liberal feminist theories, 

hence there was also an increase in the cinematic scholarship on female 

subjectivity. Drawing on theories of semiotics, psycho-analysis and 

liberal feminism, I will conduct close textual analysis of four 

representative films: Empire of Silver (白银帝国, 2009), What’s in the 

Darkness (黑处有什么, 2015), Send Me to the Cloud (送我上青云, 

2019) and Perpetual Motion (无穷动, 2005), to explore how female 

subjectivity is constructed. Acknowledging the subversive edge of 

these films, I will situate this abstract female desiring subjectivity back 

in the social-political context of mainland China. I will argue that 

female subjectivity, constructed through narratives of female autonomy 

in sexuality, marriage and reproduction, has subversive potential 

against patriarchal institutions; however, such an abstracted and 

universalized subjectivity is distanced from the local political economy 

and historical reality, which curtails its political agenda and feminist 

edge. 

Chapter Three will turn to narratives of post-feminism, which has 

largely been researched and conceptualized in the Western context. 

Within the very limited scholarship on post-feminism in China, the 

notion of a globally transmitted and duplicable post-feminism is 

dominant, which is usually explained by the global expansion of neo-

liberalism. This chapter, however, argues that post-feminism in China 

encompasses notable distinctions from its Western counterpart, in terms 
of the class of its subjects, female elites’ relationship with the state, and 

post-feminism’s entanglement with local feminisms. To emphasize the 

transnational perspective, I will coin a new term for the Chinese 
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equivalent of post-feminism, what I call “consumerist pseudo-feminism” 

(消费主义伪女权), acknowledging the buzzwords “consumerism” and 

“pseudo-feminism” that are frequently used in the Chinese media. 

Anchored in this reconceptualization, the chapter analyzes Chinese 

chick flicks as a burgeoning genre with a niche audience of middle-

class young women. Through analysis of twelve chick flicks made by 

female directors and screenwriters, I argue that chick flicks in China 

highlight the subjectivity of middle-class women, the rhetoric of the 

freedom of choice and the dangers of a failing feminine masquerade, 

all the while distancing themselves doubly from both socialist and 

liberal feminisms. 

In Chapter Four I turn to the discussion of women-who-love-

women in mainland China, an ephemeral construct that began to shift 

into the concept of a sexual minority in the 1990s, when the notion of 

homosexuality as genetically based preference and identity was 

introduced from the West. Women who were romantically involved 

with women started to homosexualize themselves as rights-bearing 

subjects demanding visibility and legal rights based on sexual identity. 

I will argue that this matrix of sexuality, however, is only valid to 

explain the current globalized practice of lesbian identity and gay rights 

in China, while its local distinctiveness depends on the use of coming-

home rather than coming-out strategies, as well as a sense of selfhood 

bound to indigenous legacies. Set in the historical context of Chinese 

practices, it turns out that female same-sex eroticism can be better 

explained by the matrix of love, which captures female bonding, 

women’s separatism and an anti-patriarchal utopia outside of genetic 

sexual preference. 

Cinematic depictions of lesbian identity, however, are very 

limited. Censorship by State Administration of Radio, Film and 

Television (SARFT) targets lesbian identity and sex on screen, 

prohibiting overt lesbian films from achieving theatrical release. At the 

same time, it squeezes the space for homoerotic representation due to a 

higher sensitivity to lesbianism (that is, what had once been overlooked 

as manifestations of girls’ intimacy now invites suspicion of lesbian 

identity), thus de-eroticizing women’s passion for women and 

presenting it purely as friendship. Nonetheless, a few Chinese lesbian 

feature films won awards at international film festivals and can be 

brought together with female intimate films to build a landscape of 

female homoerotic cinema, which, while limited in exemplars, can 

claim significance by its existence. Conducting analysis of Sweet 

Eighteen (甜蜜 18 岁, 2012) and Fish and Elephant (今年夏天, 2001), 

I will argue that the narrative of homosexual-maternal intimacy in the 
former reifies a historical utopia of Chinese women’s separatism, while 

the narratives of homosexual normality and the coming-home strategy 
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in the latter speak to the local specificity of lesbian discourse in 

mainland China. 

Chapter Five will investigate a shift in the motherhood ideal that 

has been in discursive circulation in mainland China from 2000 to 2021, 

and analyze its corresponding representation in maternal melodramas. 

Through an investigation of popular discussions about “intensive 

motherhood” and the “yummy mummy,” I will argue that, although 

adopting these terms from the West, the discourse of motherhood in 

mainland China is largely shaped by local education policies, middle-

class anxieties, gender norms and the neo-liberal marketing that 

commercializes mother-child care. The new motherhood ideal 

consolidates the conventional gender division of labor, and in the 

meantime modifies the authoritative paradigm of the traditional family. 

Though close analysis of recent maternal melodramas, such as A 

Dog Barking at the Moon (再见, 南屏晚钟) Girls Always Happy (柔情

史, 2019), Send Me to the Clouds (送我上青云, 2019) and Spring Tide 

(春潮, 2020), I find a contrast between the motherhood films of the late 

2010s and those made in the early 2000s, e.g. Shanghai Women (假装

没感觉, 2002), Gone with the One Who Held Me the Dearest in the 

World (世界上最疼我的那个人去了, 2002) and Duet (两个人的芭蕾, 

2005). To explain this rupture, I argue that women’s cinema before 

2005 stuck to the harmonious mother-daughter relationship with the 

narrative of mother’s sacrifice being rewarded by a daughter’s filial 

piety, while recent women’s maternal melodramas shatter this harmony 

by exposing emotional manipulation in the mother-daughter bond and 

criticizing the current motherhood ideal as well. To foreground the 

feminist edge of these films, I will include a few recent melodramas 

made by male directors for a comparative study, to illuminate how 

women’s films appropriate the discourse of motherhood in a distinctive 

way from that of men. 

Adopting the approach of China as methodology, I re-examine 

feminist discourses with a sensitivity to the Chinese socio-political 

context and, based on the discursive framework of Chinese feminism 

that arises, I locate the main feminist narratives in women’s cinema 

from 2000 to critically evaluate their progressiveness. China as 

methodology is not only the approach of this thesis, but also the aim. I 

intend to establish China as methodology in Chinese film studies, to 

replace the previous historical periodization that depended on 

generations while ignoring gender. Given that the research is focused 

on women’s cinema, I specifically strive to establish Chinese feminism 

as methodology to re-valorize the progressiveness of Chinese women’s 

cinema, as it develops in relation to but also beyond Western 

parameters. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Socialist Feminism Revisited: 

Socialist Feminist Cinema in Post-socialist China 

 

The rise of the middle class in China in recent decades has gained 

much media attention. According to different criteria and calculation 

methods, the proportion of the middle-class population in China varies 

from 10.7% (Credit Suisse 2018) to 21.4% (Gan 2015). By either count, 

this proportion is far from covering the majority of the Chinese 

population. However, the fantasy of the “affluent Chinese” is widely 

celebrated by the mainstream media, which is dedicated to creating and 

catering to the middle-class sector and normalizing their values. Where, 

however, are the media representations of the lower-class or proletarian 

population, if they are the majority in both real life and in statistics? It 

seems that approximately 20% of the population now stands in for the 

voices of over 70%. Poor people have been wiped out of Chinese TV 

series (Liu 2018) and they scarcely appear on the big screen. The cover-

up of class difference makes those films that do address such topics 

significant. After 2000, a couple of films appeared that were made by 

female directors with a focus on proletarian women in today’s China. 

Although very limited in number, their realistic engagement with 

women’s poverty and vulnerability, both intensified by their gender, is 

valuable for reopening discussions of social justice and legacies of 

socialist feminism. These aspects are significant in cracking the fantasy 

of a middle-class status quo and giving a voice back to the silenced 

majority. 

Socialist feminism refers to women’s liberation in the socialist 

era (1949-1976), which empowered proletarian women with the right 

of participation in public space and a relatively equal share of social 

resources. The scholarship on socialist feminism in mainland China is 

generally divided into two categories. The dominant studies credit 

women’s participation in the workforce to state policies and thus 

minimize or even erase the agency of women involved in the socialist 

cause (Li 1988a; Dai 2016; Jin 2006). Such studies tend to polarize the 

state/party and its citizens, presenting the former as a totalitarian 

regime and the latter as its obedient subjects without agency. In this 

view, the participation of women in industrialization, broadly figured as 

Iron Girls (铁姑娘), is read as an exploitation of willing female labor. 

Representing strong women in the revolutionary era who were actively 

involved in manual work, the Iron Girl became the archetype, 

according to the dominant view, for state-imposed masculinity at the 

cost of femininity. The other category, manifested in recent studies of 
socialist feminism, aims to disturb this model of manipulator and 

victims and give back agency to the women of the socialist era (Wang 
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2017; Hershatter 2014; Song 2012; Zhong 2010). Instead of being 

liberated by the state, these women are seen to embody the national 

discourse of gender equality on the basis of having negotiated rights in 

their own interests. 

To date, the discussion of the cinematic representation of socialist 

feminism has been restricted to films made in the socialist era. Within 

this scholarship, the above two approaches have led to conflicting 

evaluations of films made by female directors. Scholars on the side of 

state-granted women’s liberation argue that the propagandistic nature 

of socialist cinema hides the agenda of female directors and excludes a 

gender-specific perspective, and hence a potential feminist stance 

(Yuan 1990; Dai 2006; Cui 2003). Their definition of feminist film 

draws on the Western conception of women’s cinema as “the marginal, 

the challenger and counter-cinema,” as claimed by Claire Johnson and 

Laura Mulvey (Dai 2016, 114). Scholars on the side of a socialist 

feminism with full agency adjust the standards of liberal feminism to 

re-discover and re-evaluate female authorship among the grand-

narrative political films which have been dismissed as mere 

propaganda. They argue that ideological narrative and the intersection 

of class, nationalism, socialism and gender do not necessarily erase but 

rather enhance the narrative of women’s empowerment, as female 

subjects are defined not only by their gender but also by their various 

political and social identities (Wang 2015a; Wang 2017). 

This chapter will adopt the theoretical framework of agential 

socialist feminism, which, by not simplifying socialist history, avoids 

positioning women as the other, the failed and the stigmatized in 

relation to Western parameters. I aim to offer instead a perspective that 

revisits the revolution, re-locates feminist subjects and re-evaluates the 

empowerment of proletarian women in a broader geo-politics spanning 

half a century. Extending the timeline of socialist feminism from the 

socialist to the post-socialist era, this chapter aims to open a discussion 

of the legacies of socialist feminism in cinematic representation. 

Socialist feminist films in the post-socialist era, I will argue, re-activate 

the political discourse of class conflict and social justice in a time when 

class struggle has been made illegitimate and socialist goals have been 

reduced to rhetoric by state-led capitalism. Moreover, these films 

reconnect with the historical memory of the Iron Girl and the socialist 

institution of community-building, through the lens of seeking an 

alternative to capitalist logic and ethics. 

This chapter consists of two sections. The first section discusses 

how the discourse of socialist feminism was re-activated after 2000 by 

Chinese female scholars who were frustrated by the limited 

applicability of liberal feminism in the Chinese context and the 

regression of women’s rights in the consumerist age. The academic re-
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evaluation of socialist feminism led to the discovery of feminist 

activism at a rural grassroots level in the 1980s and 1990s, which 

testified to a certain continuity of socialist feminism despite the 

transformation of the political system. By following this continuity, in 

the second section I locate socialist feminist cinema after 2000 to show 

the double oppression of capitalism and patriarchy under which 

working-class women labor. Four films are selected from a very limited 

number of films directed by women since 2000 that focus on working-

class people, based on the key criterion that the protagonists are mainly 

women who either expose and criticize capitalist exploitation or try to 

reconnect with socialist history. Through analysis of Lost in Beijing (苹

果, 2007), Angels Wear White (嘉年华, 2017), Lotus (小荷, 2012) and 

The Full Moon (月圆今宵, 2001), I reveal these films’ shared narrative 

with classical socialist feminist films as well as their differences from 

the latter in terms of spectatorship and socialist vision. 

 

Socialist Feminism Stigmatized and Re-evaluated 

Socialist feminism in mainland China was a CCP-led women’s 

liberation movement which involved the majority of the female 

population. It centered on women’s participation in the labor force and 

in political, economic and cultural sectors previously dominated by 

men. Women’s unprecedentedly high level of participation in the public 

domain was supported by the institutionalization of women’s rights in 

the domains of marriage, equal pay and childcare. Socialist feminism 

constituted the mainstream political discourse and intersected with the 

political discourse of class struggle, from which rural and working-

class women benefited financially and politically. The greatest 

significance of socialist feminism lay in the drastic change of women’s 

position in the social structure, from being domestically bound to 

possessing relatively equivalent access to social resources as men. 

The criticism against socialist feminism was launched after 1976 

mainly among three groups of people: Chinese male elites, Western 

academic sinologists, and Chinese female writers and intellectuals. 

Among Chinese male elites, their impugnment of socialist feminism 

was legitimized through the public discourse of clearing out totalitarian 

ideology and bidding farewell to the revolution. Their stigmatization of 

Iron Girls as masculinized women who were undesirable to men started 

from the crosstalk3 “Poetry and Love” by comedians Jiang Kun and Li 

Wenhua on state television in 1979 and circulated in Scar Literature (伤

痕文学 ), a category which dominated 1980s’ literature and was 

dedicated to the suffering of intellectuals in the cultural revolution. 

 
3 A Chinese version of stand-up comedy which involves two performers. 
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Sociology articles such as Zheng Yefu’s “Sociological Thoughts on 

Gender Equality” (1994) and Sun Liping’s “Reconstruction of Gender 

Roles” (1994) accused women’s liberation of disrupting the 

foundational social division of women’s place in domesticity and men’s 

place in public. These articles paved the way for a rampant call for 

“feminine women” and women’s return to the home. The motive 

behind this discursive strand was to retrieve and restore masculinity 

together with class privilege, explained as a collective pursuit of 

humanity legitimized by men as historical victims of state 

tyranny/castration (Wang 2008; Dai 2016). 

In Western academia, perceptions of Chinese women’s liberation 

as a failure and as mere propaganda for a patriarchal state/party were 

established with the publication of works such as Revolution Postponed: 

Women in Contemporary China (Wolf 1985), The Unfinished 
Liberation of Chinese Women, 1949– 1980 (Andors 1983), and Women, 

the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China (Johnson 1983). These 

scholarly works largely reinforced the cold-war ideology and 

“center[ed] on a universal notion of gender at the expense of class, 

nation, economic system, and geopolitical regional differences” (Wang 

2015a, 591). Western critiques of socialist feminism, together with the 

introduction of second-wave feminism to China, had a noticeable 

influence on local female intellectuals in the 1980s and 1990s, such as 

Li Xiaojiang, Dai Jinhua and Meng Yue, who asked after the 

subjectivity of women under state-led women’s liberation. 

The dominant concepts of state-granted women’s liberation were 

re-examined and disputed in academic writing after 2000 which 

emphasized women’s agency, autonomy and empowerment in the 

revolution. Influential works include Some of Us: Chinese Women 

Growing Up in the Mao Era (Zhong, Wang & Bai 2001), “Women Can 

Hold Up Half of the Sky” (Zhong 2010), and Finding Women in the 

State: A Socialist Feminist Revolution in the People's Republic of 

China, 1949-1964 (Wang 2017). Unlike Western academics, Chinese 

female intellectuals, whether criticizing or defending socialist feminism, 

have generally manifested an ambivalence toward this local feminist 

history. As observed by Zhong, “Chinese women themselves criticize 

the CCP-led women’s liberation movement while also insisting that, in 

some ways, they were/are more liberated even than their Western 

counterparts” (2010, 232-233). Such an ambivalence could be 

accounted for by the fact that these Chinese female intellectuals had 

their feminist subjectivity awakened and shaped by the socialist 

discourse of women’s empowerment, but the re-emergence of 

essentialized femininity and binarized gender norms in the post-

socialist era forced them to problematize socialist feminism. Moreover, 

this ambivalence was exacerbated by the disappointment that some of 
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these scholars felt in turn with liberal feminism, which, they believed, 

failed to effectively criticize capitalism that exploits women (Zhong 

2003). 

Newly emergent social problems concerning women, such as 

women’s unemployment, gender discrimination in university and job 

applications, and the re-imposed norms of conventional femininity, 

gave rise to a wave of reflection about neo-liberalism and Western 

feminism on the cusp of the 21st century. Such reflections culminated in 

a workshop held in 2010 on the theme “The Difference between 

Socialist Women’s Liberation and Western Feminism: Theory and 

Practice”. Participants were mostly scholars of women’s studies, both 

domestic and overseas, and editors of journals about women and 

gender. Most importantly, they belonged to the generation which had 

experienced and practiced socialist feminism in Mao’s era and 

witnessed a feminist regression in the post-socialist era. Their major 

agenda was to criticize neo-liberalism and capitalism, and thus re-

activate socialist feminism, since Western feminism, “a conspirator 

with capitalism”, failed to solve women’s problems (Song 2011, 146). 

Western feminism, as workshop participants argued, has been co-opted 

by neo-liberalism itself (Song 2011). 

Theories about gender were particularly targeted in the critique of 

Western feminism. Since introduced to mainland China in the 1990s, 

the conceptualization of gender and patriarchy was first embraced 

passionately by feminist scholars and female cadres at the All-China 

Women’s Federation (ACWF). It was also enthusiastically circulated 

and applied after the Fourth World Conference on Women held in 1995, 

in which the approval of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 

Action by the female delegates set the agenda for mainstreaming 

gender in governance, policy making and social awareness. However, 

this mainstreaming was criticized by some pro-socialist feminist 

scholars at the workshop as universalizing the framework of gender in 

disregard of systemic political differences (Song 2011). The 

individualism imbedded in Western feminism dissolved the need for 

economic and political reforms at a macro level. The discourse of 

female agency and autonomy was sometimes in contradiction with the 

state and discouraged women who were exploited by the capitalist 

system from demanding that the state fulfill its obligation to protect 

women as a whole; for instance, criminalizing the exploitative system 

of “keeping a second Mrs.” was hindered by women’s claims of 

personal freedom to be a man’s mistress (Song 2011, 148-149). 

Moreover, the concept of gender was criticized as narrow and 

powerless when dealing with social issues which were complicated by 

nationalism, class and global capitalism, such as factory female 

workers being exploited by transnational capital (Song 2011, 148-149). 
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The legacy of socialist feminism may yet have something to 

contribute to these debates, because, on the one hand, it prioritizes 

women’s economic and political rights, while on the other hand it has 

intersected with class and nationalism from its very beginning in the 

1920s, long before the phrase “intersectional feminism” was coined in 

the West. It also differs from intersectional feminism, prevalent in 

Western academia, in ways that highlight the specific historical context 

of China. As intersectional feminism was developed by Kimberlé 

Crenshaw in 1989 to understand how privilege and discrimination 

operate through the intersection of identity markers, paying particular 

attention to gender and race (an issue which had been largely 

overlooked by second-wave feminism), this approach remains strongly 

focused on gender, race, ethnicity and sexuality – all individual 

attributes. Class, however, is often relegated to a rhetorical flourish, 

especially in the American version of liberal feminism. It is repeatedly 

mentioned in intersectionality discourse, but it is seldom analyzed in 

academic and public discussion. Because of this, when the theory of 

intersectionality was introduced and circulated in Chinese academia as 

a universally applicable framework to replace the singularity of gender, 

it failed to appeal to Chinese feminists who felt the urgency to tackle 

the political-economic problems of working-class women as a whole. 

Socialist feminism, as both theory and practice institutionalized in 

a highly visible history, serves as a historical parameter for scholars 

that seek to reimagine a feminist alternative. But its adaptability to the 

current context needs further investigation. The biggest problem in 

restoring socialist feminism lies in the lack of theoretical innovation 

(Song 2011, 146). Classical Marxism, purportedly the official discourse 

in China, has become sloganized and thus lost its specificity. Without a 

diversity of upgraded economic and political theories, it does not seem 

to possess a critical edge in contemporary research (Song 2011, 146). 

To some extent, the hegemony of current conditions of knowledge 

production is to be blamed, since the West is in the position of 

producing universally applied theories while others conduct empirical 

studies in a local context (Song 2011, 146; Wang 2015b). In this 

inferior position, co-opting and redefining Western theories for local 

use offers a strategy for academic legitimacy, especially for those 

political and economic theories now marginalized by identity politics. 

For instance, Song Shaopeng conceptualizes her theory of socialist 

feminism based on community solidarity detached from the state, 

borrowing the idea of a “social socialism” from Erik Wright (Song 

2012). But, the potential of working with other Chinese socialist 

research in a range of disciplines is opening up, e.g. political economy 

labor, technology politics and socialist transcultural communication of 

political-economy, which are currently rebuilding the socialist 

https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/do/search/?q=author_lname%3A%22Crenshaw%22%20author_fname%3A%22Kimberl%C3%A9%22&start=0&context=10775250
https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/do/search/?q=author_lname%3A%22Crenshaw%22%20author_fname%3A%22Kimberl%C3%A9%22&start=0&context=10775250
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theoretical framework (Zhao 2020; Lin 2006; Wang Hongzhe 2015). 

The work of reconstructing socialist feminism in the post-

socialist era is mainly conducted by an older generation of feminists 

who still have access to a socialist vision which prioritizes social 

equality and justice. Their insistence testifies to their conviction that 

capitalism has encroached on the socialist legacies in China, producing 

a rupture with socialist feminism. However, the notion of a rupture may 

be not so accurate. A separation between academic theorists and 

feminist activists since 2000 has prevented scholars from seeing 

socialist feminism practiced at the rural grassroots level (Gao 2020). 

What is well documented is that the Western concept of gender took 

hold in academia and NGO activism in the 1990s and 2000s, leading to 

a replacement of the socialist framework of women’s liberation. 

However, Gender and Development (GAD) projects4 were carried out 

in some rural places, such as Shan Xi and Yun Nan province, which 

drew theoretical and practical resources mostly from socialist rather 

than liberal feminism (Gao 2020). GAD projects, sponsored by 

international foundations, were targeted at lower-class women to 

address local appeals for development, tackling issues such as 

reproduction and health, women’s illiteracy, trafficking of women and 

domestic violence (Gao 2020). Seeking to resolve such practical 

problems, GAD also provided cultural awareness training for women, 

aiming at strategically changing the patriarchal culture and institutions 

(Gao 2020). Although GAD applied the term 社会性别 , broadly 

meaning ‘social gender”, coined by Wangzheng to foreground the 

social aspect of gender when the concept of gender was introduced in 

China in the 1990s, it did not engage as closely with theories of 

subjectivity and power relations as in academia. The gender training in 

GAD largely targeted patriarchal culture, an agenda not unfamiliar to 

socialist feminists. Moreover, GAD organizers adopted much of their 

strategies from the ACWF’s and CCP’s means of mobilizing rural 

women in Mao’s era (Gao 2020). Contrary to the dismissal of CCP’s 

mobilizing strategy by the West, individual woman’s agency was 

foregrounded in GAD. Quite alert to the authenticity of participation, 

feminist activists emphasized the need for woman’s voices to be heard, 

especially those marginalized by their age, region, literacy and 

financial situation (Gao 2000, 49). 

Re-evaluating socialist feminism is a process of complicating the 

 
4 GAD projects generally refer to projects funded by international foundations to 

alleviate poverty in third-world countries which, apart from development, highlight 

women in their agenda. Since the 1990s, GAD projects have benefited rural women 

in specific regions financially and also contributed to consciousness-raising about 

gender.  
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over-simplified examination of Chinese political history carried out 

within the binary opposition of triumphant capitalism and failed 

socialism. It also brings GAD, a significant yet neglected feminist 

activism, back into the frame of academic research. As pointed out by 

Song Shaopeng in her edited book, the 8th volume of Research on 

CCP’s History and Theory, the continuity of socialist feminism is more 

solid than we thought, despite cracks in the political system (Gao 2020，
178-180). Socialist feminism has been carried out through the ongoing 

activism of GAD and the solidarity between middle-class feminist 

scholars, cadres, and working-class women. 

 

Socialist Feminist Films in the Socialist and Post-socialist Era 

Repositioning cultural representation in the contemporary Chinese 

context demands a reevaluation rather than simply a dismissal of 

socialist feminism. Such reevaluation was initiated by Wang Zheng at 

the conference “Chinese Women and Visual Representation” in 2011, 

in which she drew attention to Chen Boer, the female leader of the state 

film bureau in the new PRC, which established the norm of producing 

films about female revolutionaries and feminist activists (2016). Wang 

challenges the established view in cinema studies that socialist cinema 

smothered the possibility of feminist subversion. Wang’s historical 

research has been followed by Wang Lingzhen’s article “Wang Ping 

and Women’s Cinema in Socialist China”, in which she endeavors to 

provide a theoretical framework for socialist feminist cinema detached 

from the Western parameter of feminist cinema (2015). 

In the article, Wang Lingzhen points out that a dismissal of 

socialist feminist films manifests a cold war ideology, which relegates 

socialist arts to mere propaganda while anchoring feminist agency 

exclusively in the “individualistic and bourgeois values” of capitalism 

(590). She argues that recent research about Chinese feminist films has 

been conducted “on a universal notion of gender at the expense of class, 

nation, economic system, and geopolitical regional differences” (591). 

Therefore, she re-adjusts the parameters of cine-feminist criticism to 

incorporate socialist feminist films into this sub-genre. Her case study 

of the film made by Wang Ping, the first female director in Chinese 

cinema and a leftist feminist enlightened by the women’s liberation 

movement in the early 20th century, convincingly reveals a socialist 

feminist motif, namely, the intersection of proletarian female agency 

with women’s emancipation, anti-premodern patriarchy and national 

liberation. Female authorship and gendered discourse are evidenced in 

the director’s negotiations with official ideology and her experiments 

within the mainstream cinematic system in the PRC, which was far 
from being entrenched and provided room for innovations in film 

language and narration. The cinematic practice of socialist feminism 
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within a mainstream system is in sharp contrast to the avant-garde 

feminist practice of counter-cinema in the western context (Wang 

2015a). 

The major conflicts between the liberal feminist and socialist 

feminist parameters lie in whether a non-mainstream, alternative or 

anti-dominant discourse is a must for locating feminist consciousness 

in female authorship, and whether the individual agency of a female 

character is a prerequisite for judging there to be a female perspective 

and a conscious subversion of conventional gender norms. Scholars, 

both domestic and abroad, have taken it for granted that these 

conditions are necessary for recognizing feminist movements and 

theories in the West, which are largely confined to a middle-class, 

white perspective. Wang Lingzhen incisively reveals the displacement 

and selective erasure of Chinese feminist cinema in film scholarship as 

a result of a class-blind, ahistorical and apolitical conceptualization of 

“feminism” (2015). 

It is not difficult to detect that the major difference between the 

films of liberal feminism and socialist feminism lies in their ways of 

imagining the feminist subject. Liberal feminists position “women”, a 

unified subject situated in the man-woman binary opposition, as 

marginalized, while criticizing patriarchal hierarchies as the 

mainstream. Therefore, liberal feminist films focus on a female 

individual and probe the relationship between the female body, identity 

and sexuality within but also against the patriarchal context. In contrast, 

the subject of socialist feminist films is “proletarian women”, situated 

in the context of class struggle against the bourgeoise. Therefore, 

socialist feminist films emphasize female vulnerability and resistance 

within the exploitive structure of political economy. 

If, as discussed before, the practice of socialist feminism is 

continuous rather than disrupted, it is reasonable to raise the question: 

does socialist feminist cinema still exist in the post-socialist era? 

Extending the concept of socialist feminist cinema to the current 

context, I distinguish a collection of films made by female directors 

that feature working-class women involved in precarious labor and 

reveal their exploitation by the double oppression of capitalism and 

patriarchy. These films have inherited from previous socialist feminist 

films the narrative of class as a collective and structured institution, 

rather than temporary poverty which can be overcome by an individual 

through hard work, a typical narrative in Hollywood. Sometimes the 

Iron Girl, the icon of socialist feminism, appears in the plot, paying 

tribute to the history of socialist feminism. 

Situated in a different economic system, film industry and market, 

these films, despite sharing a similar core narrative, diverge from their 

predecessors in terms of film language, characterization, narrative 
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strategies and acting. The most significant distinction lies in the 

projection of the subject of “proletarian women”. In the socialist era, 

proletarian women, or their representatives the “Iron Girl”, were 

positioned in a peasant-landlord and worker-capitalist hierarchy. The 

Iron Girl’s class struggle intersected with national salvation and 

women’s emancipation from the patriarchal kinship family. Her 

socialist vision of an egalitarian society, involving equal labor division 

and the proletarian as the leading class, was put into practice through a 

life of manual labor and feeling empowered by the recognition of her 

physical and financial contribution to both state and family. She 

“actively authorized the efficacy of socialist state feminist language” 

(Wang 2017, 228). Therefore, both the subject of proletarian women in 

cinematic representation and the female filmmakers were in concert 

with the mainstream/state ideology. 

However, the connotation of the subject of “proletarian women” 

has changed dramatically in the post-socialist context. It is now 

positioned in a migrant worker-capitalist hierarchy. These women’s 

appeal for gender equality is interrelated with their resistance to 

exploitative relations of production. But these proletarian women 

possess little vision of socialism, which is stigmatized as a failed social 

system. At the same time, they find the language of class struggle 

impotent, as the term ‘class struggle’ has been categorized as a crime 

committed in Mao’s era and thus abandoned from public discourse in 

order to gloss over severe class conflicts in the restructuring of society. 

Furthermore, they are incapable of authorizing a feminist language, be 

it socialist or liberal, in a public discourse dominated by misogyny and 

conventional femininity. Consequently, the subject of proletarian 

women is positioned as a marginalized and voiceless class. 

 

Gendering Class: Middle-class Spectators and the Arbitrator of 

Social Justice 

After 2000, there appeared a few films made by female directors 

confronting both biased gender politics and lower-class poverty. One is 

Lost in Beijing (2007) made by Li Yu, a prolific director who has built 

her reputation since releasing her debut film Fish and Elephant (2001) 

at the Venice Film Festival. As one of the few prominent female 

directors in mainland China, she drew substantial academic attention as 

well. The academic attention paid to Lost in Beijing generally fell on 

gender and class identity, which together reduce the female protagonist 

to an impasse, including a comparison study with No Country for Old 
Men (2007) (Donald 2008) and an analysis of handheld camerawork 

and the symbol of the Mercedes Benz at the end of the film (Stuckey 

2018). In my reading, I also focus on the issue of gender and class, but 

with particular attention to how a woman’s vulnerability is amplified 



36 

 

when exposed to the double exploitation of patriarchy and capitalism. 

In addition to textual analysis, I will explore how the director aims to 

generate empathy between the lower-class protagonists on screen and 

middle-class spectators, as well as the film’s ambiguous relationship 

with the state’s censoring power over the representation of class 

conflicts. 

Lost in Beijing addresses female migrant workers, or Dagong Mei” 

( 打工妹 ), a term that discloses the intertwining of capital and 

patriarchy. Dagong means working for a boss, a manifestation of 

subordinate status in the realm of labor for a meager wage, while Mei 

means little sister, which implies being young, naïve, under-educated, 

unskilled and inexperienced. In comparing this term in mainstream 

discourse with the Iron Girl of the socialist era, Amy Dooling argues 

that it “reflects the resurgence of discourses of difference 

accompanying contemporary market reform” and it also “help[s] 

legitimize inequality (in relations between the urban and the rural, rich 

and poor, bosses and workers, men and women) in the name of 

economic development” (Dooling 2017, 139). The female migrant 

workers here are Liu Pingguo and Xiao Mei, who work in a foot-

washing club in Lost in Beijing. The foot-washing club is the space 

frequented by the rich for luxurious relaxation and, in contrast, the 

female protagonists are the ones who provide services to fulfill their 

pleasure. Within this working space, the class difference is rendered 

apparent and startling. 

To emphasize the collective dimension of class, Lost in Beijing 

features a female protagonist and her colleague, instead of the 

prevalent mainstream success narrative of a single heroine who fights 

alone until she ascends to the upper class. On the one hand, the plural 

protagonists indicate the existence of a greater number of people in a 

similar economic and social situation. On the other hand, the character 

of the colleague serves as a reflexive mirror for the female protagonist 

in the narrative, to warn her off the doomed track taken by the majority. 

We are offered a one-victim narrative, which diverges into two lines of 

mutually reflexive narratives in the later part of the film, with one 

leading to tragedy and the other to self-rescue. In Lost in Beijing, Xiao 

Mei’s prostitution and her murder by a client motivates Liu Pingguo’s 

decision for change. This character design diversifies the representation 

of the group of female migrant workers and allows some room for hope 

without concealing that this is the lowest class. 

The double exploitation from capitalism and patriarchy is 

narrated through power dynamics between two couples, representing 

the new rich and the lowest class respectively: one couple (Lin Dong 
and Wang Mei), coming from Hong Kong, owns the profitable foot-

washing and massage club; the other (Liu Pingguo and An Kun) is 
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from a rural background with the wife working at the club and the 

husband cleaning windows. Despite the great disparity between the 

new rich and the lowest class, the patriarchal structure takes hold in a 

similar pattern. The discourse of the husbands dominates the 

relationships. They judge, make decisions and force their wives to obey. 

However, due to class difference, male power is exercised in different 

ways. Lin Dong maintains his power through money, with which he 

prevents his wife from leaving their empty marriage and which he 

throws around on prostitutes for sexual gratification, while An Kun 

possesses the power of masculine violence, with which he threatens 

and exploits his wife and conspires to sell her new-born baby to Lin 

Dong for a good price. Transactions made between the two men come 

at the expense of the two women. They are carried out 

straightforwardly in the face of the women, without the female voice 

being heard or their opinion aired. 

While such feminized vulnerability is highlighted through the 

parallel comparison of gender difference within the same class, it is 

rendered even more blatant in the context of class disparity. The film 

represents patriarchal power through sexual assault and the power of 

the privileged class through silencing women’s voices of resilience. 

The class of the new rich took shape in the neo-liberal economy of 

mainland China in the 21st century. It is represented through Lin Dong, 

who exercises the logic of capital in Lost in Beijing. Money can 

procure him sex with prostitutes, settle disputes of rape and buy the use 

of a woman’s womb, which demonstrates the power of capital to 

commodify the female body and objectify women as a walking womb. 

Liu Pingguo’s body is violated in a rape committed by Lin Dong, her 

boss. However, the right to interpret this rape lies in the hands of Lin 

Dong, rather than the woman. He romanticizes it as a love affair, as he 

asserts that Liu enjoyed the sex as much as he did. Then he glorifies the 

rape by dedicating the room where the rape occurred to buddha, as he 

is convinced that he will be blessed to have a son in the near future. 

When the purchase of the baby occurs after the rape, it is fair to say the 

crime of rape has been legitimized by the logic of capital. 

The disturbing portrayal of the class gap not only aims to expose 

a brutal reality in a post-socialist China encroached on by capitalism, 

but also, in the director Li Yu’s words, “to incite empathy among the 

audience” (“Lost” 2007). As the majority of the audience are middle-

class and quasi-middle-class, the empathy evoked by Li means a cross-

class compassion for the underclass. As seen from comments on 

Douban.com, one of the major film review websites in China, the class 

gap did trigger a sympathetic positioning with Liu Pingguo 5 

 
5 Reviews in this regard on Douban read “there is no most desperate life of lower-
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(“Reviews”). Nevertheless, this cross-class empathy was achieved by 

appealing to the consumption interests of the middle-class audience. 

Lost in Beijing actually marks Li Yu’s successful transition to 

commercial filmmaking, with 20 million RMB in box-office revenue 

despite a ban after its release, a good return for a 4 million RMB 

investment. Narrating an underclass story in the mode of commercial 

film accounts for its popularity among middle-class audiences. Crucial 

to this is the diegetic setting in metropolitan Beijing, with its surging 

desire for wealth and sexual pleasure, rather than a poor rural place that 

is alien and unattractive to the middle-class. More importantly, the all-

celebrity cast, particularly Fan Bingbing, the famous movie star 

playing the role of the vulnerable Liu Pingguo, generates a contrasting 

effect. On the one hand, to watch a delicate, upper-class celebrity 

downtrodden on screen as a laboring, sexually exploited rural migrant 

worker invites a voyeuristic and even sadistic pleasure among 

audiences. The sex scenes Fan performs were used for publicity in 

mass media coverage, while the director’s own complaints in 

interviews about having some sex scenes cut by SARFT fueled the 

controversy, thus creating heated discussions about the film (Wu 2008). 

Audiences were divided between those who watched the complete 

version in Hong Kong or overseas and those unlucky enough to see the 

“castrated” version at a cinema in mainland China (“Reviews”). A 

considerable number of comments show that people were drawn to 

Lost in Beijing to see Fan expose her breasts and be raped6 (“Reviews”). 

While aiming for cross-class empathy, Lost in Beijing also invites 

voyeuristic consumption of the celebrity’s body, which was 

compounded by the peeping fever in popular culture in the mid-2000s, 

when the controversial Lust, Caution (2007), released at the same time 

as Lost, produced a craze for consuming female nudes and erotic 

scenes (Yang 2008). 

On the other hand, the all-celebrity cast creates a buffer to allow 

middle-class audiences to sympathize with Liu Pingguo, yet not fully 

identify with her. Li Yu admitted that her previous intention was to find 

real migrant workers to play these roles, but later she preferred 

“suspense” to be created among audiences through an apparent contrast 

between actors and characters (“The Box Office” 2008). This turned 

out to be more than a mere consideration of suspense. Real migrant 

workers were used by Li Yang in his Blind Mountain (2007), a film 

 
class, but ever more desperate”, “Very realistic portrait of the suffering of lower-

class” “Are we able to hold to the basic ethics in the wave of materialism? This is a 

lost times!” 
6 Reviews in this regard on Douban read “I only want to see the sex scene.” “To see 

how Dong Dawei (the main actor) fucks Fan Bingbing” “So so. Dong Dawei’s 

white ass and Fan Bingbing’s little nipple” 
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about trafficking women in a remote village. Nominated for Silver 

Bear for Outstanding Artistic Contribution at the Cannes Film Festival, 

it was nonetheless a failure at the box office. By contrast, the box-

office success of Lost in Beijing suggests that an all-celebrity cast can 

help to distance spectators from the disturbing plot and thus provide a 

comfortable buffer for the middle-class, who can appreciate the 

celebrity performance rather than risk identifying with the immoral 

new rich or the mistreated underclass. Research shows that even 

migrant workers avoid watching films about real migrant workers, as 

raw realism hurts (Sun 2014). Instead, they prefer light-hearted urban 

comedies, and classical socialist films, through which they are 

empowered by the narration of the working class rallying for the anti-

capitalist cause (Sun 2014, 96). Lost in Beijing, though categorized as a 

socialist feminist film here, thus differs from films made in the socialist 

era in terms of spectatorship. The identification between the proletarian 

audience and proletarian characters on screen back in the revolutionary 

era is gone, as cinema-goers have become largely middle-class. In 

place of class identification, middle-class empathy for the under-class 

can be activated when the film is commercialized and repackaged so 

that the desire for consumption is satisfied. A film that exposes the 

appalling capitalist exploitation of women, ironically, has to comply 

with the capitalist rules of film production and exhibition. 

While socialist feminist cinema was financially supported and 

produced by the state-owned film industry in the 1950s and 1960s, a 

socialist feminist film such as Lost in Beijing made by private 

companies encountered censorship intervention from the State 

Administration of Radio Film and Television (SARFT). When Lost in 
Beijing was screened at the Berlin Film Festival, it was criticized by an 

official from SARFT as an “insulting portrayal” of contemporary 

society in China (Shi 2007). In fact, this film obtained screening 

approval from SARFT after having cut out multiple sex scenes. It was 

banned a month after its release in mainland China, not for the content 

itself, but because the pirated complete version was circulating on the 

internet, an absurd and far-fetched reason. Why was the film pursued 

by SARFT? Films addressing class conflicts are not particularly rare in 

mainland China, although in public discussion class conflicts are 

cautiously replaced by social stratification. These films generally share 

a patterned ending which visualizes government agencies intervening 

as an arbitrator of social justice. Police officers arrive out of nowhere at 

the end of I Am Not Afraid (2011) and Angels Wear White (2017) to 

arrest the corrupted high-class people who are abusing their power, just 

in time when faith in social justice is about to be lost. Ideologically 

speaking, the socialist state claims to stand on the side of the poor and 

the vulnerable, which occurs in most of the cinematic representation, 
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although in reality it may be the other way around. 

Lost in Beijing, however, lacks such an arbitrator. None of the 

male characters are arrested for rape or illegitimate surrogacy. The 

ending does not intend to solicit such an arbitrator, as the structured 

injustice rooted in capitalism and patriarchy cannot be solved simply 

by having the state intervene to arrest a perpetrator. To be more precise, 

the state is complicit with capitalism, profiting from the exploitation of 

cheap female labor. The feminist allegory lies in the fact that the 

laboring, sexually and reproductively exploited Liu Pingguo decides to 

abandon this unfair world. The men’s world is doomed and 

unsustainable after their wives leave with their heir. This message is 

conveyed in the last sequence of a broken-down Mercedes Benz pulled 

by two male characters, a symbol of the crippled power of money. 

Unlike socialist feminist films in the socialist era, in which 

capitalist exploitation usually occurs in a woman’s flashback to the past, 

Lost in Beijing narrates a woman’s suffering in the present tense. 

Therefore, a lack of an alternative imagination of a way out renders the 

ending more allegorical than realistic. Liu Pingguo leaves with the 

surrogacy money from Lin Dong, taking it as start-up capital to gain 

some advantage when she starts fresh in other place, but even here 

capital and sexual exploitation remain unchanged. Anti-capitalist as it 

is, it is unlikely to activate socialism as a replacement political model 

because ideologically we are already in the socialist system, although 

the extent of this socialism remains dubious. The usual pattern of 

cheerful, optimistic and victorious ending in socialist feminist cinema 

is replaced by uncertainty, insecurity and powerlessness in current 

cinema. 

The narrative of double exploitation of capitalism and patriarchy 

is further represented in the film Angels Wear White, with an emphasis 

on a patriarchy that takes the form of male violence and bureaucratic 

power. If cross-class empathy is achieved through consumeristic 

spectatorship in Lost in Beijing, this empathy is built into the plot in 

Angels Wear White. In response to the child sexual abuse scandal in 

2014, Angels Wear White narrates a story about Xiao Wen, a minor 

victim who copes with trauma after the sexual abuse and witnesses her 

family negotiating with the bureaucratic power of the perpetrator. In 

line with the judicial procedure, another storyline is narrated through 

the lawyer’s obtaining evidence from Xiao Mi, the hotel assistant, who 

hesitates to provide the video evidence that she recorded. The cross-

class alliance occurs when Xiao Mi breaks through her hatred of the 

upper classes (including the middle-class victim) and assists in 

indicting the perpetrator. 

Like the multiplication of working-class characters to emphasize 

the collective dimension of class in Lost in Beijing, Angels Wear White 
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focuses on two migrant workers, Xiao Mi and her colleague Lily, 

working in a seaside hotel where they must be accommodating to rich 

tourists. Lily cannot support herself on the minimal income and resorts 

to part-time prostitution. Although warned off by Lily’s painful 

abortion, Xiao Mi has no other option but to follow in Lily’s footsteps, 

before an idealistic ending liberates her from this doomed fate. Xiao Mi 

is situated at the bottom of the working class due to her identity as a 

dark resident, someone who was not registered with the local 

government when she was born. The film does not reveal the reason 

behind this; she could possibly be an illegally adopted orphan or 

someone born beyond the one-child quota (Huang 2017). Dark 

residency deprives her of the right to education, health insurance and a 

formal work contract. Reduced to an invisible and illegal shadow, the 

female protagonist is in constant anxiety in her search for an identity as 

a decent citizen to settle down in a city. Her vulnerability is 

compounded by her gender identity through a parallel with a pimp, a 

lower-class man, who exerts his masculine authority over Xiao Mi and 

Lily through violence and men’s social network. Boasting of his ability 

to pull some strings in his rich-men’s network, the pimp pockets Xiao 

Mi’s money for identity-card making, beats her up and exploits 

women’s sex labor. 

The class gap between Xiao Mi, Xiao Wen and the latter’s 

middle-class lawyer is not crossed until Xiao Mi is injured by male 

violence. The shared experience of being victimized by male physical 

violence generates the cross-class empathy that impels Xiao Mi to 

provide the key evidence to the lawyer, which facilitates the arrest of 

the perpetrator in the end. Such a female alliance is also symbolically 

manifested through the mediator, a statue of Marilyn Monroe on the 

beach. Half built as a prop and half created by computer-generated 

imagery, this statue, in the classical pose of Monroe in The Seven-year 

Itch, repeatedly appears in the film as a symbol to physically and 

emotionally shelter Xiao Wen when she leaves home at night and Xiao 

Mi when she is exploited by the pimp, bridging these two female leads 

despite a lack of encounter between the two. The Monroe statue is 

emblematic of the shared tragedy of the female leads, as suggested at 

the beginning of the film by close-ups featuring Monroe’s legs and, in 

between, a semi-distant high building under construction with a crane 

on its top, symbolizing a phallus. It reveals Monroe as a sex object and 

heralds the upcoming sexual abuse and male violence. When the statue 

is demolished in the end, perhaps to relieve it from the male gaze, a 

synchronized putting on of a white dress similar to Monroe’s is 

designed for both Xiao Wen and Xiao Mi, to suggest a female alliance 

formed in the resistance of male violence. 

But such a female alliance may be a one-off rather than solid and 
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sustainable. It did work to win the lawsuit against child sexual abuse; 

nevertheless, foregrounding the gender basis of the alliance 

marginalizes the specific interest and appeal of the working class 

women. What Xiao Mi gains from this successful lawsuit is very 

limited financial compensation from the lawyer to cover her medical 

expense after her injury, while her testimony costs her her job, which is 

not easily found due to her illegitimate identity as a dark resident. A 

female alliance formed to bring justice to middle-class women fails to 

offer a reciprocal reward to the working-class, considering it is in the 

lawyer’s capability to register Xiao Mi as a legitimate citizen after the 

state’s promulgation of registration rules for dark residents in 2015 

(“Advice” 2015).  

 

 
1.1 Xiao Mi is making decision between prostitution and an 

escape. Angels Wear White (嘉年华), directed by Wen Yan, 2017. 

 

 

The cross-class female alliance, at the cost of working-class 

women to a certain extent, leaves the latter to the arbitrator of social 

justice: the state. In the film, what rescues Xiao Mi from prostitution is 

the announcement on TV that the local government and women’s 

federation are greatly concerned about the protection of teenagers after 

bringing the perpetrator and corrupted cadres to the justice. Such a 

symbolic governmental protection changes Xiao Mi’s mind when she is 

dressing up to meet her first client. She sneaks downstairs past the 

monitoring gaze of the pimp, breaks the lock of her scooter and rides to 

a better future accompanied by the cheerful beats of non-diegetic music. 

Ironically, the victorious result of arresting the perpetrator was not 
intended by the director, but was shot for the purpose of obtaining the 

approval of SARFT (Chen 2017). The surprising twist of unexpected 
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justice at the end of the film, played out against the exposure of the 

bureaucratic corruption of public legal system, may create sarcasm 

rather than a satisfying redemption. Full trust in the government as a 

real rather than symbolic arbitrator of justice is absent in the film. The 

lack of socialist vision, that is, a mechanism that safeguards the interest 

of the working class, is what differentiates the socialist feminist films 

in the post-socialist era from those in the socialist period. If the middle-

class women leave the obligation of social justice to the state and the 

state’s intervention is rendered symbolic, then the optimistic ending of 

riding into a better future needs to be questioned: where is the future? 

What is the alternative vision of the future? 

 

Socialist Phantoms: The Iron Girl and the Residents’ Committee 

If the call for social justice for working-class women fails to 

solicit socialism as a replacement for the current neo-liberal capitalism 

in the films discussed above, the effort to reconnect with the socialist 

past can be still detected in a couple of women’s films. The appearance 

of socialist feminist icons, memories and certain institutions that are 

inherited in today’s society constitutes what I term socialist phantoms, 

which seem to be outdated and antique, yet with a lingering effect on 

the current reality. The supposedly dead is undead; its surprising 

revival only testifies to its ongoing presence, though as an undercurrent. 

The socialist phantoms are specifically the Iron Girl in the film Lotus 

and the institution of a residents’ committee in The Full Moon, which I 

will analyze closely in this section. 

The term Iron Girl, when it was coined in the cultural revolution, 

was used to commend rural women for doing the same manual labor as 

men. The role model then spread to all walks of life as a signifier of 

women’s transgression of the traditional division of labor. In the post-

socialist context, the Iron Girl was largely understood as a symbol of 

all women in Mao’s era, who were mobilized in the industrialization at 

the cost of their gender identity. They were a labor reservoir without 

agency in “Rethinking Iron Girl”, a very influential article written by 

Jin Yihong, who, however, later criticized her own article for ignoring 

the female agency generated by women’s participation in social 

production (Jin 2006; Song 2011). A reevaluation of the Iron Girl in 

socialist feminist scholarship of the early 21st century did not 

necessarily lead to the revival of this socialist phantom in either 

popular culture or cinematic representation. Lotus is an exception. 

Lotus is directed by Liu Shu, who, less known than Li Yu, has so 

far only produced a second film, Lost Lotus (未见莲华, 2019),. Lotus 

addresses Beijing drifters (北漂), most of whom are young people with 

a certain level of education looking for jobs in metropolitan Beijing, 

yet not quite able to settle down due to financial and social constraints. 
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The film tells the story of Zhou Xiaohe, the female protagonist, who 

comes to Beijing to realize her dream of being a journalist yet ends up 

being a waitress living in a basement. The double exploitation of 

capitalism and patriarchy forces her to trade herself in marriage for 

upward class mobility and to finally become the middle-class 

housewife she used to despise. Screened at Venice Film Festival, Lotus 

received little media and academic attention. One analysis, by Chris 

Berry, investigates the split and doubling of the female protagonist as a 

symptom of uncertain modernity under Chinese neo-liberalism, 

characterized by an “authoritarian political system with a market 

economy” (Berry 2013, 14). My analysis here engages with this “split” 

by focusing on the Iron Girl, a symbol of historical rupture in the film. 

How is the Iron Girl re-imagined in the post-socialist era? How is she 

used as a historical parameter to reflect the predicament of women in 

the neoliberal economy? 

In the film Lotus, the Iron Girl appears as the object of an 

interview conducted by Xiao He. Xiao He finds a job as a journalist in 

a magazine company and is assigned to interview a female 

photographer who grew up in Mao’s era. The costume and 

characterization of this photographer fit the re-imagination of the Iron 

Girl from the standpoint of the post-socialist era, which coincides with 

the generational division represented by the filmmaker Liu Shu. In the 

film, the elderly photographer is dressed in a dark blue shirt and pants. 

She has short hair and wears no accessories other than a pair of glasses. 

This is a typical image of the Iron Girl, gender-neutral, as sniffed at in 

post-socialist cultural production. If we look back at socialist feminist 

films produced in the 1950s and 1960s, however, it is actually very 

hard to find female characters as masculine in appearance as the one in 

Lotus. With various hairstyles, hair ornaments, clothes in various colors 

and floral patterns, and jewelry in some cases, these Iron Girls look 

feminine yet healthy and strong. They are the female lead in What a 

Beautiful Country Is (江山多娇, 1959), where the female protagonist is 

excited and delighted after receiving fabric with combinations of 

various flower patterns; in Liu Qiaoer ( 刘巧儿 , 1956), whose 

protagonist wears flowers in her hair and earrings while 

straightforwardly admitting her love for the man she has just met; in Li 

Shuangshuang (李双双, 1962), where the lead wears a bun and clothes 

with patterns of flowers, and also flirts with her husband frequently; 

and also in Woman Barber (女理发师, 1962), whose protagonist works 

at the barber perming women’s hair without the slightest frown at 

women’s display of femininity. 
Obviously, this diversified portrayal of the femininity of Iron 

Girls is flattened, or worse, eliminated, in the post-socialist imagination. 
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Socialist feminism did not kill women’s femininity; rather, the 

stigmatization of Iron Girls did. The re-narrating of Iron Girls in the 

feminist backlash in the 1980s and 1990s produced the gap between the 

images of Iron Girls in socialist feminist films now and then. This 

stereotypical portrayal causes a dislocation in Lotus, since a uniformed 

outfit is largely a product of a low level of production and poverty, as 

pointed out by Wang Shaoguang, who notes that dark-colored cloth, 

which needed to be washed less often than light cloth, could last longer 

(Wang et al. 2013). Such dark-colored, old-fashioned clothes cannot 

possibly last till the 2010s and do not seem to fit amongst the middle-

class furnishings in the photographer’s living room. This misplacement, 

however, seems to be overlooked by the director, which testifies to the 

entrenchment and naturalization of the masculinized images of socialist 

feminists. 

Revisiting socialist feminism is carried out through the interview 

with the photographer. She explains that gender equality was endorsed 

in the socialist era and understood as “women [being] capable of doing 

anything that men can do”. This ideology and the consequent practice 

of equal labor division provided her with an opportunity to engage in 

the profession of photography, which was dominated by men. These 

two points are easily agreed with and understood by Xiao He. But 

when it comes to faith in socialism and Mao, which, according to the 

photographer, empowered her in her personal development, Xiao He is 

critical. She asks provocative questions about Mao’s faults in the 

Cultural Revolution, which are downplayed by the photographer as 

human nature, or “human errors”. She tries to convince Xiao He of the 

significance of the socialist faith by comparing socialist China with the 

current faithless society, where “people are selfish and money-

worshipping”. Her remark takes the form of a voiceover intercut with 

Xiao He’s stepping out of her home and contemplating. When she runs 

into a fashionable girl in the elevator, who is self-indulgently playing a 

video game on her mobile phone, she seems to see the Iron Girl’s 

remark materialized. 

Although the Iron Girl shows up in Lotus as in classical socialist 

feminist films, she exists as a past tense. In other words, she works 

more like a symbol, a historical reference point to reflect changes in 

women’s conditions along with transitions of the political system. If 

socialism empowers the Iron Girl, albeit with its institutional flaws, 

then neoliberal capitalism prostitutes women. This is conveyed though 

the double (mis)identification of Xiao He as a prostitute, both times by 

policemen, the representatives of the state’s apparatus of violence. The 

first identification is initiated by a drunk policeman who attempts to 

rape her in her shabby basement, which manifests the vulnerable social 

position of a single, young and working-class woman in a patriarchal 
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context. If the first identification of prostitution is false and forced by 

corrupt state power, then the second identification is, to some extent, 

rendered true, ironically through the repeated denial of prostitution. 

When Xiao He decides to take money from Liu Xiangdong, the 

middle-class man she meets on a blind date, her bursting into tears in 

the bathroom indicates her full consciousness of her subsequent 

submission to the rule of money. She has to pay him off with sex and 

marriage. Her sexual attractiveness to this suitor has been emphasized 

by a sequence in which Liu sniffs at her bra under the pillow in her 

absence. When policemen break into their sex scene, the money in the 

envelope confirms the policemen’s assumption of Xiao He’s 

prostitution. Although this is denied by Xiao He and Liu during an 

interrogation at the police station, their mechanical repetition of the 

defense that “we are dating” provokes the question: is not dating based 

on a money transaction the same as prostitution? Selling herself for 

middle-class privilege proves her to be a gold-digger, the one criticized 

by the photographer/ Iron Girl. 

The rupture between the Iron Girl and Xiao He seems beyond 

fixing; however, Liu Shu hints at optimism by designing an open or 

double-layered ending. When Xiao He drives her car while talking on 

the phone to her now-husband’s business partner, another version of 

herself (played by the same actress) is shown through the windshield. A 

long shot captures this girl walking on the pavement with luggage in 

front of Xiao He’s car, just like the first day she arrived in Beijing. At 

this critical moment of temporal overlap, a silent slow-motion shot 

arouses expectations in the audience about Xiao He’s recognition of her 

old self, an expectation which fails when she looks into the front mirror 

and touches up her make-up. In the end, the camera follows the girl to 

the same basement and she opens the door. What kind of life awaits her? 

Will it be the same as Xiao He’s? Are there any other possibilities for a 

woman like her? Here, a positive future expectation sounds more 

convincing, given the fact that Liu Shu, the filmmaker behind the 

camera, has succeeded in sticking to her dream of making films. This 

semi-autobiographical film is given another feminist interpretation 

when Liu Shu is taken into consideration. Her choice of profession in 

the male-dominated film industry coincides with the Iron Girl’s choice 

to be a photographer as well as a filmmaker. It is fair to say that this 

time they stand on the same side, showing their disapproval of 

women’s submission to the rule of capitalism. 

If the Iron Girl is represented in a past tense through a young 

woman’s interview with the older generation in Lotus, in The Full 

Moon the task of community-building is inherited by a female director 

from the older generation of women, which threads together the past, 

present and also the future. The residents’ community is a grassroots 
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institution established since 1949 with the main function of ensuring 

urban residents’ autonomous management and the auxiliary function of 

a grassroots administration (Liu 1987). It is a socialist institution 

neither completely official run nor socially run; nevertheless, its in-

betweenness does not necessarily prevent its full function of providing 

services such as education, security, administrative assistance and daily 

help for residents within its neighborhood (Liu 1987). The directors 

and staff of the residents’ community are mostly women, hence the 

gendered title “aunties of residents’ community” (居委会大妈). In the 

socialist era, such an organization ran small-scale corporations to 

recruit housewives, while providing canteen and child daycare for 

women (Guo & Gao 2002). These functions have shrunk nowadays, 

although the residents’ committee still plays an important role among 

especially working-class women who need updated information and 

assistance for subsidy application and to build neighborly help network. 

The institution of the residents’ committee, functioning for over 

half a century yet without much evaluation of feminist progressiveness, 

was brought up in recent years as part of community-building projects 

by socialist feminist scholars. Wary of state feminism, Song Shaopeng 

proposed socialist feminism based on community-building, drawing on 

the collective heritage such as the working unit, workers’ community 

and communes from socialist practice (Song 2012). Such a socialist 

community building should guarantee parity of participation for 

women and other minority groups, whose diversity shall modify the 

once standardized and patriarchal mode of collectivism (Song 2012). 

Perhaps the community building in The Full Moon speaks to such 

a socialist feminist imagination. This film was directed by Chen Li, 

financially supported by Tianjin Film Studio, then a state-owned 

enterprise before being privatized in 2006. Having produced a couple 

of main melody (主旋律) films, which refer to films made by state-run 

studios to glorify socialist heroes and boost patriotism (Yeh & Davis 

2008), Chen’s enthusiasm embraces revolutionary history and working-

class women in post-socialist China, even though the realist fashion of 

portraying the latter does not quite appeal to the middle-class audience. 

Protected by governmental funding, which lessens the director’s 

anxieties over the market, The Full Moon addresses two generations of 

female directors of the residents’ committee, very marginalized 

characters in contemporary cinematic representation due to their job 

obligations of “women’s trifles”. This light comedy narrates a story in 

which, under the guidance of the elder director Liu Niang, Ling Yu 

carries out her work in the community and inherits Liu’s ethics of care 

after her death. 
Although no rhetoric of feminism is mentioned in the film, female 

directors of residents’ committee are the subjects of community-
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building, providing assistance mainly to female residents. They 

mediate marital conflicts by persuading the husband to get a vasectomy 

instead of the wife; they provide advice to an unemployed woman who 

is unwillingly reduced to be a prostitute, suggesting instead the decent 

and legal profession of funeral director; they send a woman in labor to 

the hospital just in time to save her life. The women-help-women 

network is accomplished through a socialist ethics of care, instead of 

shared values of individual woman’s empowerment. The difference 

between the two is particularly illuminated with narratives about the 

conflicts between the directors of the residents’ committee and the 

American woman living in the neighborhood. Delivering gifts to honor 

the American woman for her support for the residents’ committee, 

showing particular care for her pregnancy and recommending medical 

consultation and doctors are, in the eyes of the American character, an 

intrusion of individual privacy. She frowns at Liu’s close concern with 

her pregnancy and rips up the contact card of the doctor offered by 

Ling. Her moral high ground in declaring her individual human right to 

reject community network-building incites Ling to defend the ethics of 

care intrinsic to socialist China. As Ling argues, it becomes clear that 

there are different approaches to human rights, with an ethics of mutual 

care in socialist China and a demarcation of privacy in the capitalist US. 

The former takes effect when the American woman encounters an 

emergency during labor, as is acknowledged by her American husband 

with gratitude at the funeral of Liu, who died of a heart-attack when 

rushing her to the hospital. 

The ethics of care in The Full Moon is specifically carried out 

within the socialist institution of the residents’ committee. A defense of 

such a socialist ethics was once a common theme in socialist feminist 

cinema, but it has been questioned and discredited in the post-socialist 

era as ideological propaganda in violation of human nature, whose 

legitimacy in turn is anchored to the self-interest and individualism 

fueled by capitalism. When socialist ethics reappeared in the socialist 

feminist cinema of the new millennium, the combination of an ethics of 

care and socialist institutions brought the past into the present tense. A 

revival of socialist phantoms in this film is facilitated by the 

recognition of the specific ethics and values in the US context, thus 

confirming the socialist ethics as an alternative. This is in tandem with 

the socialist feminist turn in the discourse that departs from the 

universality of liberal feminism. Legitimizing the Chinese socialist past 

as the other mode of modernity, it reappropriates the past for a post-

capitalist alternative in the future tense, rather than the pre-capitalist 

detour (Lin, 2006). The Full Moon looks into the future as well, as it 

ends in a collective celebration (a classical happy ending of socialist 

cinema) of a harmonious community on New Year’s Eve, when Ling 
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conducts and orchestrates various groups of residents into singing a 

classical patriotic song. 

 

By piecing together a genealogy of socialist feminism after 1978, 

this chapter has argued for its continuity in post-socialist China since 

2000 rather than a disruption caused by political transition. The legacy 

of socialist feminism is passed down through rural women’s 

development and an academic focus on social justice, which is 

distinctive from the dematerialized and individualized identity politics 

in Western feminism, as the next chapter will argue. Socialist feminist 

films continue to address working-class women exploited by capitalism 

and patriarchy, thus shedding light on circumstances of oppression 

which could not be fully interpreted through a borrowed theory of 

intersectional feminism. These films echo their predecessors of the 

socialist era in terms of themes and narratives; nevertheless, they are 

variants. They have a distinctive middle-class spectatorship, 

relationship with state power, and a re-evaluation of socialist legacies. 

Moreover socialist feminist cinema is marginalized in women’s cinema 

in the 21st century. Its legitimacy of feminist progressiveness in 

academia is in constant tension with the parameter of liberal feminist 

films, which I shall discuss in Chapter Two. Detached from the 

narrative of class, liberal feminist films address and appeal to a middle-

class audience with a focus on the female body and subjectivity. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Liberal Feminism and Films about Female Subjectivity 

 

The Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee in 1978 

marked the division between socialist and post-socialist China, 

signaling what would become the neo-liberal capitalist turn in the 

economy and its corresponding shift in value systems. From working 

for the common good to satisfying private interests and pleasures, a 

capitalist ethics was legitimatized by denouncing the political frenzy of 

the Cultural Revolution and market-oriented socialism was introduced 

in the name of the enlightenment movement, which emphasized a 

depoliticalized and thus universal human nature. The return to 

(capitalist) humanity was called for in scar literature (伤痕文学) and 

root-seeking literature ( 寻 根 文 学 ) that criticized the Cultural 

Revolution (see Ch. 1) (Cai 2010), and was celebrated in the films 

categorized as the fourth and fifth generation. To highlight the gender 

dimension of this universal humanity, women’s studies was initiated by 

the All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF), which archived women’s 

history; this approach thrived in the women’s studies movement in the 

1980s led by Li Xiaojiang, culminating in preparations for the Fourth 

World Conference on Women (FWCW) held in Beijing in 1995. I term 

the mainstream feminism of the 1980s and 1990s as liberal, because it 

demonstrated an explicit shift from the socialist feminist emphasis on 

social justice (e.g. class, gender relations, labor division and 

redistribution), to a feminism that centered on personal empowerment 

and female subjectivity. I use “liberal” here not to confirm its Western 

origin (although the Western influence is substantial, as this chapter 

will show), but as an umbrella term for the various local feminist 

discourses that circulated with names such as 女权主义 (feminism), 西

方女权  (Western Feminism) and 社会性别  (gender), each with 

sometimes different political agendas located in a particular history yet 

all converging around individual woman’s power and subjectivity. 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, women’s cinema was 

categorized in the 1980s by local female directors and scholars into two 

forms: social participation and psychological expression. The former, 

with its heavy heritage from socialist cinema, diminished gradually, 

while the latter was extended beyond its original focus on women’s 

inner emotions to a diversity of themes and genres with subjectivity at 

the center. These two categorizations ceased to be used any longer in 

the 1990s; the term “feminist film” was used instead, yet was 

synonymous with liberal feminist cinema. When entry into the WTO in 
2000 further incorporated China into global capitalism in the new 

millennium, neo-liberal individualist values took hold as mainstream 
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ethics. Women’s cinema in the 21st century thus witnessed a rise in the 

production of films regarding female agency, women’s experience, 

sexual desire and self-empowerment. These bear more similarity to 

Western feminist theories, hence the turn in film production was 

accompanied by an increase in cinematic scholarship within the 

framework of female subjectivity. Because of the close relation 

between these films and liberal feminism, I will draw on theories of 

liberal feminism, as well as on the semiotic and psycho-analytic 

frameworks which liberal feminism is heavily engaged with, in order to 

interpret how female subjectivity is constructed in the films. The 

selection of films for analysis is based on the liberal feminist criterion 

that they address mostly middle-class women in terms of 

individualized gender difference rather than class, thus comprehending 

femaleness in terms of women’s experience, the female body, desire 

and sexuality. The four representative films chosen here are Empire of 

Silver (白银帝国, 2009), What’s in the Darkness (黑处有什么, 2015), 

Send Me to the Cloud (送我上青云, 2019) and Perpetual Motion (无穷

动, 2005). 

This chapter will shed light on the liberal feminist landscape 

since the 1980s as it relates to liberal feminist cinema in the 21st 

century. I will map out how the previous, more heterogeneous liberal 

feminisms were superseded by the dominated imported concept of 

gender, which, proposed as an independent analytical category, 

foregrounded women as subjects in a range of research fields and 

activisms. I will argue that the female subjectivity at the center of the 

gender-related theories introduced in the 1990s became abstracted and 

universalized when it left its US context. This is the same female 

subjectivity as is conveyed and foregrounded in liberal feminist cinema. 

Seeking more local grounding for these films, I will situate this abstract 

female desiring subjectivity back in the socio-political context of 

mainland China. I will argue that female subjectivity, constructed 

through narratives of female autonomy over sexuality, marriage and 

reproduction, possesses subversive significance when it comes to 

patriarchal institutions; however, the abstracted and universalized 

subjectivity is distanced from local political economy and historical 

reality, which curtails its political agenda and feminist edge. 

 

The Women’s Studies Movement and Female Consciousness 

Framework in the 1980s 

In the 1980s, the women’s studies movement was based in 

universities and research institutions and thus termed grassroots (民间) 

research to distinguish it from projects led by ACWF (Li 2000). This 

grassroots women’s studies initiative was characterized by its separatist 
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politics from the state, class and economy (Du & Wang 2003). The 

rhetoric of “sexed human” (有性人) and “female consciousness” (女性

意识), conceptualized by Li Xiaojiang as a construction of female 

identity to counter the desexed comrades of socialism, was widely 

disseminated in academia, literature and popular culture in the 1980s 

(Li 1988b). When considering the sexed female subject, Li investigated 

how the exploitation of women was achieved based on the biological 

differences between the two sexes (Li 1989). Her academic projects 

include revising Marxist theories, re-defining the ethics of motherhood 

and making propositions for women’s self-empowerment, all of which 

were more than mere “essentialism”, as the women’s studies movement 

stood accused of in the 1990s (Wang 1997). However, the women’s 

studies movement, exploratory and still developing, did not 

successfully build a theoretical framework that was systematic, 

consistent and totally independent from Marxism. The women’s studies 

movement ended in the late 1990s and was replaced by the thriving 

gender studies movement (Wang 2015b, 112). The overlap of the 

women’s studies movement and gender studies in their view of the 

individual and sexed subject, their grassroots independence from the 

state and their recuperability by neo-liberalism did not result in 

scholarly attention to their connections, as gender theories swept in and 

took hold as the dominant representative of liberal feminism in China. 

In response to the mainstream intellectual trend toward humanity 

and female consciousness, women’s cinema in the 1980s began to 

“rationalize and endorse universal sexual difference” and “female 

individual entrepreneurial agency” (Wang, 2021, 197). The narratives 

of women were depoliticized to foreground “female desires, emotions, 

inner feelings, and heterosexual attractions” in films such as Hoofbeats 

(1987, 马蹄声碎), a film which aimed to humanize (or feminize) the 

Long March (Wang 2021, 198). The rise of women’s films exploring 

femininity was first captured by the category of psychological 

expression framed at the symposium of Female Director and Women’s 

Cinema in 1986. According to the opinion aired by female directors 

and scholars present, the category of psychological expression was 

characterized by two features, namely, being suitable for Western 

psychoanalysis and innovative in film language (“Female Directors” 

1986, 113). Although the term “subjectivity” was briefly mentioned, 

the main interpretative framework was anchored to the concept of 

“female consciousness”. It was not until two years later that the 

theoretical framework started shifting to female subjectivity, as 

primarily used in the works of Chris Berry and Ann Kaplan. 
 

 

The Transplantation of Gender Theory and the Framework of 
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Female Subjectivity 

In 1992, the conference “Engendering China: Women, Culture 

and the State” was held at Harvard University, bringing together 

Western and Chinese scholars who were committed to the introduction 

of gender in China and initiating the academic shift to gender as “the 

most basic categor[y] to apprehend Chinese social relations, 

institutions and cultural productions” (Hershatter & Wang 2008, 1406). 

One year later, a workshop on “Chinese Women and Development” 

was held in Tianjin, hosted by the women’s research center at Tianjin 

Normal University and the Overseas Chinese Women’s Association, 

which marked the beginning of introduction of gender for Chinese 

scholars (Song 2018, 34-35).The concept of gender as an analytical 

category presented by Joan Scott was primarily introduced (in both the 

Harvard and Tianjin conferences and a series of conferences afterwards) 

and promoted among Chinese scholars and ACWF cadres (Song 2018). 

Split from the previously dominant analytical category of class, gender 

as an independent social construct was used to engage women’s 

problems with other research fields, which gave rise to projects such as 

gender and development, women and healthcare as well as women and 

environment. In these projects, women’s subjectivity claimed high-

level legitimacy, avoiding the inattention to women’s specific appeals 

as was common in the gender-blind projects of development and 

healthcare. Moreover, gender was lifted to an equal level with other 

social and political institutions to investigate their power relations and 

negotiations. For instance, the previously bio-medical and demographic 

approach of reproductive health shifted to women-centered research 

foregrounding women’s rights and subjectivity in defining their own 

body, sexuality and reproduction (Spakowski 2001, 90-91). The one-

child policy, or the birth control policy implemented since the 1980s, 

was thus questioned and criticized for objectifying women. However, 

the emphasis on body and sexuality from the perspective of female 

agency actually related more to urban intellectuals than to rural women 

in poverty (Spakowski 2001, 92). Furthermore, emphasizing female 

subjectivity risked overlooking its local context, especially in the case 

of the birth control policy, which liberated hundreds of millions of 

women from heavy mothering (multiple children) as an obligation. A 

de-politicalized female subjectivity tended to dismiss the state 

intervention as monolithically restrictive for women, and sometimes 

located the individual’s freedom of choice in a vacuum. 

During the transplantation of feminist theories from the US to 

China, gender became synonymous with Western feminism and gender 

theories were boiled down to the concept of subjectivity (Song 2011, 

145). If we look closely at Joan Scott’s article “Gender: A Useful 

Category of Historical Analysis”, the influential theoretical framework 
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introduced to China in the 1990s, her critique against Marxist feminism 

for its economic reductionism and her inheritance of post-structuralist 

feminism were most enthusiastically welcomed by Chinese scholars. 

Historians were eager to revisit Chinese history to find women’s 

subjectivity, making academic breakthroughs in redefining women’s 

history away from a Marxist-dominated explanation of women’s 

subordination under systematic patriarchy. However, Scott’s critique of 

the a-historical nature of anti-patriarchal theories, French post-

structuralism and Anglo-American psychoanalysis was not heeded. The 

problems of “exclusive fixation on questions of ‘the subject’ and the 

universalization of the antagonism between male and female” (Scott 

1986, 1064) revealed in Scott’s article were the exact problems that 

appeared in much feminist scholarship. 

Seeking female subjectivity became the optimal approach in 

women-related projects and securing such a female agency offered the 

ultimate yardstick to judge a cause as feminist or not. During the fight 

over whether the literature of socialist women’s liberation was feminist, 

the key argument centered around the existence of female agency. As 

Liu has argued, the scholarship on agency shifted from the denial of 

female agency in the socialist period, to seeking female sexual desire 

not recuperated by socialist politics, and finally to the discovery (after 

2000) of female subjectivity situated in the women’s liberation cause 

(Liu 2021). No matter in what situation, the yardstick of female 

subjectivity took hold. But female subjectivity is problematic 

especially when it is exclusively anchored to the liberal and 

individualist perspective developed in Western humanism. This was 

targeted for its capitalist limits by critical socialist feminists in the 

2010s, who suggested that agency be replaced by an alternative such as 

“mastery” (主人翁) (working class as the master of the state) (Song 

2011), a term widely disseminated in the socialist politics to connect 

working class people’s self-achievement with the development of the 

socialist state. In this way, the discussion of working-class women 

could be situated specifically in socialist history, rather than imposing a 

universally applied parameter of liberal subjectivity which is 

transcendental. 

It is true that the rise of women’s films of psychological 

expression found resonance with Western feminist theories; therefore, 

Berry and Kaplan found female subjectivity a useful analytical 

category to understand the progressiveness of individual woman’s 

(sexual) awakening in films such as Women’s Stories and Army Nurse 

(Berry 1988c; Kaplan 1989). However, applying Western theories to 

analyze Chinese cinema may risk “dissect[ing] an alien Chinese text in 
order to yield a much desired Western reading” (Zhang 1994, 47). Such 

an interpretive authority was particularly warned against by Kaplan 



55 

 

when she showed her concern that “American film theorists are merely 

enacting a new kind of cultural imperialism when they undertake 

analyses of Chinese films” (Kaplan 1989, 49). But unfortunately 

Kaplan’s concern did not prevent her from building up the interpretive 

authority of Western feminism. She positioned individual female 

subjectivity in the modern and post-modern sense at the top of the 

hierarchy, while dismissing the collective mindset inherited from 

socialist era as “premodern” (Kaplan 1989, 47), something which was 

“long ago abandoned” in the West (Kaplan 1989, 49). Given Kaplan’s 

own positioning, seeing the Chinese socialist experiment as an 

alternative modernist pursuit (Lin 2006) was beyond her Western-

centered knowledge base. 

The parameter of female subjectivity based on middle-class 

individualism, sexual difference and sexual desire was inherited later in 

the 1990s by Chinese scholarship. Films such as Sacrifice of Youth, 

Army Nurse and Women, Demon, Human were selected for their 

significant attention to female subjectivity and applicability to psycho-

analysis, with the last film in particular established as being 

representative of liberal feminist films by film critics Yuan Ying and 

Dai Jinhua. In Yuan’s article “Feminism and Chinese Women’s 

Cinema”, individuality was repeatedly emphasized as the essential 

component of female subjectivity and set up as a yardstick against 

which the collective mind of socialist cinema failed to be feminist 

(1990). When studying the film Sacrifice of Youth, Yuan criticized the 

fact that the female lead’s self-reflection lacks any particular female 

perspective, rather, it speaks for both men and women of her generation 

(Yuan 1990, 52). Being emblematic of the whole generation, in Yuan’s 

eyes, damages the pure narrative of the individual woman’s appeal, 

thus rendering the film not sufficiently feminist (Yuan 1990, 52). Her 

logic echoes precisely with that of Kaplan in defining feminist film 

only through the framework of individual female subjectivity, not being 

aware that the “pure narrative”, with its sole emphasis on gender 

difference, may sacrifice the complexities of women’s social-economic 

status and involvement in that particular history. 

During the academic shift from female consciousness to 

subjectivity, the political-economic and historical dimension of female 

subjects were largely lost. If female consciousness offered a framework 

to include both individual feminine subjects and collective-minded 

social subjects in the analysis of women’s cinema, as demonstrated in 

the symposium in 1986 (“Female Directors” 1986), then the Western 

concept of female subjectivity rejected the latter and dismissed any 

ambiguities as premodern. Since the framework of female 

consciousness foregrounds biological difference as well as the social 

and historical construction of femininity, rather than making a strict 
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distinction between individual and collective subjects, it is more 

diverse and capacious than the framework of female subjectivity. 

Nonetheless, female consciousness as a framework lacks rich and in-

depth theoretical resources, leaving it a vaguely defined and rather 

descriptive approach instead of a systematic and explanatory tool to 

further academic investigation. In contrast, the framework of female 

subjectivity is backed up by fully fledged theories from Western 

scholarship, ranging from the development of gender identity in 

psycho-analysis and second-wave feminist investigations of patriarchal 

institutions, to the dynamic, fluid and in-the-making subjectivity 

proposed by the post-structuralist scholars. This framework of female 

subjectivity has prevailed in film studies in China in the 21st century, 

where the disciplinary development at universities and academic 

research centers has become increasingly more liberalized and 

Westernized. 

Given the importance of this approach for scholars and 

filmmakers, I will continue to work within the framework of female 

subjectivity, while keeping in mind its limitations. Analyzing the 

agential narratives of sexuality, marriage and reproduction in the 

selected four films, I will show how the focus on female subjectivity 

accrues feminist connotations. At the same time, I aim to reconnect the 

narratives with the local political economy and historical reality in 

order to offer a critique of the shortcomings of a universalized female 

subjectivity. 

 

Female Sexual Subjectivity Detached from Local Political 

Economy 

In recent years, as the discourse of sexuality has become more 

prevalent, scholars of gender in mainland China have been accused by 

some critics of marginalizing female sexuality, as testified by their 

focus on the victimized status of women under patriarchy rather than 

on the diversity of sexual identities and performances (Huang 2013). 

These academic debates were categorized as conflicts between the 

“feminist camp” and the “sexuality camp”, which intensified in 2014 

when the latter attacked the former on social media for suppressing 

sexuality in the attempt to establish anti-sexual harassment mechanisms 

in higher educational institutions (Song 2014). Liberal feminism does 

not, however, ignore female sexuality. Rather, the conflict between the 

two camps turns on which dimension of female sexuality should be 

emphasized, danger or pleasure. The sexuality camp calls for individual 

women to have the freedom of sexual pleasure, rationalizing 

prostitution, pornography and sexual fetishism. The feminist camp is 

suspicious of the authenticity of sexual autonomy, stressing the 

powerful patriarchal institutions behind this autonomy and thus 
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proposing anti-sexual assault legislation and anti-sexual harassment 

policies on campus (Song 2014). Although the feminist camp has an 

upper hand in Chinese academia, supported by the illegality of 

pornography and prostitution as well as avoidance of homosexuality 

and sexual fetishism in journal articles and conferences, the sexuality 

camp interacts more with popular culture, which is eager to profit from 

the newly-fostered consumption of women’s erotic desire. 

Liberal feminist cinema in the 21st century echoes the agendas of 

both the feminist and sexuality camps. Films of the feminist camp such 

as What’s in the Darkness, Egg and Stone (鸡蛋和石头, 2012) and 

Foolish Bird (笨鸟, 2017) represent female sexual subjectivity against 

the threat of sexual violence and delineate nuanced power negotiations 

to reclaim female agency. Strict yet ambiguous film policies against 

nude and sex scenes did not discourage female directors from 

portraying women’s pursuit of sexual pleasure, although close-up 

sexual details have to be given up even if they are necessary to the 

narrative. Films of the sexuality camp such as Perpetual Motion, 

Longing for the Rain (春梦, 2013) and Send Me to the Clouds allow 

middle-class/upper-middle-class women the freedom of sexual pleasure 

without addressing power hierarchies that may lead to sexual violence. 

Protected by their upper-class identity, women’s erotic desire is 

justified through the ethics of a-political human nature. The celebration 

of sexual fulfillment alone, while leaving the economic predicament 

unresolved, sometimes dulls the political edge of sexual empowerment 

and renders it more like a consolation. In the sections that follow, I 

offer a close reading of What’s in the Darkness and Send Me to the 
Clouds, focusing on narratives of the sexual awakening of a teenage 

girl and the exploration of autoeroticism in an adult woman, 

respectively. 

 

Sexual Awakening of a Teenage Girl 

What’s in the Darkness tells a coming-of-age story of a girl named 

Qu Jing, set in a small city in the sexually repressive climate of 1991. 

Her female identity is formed under constant threat of sexual violence 

against women, as established by the narrative of serial rape-murder 

cases throughout the film. The sexual dominance of men is revealed 

through the tension between the rapist at large and the father, a 

policeman in charge of the case and offering paternal protection for Qu. 

On the one hand, the fatal threat men pose to women is visualized 

repeatedly in multiple scenes of dead female bodies, revealed with a 

mark of the cross cut into their flesh on the thigh, a symbol of moral sin. 
On the other hand, the threat of female rape-murder is countered by the 

slut-blaming logic of the father, who seeks to protect his daughter by 

desexualizing her. He forbids her to reveal her thighs when sitting on 
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the back of his bicycle and orders her to take off her necklace and 

scrape off nail polish. Men’s sexual dominance is thus manifested in 

the father’s authority to perpetuate the girl’s innocence, a reactive 

approach to avoid male sexual violence. The strict discipline, however, 

incites the teenage girl’s rebellion, which introduces feminist 

progressiveness in the struggle to form a sexed identity. For instance, 

Qu’s first love relationship is severed by her father, who interrogates 

the boy as a rape suspect and bans any contact between the two. 

However, Qu’s unquenchable longing for romance is released later 

when she ventures into a small cinema to watch pornography and weep 

over her lost love. Pornography, understood to satisfy men’s sexual 

fantasies by exploiting women, is reversed here to function positively 

for a girl’s sexual awakening. 

In What’s in the Darkness, building a sexual subjectivity is 

achieved through Qu’s enquiring look, which is in constant tension 

with the pressure of being looked at. As the title implies, this film is 

about looking. The question of what’s in the darkness is raised from the 

perspective of Qu Jing, who, out of curiosity, reverses the male gaze 

peering from the threatening darkness by occupying the position of the 

subject who looks. Her viewing subjectivity is revealed at the very 

beginning, when the camera adopts her point of view as she undergoes 

an eye-test at the school clinic. The shots of the visual chart and 

medical equipment in or out of focus establish that the visual and 

narrative perspective is from the female protagonist. The power of such 

a female gaze is manifested through its resistance to the omnipresence 

of the male gaze adopted by rape suspects who occasionally appear in 

the film: the lascivious elderly man at a nursing home, a flirtatious 

barber polishing his knife, two men burying a dead woman beside a 

road and a mentally ill man who follows Qu. 

The enquiring female gaze, which is not powerful enough to 

detect the real rapist (the rapist identified by Qu turns out to be her 

illusion), establishes her sexual identity based on discovery of sexual 

difference, e.g. women’s pregnancy and menstruation. Qu’s desire to 

express biological femininity is conveyed through her look at Zhang 

Xue, a more mature and sophisticated girl who has been held back in 

her class. Close-ups of Zhang Xue’s curves, polished red nails and 

permed hair are displayed under Qu Jing’s look, half jealous and half 

wary. The essentialized femininity obtains a feminist connotation in the 

film as a cautionary warning against being a “bad girl” who seduces 

and conquers men with her sexual appeal. Qu’s discreet negotiations 

between identities of a good girl and a bad girl are depicted in detail. 

She shyly goes into the bra shop, yet becomes frustrated when the shop 

assistant recommends a vest due to her as yet undeveloped breasts. She 

refuses a nail polish invitation offered by Zhang Xue and then 
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cautiously asks for a trial on her little finger. 

 

 
2.1 Zhang Xue’s permed hair is revealed under Qu Jing’s look. What’s 

in the Darkness (黑处有什么), directed by Wang Yichun, 2015.  

 

 

Valorizing feminine attraction in a patriarchal culture where it is 

morally coded causes anxieties for Qu. Her fear of punishment by male 

violence for being a bad girl is symbolically disclosed in her nightmare, 

after Zhang goes missing and is believed to be the unrecognizable 

female body in a new rape-murder case. In the nightmare, Qu sees 

Zhang being surrounded and threatened by a bunch of male rape 

suspects as blood spots horribly emerge on her body. She wakes up in 

surprise to see blood on the blanket and looks around puzzled by her 

bleeding wounds. Menstruation is set up as a contested site for a girl to 

declare her transition to womanhood despite all the attempts to 

desexualize her. Her sexed identity is preserved and protected when 

Zhang sends a postcard to inform her that she has successfully escaped 

the repressive town for liberation elsewhere and again when the rapist 

is arrested in the end. Against the director’s will, this happy ending of 

disarmed male violence was mandated by SARFT, in a state 

intervention to symbolically protect women’s rights. However, the 

feminist edge of women’s sexual awakening is somewhat diminished 

by the fact that it relies on the tension between the threat of male 

violence and a girl’s resistance. If the misogynistic threat disappears, 
then so too does the political significance of menstruation, thus 

suggesting that sexual awakening for women is possible or significant 
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only in the face of male violence. 

The feminist progressiveness may shrink further when we situate 

What’s in the Darkness back into its diegetic period of 1991. The 

neoliberal economy expanded at a unprecedented speed in mainland 

China in the 1990s, which created a “wave of sea-plunging” (下海潮), 

that is, a frenzy to dig for gold at private-owned enterprises. One of the 

top destinations for gold-diggers is the economic special zone of 

Hainan, the place where Zhang Xue settles. Set up as a free tropical 

dreamland in contrast to the sexually repressive town in What’s in the 

Darkness, Hainan appears in a few films, e.g. In Love (1989), as the 

place where women’s bodies are capitalized on, whether they are street 

prostitutes or decent intellectuals. Romanticizing it as sexually 

liberated place in What’s in the Darkness actually glosses over the fact 

that it is capitalism that fuels sexual freedom while at the same time 

cashing in on women’s sexual appeal. The small town that Qu lives in 

is not completely outside of burgeoning capitalism, considering the rise 

of small cinemas that screened phonography and DVD shops to lease 

pornography. Qu’s sexual subjectivity is formed partly with the help of 

these erotic businesses. The teenage girl’s subversion of sexual 

repression, as intended by the director, is curtailed to a certain extent by 

the fact that Qu’s desire for essentialized femininity turns out to have 

been ushered in by the accelerated neo-liberal economy. 

 

Exploration of Autoeroticism 

The narrative of sexual awakening of a teenage girl in What’s in 

the Darkness develops into the sexual explorations of an adult woman 

in Send Me to the Clouds. In the latter, ovarian cancer throws an urban 

female professional into the predicament of financial struggle and loss 

of her reproductive organs. This evolves into anxiety over the loss of 

sexual pleasure, which, lacking scientific proof, spurs the sexual 

exploration of Sheng Nan, the female protagonist. Female sexual 

subjectivity is constructed through mainly three erotic sequences, 

which mark three phases of sexual awakening with increasing feminist 

subversiveness. In the first sequence at an empty library, Sheng 

straightforwardly articulates her desire for Liu Guangming, an amateur 

photographer she meets on a tourist ship. At this moment, sexual desire 

is based on affection, as she is attracted by Liu’s philosophy and his 

integrity. A couple of shot-reverse-shots depict Sheng’s gaze (with 

highlights) as passionate and yearning, under which Liu, shot silhouette 

in low light, withdraws his look. The stereotype of man as viewing 

subject and woman as the object is thus reversed. Primarily conveyed 

through the female gaze, female sexual desire is confirmed and laid 
bare through the woman’s bold statement, “I want to make love to you”. 

Liu shrinks back and flees. 
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The second erotic sequence occurs after Sheng’s disappointment 

over Liu’s escape. Sheng turns to her male friend Si Mao, insisting on 

having sex with him. Here, love and sex are separated, which departs 

from the mainstream sexual norm. Some critics frowned at such an 

unabashed sexual demand because it de-romanticizes and vulgarizes 

the intimate relationship (Zhou & Huang 2019). However, what the 

director focuses on, rather than the aesthetics and morality of sex, is a 

woman’s right to gain pleasure solely from sexual intercourse and the 

gender switch in such a sexual power relation. If men’s sexual privilege 

is naturalized and legitimatized through the unabashed use of phrases 

such as “lower-part animal” (下半身动物), then it is challenged in the 

film by a parody of this privilege. Sheng proposes to pay for the sex, an 

imitation of Si’s routine of hiring prostitutes. Furthermore, she covers 

her face to imitate Si’s preference for sex with random strangers. 

Achieving a comic effect, the parody unbinds women from 

safeguarding sacred love and entitles them to the pleasure of “vulgar” 

sex just like the “lower-part animal”. 

Vulgar sex may not be as satisfying as it appears to be, as its 

pleasure is contingent on the sex partner. Depicting female 

masturbation for the first time on big screen, the third erotic sequence 

incited fairly hot discussion. The scene of masturbation, which does not 

show much of the naked body, obtains an extra layer of meaning 

through its particular position in the narrative. It does not occur when 

Sheng is by herself; instead, it is undertaken right after sexual 

intercourse and in the man’s presence. Explicitly, it indicates that the 

woman is moving away from relying on heterosexual sex for pleasure 

and exploring autoeroticism. According to Luce Irigaray, autoeroticism 

derives from the self-caressing trait of female sexual organ, which 

takes place long before the hetero-eroticism (1985, 24). Autoeroticism 

makes self-affection possible, an affection that has long been defined 

“by and for the masculine” (Irigaray 1985, 132). 

The autoeroticism, in the film, is explained by the lack of 

satisfying heterosexual intercourse. Si was once very confident about 

his sex technique, which turns out to be a mere boast. Failing to give 

woman an orgasm exposes the narcissism of a phallocentric culture that 

centers on male pleasure. Women’s ability to recognize and voice their 

own pleasure thus challenges phallocentric culture. Moreover, such a 

female autoeroticism rejects man’s participation in the erotic 

imagination. Si wants to share his dreamscape of mountain, breeze, 

clouds and rainbow with Sheng after sex. To his disappointment and 

frustration, his erotic imagination hardly relates to the woman lying 

beside him, who is indulging in a self-generated orgasm. Just as the 
title suggests, self-made wind can send a woman to the clouds. Man is 

thus excluded from woman’s erotic desire. 
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Female sexual subjectivity with its separatist agenda of 

autoeroticism and self-affection has a radical significance in cinematic 

representation in mainland China, where women’s expressions of 

desire may not be scarce, yet are usually non-erotic and marriage-

oriented. However, this radical nature of Send Me to the Clouds is 

curtailed by the another narrative thread that subordinates woman to 

the male-dominated capitalist economy. The all-male economic 

network is manifested through the space of the bathhouse, where male 

bosses relax and discuss business. Excluded from such a masculine 

space, Sheng has to wait outside for a job offer from the big boss, while 

Si socializes within in an attempt to be accepted by the rich men’s 

circle. Although Sheng rejects the offer when the boss humiliates her 

and forces her to acknowledge his superior power, she compromises 

afterwards and takes the job. The job contract is signed between the 

boss and Si, and is outsourced to Sheng, again confirming the all-male 

network that exploits women. Such male dominance in the distribution 

of social and financial resources is a critical target in the film yet 

remains intact. The contrast between woman’s articulable sexual 

empowerment and immoveable economic inferiority leads to the 

question: is the former easier to achieve, and if so, what are the effects 

of this? When it is beyond one’s capability to change structural 

problems in the political economy, then defending one’s sexual 

subjectivity offers some consolation for a woman who holds grudges 

for being deprived of certain rights. In this light, sexual subjectivity 

could be interpreted as a compensation for economic inferiority, which, 

after all, is allowed and may be encouraged under the current 

conditions of neo-liberal capitalism profiting from erotic consumption. 

Women’s auto-erotic subjectivity is celebrated but also conveniently 

converted into the subject of consumption in a popular culture that 

enthusiastically calls women to consume for themselves. Female 

autoeroticism claims a political edge in challenging the sexual 

dominance of men, but its progressiveness is diluted when structural 

problems of political economy remain unresolved and when it is so 

readily recuperable into the capitalist economy. 

 

Female Subjectivity Distanced from Local Historical Reality 

If female sexual subjectivity is tentatively explored in Send Me to 
the Clouds, it is unapologetically normalized in Perpetual Motion from 

2005. Set in an ancient courtyard house in Beijing, Perpetual Motion 

brings together four women to celebrate the Spring Festival. The host 

suspects that one of her friends is dating her husband and tries to find 

out which one by proposing a game of sexual confession while playing 

mahjong. Though it sounds like a cliché of women competing for one 

man, there is little narrative focus on the absent man, who serves more 
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as a pretext for the women to talk about sex. Shown only in a photo, 

George, a popular writer who has had an affair with almost every 

woman present, is ridiculed and objectified as a used-up sexual 

commodity, and is sentenced to death by the film when phone-call the 

next morning reveals he was killed in a car accident along with his 18-

year-old mistress. The potential significance of an absent man who 

motivates the story is wiped out by these middle-aged women, who 

show a big appetite for sex rather than weeping over the loss of a lover. 

It is this unabashed demonstration of middle-aged women’s sexual 

desire that appalled and at times irritated audiences (Guo 2006), which 

propelled Ning Ying, the director, to arrange a female-only screening in 

Tokyo, also an unapologetic gesture. 

Women’s sexual subjectivity is legitimated at the very beginning 

by a daring definition of menopause, which is followed by spicy jokes, 

ridicule and sexual confessions. Against the conventional proverb 

“women of forty are tofu dregs” (豆腐渣), La La redefines menopausal 

woman as “the most sexy, like a flower in full blossom”. Moreover, she 

breaks down the medical term for hot flashes into two separate words 

in Chinese, which literally mean “moist” and “hot”. Thus, the 

menopausal woman, a derogatory term to describe a hysterical and 

nagging older woman without sexual charm, is transformed into erotic 

and sexually provocative femininity. Such a sexual subjectivity is in 

constant interaction with the other identities of these women. As the 

second generation of higher-level cadres of the CCP7, these women 

belong to the privileged class and act as cultural and business elites in 

real estate, fashion, the arts and the entertainment industry. This class 

privilege, in the accelerated neo-liberal capitalist economy after 

China’s entry into WTO in the new millennium, shapes liberal, 

cosmopolitan and consuming subjects. Having received an education 

and built their careers in the US, these cosmopolitan women are more 

familiar with the one-night stand of sexually liberated culture than with 

settling into a relationship with a Chinese man. Their upper-class 

consumption preferences are manifested through talk of house 

purchases, antique interior decoration, fashionable clothing and luxury 

accessories. 

These various dimensions configure what Lisa Rofel terms the 

“desiring subject”, namely, “the individual who operates through 

sexual, material, and affective self-interest” (Rofel 2007, 3). 

 
7 The family background of these actresses is second-generation of these higher-

level cadres. In this semi-autobiographical film, the division between actresses and 

characters is vague. This family background is not particularly highlighted, but 

hinted at through Lala’s recall of her childhood and Niuniu’s extensive collection 

of antiques from the socialist era. 
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Constructed through the rhetoric of universal human nature in the post-

socialist era, “this desiring subject is portrayed as a new human being 

who will help to usher in a new era in China” “to replace socialist 

experimentation” (Rofel 2007, 3). Situating such a desiring subject in 

the neo-liberal and post-feminist landscape, Gina Marchetti relates 

Perpetual Motion to “tell-all” popular culture as linked to American TV 

shows such as Sex and the City and Desperate Housewives, which 

“deal with female sexual desire and taboo subjects such as female 

orgasm, lesbianism, and masturbation, among other topics” (2011, 195). 

Marchetti is correct in pointing out the connection of female sexual 

subjectivity and neo-liberal capitalism, especially when women’s erotic 

desire is spectacularized, such as in a scene that focuses on the 

consumption of chicken feet. Extreme close-ups portray women 

crunching, snapping the bones and biting off chicken tendons with their 

chewing teeth and bloody lips, which is eroticized by a mimicry of 

orgasmic moaning and giggling. Their specific desire “ to eat its palm 

meat” surges greedily, as shown by their proposal to boil an entire pot 

of chicken feet. 

What Marchetti misses, however, is that the desiring subjectivity 

in Perpetual Motion includes a socialist historical dimension that is 

lacking in its American TV counterparts. As noted by Liu Suola, the 

renowned artist who plays the role of Lala in the film, these female 

characters are “big” women who have witnessed the vicissitudes of 

revolutionary history, rather than the “little” materialized women 

confined to consumption in Desperate Housewives, even though the 

film was hyped as the Chinese version of the latter (Guo 2006). In the 

second half of the film, the unabashed carnal display regarding 

homosexuality, adultery, sexual fluidity and random sex gives way to 

retrospective narratives of family, which are heavily entwined with 

socialist politics due to their parents’ political position in the CCP. In 

fact, socialist symbols are scattered throughout the film, such as Mao’s 

badges and socialist music records stored in the attic. The living 

symbol is Zhang Hanzhi, Mao’s English teacher and a former diplomat, 

who plays the role of a maid serving tea and food in the film. The 

socialist politics signified by her presence is dissolved by her character 

as a lower-class woman exploited by the capitalism that outsources 

domestic labor to the poor. 

The explicit presence of socialist symbols, however, fails to relate 

much to these women in the post-socialist era, though they grew up in 

Mao’s era. They yawn when watching the Spring Festival Gala that 

conveys messages of collectivism and self-sacrifice. The politics of 

socialist history is deconstructed when the rhetoric of class struggle 

appears only to evoke humor, the rediscovery of socialist antiques in 

the attic recalls merely childhood entertainment, e.g. a skipping rubber 
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band, and historical memory is recounted as the personal trauma of 

intimacy. Granted first-person voiceover, La La discloses her conflicts 

with her deceased father, who was imprisoned during the cultural 

revolution yet still devoted to the communist cause. Her denunciation 

of her father’s political commitment is explained by her accusations of 

his failure as a father, both emotionally and materially. Communism is 

thus hollowed out its political agenda of social justice and reduced to 

little more than an inscrutable loyalty to Mao that betrays universal 

humanity. 

The historical dimension of female subjectivity is reconfigured 

into personal trauma, an a-political gesture that covers up its political 

agenda: anti-socialism. Such a disavowal of the socialist past is at odds 

with the director’s motivation for making this film. Putting on the big 

screen five women who grew up in Mao’s era, Ning Ying, as she has 

claimed, intended to demonstrate strong women who once held up half 

of the sky, in resistance to the dominant representation of fragile girls 

in the capitalist film industry (Ning, Liu, Hong & Zhang 2006). 

Ironically, her attempt to draw women’s liberation experience from the 

socialist past results in the opposite, namely, emptying it of political 

significance and re-aligning it with the liberalism and individualism 

fueled by capitalism. Such a realignment even destabilizes and 

alienates the Chinese identity of the female characters. One sequence in 

particular conveys these women’s detachment from “Chinese-ness” by 

capturing their aloof faces in front of the TV when the song “I am a 

Chinese” is performed at the Spring Festival Gala. Moreover, Niu Niu, 

who emigrated to the US at the age of twelve, needs a mediator, her 

husband George, to help her reconnect to her Chinese identity, as seen 

in her reminiscence of him taking her on a bus tour in Beijing to feel 

the new China in the reform era. 

The liberal leaning here demonstrates the same problem as the 

introduction of gender scholarship in the 1990s. It alienates women 

from their local feminist history and even from their national identity 

on the basis of China and the US being antagonists in the cold war 

mentality. Siding with liberal feminism, Hong Huang, who plays Niu 

Niu in the film, reviewed the history of Western liberal feminism in her 

speech at Yi Xi in 2018. To legitimate the progressiveness of liberal 

feminism, she denied the feminism of Chinese socialist women’s 

liberation, because women were granted gender equality “overnight” 

instead of having to fight for their rights (Hong 2018). This bears a 

resonance with the imperial logic of gender theories that negate the 

feminism in the socialist history of women’s liberation. 

The alienation from local history extends from the denial of socialist 

feminism to the erasure of the history of liberal feminism in the 

historical film Empire of Silver (2009). This film narrates the 
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vicissitudes of the Chinese financial industry on the cusp of the 20th 

century. The main storyline focuses on Kang San, the third son who 

inherits the family banking business from his father, Lord Kang. The 

all-male story is romanticized and femininized by a love triangle in 

which Du Yunqing, who married Lord Kang against her will, has an 

affair with Kang San,. Female subjectivity is narrated through Du’s 

reclaiming power over her desire, sexuality and reproductive capacity 

from the hands of Lord Kang, the symbolic figure of feudal patriarchy. 

This thread of reclaiming power, which affirms Du’s commitment to 

Kang San rather than to his father, supplements the main narrative of a 

son’s subversion of the father’s authority. Compared to the familiar 

narrative of the son modifying traditional values and ethics while 

inheriting a family business, the line of Du challenging the feudal 

patriarchy is rendered much more radical. 

In Empire of Silver, we see a woman wrap herself in strips of 

white cloth like a mummy in order to avoid having sex with her 

husband. An overhead camera captures her at the center of the frame 

with Lord Kang sitting beside her and the bed curtain drawn aside, 

which presents the resilient female body as a spectacle. From the 

moment Lord Kang touches her face, just like he is handling a naughty 

doll, until the strips are cut off and she is sexually assaulted by Lord 

Kang, Du does not utter a word. Here it is silence, in contrast with the 

furious words and violent movements of Lord Kang, that articulates 

enduring grievance against the patriarchal institution that exploits 

women’s wombs. If the silence discloses a woman’s passive despair 

over man’s superior physical strength, Du takes more agential actions 

later to terminate Load Kang’s violence by going to the mission to have 

her womb cut out, a manifestation of woman’s autonomy but 

compromised by self-harm. Such self-harm destroys her reproductive 

body but also eliminates her womanly obligation, which was solely 

defined by a woman’s reproductive ability to pass down the man’s 

bloodline. Consequently, Du is released from the clan structure to be a 

free-moving subject, which is conveyed through a metaphorical 

sequence of death-faking. 

Reaching a consent on a divorce with Lord Kang (a divorce could 

only be realized when the death of the spouse is announced, according 

to the family rule), Du fakes her death by pretending to be drowned in 

the river. A slow-motion camera portrays Du, dressed in white, floating 

on the green water with eyes closed and arms outstretched. Under the 

gaze of Lord Kang, her body conveys the message that she is beautiful 

yet untouchable, feminine yet resilient and autonomous. His masculine 

pride is hurt, as is the patriarchal authority. This is symbolically 

suggested by the sequence when Lord Kang cuts himself out of anxiety 

about the divorce and drips blood onto a white tablecloth. 
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If Du’s subjectivity is situated in a vertical power relationship that 

causes her to challenge the male head of the clan family, the 

significance of this resistant female subjectivity is amplified in a 

horizontal contrast with the other woman, the wife of Kang San, whose 

name is not specified in the film. Reduced only to an object of the male 

gaze, Kang’s wife stands as the emblem of numerous women 

victimized by pre-modern patriarchal rule. She appears twice in the 

film. The first time, her naked body is revealed by the upward-moving 

camera as a canvas on which Kang San paints fish, a symbol of 

sex/desire in Chinese culture. This is followed by a pornographic scene 

in which Kang San lifts his brush pen, a symbol of the phallus, to 

tantalize his wife by approaching her open mouth. The penetration is 

compliantly accepted by the woman when she moans and whispers 

“Master San”. The docile whisper is smothered later when she appears 

as a silent image against the voiceover of a dialogue between Lord 

Kang and his son. As Lord Kang reminds his son to produce an heir, 

the woman is portrayed in a long and deep-focus shot, leaning against 

the second door inside the front gate on the horizontal axis of the 

square courtyard, an enclosed space that has caged women for 

thousands of years. 

The stark contrast between the unruly Du and the agentless wife 

illuminates the other dimension of Du’s subjectivity, that is, her 

nationality as US citizen. She was born and educated in the US and her 

Western identity is visualized by her American girlfriend, who lives 

under the same roof with her and converses with her in English. Du’s 

unruliness can be attributed to US culture, judging from her 

Americanness being particularly being frowned at by Lord Kang and 

their sex scenes being enveloped by loud Western opera, a cultural and 

aesthetic dislocation. However, the historical detail of the first-wave 

suffragette movement burgeoning on the cusp of the 20th century in the 

US is not mentioned in the film. Her US nationality rationalizes the 

feminist progressiveness of Du, yet is detached from the US feminist 

context. This is even more the case when Du’s best friend, the symbol 

of Americanness, finds Du’s behavior too radical and tries to persuade 

her to put up with her husband. Du is thus irrelevant to the Chinese 

context, as her space is either westernized by the presence of her 

American best friend or situated outside the house against the 

background of nature, such as in a desert or bamboo woods, with no 

communication with native women living under the same roof. This is 

to say, the female lead fails to be situated in either a concrete or a 

historical context. 

Feminist subjectivity is convincingly constructed through the 

liberal feminist emphasis on the autonomy of body, sexuality and 

reproduction, which is familiar to people living in the 21st century and 
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surely to the filmmaker, Yao Shuhua, who is also a Broadway theater 

director in the US. But its seemingly universal appeal in the 

contemporary context does not fit the female lead in this historical film. 

The male lead, as a witness and participant, is heavily involved in the 

specific historical changes of the collapse of the Qing government, 

while this turbulent reality barely touches the woman’s life. What Du 

pursues is solely “love” in the abstract, an eternal and transcendental 

human emotion. The modern significance of having the freedom to 

love, which grants the female lead a successful narrative arc, fails to be 

situated back in the historical reality that advanced the awareness of 

free marriage, such as first-wave feminism in the US and the late-Qing 

dynasty feminist movement in China. The latter was joined by male 

and female intellectuals, and campaigned for a series of modernist 

reforms, pushing for political advancements such as anti-foot-binding, 

women’s suffrage, women’s right to education and free marriage. In 

fact, the tradition of arranged marriage was targeted and contested in 

public discussion in China as early as the 1890s, led by influential male 

reformers and female intellectuals together (Xia 2016). Proposals for 

monogamy and free marriage were frequently brought up in Girls’ 

Journal (女学报), a popular feminist publication established in 1898. 

Records of women taking the initiative to terminate an arranged 

marriage appeared in 1903 (“The Earliest Divorce” 2000). Instead of 

relating Du’s narrative arc to local history, the director relied on an 

implicit Western romantic spirit, thus curtailing the feminist politics in 

Du’s pursuit of love. 

The film has no problem representing a native Chinese man as 

someone who develops modernist consciousness and revises 

conventional ethics in the story of a son’s rebellion against his father. 

Considering that women’s liberation was the most conspicuous 

political agenda of the wave of modernist reforms on the cusp of the 

20th century8, however, why it is so hard to imagine a native Chinese 

woman who embraces the feminist trend? Such difficulty in visualizing 

a Chinese feminist, I would argue, is related to the abstracted and 

universalized understanding of female subjectivity that arrived in China 

from the West and cast local feminist efforts in a weak light. Female 

self-determination in matters of marriage and reproduction may speak 

for feminism, but only to the extent that it disregards time and space. 

As these films show, the mentality of universal feminism 

distances its adherents from engaging with local history. On the one 

hand, theories of gender introduced in the 1990s set up the liberal 

framework to re-evaluate Chinese women’s history in the early 20th 

century through the lens of individual female subjectivity. On the other 
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hand, in historical reality, cultural rebels in the New Culture Movement 

(1915-1925), “empowered by Western ideology”, obtained a 

“discursive dominance” that marginalized other competing discourses 

in the local context (Qian 2003, 439). Such a discursive dominance 

could be explained by the fact that “[t]he power of the West made 

powerful those who appropriated Western ideologies” (Wang 1999, 11). 

Both using the Western lens to look back at Chinese history and the 

high visibility of Western discourse in the historical record risk 

overlooking the originality and diversity of local history. Among the 

few scholars to truly engage the local history of Chinese feminism, 

Qian Nanxiu located women reformers in 1898 and reclaimed a 

feminist line throughout dynastic history. These women reformers were 

“consciously modeled after a traditional literate culture of elite women 

known in China as xianyuan (worthy ladies) – women of talent, 

knowledge, and intellectual independence” who “found a firm ground 

of subjectivity and a strategy for self-renovation and self-realization” 

(Qian 2003, 402). Such a xianyuan tradition “owed nothing to ‘Western’ 

influences” (Qian 2003, 439), but is available to be revisited and 

legitimated as the origin of Chinese feminism. Unfortunately, this local 

feminist history is largely alienated from mainstream knowledge 

production, which has been flattened, devalued and affiliated with 

Western feminism in the waves of modernization. 

 

To summarize, this chapter has investigated how female 

subjectivity, the core of the gender theories introduced in the 1990s, 

was abstracted and universalized in the Chinese context. Female 

subjectivity emerged as the keyword to define feminist progressiveness 

in women’s research and activism, constructing a female position that 

is separate from the state, men and the rhetoric of class. 

Acknowledging the political edge of liberal feminism, I have also 

critiqued the way that female subjectivity is abstracted and 

universalized once it crosses from its US origin into the Chinese 

context. Homogenizing local feminist discourses in the women’s 

studies movement in the 1980s, the discourse of gender created 

ruptures in Chinese feminist history, which pushed away both the 

socialist and the liberal feminist past in China in the 20th century. In 

women’s cinema, the self-reliant narratives of women’s sexuality, 

marriage and reproduction empower the female protagonists and offer a 

valid text for the interpretation of liberal feminism. However, these 

narratives inherit the intrinsic logic of liberal feminist discourse, as 

testified by a dislocation from local political economy and historical 

reality. When situated back in the social-political context and local 

history, the universally applauded female subject is exposed as 

compromised and easily recuperable by neo-liberalism. The real 
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recuperation, however, occurs in the prevalence of post-feminist 

discourses, emerging in roughly the same period as, but also as a result 

of, liberal feminism. The discursive origin, subjects and power 

dynamics of post-feminism as well as the cinematic representation of 

chick flicks shall be discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE9 

Post-feminism and Chick Flicks in China: 

Subjects, Discursive Origin and New Gender Norms 

 

Post-feminism as a popular cultural form and sensibility appeared in 

the West in the 1980s and has grown in prevalence since the 1990s. The 

post-feminist subject, as defined by Diane Negra, is “white and middle 

class by default, anchored in consumption as a strategy (and leisure as 

a site) for the production of the self” (Negra 2007, 2). In addition to 

material practices of consumption, post-feminism circulates 

predominantly through media representations. Although manifested in 

a variety of ways, the ideology of post-feminism can be simply defined 

as emphasizing “freedom of choice with respect to work, domesticity, 

and parenting” as well as “physical and particularly sexual 

empowerment” (Negra 2007, 2). 

While the substantial scholarship on Western post-feminism 

derives from diverse areas such as education, sexuality, employment 

and popular culture, there has been only limited research on post-

feminism in non-Western contexts. As Dosekun points out, the 

dominant views in Western academia about the possibility of post-

feminist culture in non-Western countries have ingrained biases (2015). 

First, the belief is that post-feminism is not likely to exist in the Global 

South, as women there need feminism to become empowered before 

they can be eligible as subjects of post-feminism. Second, in the 

instances that construe a non-Western post-feminist subject, which are 

few, the possibilities are circumscribed to “the global girl”. This 

“global girl” is depicted from the Western perspective as a “hard-

working, independent (minimal wages)” factory girl, who has “minimal 

access to global feminine consumer culture”, but longs to fulfill the 

image of Western femininity and sexuality embodiment presented in 

popular culture (Dosekun 2015, 963). At best, post-feminist culture in 

non-Western countries is deemed “a tame, derivative copy of its 

putative Western original” (Dosekun 2015, 963). 

For Chinese scholars, it is not as difficult as it is for their Western 

counterparts to imagine a non-Western post-feminist subject who 

belongs to a privileged class rather than being a factory worker. In her 

study of neo-liberalism and ‘chick lit’ in China, Eva Chen defines neo-

liberal female subjects as “a young generation of educated professional 

women” who are “celebrating [their] new-found material pleasure and 

 
9 This chapter has been published as “Yang, F. 2020. Post-feminism and Chick 

Flicks in China: Subjects, Discursive Origin and New Gender Norms”. Feminist 

Media Studies, 1-16. 
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individualistic aspirations” (2012, 217). However, the parameter she 

adopts is still Western chick lit, whose global traits she finds to be 

manifested in the locally produced text. This perception of globally 

transmitted and iterable post-feminism is also reflected in Altman 

Peng’s investigation of feminism in neo-liberal China, which 

emphasizes its inherent similarities with Western post-feminism in the 

cross-border, neo-liberal economy of consumerism (Peng 2019). 

Aiming to shift these Western parameters, I will argue that post-

feminism in China exists but encompasses notable differences from its 

Western counterpart in terms of the class of its subjects, female elites’ 

relationship with the state, and post-feminism’s entanglement with 

local feminisms. My investigation will be carried out within a 

transnational framework, as suggested by Dosekun (2015). Thinking 

transnationally means that the portability of post-feminist culture and 

sensibility can be acknowledged but be contextualized within state 

borders and specific national discourses and practices. In this light, any 

discussion of post-feminism’s discursive circulation in China must be 

situated within the corpus of Chinese history and politics. 

To facilitate this, I would like to coin a new term for the Chinese 

equivalent of post-feminism, what I will call “consumerist pseudo-

feminism” ( 消 费 主 义 伪 女 权 ), acknowledging the buzzwords 

‘consumerism’ and ‘pseudo-feminism’ that are frequently used in the 

Chinese media to gesture toward what in the West would be called 

post-feminist behaviors. I avoid using “post-feminism” in the Chinese 

context because this term has not been adopted in Chinese popular 

culture. Rather, I suggest “consumerist pseudo-feminism” because 

these are the words that circulate in China and, like Western post-

feminism, refer to subjects who are middle-class women shaped by the 

values and practices of consumption in the neo-liberal economy. 

Moreover, they are attached to ideologies of the freedom of choice, 

self-betterment and girl power. “Consumerist pseudo-feminism” thus 

stresses the local discursive context, as well as the material conditions 

for such discourse, while retaining an awareness of its relation with 

post-feminism in the West. To achieve this, the first section of the 

chapter aims to contextualize the development of consumerist pseudo-

feminism in the Chinese context by analyzing middle-class women’s 

identity, and its complicated relationship with various local feminisms, 

and also identifying women’s studies movement in the 1980s as the 

discursive origins of post-feminism in the 1980s. 

Based on this theoretical framework, the second section will 

analyze recent Chinese chick flicks10 to provide illustrative examples 

of the cultural representation of consumerist pseudo-feminism in 

 
10 See Introduction for the controversies about this term.  
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contemporary China. In 2007, the eye-catching announcement of the 

arrival of a “her-economy”, referring to an economic phenomenon that 

foregrounds female subjectivity in spending and consumption, signified 

a strategic shift in the awareness of potential box-office contributions 

made by female audiences. Targeted at the niche audience of middle-

class or quasi-middle-class young women, the investment in chick 

flicks reaped high returns, as exemplified by 50 million RMB in profit 

for Sophie’s Revenge (非常完美, 2009), the first chick flick in China. 

This led to burgeoning production within this genre in the recent 

decade. Based on twelve Chinese chick flicks, ten by female directors 

and two by female screenwriters, my analysis will focus on middle-

class women’s fantasy of gender relations and the urban landscape as 

well as the power relations underlying the norms of femininity. 

Moreover, my argument that Chinese post-feminism must be 

distinguished from that of the West on the basis of discursive as well as 

material local differences will be strengthened by the comparative 

analysis of Chinese remakes of Hollywood chick flicks. 

 

The Rise of Consumerism and Subjectivity of Middle-class Women 

Consumerism took shape in China in the 1980s and 1990s during 

the period of economic reform. In Chua Beng Huat’s study on the 

government-led consumption expansion in Asia, he argues that there 

was a “covenant” between the government and its people which 

promised “improved standards of living in exchange for restraints on 

political freedom” (2002, 9). This covenant recognized, Chua argues, 

that “the more authoritarian the regime the more essential is high-

economic growth to rationalize it, if overt repression were to be 

avoided” (2002, 9). In the Chinese context this meant, on the side of 

the government, the state’s retreat from the private sector, increased 

wages anchored to the booming market economy, and a large quantity 

of commodities manufactured for consumption. On the side of the 

people, the newly found pleasure in consumption, which was not 

experienced during the controlled procurement and distribution of the 

socialist era, persuaded certain beneficiaries to embrace the legitimacy 

of the CCP’s continued rule and ostensibly coherent socialism. 

Since 1997, state-led consumerism, as a means to maintain 

political stability, has been redefined as a strategy to save China’s 

economy from the Asian financial crisis. Stimulating domestic 

consumption was prioritized as a critical part of a reconfigured 

economic policy which had relied too much on investment and exports. 

Actually, this reconfiguration extended China’s position in the 

globalized order from a mere world factory to being both the world’s 
manufacturer and its most promising market. This newly formed 

consumption-driven economy led to a shift in the meaning of 
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consumption, from its practical function to the symbolic implications 

of social class, individual identity and lifestyle. In the meantime, 

consumerism was celebrated as a new social value. It was inevitable in 

the post-socialist era, when the society was hollowed out of its socialist 

faith and democracy was indefinitely delayed. As Wang Ning points 

out, consumerism in mainland China filled the gap of faith in the 

transition from the idealistic era of socialism to a mundane society with 

a priority of economic development (Wang 2007). 

Such mundane pleasures were experienced at the level of the 

individual, now liberated from socialist collectivism. Like state-led 

consumerism, individualization was largely led, and in some cases 

imposed, by the state during its implementation of neo-liberal 

economic reform. Most of the urban workers were disconnected from 

their work units only reluctantly, as they were the beneficiaries of 

lifelong employment and the welfare institution. Such a state-led 

individualization differs from the Western ideology of individualism 

mainly in two ways. On the one hand, Chinese individuals repositioned 

in the free labor market were not equipped with adequate political 

rights due to the ongoing deferral of democratic reform at the state 

level. On the other hand, the chronological sequence between neo-

liberalism and individualism was reversed. In the West, the 

implementation of a neo-liberal economy was carried out on the basis 

of democratic politics, institutionalized welfare and ideologically 

classical individualism. In contrast, as Mette Hassen observes, “in 

China, the neoliberal deregulation of the economy and the labour 

market of everyday culture and consumerism [was] initiated before and 

without the constitutional anchoring of individualization as we know it 

in Europe” (2010, xix). In other words, China’s individualism is a 

result of neo-liberalism, rather than vice versa. 

Consumerism and individualism are mainly encoded in and 

practiced by the newly formed middle class in China. In the 1980s, the 

government began to envisage a middle class in the phrase “group with 

middle-level income”. 11  As should be evident, this terminology 

emphasized a group of people defined particularly by their level of 

income and corresponding consuming ability; however, their political 

leanings and political position were neglected in such terminology. 

With a very limited space for negotiating democracy, the rising middle 

class in China manifested a discrepancy between their economic 

position and political rights 

If in the 1990s the middle class were evoked and imagined 

largely in terms of mass culture and burgeoning consumerism (e.g., 

 
11 Based on the standard of World Bank, households with a daily income between 

10-100 US dollars. 
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advertisements sold commodities as well as middle-class lifestyles), 

then it was not until the new millennium that this class grew into a 

substantive group (Dai 1999, 13). The definition of the middle class in 

China to this day is controversial, but standards such as income, 

profession and education are usually highlighted to conceptualize this 

group on the basis of criteria taken from the World Bank and the US, 

especially for income. In 2015, based on the “Global Wealth Report” 

issued by Credit Suisse, “the number of China’s middle-class adults, 

defined, per US standard, as individuals having wealth between USD 

50,000 and USD 500,000, has reached 109 million, outnumbering that 

of the USA (92 million) to become the largest in the world” (Ma & Liu 

2017, 105). Later this figure was increased by the China Household 

Finance Survey (CHFS) to 204 million (Gan 2015). However, in Li 

Chunling’s survey, only 11% of people designated as middle-class 

actually identified themselves as middle-class (2017). Such a 

contradiction was explained by Li on the basis that a ‘true’ middle-class 

identification was prevented by many factors, such as political 

powerlessness, a defective welfare system, and polluted environment 

(2017). The ambivalence towards middle-class identity has been 

demonstrated in a buzz phrase, “the middle-class’s anxieties”, used in 

the popular media in recent years. It was true that the middle-class 

disavowed the designation of middle-class due to a strong sense of 

insecurity both financially and politically, but from another lens, it was 

this sense of insecurity that shaped the common identity shared by the 

Chinese middle class (rather than the imagined middle class in the 

West), who began to have their demands heard and represented in the 

public. 

The middle class is usually deemed to be the major force of 

consumption, amongst which middle-class women as consumers have 

been highlighted in recent marketing surveys. Alongside the “her-

economy,” coined in 2007 to stress the importance of female 

subjectivity to a consumption-driven economy and included in the new 

vocabulary of the Ministry of Education, other terms such as “women’s 

consumerism” and “the women’s consumerism era” began to circulate 

from 2007 in business reports and business magazines. The consuming 

subjectivity of women is, foremost, enabled by their possession of the 

ability to consume, that is, their financial independence. The consumer 

subjects mainly consist of urban professionals with higher education. 

The emergence of this group in such a substantial size came about in 

part because of the gender-equal distribution of education resources, 

which is demonstrated in a higher ratio of female students in colleges 

and universities since 2009 (Ma & Yang 2016). Moreover, most of 

these recipients of higher education have found jobs as professionals 

with a medium- or higher-level of income, as employment is a more 
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widely accepted social norm for women than being a housewife, thanks 

to the heritage of socialist feminism. 

But to what extent are they actually independent financially? If 

we piece together data from various sources, it is not difficult to see 

that middle-class women in mainland China possess far fewer assets 

and social resources than their male counterparts. Of the total number 

of middle-class people, women make up approximately one-third (Li 

2003, 31). Most middle-class women are situated between the lower 

and middle levels of the middle class, as the majority of power and 

wealth accumulates on the side of men. This can be demonstrated in Li 

Chunling’s survey on the sex ratio of different categories within the 

middle class. In this survey, she divides the middle class into business 

owners, professionals, government officials and corporate managers. 

Except for the professional group, each of the other three groups 

consists of less than 20% women (Li 2011, 9). This huge gap illustrates 

men’s absolute dominance in the distribution of political and financial 

power. 

This marginalized position of women within the middle class is 

seldom addressed in the media, which relentlessly advertise female 

celebrities as models of empowered women in a buying mood. It is 

intriguing to note that, if the definition of the middle class is measured 

according to occupation, income, consumption and self-identification, 

respectively, then the lowest female ratio is that based on income while 

the highest is consumption, at 32.7% and 52.1%, respectively (Li 2003, 

28). This almost 20% gap suggests that a considerable number of 

women consume commodities at one level higher than their income can 

allow. Thus, the question arises, who actually foots their bills, if they 

are not permanently in debt? The answer is rendered explicit in the 

stereotype of a spendthrift woman and her male financial provider that 

is constructed and circulated as jokes and buzzwords in the media. For 

instance, slogans such as “pay for her shopping if you love her” 

explicitly place men in the position of paying for women’s 

consumption, while also hinting at women’s financial dependence. 

With a lower level of financial and social resources and a higher 

level of consumption, middle-class women in mainland China bear at 

least two features. First, they tend to prioritize family/marriage over 

career development. As the glass ceiling of a career is foreseeable and 

quickly reached, female professionals tend to direct their energy to a 

more rewarding arena, that is, building a family. Second, a proportion 

of middle-class women, deficient in privileged resources, look for 

shortcuts by securing a man who already has such resources, in order to 

maintain a certain level of consumption and thus a middle-class identity. 

These shortcuts predominantly include marriage, but there are other 

means, such as willingness to be a mistress to a rich married man, 
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which has caused many moral disputes since the 1990s. In both cases, 

in exchange for acquiring the resources of privilege from a man, 

femininity is commodified in the form of the capital to be accrued from 

body/beauty, thus enhancing the asymmetrical power relation between 

sexes. 

 

Women’s Studies Movements: A Concession of Feminism 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, the women’s studies movement 

started in the 1980s and gradually faded out in the late 1990s, as it was 

replaced by gender theories. In this chapter, I look at the women’s 

studies movement from another perspective. Investigating its class 

position as well as its relationship with the state and consumerist 

culture, I will reveal this movement to be the discursive origin of 

pseudo-feminism in mainland China. The women’s studies movement 

was initiated and led by Li Xiaojiang, who established the first center 

of women’s studies at Zhengzhou University in 1987. Based on this 

platform, she organized two symposiums on women’s studies, edited a 

series of influential books on women’s studies and published her own 

books on the topic, e.g. Eve’s Exploration (夏娃的探索, 1987), Sexual 

Gap (性沟, 1989) and Becoming Women (走向女人, 1994). The widely 

acknowledged consequence of the contribution made by Li and her 

followers was that female consciousness became a topic of academic 

research and policy-making through the ACWF (All-China Women’s 

Federation) in the 1980s. The notion of female consciousness spread by 

the women’s studies movement separated women’s liberation from the 

class struggle and suggested a departure from the so-called degendered 

subjectivity of socialist women’s liberation; at the same time, however, 

it relied on essentialist notions of femininity and was confined to urban 

female elites. 

In this context, urban female elites refer to female governmental 

cadres, entrepreneurs and intellectuals who used their political, 

economic and cultural capital to ascend to the middle and upper class 

during the social stratification after 1978 (Lu 2002; Yao, Yuan & Zhian 

2018, 481). Women who fell into the urban lower class were largely 

female workers who were laid off during the nationwide wave of 

unemployment in the 1990s (Yao, Yuan & Zhian 2018, 481). From the 

standpoint of being a beneficiary of the reform, Li rationalized the 

drastic increase in the unemployment rate of women as an inevitable 

and justifiable result of breaking with the egalitarianism of the socialist 

era, claiming that a substantial proportion of female workers were 

either not skilled or not physically capable (1988a, 307). Although she 

was also fully conscious that a significant number of female workers 
were laid off because of their gender, her justification of women’s 

unemployment generally corresponded with that of male sociologists 
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such as Zheng Yefu and Sun Liping, who blatantly called for women’s 

return to domesticity in order to leave jobs free for men. In the post-

reform era, feminism was thus stratified. Female urban elites’ proposal 

for a return to femininity had nothing to do with lower-class women’s 

fight for a living. While socialist feminism had addressed women as 

monolithically proletarian, the gendered subject of the women’s studies 

movement was divided into at least two segments: the proletarian and 

the bourgeoisie, with a different set of interests. 

Li’s middle-class privilege led to bizarre and brutal defenses for 

the justice of reform. As she argued, only once women were deprived 

of the economic and political rights which had been bestowed (instead 

of being earned) by socialism, could they fight from their vulnerable 

position for their own good. Such conscious fighting would result in an 

awakening female awareness, thus achieving real feminism (Li 1988a, 

309-310). In other words, it was time for Chinese women to walk away 

from the comfort zone of socialist feminism and toil for an “authentic 

feminism” by themselves. with their own hands. The effective 

motivator was patriarchal backlash to socialist gender sameness and 

restoration of gender divisions. The hypocrisy of Li’s proposal was 

exposed in the question of why urban female elites, with full 

understanding of “authentic feminism”, did not fight straightforwardly 

against patriarchal institutions and gender-biased state policy. If they 

did not intend to do so, how did they expect rural and working-class 

women, with no legitimate discourse of class struggle or democratic 

rights and much fewer social resources, to confront an authoritarian 

regime? 

It is fair to say that urban female elites betrayed the rights of 

lower-class women for the sake of their middle-class interests. If, as 

discussed before, there was a covenant between the government and its 

people (especially the middle-class, which benefited most from the 

reform) to do with increased income and consumption in exchange for 

democratic rights, then I would add that there was also a covenant 

between the government and urban female elites. The state in effect 

guaranteed that urban female elites would gain a share of interest from 

the reform in exchange for conceding not only their democratic rights, 

but also their investment in (socialist) feminism. 

The cooperation between urban female elites and the state was 

evidenced by the recruitment of intellectuals (including female 

intellectuals) into the new CCP regime after reform (Wright 2010, 24). 

Following on the “decade after 1966 [when intellectuals were] 

systematically discriminated against”, the next generation of 

intellectuals rose to the level of social elites during the class 

realignment (Walder 1995, 325). In return for their endorsement of 

breaking with egalitarianism and sacrificing the working class, they 
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obtained rewards of material and social respect (Wright 2010, 34). It 

was based on this privilege that Li proposed women’s freedom of 

choice and self-betterment as feminist strategies in the post-socialist 

era. These strategies, such as showcasing feminine beauty and 

expressing female sexual desire, were not political in the socialist sense 

but rather expressed lifestyle choices in response to the state’s retreat 

from people’s private lives. By avoiding discussion of political factors 

such as class and patriarchy, she created the illusion that women were 

already so empowered that they could (finally) become feminine. 

The price paid by urban female elites (which was not, however, 

restricted to them) in their covenant with the government was their 

acquiescence to the restoration of patriarchal power in legislation, 

government and corporations. The ratio of female legislators in the 

People’s Congress dropped after the start of reform and failed to reach 

the 1975 peak of 22.6% over the next three decades (Yu 2018). Not 

much progress has been made in this regard. According to the Global 

Gender Report in 2018, the number of female legislators, senior 

officials and managers constitutes only 16.8% (63). This figure partly 

explains why some laws harming women’s rights were proposed, 

passed and implemented without much dispute from women, e.g. the 

revised judicial interpretation of marriage law in 2018 legitimizing the 

accumulation of fortune on the side of men. 

To sum up, the women’s studies movement disseminated 

discourses about female consciousness but with an emphasis on urban 

female elites, gender-based labor division and freedom of choice for 

individual woman based on a class privilege that was newly obtained 

from a covenant with the government. Moving into the 1990s, these 

discourses were co-opted by the rise of consumerism, as manifested 

mainly in three respects. First, the female body was encoded as 

different from its male counterpart, and was brought to the male gaze in 

advertisements, corporate marketing strategies and media 

representations. To cater to the male gaze or to please themselves, as 

they claimed, women began to display excessive femininity by using 

cosmetics, undergoing plastic surgery and following fashion. Second, a 

certain degree of labor division was accepted and, to compensate for 

the gender disparity, a certain level of cooperation between the two 

sexes was encouraged, e.g. an increasing call for men’s participation in 

domestic life. Third, the freedom of choice and self-fulfillment for 

women was re-defined in terms of consumption, which connected 

together wealth, middle-class lifestyle and the pursuit of pleasure. 

 

Pseudo-feminism: Temporal Order and Double Distancing 

The women’s studies movement, now seen from the perspective 

of its later appropriation by consumerist culture, has since been labeled 
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“pseudo-feminism” in Chinese mass culture. This term generally refers 

to a practice of feminism which is deemed not to be authentic. Of 

course, authenticity hinges on the particular context and speaker’s 

standpoint, but in feminist scholarship the notion of authenticity is 

usually anchored to liberal feminism, as inferred from a proposed 

replacement of sexual difference, which is essentialized, in pseudo-

feminism by the concept of gender (Wang 1997). 

When Wang Zheng first applied the notion of gender to the 

Chinese context in the 1990s, she found that she had to invent a new 

Chinese term, 性别 , to translate and conceptualize it, in order to 

distinguish it from the essentialism embedded in the women’s studies 

movement, that is, from pseudo-feminism. By this period, pseudo-

feminism, in her opinion, was nothing other than a combination of 

“consumerism, conventional femininity and sexiness” (Wang 1997,17). 

This is to say that pseudo-feminism, in its resemblance to “post-

feminism”, took shape in China before the (re)arrival of liberal 

feminism. This chronological order differs from that in the West, where 

post-feminism arose after the adoption of liberal feminist perspectives, 

hence the “post”. However, from another lens, Chinese post-feminism 

is also “post”, as it occurred after the local version of equal-rights 

feminism, that is, after socialist feminism. 

This difference of temporal order leads to the other distinction 

between pseudo-feminism and post-feminism. As the second wave of 

feminism in the West possessed a high-level of historical visibility and 

discursive influence during the 1960s and 1970s, when post-feminism 

rose in the 1990s, the second-wave was “taken into account” yet 

“repudiated”, which produced, in the words of Angela McRobbie, a 

“double entanglement” of feminisms (Negra 2007, 28). In contrast, 

Chinese pseudo-feminism features what I term a “double distancing”. 

On the one hand, it distances itself from liberal feminism, which is 

deemed to be an imported value from the West. This is exemplified in 

Li Xiaojiang’s high-profile boundary-staking differentiation between 

women’s studies and liberal feminism, as seen when she publicly 

refused to attend the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995, 

because it signified intrusion by Western feminism. Moreover, her 

books reiterated that liberal feminism was “the product of Western 

capitalism” (Li 1988b, 33) and hence incompatible with the Chinese 

situation, which led to her declaring that she was not a feminist (Li 

1995, 3). Liberal feminism is thus held at a distance due to its lack of 

historical visibility and its purported lack of relevance in China. It is 

largely restricted to the academy, while it encounters mostly ignorance, 

indifference and misunderstanding in Chinese popular culture. 
Second, pseudo-feminism also distances itself from socialist 

feminism, which, though it had local historical prominence, has been 
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defamed and thus dismissed in the post-socialist era. On the one hand, 

socialist feminism seems “inaccessible” “because [it] lies behind the 

impassable barrier of 1976” (Thornham & Feng 2010, 208). Such an 

impassable barrier was partly caused by the transition of the economic 

system from socialism to capitalism and consequently a stigmatization 

of socialist history. Situated in the revolutionary era, socialist feminism 

was relegated to an obsolete history not worth revisiting and re-

evaluating for the current context. On the other hand, socialist 

feminism is accused of being largely a failure (see Chapter 1 ). The 

main accusations lie in that it deprived women of femininity and also it 

was imposed on women in order to exploit female labor during the 

industrialization. The former was used in the women’s studies 

movement to rationalize a return of essentialized femininity in the 

1990s, while the latter constituted the theory of state-granted women’s 

rights, which was taken to disavow the subjectivity of female 

individuals. This theory has dominated academic scholarship for 

decades (see Chapter 1 ). It was not until recently that Wang Zheng 

systematically criticized this theory by establishing the efforts made by 

female cadres in ACWF to negotiate power with male-dominated 

authority, as well as proletarian women’s agency in participating in the 

social sphere (Wang 2017). This distancing from socialist feminism led 

to “increasingly explicit and overt” gender discrimination, “particularly 

in the context of the economic reforms” (Honig 1988, 309). Such 

gender discrimination was generally manifested in women’s 

unemployment as well as loss of equal pay, equal labor division and 

welfare concerning children. 

With awareness of this double distancing effect, it is possible to 

define consumerist pseudo-feminism in China as a popular culture and 

sensibility that is anchored to middle-class women, whose consuming 

capacity is extravagantly celebrated in the media and by marketers 

despite the fact that their actual financial status is mostly at the lower 

and middle level of the middle class. The rhetoric of self-reliance, self-

betterment and freedom of choice is based on women’s access to higher 

education and employment as urban professionals, as well as their 

share of benefits from a booming economy in terms of consumer 

choices and affluent lifestyles. However, due to the unspoken covenant 

with the state/party, middle-class women surrender their democratic 

rights, avoid political protest against patriarchal hierarchies and ignore 

the social injustice experienced by a vast number of lower-class women. 

Consumerist pseudo-feminism, positioned between socialist and liberal 

feminisms, distances itself from both feminisms. 

 

Consumerist Pseudo-feminism and Chick Flicks 

Although there is no single definition of chick flicks, the genre 
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generally refers to “overtly commercial films tailored to appeal to a 

female audience” and to give them pleasure (Berry 2004; Ferriss 2008, 

17). Chick flicks have been developed in Hollywood since the 1990s 

out of an overlap with the genre of romantic comedies (McDonald 

2007, 16). Situated in “chick” culture – that is, a light-hearted feminine 

culture focused on consumerist leisure pursuits within the arc of 

romance and marriage – chick flicks are “vitally linked to 

postfeminism” (Ferriss 2008, 3). They were introduced to Chinese 

cinema as a replicable mode of commercial film in 2009, with the 

debut of Sophie’s Revenge by Jin Yimeng. This was followed by Go, 

Lala Go! (杜拉拉升职记, 2010) and Love is not Blind (失恋 33 天, 

2011), both of which had high return on investment. In 2013, chick 

flicks constituted 16.8% of the total domestic box office and have 

remained approximately at 15% ever since (Ding 2017, 17). 

The success of this genre can be accounted for by at least three 

aspects. First, romance and comedy stand as the second and third most 

popular genres in the Chinese cinematic market, behind action film. 

Second, the import quota of Hollywood films allowed into China by 

the revenue-sharing scheme increased to 34 annually in 2012, but most 

of them were blockbusters. This leaves a large potential market share 

for the domestically made and lower-budget chick flicks. Third, the 

market strategy has shifted to the potentially huge box-office 

contribution made by female audiences since 2007. The investment in 

chick flicks pays off well, e.g. each of the four films in the Tiny Times 
franchise reaped over 100 million RMB in box-office. 

Academic attention has been given to the Hollywood origin of 

this genre, its business model and its narrative paradigms (Xian 2012; 

Li 2012). Since Western post-feminism cannot be readily adapted to the 

local context, the existing research on chick flicks in China resorts to 

general scholarship on Chinese consumerism and materialism. To add 

depth to this, I will investigate Chinese chick flicks within the 

discursive framework of consumerist pseudo-feminism, which 

highlights the subjectivity of middle-class women, the rhetoric of 

freedom of choice, the dangers of a failing femininity and the “double-

distancing” from both socialist and liberal feminisms. As a cinematic 

representation of consumerist pseudo-feminism, the Chinese chick flick 

can be distinguished from its Hollywood counterpart in numerous ways. 

Fantasies of middle-class women in China, for instance, do not 

necessarily coincide with those in the West, especially when it comes to 

masculinity and westernized urban space. The double-distancing effect, 

moreover, tends to generate more conventional gender norms in 

Chinese chick flicks. Nonetheless, the rhetoric of freedom of choice is 
commonly seen in both Chinese and Hollywood chick flicks, as it 

arises from the globally transmitted neo-liberal economy, which calls 
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for self-management and self-responsibility. 

 

a) Fantasies of Middle-class Women: Reimagined Masculinity 

and Urban Space 

To detail the claim about the widespread popularity of chick 

flicks, a data analysis of the spectator profile will be useful. Take Tiny 

Times 3.0 (小时代 3, 2014), the most profitable chick flick in China, as 

a representative example. Based on the data released online, 79% of its 

audience are women, with 95.07% below 39 years old and an average 

age of 20.3. Among the audience, 55.95% received a higher education. 

41.82% are professionals and 44.05% are students, which accounts for 

the absolute majority (Xiao 2018). Evidently, the audience targeted are 

mainly young female professionals and students (“The End” 2014). If 

we anchor this to the class division, most female professionals are 

assumed to belong to the lower and middle level of the middle class, 

considering their young age and inaccessibility to higher ranks in 

companies and government, as discussed previously in this chapter. As 

for students, a great proportion of them are about to start a career and 

join the middle-class, considering their accessibility to educational 

resources. Therefore, the majority of the audience for chick flicks are in 

the lower-middle and quasi-middle-class women. They are drawn to 

chick flicks presumably because these films weave fantasies for them 

of an aspirational life. 

What are the fantasies created in chick flicks? Foremost, a perfect 

image of the eligible bachelor is fantasized within a revised mode of 

masculinity. Usually these eligible bachelors belong to the higher level 

of the middle class or the privileged class, judging from their positions 

such as the executive of a foreign company, owner of a private 

enterprise or freelancer with a large fortune. They are, in most cases, 

the economic superiors of the female protagonists, or possess higher 

social and financial status. This gender disparity is taken for granted 

and satisfies female audiences’ longing for financial security from their 

future Mr. Right. Living with many anxieties regarding their situation 

in the lower-middle class, the female audience gains in chick flicks a 

chance to indulge imaginatively in an affluent or luxurious lifestyle, 

which is at least one level higher than their status quo. But as career 

women rather than housewives, they are independent to various extents; 

thus, domestic cooperation or sharing in chores is expected from their 

male counterparts. It is interesting to note that almost all the male leads 

in chick flicks are good at cooking. In both Sophie’s Revenge and 

Romance out of Blue (浪漫天降, 2015), the female leads are portrayed 

as messy, sloppy, and not able to take care of themselves properly. The 
conventional women’s role as caregivers and housekeepers is reversed 

in the way that male leads are featured in close-ups skillfully preparing 
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a meal and cleaning the room. A conventional masculinity is thus 

revised to incorporate thoughtfulness and family care for the fantasy of 

the female audience, who are probably pressured by or at least exposed 

to the double obligation of career development and child-raising in 

reality. 

Second, the films offer fantasies of a new urban landscape and a 

particular lifestyle, embedded in this landscape, which spectacularizes 

westernized global citizenship and a privileged class identity. A 

westernized global citizenship is projected onto the urban landscape 

through its transplantation into a Western urban space. A local urban 

landscape is thus veiled to the extent that the audience is left wondering 

about its setting. The typical example is Sophie’s Revenge, which 

bewilders the audience with its Western landscape. The story is 

supposed to take place in some big cities in China, but the main setting 

in the movie is shot in the reserve area of a colonial building for 

tourism. Sophie, the female protagonist, lives in an antique and 

Western-style duplex, and in the last sequence walks with her boyfriend 

into a park resembling New York’s Central Park in the autumn, just as 

printed on a postcard. Appropriated from urban landscapes in 

Hollywood movies, some props are introduced that confuse temporal 

and spatial contexts. For instance, a taxi looks like the yellow cabs 

familiar from New York streets, yet has the English words “China Taxi” 

on its body. It is bizarre to note that the director lands an American taxi 

on the street of a supposedly Chinese city and tries to designate it as 

Chinese, while no taxi in China refers itself as China Taxi. 

 

 
3.1 An urban oasis far away from city center provides the space 

for middle-class lifestyle and romance. One Night Surprise (一夜惊喜), 

directed by Jin Yimeng, 2013. 
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Besides transplantation, the global urban landscape is also built 

through collaging a world map into a single movie to render it like a 

collection of city promos. Dear Enemy (亲密敌人, 2011) is set in Hong 

Kong, but includes sequences shot in London, South Africa, Australia 

and mainland China. The sequences in South Africa and Australia are 

very short and practically without any narrative function, but seem to 

be of significance to create a sense of global mobility that caters to the 

fantasy of urban elites. In the spatial imagination of middle-class 

consumers, local places are spectacularized in order to highlight class 

privilege. The spatial imagination is particularly emphasized by the 

urban oasis. In the highly urbanized spaces of China, a villa or an 

apartment with an oasis-like garden is desirable. Oasification, as 

defined by David Fraser, “commodifies green, pleasant aspects of a 

constructed nature to create a buffer zone between the individual 

apartment and its larger social and spatial contexts” (Fraser 2000, 27). 

These larger contexts include the polluted environment and urban 

noises much complained about by ordinary residents. That is to say, 

possession of an oasis is a means to distinguish a privileged class 

identity defined by accessibility to a more peaceful and pleasant 

environment as well as leisure. In One Night Surprise (一夜惊喜 , 

2013), a designed villa with a beautiful garden in the middle of 

mountains is set as the home for the male lead, even though it is 

unrealistic for a professional who goes to work on daily basis, as it 

should be several hours’ drive away from his workplace in the center of 

Beijing. Nevertheless, it weaves a fantasy of leisure for middle-class 

women, especially when the garden is renovated into a miniature beach, 

with real sand, tropical fruit trees, curtained camps and the music of sea 

waves. Although this oasis creates a rupture from the real urban space 

of Beijing, montages connect them together without any disharmony. 

Urban oasis is very often combined with western values by real 

estate companies in their advertisements. In chick flicks, distance from 

the local urban space created by an oasis actually draws together the 

Chinese and Western middle-classes. Positioned in the third world in 

the post-colonial era, the Chinese middle-class holds up the Western 

middle-class as a model for consumption and lifestyle. Their fantasy of 

a westernized lifestyle is materialized through the urban oasis in chick 

flicks. Such an oasis is presented in Dear Enemy as a golf course with a 

villa beside it in the inland city Chengdu. To emphasize the class 

identity of a minor role, the father of the female lead, a sequence is 

inserted in which he is playing golf when calling his daughter. This is 

followed by a Western-style family dinner with Western food, wine and 

candlelight. Again, this is dislocated from the local culture, which is 
well known for its lane snacks and slow-pace traditional leisure, but it 

suits well the fantasy of Western middle-class lifestyle among the 



86 

 

female middle-class audience. 

The interesting thing about a post-colonial position is that 

patriotic pride sometimes intrudes on westernization. The confidence 

for such an intervention comes from an individual woman’s consuming 

power, to which both global and gender power relations submit. 

Changing from transplanting Hollywood setting and props in her first 

chick flick Sophie’s Revenge, director Jin Yimeng seems to turn to 

satisfying a craving for national esteem in her second movie. In One 

Night Surprise, a couple of minor roles are played by westerners, such 

as a female nutritionist, a male assistant of video shooting and a male 

housekeeper. They are employed by Chinese characters, such as a boss, 

a woman finalizing divorce and a housewife, respectively, and appear 

in the frame as followers who take orders from their employer. Such a 

deliberate arrangement of the westerner as an inferior and the Chinese 

as a superior is intended for a reverse representation of geopolitical 

power relations in globalization. It is apparently not Jin’s agenda to 

emphasize a return to nationalism from westernization, considering that 

a westernized lifestyle still dominates the movie. What she conveys is 

that the power of capital speaks with authority in this consumerist 

pseudo-feminist culture, regardless of ethnic or gender hierarchies. 

This is manifested in the role of the super-rich housewife, who, in one 

sequence, is dressed up like a Greek goddess and poses in front of a 

male painter. She shows her authority in ordering a male pianist to play 

a cheerful song and her painter to draw her breasts bigger than her own. 

Though ridiculous, it is obeyed immediately. Apparently, the logic of 

capital claims a victory while various power relations behind capital 

are hidden. 

 

b) Freedom of Choice 

An empowered image of the urban professional woman is 

fantasized in repetitive tropes of freedom of choice for individual 

woman. The freedom of choice, as represented in chick flicks, mainly 

consists of selecting a Mr. Right and planning career development, 

marriage and reproduction. As for the right Mr. Right, female leads 

claim priority and initiative in selecting their true love from at least two 

eligible bachelors in movies such as I Do (我愿意, 2012), Sophie’s 

Revenge and One Night’s Surprise. With regard to career choice, they 

range across middle-level managers in foreign companies, such as an 

HR manager in Go, Lala, Go! and a design director in One Night’s 

Surprise; freelancers, such as a designer for cosmetic packaging in 

Suddenly Seventeen (二十八岁未成年, 2016); a cartoonist in Sophie’s 

Revenge; and an airline stewardess in Romance out of Blue. These 
professions not only offer a high income but also endow female leads 

with a cosmopolitan identity associated with fashion, both of which are 
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deemed to be ideals of most female audiences, especially those 

neophytes in ordinary companies. 

Certainly, portrayals of empowered female professionals on 

screen should be applauded and encouraged in male-dominated cinema, 

but the trope of freedom of choice that has been embedded in 

consumerist pseudo-feminism since the women’s studies movement in 

the 1980s is suspicious. What is left unsaid and concealed behind the 

glamorous appearance of choice-power? First, the depoliticized 

narrative naturalizes the heroine’s individual success and ignores 

institutional sexism in the workplace, such as the glass ceiling and 

unequal pay. This deliberate ignorance was admitted by Xu Jinglei, the 

director of Go, Lala, Go!, when she tried to explain in an interview 

why she cut off the female lead’s struggles in the original novel of Du 

Lala’s Promotion. According to her, real office strife is too harsh for the 

female audience, who suffer from it on a daily basis (Wang Lei 2010). 

In other words, what she offers in Go, Lala, Go! is merely a dose of 

consolation about the real limitations of women’s free choice in 

climbing a corporate ladder. Such consolation is prevalent in almost 

every chick flick made by female directors, in which female leads 

assume the position of middle manager simply to verify their financial 

independence. That is why in many cases middle-level managers do not 

convince us of their qualification for the job. For instance, in One Night 
Surprise, a design director is depicted like a shrieking teenage fan of 

her boss idol, who kisses his tie and glass table at the workplace, 

imagining that she is kissing her boss. 

Second, behind the ostensibly all-inclusive and all-accessible 

freedom of choice, there are strict cultural norms that compel urban 

female professionals to make the right choices. In this light, as Angela 

McRobbie puts it, “choice is surely, within lifestyle culture, a modality 

of constraint” (McRobbie 2007, 36). By modeling the right choices, 

chick flicks justify their “rightness” by building value patterns of 

inclusions and exclusions. Not complicated, the right choices (in the 

name of freedom of choice) in chick flicks can be boiled down to the 

priority of securing a rich man’s love. 

The priority of securing a rich man’s love is evidently 

demonstrated by the value ascribed to career development, which is 

emphasized as a means to capture/recapture a man’s heart rather than 

achieve self-betterment. In Suddenly Seventeen, Liang Xia, the female 

lead, picks up her skill of painting again, which proves her value and 

wins her boyfriend back. Likewise, in Dear Enemy, the boyfriend’s 

respect and love is regained through the female protagonist’s 

participation in a business battle against him. It seems that career is 

used as a bargaining chip to accomplish the ultimate goal of marriage. 

Once their men are back, their career seems to be a mission completed. 
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In Dear Enemy, the female protagonist quits her job as project manager 

just as randomly and easily as she gets it. Career functions like an 

instrument to add value to a woman, while the right to appreciate and 

assess this value is still in the hands of their men. 

Not only is career development aimed at securing a love 

relationship, but it could possibly be to the direct benefit of such a love 

relationship in the workplace. In The Truth about Beauty (整容日记, 

2014), the neophyte learns and practices the overt shortcut toward 

promotion, that is, sleeping with the man who has corporate power. It 

manifests that tapping into a man’s resources through a workplace 

romance is reasonable as long as women do not surrender their 

independence completely, as in a conventional power relation between 

sexes. 

The other right choice, that is, abiding by the ticking biological 

clock, is represented in the narratives of last-minute marriage and 

pregnancy before the age which is culturally deemed too old. The 

discursive coercion to force women back to the normal track of 

marriage and reproduction is covered up, either through the female 

lead’s success in finding a true love or through a fulfilled filial piety. 

Therefore, it appears to again depend on women making the right 

choice. In Last Woman Standing, apparently the marriage is rushed by 

the sick mother. But this temporal crisis of “no other choice but to get 

married” does not necessarily bring about a contradiction with freedom 

of choice, because the female lead is rushed into the marriage with the 

right man. Furthermore, such a temporal crisis imposed by the 

consumerist pseudo-feminist culture, which pressures the mother will 

marry off her daughter, is justified in the name of maternal care. In One 
Night’s Surprise, it seems that the decision to abort or keep the baby is 

in the hands of the female protagonist. But does she really have a 

choice when the doctor warns her about the lower chance of getting 

pregnant for an aging woman like her? She has to make the right (the 

only) choice in tandem with her ticking biological clock, even before 

she knows who the baby’s father is. Actually, the biological clock is 

largely a rhetoric of a gender norm to program women’s lives. It rules 

out a woman’s autonomy in the name of science. What if the female 

lead went through an abortion and ended up without kids? The answer 

can be found in Wish You Were Here (在乎你, 2019), in which the 

mother, who has had huge success in her career, has to commit suicide 

in order to be forgiven for an abortion carried out secretly a decade ago. 

Why should a woman be blamed and declared guilty for consciously 

choosing career over her maternal responsibility? At least in chick 

flicks, a genre which models the right choices for middle-class women, 
both remaining single and being childless are excluded. 
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c) The Cautionary Tale of the Masculine Woman 

In chick flicks, a contrast is very often built between feminine 

heroines and female supporting characters who are characterized as 

masculine. The feminine heroines are usually portrayed as being naïve 

and cute, wearing exquisite make-up and loving luxurious fashion. In 

most cases, they are mid-level managers in a company. The masculine 

supporting characters are, in contrast, sophisticated and dominating. 

Though these women are not mannish in appearance, they usually wear 

suits to maintain a professional look. Their masculinity is mostly 

manifested in their position as the head of the company such as CEO or 

board chairman, with a few exceptions taking the form of a mid-level 

director. These distinctions build up to one crucial divide between 

feminine and masculine women, namely that the former are sexually 

desirable while the latter are not. 

Masculine women, despite their career achievement, are 

stereotyped as having one identity, that of a woman left alone by 

widowhood or a failed relationship. Pointedly, this combination of 

CEO and post-relationship woman follows a logic of cause-and-effect. 

The CEO is deemed a masculinized position, which, if assumed by a 

woman, effaces her desirable femininity. This leads to a power 

confrontation between husband and wife and a failure in the division of 

labor. The masculine woman, on the one hand, is portrayed as bossy 

and aggressive, her achievements exceeding those of her husband and 

thus leaving no room for her to be taken care of. For instance, in Miss 

Partners (梦想合伙人, 2016), the CEO’s husband finds a mistress who 

is younger, sexier and reliant on men, in order to secure his masculinity 

in the conventional gender hierarchy. On the other hand, a masculine 

woman is blamed for her negligence of domestic responsibilities. In 

Love on Lushan Mountain 2010 (庐山恋 2010, 2010), the tension 

between the board chairman and her daughter is accounted for by the 

mother’s inadequate attention to her daughter due to her busy career 

development. 

The post-relationship woman, however, constitutes a warning for 

the consequences that follow from a failure of the feminine masquerade, 

i.e., loss of sexual desirability, marriage and children, which are 

presumably desired by all women. Very often, such a warning is 

narrated through feminine female characters in the film. Feminine 

women seem to be eligible and motivated to impose gender policing on 

masculine women (Halberstam 1998, 24) in order to shore up the 

gender conformity which they comply with and benefit from. In Miss 

Partners, it is the sexy mistress who points out to the CEO that her 

failure as a good wife and mother has cost her a happy marriage. As 
executors of gender policing, feminine women are not willing to extend 

their philosophy of freedom of choice to masculine women. Freedom 



90 

 

of choice is used to justify housewives and conventional femininities in 

chick flicks, thereby excluding masculine women. The latter have no 

other choice but to pathetically remain single and endure loneliness. It 

is fair to say that the culture of consumerist pseudo-feminism imposes 

double standards, or rather, it is harsher and more hostile toward its 

imagined other, the non-masquerading woman, than to men or 

patriarchal institutions. 

Occasionally, the stigmatized fate of a widow can be prevented in 

chick flicks when the woman’s aggressiveness is held back and 

feminine masquerade is restored. But it is interesting to note that in this 

case, feminine masquerade is portrayed as the authentic self, with the 

masculinity as camouflage. Thus, a normal and happy love relationship 

can be achieved when a powerful woman reveals her femininity under 

her tough camouflage. A typical example is My Belle Boss (我的美女

老板, 2010). The female protagonist is split into two roles: a cold, 

rigorous and dominant boss and a silly, willful and cute girlfriend. The 

two roles are so contradictory that the male lead is convinced to take 

them as different persons, or more precisely, as sisters. The love 

relationship is not stabilized until an intriguing condition appears, in 

which the male lead obtains his masculine pride after a business 

success, while the female boss shakes off her masculine camouflage 

and unifies her two roles into the feminine one. 

 

d) The Effect of Distancing Feminisms 

As I have argued, consumerist pseudo-feminism distances itself 

from socialist feminism in that it leaves women’s issues to the 

government, hence not being much concerned; at the same time, it 

distances itself from liberal feminism, as it shows no interest in 

Western values that have little visibility in local history or discursive 

circulation in Chinese popular culture. This double distancing leads to 

the hollowing out of feminist critique, which leaves the conventional 

gender bias unchallenged in the narrative of chick flicks. If many 

Hollywood chick flicks take into account the effects of second-wave 

feminist critique, it means at least that they note and acknowledge its 

presence. Although they largely repudiate liberal feminism, Hollywood 

chick flicks show traces of alertness and self-consciousness in narrating 

power dynamics between the two sexes. However, this alertness and 

self-consciousness are, in many cases, lacking in the Chinese chick 

flicks. That is why conventional norms of femininity regarding 

appearance and goals are tolerated in the narrative, which results in a 

weakened representation of women’s empowerment. 

If we compare some Chinese remakes to the original Hollywood 
chick flicks, the disparity of empowerment is rendered obvious. Take 

Sophie’s Revenge, for example. It may not be precise to call it a remake, 
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but it has a very similar storyline to Addicted to Love (1997). Both 

films tell a story about a man and a woman conspiring to take revenge 

on their exes, who are having an affair. This cooperation results in a 

romance between the two. The biggest difference between the two 

movies lies in the means and purpose of the revenge. In Addicted to 

Love, the revenge is wreaked against the ex-boyfriend in order to 

punish him for cheating before the lead accepts his apology, while in 

Sophie’s Revenge the revenge is carried out on the new girlfriend, in 

order to drive her away and re-capture the heart of the ex-boyfriend. 

The narrative in the latter sounds very familiar, aligned as it is with 

many patriarchal stories that blame women for men’s cheating, hence 

offering them exemption from moral interrogation. 

The other example is Once Again (二次初恋, 2017), a remake of 

17 Again (2009). Both movies narrate the male lead’s return to youth in 

the crisis of divorce, which re-confirms his love, remedies his 

relationship with his children and eventually saves the marriage. The 

major distinction between the two movies is the subjectivity of the wife. 

In 17 Again, after kicking the grumpy husband out of the home, the 

wife actually improves her living quality through renovating her garden 

by herself and dating again. In Once Again, it is the husband who 

leaves his grumpy wife because she complains about his 

unemployment. The wife’s dependence and passivity are clear, despite 

the fact that she is a college teacher. She is so tempted by the financial 

support and social resources offered by her previous suitor that she is 

persuaded to file for divorce. Because the wife lacks subjectivity, the 

story develops into two men competing with each other to win a 

woman, a typical patriarchal narrative paradigm. Thus, this remake 

loses the sense of women’s empowerment in its original version and 

ends up in a cliché. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has studied the discursive trajectory of post-

feminism in China and its cultural representation in chick flicks. The 

trajectory has been mapped within a transnational framework that 

scrutinizes the local history of consumerism, individualism, the rise of 

the middle class, the women’s studies movement and its appropriation 

by the market economy. Particularly, I’ve identified the women’s 

studies movement as the discursive origin of consumerist pseudo-

feminism in China. Acknowledging important national differences, this 

chapter reconceptualizes post-feminism in China by highlighting its 

historical and political differences from the West, to distinguish it from 

dominant perceptions of a universally applied mode of Western post-
feminist culture. Designated as consumerist pseudo-feminism, this 

movement focuses mostly on female subjects who are lower-middle 
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class and whose consuming aspirations have been amplified in 

disproportion with their financial status. The rhetoric of freedom of 

choice and self-empowerment of consumerist pseudo-feminism can be 

traced to the women’s studies movement, which cooperated with the 

state, resulting in concessions made by feminism particularly in terms 

of unemployment among working-class women and lower levels of 

participation by urban female elites in government and on managerial 

boards. Moreover, by engaging local feminisms differently, 

consumerist pseudo-feminism is chronologically situated between 

socialist and liberal feminisms, with a substantial temporal overlap 

with the development of liberal feminism since the 1990s. Its 

interaction with socialist and liberal feminisms can be, as I have argued, 

characterized by “double distancing”. Distinctive from the feature of 

“double entanglement” in post-feminism, consumerist pseudo-

feminism demonstrates more ignorance of and indifference to the other 

feminist discourses. 

Such a discursive, historically situated understanding of 

consumerist pseudo-feminism adds depth and new perspectives to the 

scholarship of chick flicks. From the perspective of spectatorship, I 

contend that the fantasies of middle-class women are projected on 

screen in the form of revised masculinity and imagined urban space. 

From the perspective of ideology, the rhetoric of freedom of choice 

engrains new patterns of inclusion and exclusion through offering a 

heavily constrained ‘right choice’ to women, with the norm of feminine 

masquerade being used to stigmatize powerful women as pathetic 

failures in marriage and motherhood. Unlike Hollywood chick flicks, 

some Chinese chick flicks transplant themselves into a Western urban 

space in order to fantasize a westernized global citizenship, which fails 

to fit the local context but nonetheless offers up an aspirational lifestyle. 

The other distinction of Chinese chick flicks lies in their lack of 

alertness to and self-consciousness in narrating gender dynamics, 

which leads to an uncritical tolerance of patriarchal norms, and thus a 

weakened representation of women’s empowerment along the lines of a 

highly constrained rhetoric of ‘choice’. These differences in cinematic 

representation and discourse from that of the West constitute a 

distinguished cultural landscape of post-feminism in Chinese context. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Women Love Women and Female Homoerotic Cinema 

 

The multiple-award-winning film at the Montréal World Film 

Festival The Chinese Botanist’s Daughters (植物学家的女儿, 2006) 

was made by Dai Sijie, a Chinese male director who moved to France 

in his thirties, narrating a lesbian story set around 1990 in southern 

China. The main narrative focuses on two women who fall in love with 

each other in a botanical garden, make love in the greenhouse and 

settle into a stable relationship, under intense paternalist pressure from 

a dictatorial father and male violence from a soldier brother. Catering 

to a Western audience, Dai applied self-orientalizing strategies to 

present China as pure nature on the one hand, by setting the film in the 

hazy and humid garden and mountains (shot in Vietnam), and as an 

exotic space on the other hand, with anachronistic collages of socialist 

slogans and costumes against the 1990s commercial background. More 

importantly, Dai unabashedly evoked a China where homosexuality is 

criminalized, for the sympathetic gaze of those from more “liberated” 

Western countries where homosexuals have been gaining legal rights 

and social visibility. The film ends with a verdict of homosexual crime 

against the two women, who are sentenced to death. Such an ending 

betrays the sociopolitical reality, since homosexuality has never been 

included in the criminal law of China, except for the lumping together 

of sodomy with street brawls and sexual assault as hooliganism in the 

1979 penal code (Xie & Peng 2018). 

Projecting a China that criminalizes homosexuality as 

backwardness in contrast to the progressive West evokes questions 

about the applicability of the Western parameter of queer politics. If the 

linear development from the criminalization of homosexuality to the 

legalization of gay marriage in many Western countries is considered 

progressive, then Chinese culture is indeed conservative in this regard, 

given the fact that gay marriage is still illegal. But what if such a linear 

development does not necessarily apply to the Chinese context? Is it 

possible that the Western paradigm which was imported in order to 

explain and politicize homosexuality also brought with it a model of 

development that, when projected backward onto China’s history,  

covered over more local attitudes to same-sex relations? Indeed, before 

the 1990s, sexuality in China was not necessarily connected to one’s 

selfhood, while there was no strict segregation between homo- and 

heterosexuality, and same-sex desire could be integrated with family-

kinship relations, and even poetically romanticized (Chou 2001). These 
departures from the current understanding of sexual identity politics 

suggest that it would worthwhile going back to the local history to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montr%C3%A9al_World_Film_Festival
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montr%C3%A9al_World_Film_Festival
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search for internal logics of same-sex love that may not coincide with 

global queer politics. If the matrix of sexuality, as developed in the 

West through sexology, psychology and the sociology of sex, suffers 

dislocation when applied to the Chinese context, then this suggests that 

the matrix needs to be expanded to include local realities. I will argue 

that the matrix of sexuality is only valid to explain the current 

globalized practice of homosexual identity and gay rights movements 

in China, which claim local distinctions of strategy and selfhood 

resulting from local legacies. However, focusing the lens on 

specifically women’s practices, as this thesis does throughout, also 

brings into view a rich local history and strategies that do not rely on 

identity politics. Rather, the lived as well as discursive experience of 

female-female relations in Chinese history and the contemporary era 

can often be better explained by the matrix of love, capturing female 

bonding and homoeroticism, women’s separatism and utopia outside of 

sexual preference based on biology or identity. 

While historical and literary sources exist to document the matrix 

of love, the cinematic evidence for either the matrix of love or of 

sexuality between women is more thin. In cinema, censorship by the 

State Administration of Radio, Film and Television (SARFT) targets 

lesbian identity and sex on screen, prohibiting overtly lesbian films 

from gaining theatrical release. At the same time, the room for 

homoerotic representation has been squeezed due to a higher awareness 

of lesbianism in tandem with the increasing visibility of queer politics, 

thus forcing films that aim for theatrical release to de-eroticize 

women’s passion for women to purely friendship. Nonetheless, my 

research has uncovered a small handful of lesbian feature films 12 

screened at international film festivals as well as female-intimacy films 

that together build a landscape of female homoerotic cinema, which, 

though limited in size, claims significance by its very existence. 

Conducting close analysis of Sweet Eighteen (甜蜜 18 岁, 2012) and 

Fish and Elephant (今年夏天, 2001), selected from the films that I 

have found on the basis of their insights, I will argue that the narrative 

of homosexual-maternal transferability in the former resonates with 

Chinese history to celebrate the utopia of women’s separatism, while 

the narratives of homosexual normality and a coming-home rather than 

coming-out strategy in the latter film speak to the local specificity of 

lesbian discourse in mainland China. 

 

Gender-transcendent Love vs. Lesbianism 

When Sang Tze-Lan, the author of The Emerging Lesbian: 

Female Same-Sex Desire in Modern China (2003), interviewed Chen 

 
12 See titles in Appendix.  
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Ran, one of the most popular female writers of the 1990s, she 

relentlessly pursued the question about Chen’s sexual identity and her 

sexual politics, as reflected in her extensive catalog of short stories and 

novels with female-female homoeroticism (Chen 2002). Sang’s curious 

insistence on these issues was motivated by her observation of and 

experience in Taiwan, where identity politics arose under strong 

Western influence and challenged heteronormativity from this newly 

found political stance. Chen acknowledged her support for a 

multiplicity of representations of sexual identity, but she declined to 

have her writing categorized as belonging to the lesbian genre or her 

own identity as lesbian. The term Chen formulated for her writing 

about female-female intimacy was “gender-transcendent love” (超性别

之爱 ) or “gender-transcendent consciousness” (超性别意识 ), as 

referred to in multiple interviews, speeches and articles (Chen 2002; 

Chen 1994). According to her, gender-transcendent consciousness 

means “true love regardless of gender” (Chen 1994, 106). Here, love 

encompasses the spirit, the mind and the body, far exceeding sex, 

which in her words is a superficial excitement (Chen 1994, 105). This 

gender-transcendent love is idealized by Chen as a pleasure that 

escapes the heterosexual utilitarianism of reproduction and financial 

security to stretch deep into the soul (Chen 1994). 

Where Sang and Chen parted ways in the interview had to do 

with the epistemology of women’s passion for women. Working within 

the Western-influenced framework of sexuality, Sang’s primary 

concern lay with lesbian identification and visibility as a political 

strategy to counter heterosexual dominance (Sang 2003), while Chen 

applied the framework of love, within which sexuality sits as a lesser 

component. Rather than being a political tool, sexuality for Chen is the 

natural result and extension of love. Love is legitimized as a noble 

human emotion that should not be tamed, confined or controlled, since 

it is higher than any man-made ethics. The ultimate freedom of love is 

beyond dispute, and thus so is its by-product, sex. The hierarchies 

between love and sex explain why Chen agreed with Sang on there 

being a diversity of sexual expressions yet did not show enthusiasm for 

embracing homosexuality as a political subversion of heteronormativity. 

The difference of framework explains Sang’s failed efforts to reframe 

Chen’s notion of gender-transcendent consciousness as a synonym for 

“bisexual openness” and “transgenderism”, both important terms in the 

discourse of sexual identities. Suspecting that Chen’s avoidance of 

homosexuality was due to its political sensitivity, Sang suggested that 

Chen may have intended to engage “mankind’s universal spiritual 

predicaments” in terms of love and solitude, beyond sexual orientation 
and identity (Sang 2003, 207). However, Sang made explicit that she 

held the sexual identity framework to be superior, as she attributed 
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Chen’s ambiguous and codified fictional writing of female 

homoeroticism to social restrictions, implying that her writing would 

be more straightforward and “unabashedly sexual” in a gay-friendly 

environment (Sang 2003, 214). What Sang did not recognize, however, 

was that unabashed homosexuality itself generates social norms, such 

as being out, proud and promiscuous, which may put pressure on 

people who do not align with such sexuality politics, or may steal the 

pleasure of writing from the margins, as Chen joked (Sang 2003, 214). 

Taken together, the frameworks of love and sexuality capture the 

discourse and practice of women’s passion for women in mainland 

China, with the love framework echoing more strongly with local 

histories and the sexuality framework interacting more with global 

queer politics. In the framework of love, women’s intimacy, usually 

understood in terms of female bonding and sisterhood, is projected as 

an ideal in a women’s utopia or sisters’ state (姐妹之邦). This female 

love matrix, as I will argue, depends on women’s separatism from men. 

In Dai Jinhua’s analysis of Chen’s literature, the novel Split (破开) 

stands as a manifesto for a sisters’ state, in which a binary opposition 

between “we-women” and “you-men” is declared (Dai 1996, 55-56). 

On the one hand, this sisters’ state is fantasized in terms of Eve having 

lived with Eve since “the first morning of human beings”, as an 

alternative to the utilitarian world of  procreation (Chen 1995). On the 

other hand,  this women’s separatist utopia is actually put into practice 

in the novel by the two female protagonists, who share an intellectual 

and spiritual connection, kiss each other and decide to move in together 

to confront the patriarchal world (Chen 1995). Chen is not alone in 

imagining such a sisters’ state. Women’s utopia has been repeatedly 

represented in women’s writing since the 1980s, for instance, in the 

works of Zhang Jie, Wang Anyi, Xu Kun and Yang Yingchuan, 

although such a utopia sometimes ends in collapse due to patriarchal 

intervention or internal conflicts (Jiang 2009).  Women’s utopia in 

Chen’s writing also echoes with women’s writing in the early 20th 

century (Dai 1996), especially around the themes of female-female 

friendship, love and desire, as authored by renowned female writers Lu 

Yin, Ding Ling, Shi Pingmei and Bing Xin. 

Besides being imagined in women’s literature, women’s 

separatism was a historical practice specific to certain regions in both 

the dynastic and republic eras (1912-1949). In Guangdong women’s 

separatism was enabled by wage-earning spinsters, in Hunan by a 

female-exclusive discursive space demarcated by a female language, 

and at women’s schools and colleges nationwide by highly educated 

female students and intellectuals (Li 2017). Concentrated and harbored 
in a specific physical space, women’s homoerotic desire was associated 

with, and arose from, a female-female network of care and bonding, 
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rather than from lesbianism as a sexual preference or orientation. 

In Guangdong, the female-female network appeared as an anti-

marriage practice called Zi Shu (自梳), literally meaning self-combing, 

that is, coiling up one’s hair at the back of the head like a married 

woman, yet without a real marriage. This custom of marriage-

resistance dated back to the 18th century and only receded in the 1930s 

and 1940s, when silk factories that employed women were shut down 

due to the war. In its peak time, the number of Zi Shu women 

amounted to tens of thousands, and even in 1909, “not a single woman 

was married” in Pan Yu village (Zhang 2001,757). Zi Shu was a 

women-supporting-women community with financially independent 

female subjects sharing a life together in a female space, consisting of 

houses called Gu Po Wu (姑婆屋) that were built with funds raised 

among Zi Shu women. It was also an institution which confronted and 

disrupted heterosexual marital hegemony. This institution was 

maintained through strict rules, including celibacy, a “friends contract” 

between two women (similar to the marital contract) and punishment 

for sexual involvement with men (Zhang 2001). 

The practice of Zi Shu was noted by Adrienne Rich in her article 

“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence”. Although her 

claim that Zi Shu women were “the only women in China who were 

not footbound” was controversial, Rich was keen to include the 

marriage resistance community in the framework of what she called the 

“lesbian continuum”, a women-focused existence stretching beyond 

sexual identification, which she reevaluates as a source of female 

power. Lesbianism is thus expanded “to embrace many more forms of 

primary intensity between and among women, including the sharing of 

a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the giving and 

receiving of practical and political support” (Rich 1980, 649). Such a 

lesbian continuum is conceptualized against the political institution of 

heterosexuality (Rich 1980, 637), whose focus on marriage and 

orientation toward men’s sexual needs gives rise, as Rich argues, to 

unequal power relations that lead to a series of “crimes”, such as men’s 

control over women’s sexuality, female slavery, rape culture and the 

erasure of women’s bonds with women (1980). As a political institution 

that comes at the cost of women’s interests, heterosexuality has “to be 

imposed, managed, organized, propagandized, and maintained by force” 

to render it legitimate, authoritative and natural (Rich 1980, 648). 

The patriarchally resistant network of women’s separatism in 

China was supported not only by financial independence, as in 

Guangdong, but also by an autonomous language. Nü Shu (女书) was a 

language created by and only used among women in Hunan province. 

As a women’s language, no man was permitted to learn and master it. 

This amounted to a protest against men’s language, which has excluded 
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women and maintained men’s literacy privilege for thousands of years. 

Nü Shu’s origin is disputable, ranging from inscriptions on pottery in 

remote antiquity through the Zhou dynasty (1046-256BC), to Ming and 

Qing dynasties (1368-1912) (Shi 2005, 33). Different from the 

ideographic Chinese characters, Nü Shu is a system of phonetic 

symbols which contains over 1000 characters; these characters are 

formed by curved strokes like willow leaves in long and slim shapes, a 

delicate and gentle feminine structure. It served as an exclusively 

female space and medium, in the form of rhythmic poems, for 

communication between women about grudges against patriarchal 

oppression and emotional bonding between sisters (Tian 2004, 25). Its 

greatest significance lies in the fact that Nü Shu granted women 

discursive power free from men’s voyeurism, surveillance and 

discipline. 

Although the discursive power of Nü Shu was incapable of 

exerting great influence upon the patriarchal world, as it was a 

localized practice confined to women, it did give women a means to 

articulate resistance to heterosexual compulsion. For the first time, 

women-to-women bonding, affection and erotic emotions – which were 

rarely heard in the thousands of years of premodern literature – were 

intensely and densely expressed. These emotional poems in Nü Shu are 

categorized as “Xing Ke song” (行客歌), written between two Xing Ke, 

which refers to sisters sworn to each other since childhood. It was the 

local custom to find a companion for one’s daughter to be sworn sisters 

and for these companions to spend much time together in the boudoir. 

Gong Zhebing, a discoverer of nü Shu as early as the 1980s, found 

seven passionate Xing Ke songs from a limited number of Nü Shu 

translations. There are lines fantasizing about love and commitment in 

the female space of the boudoir, such as “I have dreams about you 

every night, in your boudoir we sleep on the same bed” (Gong 2003, 38) 

and “In the boudoir we have so much pleasure, we are a match just like 

lotus flower and leaves” (Gong 2003, 39). Besides pleasure and love, 

one poem describes how a woman deals with her approaching Xing Ke 

marriage: 

 

No rushes and no worries, let’s buy paper and candle for the 

temple, 

I’ll pray to the Gods, wish all his family members dead. 

Old and young in the tomb, then we two are forever together. 

(Gong 2003, 39) 

 

Such resistance to heterosexual marriage seems more lyrical than 
pragmatic; nevertheless, in reality violence toward the bridegroom was 

not uncommon among Xing Ke, who vowed their loyalty to love. Some 
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women would stitch together the underwear and top clothes of their 

Xing Ke in order to prevent sex on the wedding night. When the 

husband forced sexual intercourse, in quite a few cases brides would 

use scissors to stab their husbands (Gong 2003, 39). Violence towards 

men and suicides, either alone or with friends, were the major forms of 

marriage resistance. These extreme means resulted in some success 

when parents compromised, yet it came at a huge cost. 

Like Zi Shu women, Xing Ke fought against the heterosexual 

marital institution in the form of (heterosexual) celibacy and love 

contracts between two women, but unlike Zi Shu they lacked the 

financial independence to back up such defiance. Financial dependence 

betrayed and deprived Xing Ke of the possibility to establish a self-

sufficient and self-regulated feminist community. Therefore, fighting 

alone without support from an organization, Xing Ke’s vows of 

celibacy were largely broken when marriage norms pressed in. Blessed 

with an alternative female language, however, Xing Ke captured a 

beautiful imagination of female-female love and lust, and even 

practiced genital sex, as testified by an elder Xing Ke in an interview 

(Gong 2003, 39). But the disequilibrium between their discursive 

power and economic status caused an obvious gap between homoerotic 

fantasy and heterosexual reality, resulting in helplessness and tragedies. 

If women’s homoerotic bonding, based on financial independence 

and linguistic autonomy in Zi Shu and Xing Ke, was confined to 

regional practices in dynastic times, it crossed provincial boundaries in 

the republic era (1912-1949). The Republic of China witnessed the rise 

of a female economic network, ranging across industry, agriculture, 

commerce, finance and services. Typical examples were women’s 

banks in Beijing and Shanghai, which were run by female executives, 

employed women only and supported women with business start-ups. 

Though they did not target female customers alone, women’s banks 

worked enthusiastically to foster potential female clients. Bank staff 

went door to door to instruct women on how to open a bank account 

and manage their money. The banking business was conducted 

alongside raising women’s awareness about financial independence. 

Shanghai Women’s Bank, for instance, went to Santa Maria Women’s 

School in 1924 to deliver a speech on “The Relationship between 

Women’s Banks, Development of Women’s Economy and 

Employment”, which was well received among female students (Zhang 

2013, 83). This women-supporting-women economic network 

disrupted the exclusive male network in the financial sector and men’s 

control of women’s assets. Financial independence, moreover, could 

lead to a reconfiguration of women’s desire. A typical example was that 

two employees from a women’s bank decided to extend their 

relationship from classmates and colleagues to life partners (Kai 1925, 
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727). 

In the first half of the twentieth century, same-sex love was 

widely practiced by female students, teachers and professionals within 

the female space of women’s schools, colleges and banks, thanks to 

women’s access to higher education and professions (Li 2017; Sang 

2003). In a women’s bank, two employees named Huang Yazhong and 

Chen Jianchen published their decision to live together in a newspaper 

in 1925 (marriage was routinely announced in a newspaper rather than 

legalized by marriage certificate); this suggests that the love contract 

between women, previously private and secret, was being 

reconceptualized as an alternative marital choice requiring social 

recognition and a legitimate name. In their article, they stated that their 

rejection of conventional marriage was due to its demand that women 

sacrifice their career. As career women, their imagination of an ideal 

marriage was based on equality rather than biased gender norms. As 

they put it, their future life would be built on “mutual support” and 

would result in “common progress in knowledge and economic 

accumulations” (Kai 1925, 728). Their conviction of this feminist and 

progressive alternative to marriage prompted them to ask the 

newspaper editor to widely disseminate their declaration. Although 

they did not figure out what “-ism” they were practicing, they were 

open to discussing their life-sharing experiment with readers of the 

newspaper to define such a new relationship  (Kai 1925, 727). 

The representations of women’s passion for women were not few 

and far between. The prevalence of female same-sex love in the 1920s 

and 1930s could be accounted for by the establishment of women’s 

schools (Yan Shi 1925), the female economic network, as well as the 

collapse of polygamy and the rise of free love, which liberated 

women’s desire and marital imaginations. Why were many of the 

newly released desiring and marital imaginations directed to the same 

sex rather than the opposite sex? It seems likely that in this period of 

shifting notions about marriage, as patriarchal possession gave way to 

the freedom to love in the modern sense, there was a greater emphasis 

on the equal status between two individuals, which could be more 

easily found and fulfilled between women. Gender hierarchies 

characterized by male privilege were no longer considered tolerable 

and did not need to be tolerated among educated “new women”, who 

enthusiastically endorsed the basic feminist concept of gender equality. 

When feminist celibacy, women’s language and the female 

financial network disappear in the contemporary era, women’s 

separatist practices stay on in literary fantasy. What was once a sisters’ 

utopia shifts to a focus on the mother, who metaphorically stands in as 

the origin of all daughters and thus sustains the multiplicity and 

integrity of the all-female community. In Chen Ran’s literature, Dai 
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Jinhua notices an interchangeability between the mother-daughter 

relationship and that of girlfriends. When confined in a domestic space, 

the mother plays the role of close girlfriend to the female protagonist, 

while in the girlfriends’ scene, their intimacy seems to be both a 

replacement and extension of mother-daughter bonding (Dai 1996, 54). 

In Split, a women’s utopia is imagined through the female protagonist’s 

dream of a community open to all talented women in the world. In this 

dream, the agents in such a community are actually the female lead, her 

beloved girlfriend and also an older woman who guides and instructs 

her about the inseparability of sisterhood from utopia. When this older 

woman turns out to be the mother, women’s utopia is transferred from a 

multitude of women (the talented women community) to the triangle of 

mother, daughter and girlfriend, a more realizable female alliance. In 

Chen’s widely acclaimed novel Private Life ( 私人生活 , 1996), 

homoeroticism is depicted between a little girl and a widow living in 

the neighborhood. The incestuous desire, far from crossing a taboo, is 

naturalized in a desperate yet passionate emotion: an older woman’s 

longing for her girl to grow up (Chen 1996). There are repeated 

comparisons made by the little girl in the novel between her mother 

and her beloved neighbor, from whom she obtains the maternal 

consolation her mother fails to offer. Maternal bonding is eroticized in 

a sequence where the little girl lies on the bed with her beloved, 

sucking her nipples like she did her mother’s in her infancy, not 

knowing why her lover is panting and moaning (Chen 1996). The 

homosexual-maternal bonding grows into intimacy between two 

female adults in the end (after the little girl grows up), fulfilling an 

idealized life-long love that raises no concerns about the incest taboo or 

the ethics of this sexuality. 

In the literature of women’s love for women, the representation of 

female-female sex is not repudiated but remains less visible. Somewhat 

departing from women’s separatism in historical practice, the 

articulation of same-sex desire in women’s writing in the later 20th 

century does not exclude men. In most cases, women’s sexual 

preferences and behavior are fluid and not to be settled into the 

category of homosexuality. However, women’s erotic separatism is also 

upheld through the demarcation between female-female lust and 

heterosexual intercourse. In women’s writing that addresses female 

homoeroticism, women’s physical intimacy is usually depicted in a 

sensual, poetic and symbolic language, distinguishing it from 

heterosexual intercourse, which is carnal, sexual and power-laden. 

Symbolic descriptions are preferred when addressing women’s erotic 

relations, lifting the relationships above the physical and pornified 
narratives to do with sexual organs. In Private Life, a mirror serves as a 

symbol to capture the intensity of the lustful gazing and soulful 



102 

 

connection between two women in unbuttoned dresses. In Yang 

Yingchuan’s short story Be a Bird (做只鸟吧, 2000), a self-portrait, in 

which a woman touches her breast that shows teeth marks, visually  

reifies the kind of intimate passion that bites into skin. Descriptions of 

actual fondling and breast-biting also appear, but the sexual is 

metaphorically purified into the artistic by comparing breast fondling 

to continuously painting on the female lover’s body. The erotic 

separatism is also manifested in the fact that female romance, which 

connects two women’s souls, surpasses heterosexual intercourse, which 

is superficial, clichéd and utilitarian. In Be a Bird, the male body can 

still be utilized as a shortcut for obtaining social resources, orgasmic 

pleasure and the exchange of “user experience”, a common topic 

between the two women. Moreover, sex with a man serves to re-

activate the lingering memory of “teeth mark” passion with the female 

lover in her absence. 

 

Chinese Lesbians and the Norm of Sexual Minority Identity 

The transition to the framework of homosexuality in the 

Western sense occurred in the late 1990s, although this was not a 

natural or smooth process. When the concept of lesbianism as a sexual 

identity was introduced in mainland China in the 1990s, Chinese 

women had to homosexualize themselves before they could adopt such 

an identity. In the process, I will argue, the previous cultural practices 

of women’s separatism and intimacy influenced the self-formulation of 

Chinese women as lesbian. Their prevalent feeling of being “normal”, 

that is, not distinguishable from ordinary people because of their love 

preference, does not align with the homo/heterosexual division; instead, 

it functions according to the love matrix, where gender-transcendent 

love rarely causes disputes. Consequently, this sense of normality 

shapes lesbians’ aspirations to be accepted into the familial kinship 

formation, rather than to engage in confrontational politics of coming 

out as sexual deviants. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the 1990s witnessed the liberal 

turn in the Chinese feminist landscape to do with the Fourth World 

Conference on Women (FWCW). Such a liberal turn also occurred in 

the perception of female homosexuality. Under the stewardship of 

Chinese lesbian activists, lesbian workshops at the FWCW, attended by 

over one hundred lesbians from all over the world, marked the 

beginning of lesbianism as a sexual minority identity in the Western 

sense (Wei 2015). “Lesbian rights are human rights” was a theme 

proposed at the FWCW (Wei 2015), manifesting a paradigm shift 

toward the human-rights based politics of recognition of sexual 
minorities. The historical understanding of female-female love, anti-

marriage alliances, same-sex intimacy and alternative partnership in a 
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broadly feminist framework gradually gave way to the Western 

framework of sexual identity, which was disseminated through 

knowledge-production and activism as well as popular culture in 

mainland China in the 21st century. This shift in framework also caused 

a shift in lesbian alliances and subjectivities, from earlier feminist 

subjects in a women’s community to rights-bearing homosexual 

subjects aligned with gay men. 

The transplantation of homosexual identity from the US, 

which presumes a white, middle-class, urban American subject 

(Chavez 2013), found fertile soil but was largely dislocated from the 

Chinese context in the late 1990s. The lack of local historical 

counterparts was manifested by the fact that the Stonewall riot in the 

US was celebrated as a “birthday” for Chinese homosexuals at the 

hallmark gathering of homosexuals in Beijing in 1996 (Bao 2018), 

despite the fact that this required a cross-national and a-historical 

empathy to integrate it into the local context. Regardless of the lack of 

persecution of homosexuals by or confrontations with the Chinese state 

apparatus, Chinese homosexual subjects were interpellated by the US 

model along with the westernization of knowledge production on the 

cusp of the 21st century. Creating terms such as comrade (同志) and 

Lala (拉拉) for self-identification, Chinese gays and lesbians started to 

homosexualize themselves by producing a lesbian magazine and 

organizing a pride parade, queer film festivals and LGBT NGOs. Their 

rights-bearing homosexual subjectivity was gradually built and 

consolidated through conflicts with a government that acted more like 

an adversary than a partner, particularly concerning the legalization of 

gay marriage (Bao 2018). 

In this process of homosexualization, US hegemony was 

barely challenged. The globalized homosexuality based in “the United 

States as the dominant cultural model for the rest of the world” 

(Altman 2002, 87) presented a two-layered parameter of freedom for 

gay citizens: first, “a certain percentage of the population will stand up, 

wave a rainbow flag, and proclaim their authentic homosexual identity”; 

second, “a state is expected to recognize them by and through the 

enactment of anti-discrimination legislation” (Franke 2012, 31). The 

fulfillment of such a model of freedom, specifically in terms of “public 

visibility and legislative measures”, is used to gauge whether a state or 

a culture is modern, civilized and progressive (Puar 2013, 338). The 

two-layered parameter of freedom has been followed in the first but not 

the second respect in mainland China, which has increased its pursuit 

by queer activists, without much consideration of provenance and 

authority of the model. 
US-led queer politics has dominated the discourse and 

activism of Chinese LGBT movements, but some specific 
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understandings and pertaining to Chinese lesbians’ lived reality and 

political appeals practices can nonetheless be distinguished. The sense 

of being normal has, for instance, run counter to a full acceptance of 

homosexuality, since this category requires separation from the 

heterosexual majority. Elisabeth Engebretsen, in her fieldwork on 

lesbians in urban China, finds that “I’m normal” was a popular 

statement in the 2000s (2013, 34). She observes that “a desire for 

normativity remains a defining and powerful marker of lala selfhood” 

(2013, 12) as well as a “central aspiration for same-sex desires and life 

strategies” (2013, 13). This is quite distinctive from the resistance to 

normativity rooted in the Euro-American context (Yao 2010), and 

should thus be traced to local conditions and histories. Beyond the 

Western grid of assimilation/transgression, feeling “normal” for women 

could stem from the concept of gender-transcendent love and practices 

that foreground the freedom to love rather than sexual desire based on 

gender preference. While women-to-women love breaks with the 

heterosexual framework, it also celebrates the ‘normal’ function of love 

as a way of finding sameness within difference, rather than reifying the 

hetero-homosexual binary as in identity politics. 

The sense of normality leads to aspirations to be integrated 

into familial relations in a non-confrontational manner. The mainstream 

narrative of coming out, almost “a form of peer pressure”, has not been 

favored in Chinese queer life, given the fact that only “6% of lesbian 

and bisexual women are totally out” according to one on-line survey 

(Huang & Brouwer 2018). The low percentage of “out” people should 

not, however, be interpreted as repression of one’s homosexual identity. 

On the one hand, the concept of sexual identity, irrespective of the 

introduction of queer politics in the 1990s, is not given as much 

importance in China as in the Western context. According to Boellstorff, 

“[t]he idea that sexuality is a core element of self-identity that must be 

confessed and integrated into all domains of life to be ontologically 

valid” is mostly alien to Chinese people (2005, 213). Sexuality usually 

stands as just one element among “multiple, fractal” and “dividual” 

subjectivities of the Chinese (Boellstorff 2005, 210). Therefore, one’s 

homosexuality is not necessarily in contradiction with being in a 

heterosexual relationship, which explains in part why gay marriage was 

not proposed in the past thousand years of homosexual practice in 

China. On the other hand, it is not primarily homosexual conduct but 

rather the failure of the filial obligation to bear children that counts as 

the sexual deviance in the Chinese family structure (Huang & Brouwer 

2018, 104). Homosexual behavior in Chinese history tended to be met 

with tolerance rather than homophobia, as in the West; however, the 

social pressure to pass down one’s bloodline has forced gays and 

lesbians to constantly engage with their biogenetic families, a task far 
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more demanding than that of their Euro-American counterparts 

(Engebretsen 2008) . Since Chinese homosexuals face greater pressure 

in their private family life than in the public domain, the challenge lies 

in finding appropriate strategies of coming-home rather than coming-

out (Huang & Brouwer 2018; Chou 2001). Coming-home refers to a 

“negotiative process of bringing one’s sexuality into the family-kin 

network”, through integrating one’s partner into the daily life of the 

family without highlighting homoeroticism in a confrontational way as 

the singular marker of acceptance (Chou 2001, 36). 

Apart from applying different strategies in navigating one’s 

homosexual identity in the private space, LGBT groups in China also 

manifest different gender-based alignments than in the West. In public 

activism, for instance, the Chinese homosexual community 

demonstrates highly visible conflicts rather than solidarity between gay 

men and lesbians. The conflicts can be traced to the legacies of 

women’s separatism as well as to the current situation of imbalanced 

resource allocation and interest conflicts between men and women. The 

wide disparity in funding between gay and lesbian organizations 

produces a gap in the number, size and development potential of these 

organizations. The funding disparity is largely caused by the 

government’s claim that men who have sex with men (MSM) are at 

high risk of HIV infection, while lesbian women are not. The funding 

resources are mainly tied to the central government’s allocation for 

HIV prevention and cure, supported by private foundations, both 

domestic and abroad. Between 2003 and 2007, the allocation from the 

central government alone amounted to 3.81 billion RMB, from which 

NGOs took a share by organizing gay men to take HIV tests and 

promoting HIV prevention (“Allocation” 2007). Besides stable funding, 

gay organizations also obtained legitimacy and visibility through 

official acknowledgement of their contribution to HIV prevention and 

cure (Bao 2018, 14; Miao & Chan 2020). Since lesbians do not get any 

reward for not transmitting HIV/AIDS, they are neglected in the 

official discourse. Official acknowledgement, however, is crucial for 

expanding the development potential of gay organizations from being 

targets of state surveillance to leaders in the “pink economy”, such as 

happened with the Dan Lan network (淡蓝网), which was renamed 

Blued and is now listed in Nasdaq as the world largest gay dating app 

(Miao & Chan 2020). 

The tension between gays and lesbians resulting from gay 

men’s privileged access to political and financial resources broke out in 

heated debates on social media in 2011 and 2012. Working together 

with China’s Lala Alliance and the social media account of Pretty 
Fighter, lesbians advocated for the adoption of a queer identity (Bao 

2018), strategically aligning themselves with bisexual and transgender 

http://www.gov.cn/gzdt/2007-11/30/content_821830.htm


106 

 

women to critique gay men’s hegemony in making HIV/AIDS into the 

LGBT community’s primary agenda while marginalizing other sexual 

minorities. Gay men published a series of articles on the Ai Bai website 

that attacked sexual fluidity in the name of natural science, anxious to 

defend the notion of an essential gayness which holds the gay 

community together (Aibai 2012). The antagonism between gay men 

and lesbians escalated in 2020, when “Rainbow Baby”, an illegal 

surrogacy organization in Guangzhou, was exposed as providing 

surrogacy services to gay couples. Overseas surrogacy businesses on 

Blued as well as middle-class gay couples’ bragging about tailoring 

mixed-blood children incited critiques on social media from feminists, 

including lesbians, for gay men’s ignorance of and indifference to the 

exploitation of the female body. Here, gender steps in to complicate 

sexuality. Theoretically, gay men and lesbians stand on the same side in 

a battle against heteronormative patriarchy. However, lesbians target 

not only heteronormativity, like gay men, but also the overall 

patriarchal mechanism that exploits women at large. Gay men’s 

privilege as men, when it goes uncritically checked within the 

community, produces disputes and rifts among LGBT groups. The 

unsatisfactory cooperation between lesbian and gay male communities 

could also be explained by the lack of cooperation between the two in 

Chinese history. The absence of repressive mechanisms 

indiscriminately targeting gay men and lesbians led to the lack of 

cooperation or even contact between these two groups before the 1990s. 

Without being categorized under the name of homosexuality, gay men 

and lesbians, who experience explicit distinctions regarding gender 

identity, sexual orientation and erotic articulation, did not have a 

common motivation to work together. 

What Chinese gay men and lesbians have successfully 

achieved in cooperation is contract marriage (形婚), an increasingly 

popular marital form that ties a gay man and a lesbian together, another 

practice that departs from that in the West. Contract marriage 

corresponds to the coming-home strategy, since the aim is not to 

destabilize the family-kin network. Moreover, it inherits the historical 

logic in China that heterosexual marriage and homosexual romance can 

be compatible (Engebretsen 2008). In the Chinese context, contract 

marriage is not necessarily interpreted as a compromise or as 

assimilation into a heterosexual matrix that has not yet legalized same-

sex marriage. Rather, by creating a conjugal bond, contract marriage 

destabilizes, revises and mocks the heterosexual connotation of the 

marital institution. Challenging the sex-love-marriage alignment, 

contract marriage opens up new possibilities for practicing romantic 
love, sexual desire and marital arrangement with different partners 

(Huang 2018) – a queering practice, indeed. 
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Female Homoerotic Cinema 

The cinematic representations of women’s love for women, 

whether aligned with women’s separatism and ambiguous intimacy in 

the love matrix or lesbian identity and female-female sex in the 

sexuality matrix, are subsumed for the purposes of this chapter under 

the category of female homoerotic cinema. The space for such 

homoerotic representation is heavily squeezed due to censorship from 

SARFT, whose ambiguous rules do not target homosexual content 

specifically, but in practice may categorize homosexuality under the 

headings of obscenity and perversion included in the list for censorship. 

One notice released by SARFT in 2004 did specify homosexuality to 

be censored in films for minors, in order to protect minors from being 

exposed to sexual content (2004). Due to the lack of a film rating 

system, this minors-specific rule could be possibly extended to all films. 

Restricted by such a censorship system, there has been no 

openly lesbian film with explicit signifiers of homosexual identity and 

sex that has obtained theatrical release in mainland China in the 21st 

century. Fish and Elephant, marketed as the first lesbian film from 

mainland China, was released overseas after winning the Elvira Notari 

Prize at the Venice Film Festival in 2001. At the same time, the room 

for on-screen physical intimacy between women is shrinking, as the 

shadow realms of same-sex eroticism are becoming recognized, and 

censored, as homosexuality due to a rise in sensitivity toward and 

consciousness of lesbianism in recent decades. The increasing 

sensitivity to lesbianism is manifested in Chris Berry’s reading of Big 

Road (大路, 1934),  a silent film depicting female intimacy with a 

couple of sequences showing young women touching, caressing and 

kissing each other. Half a century after the release of Big Road, Chris 

Berry read this film as an equivalent to Western lesbian pornography 

shot for male pleasure (Berry 1988b), which was strongly objected to 

by Zhang Yingjing. He found Berry’s mistranslation of Chinese 

dialogue and ignorance of the cultural codes interpreted by Chinese 

audience in the 1930s extremely problematic (Zhang 1994). According 

to Zhang, Berry’s transplantation of lesbian identity in the Western 

sense to the Republic of China, where girls’ intimate gestures were 

commonly practiced, serves as “a case of domination of Western 

interpretive authority in cross-cultural analysis” (Zhang 1994, 47). 

However, intriguingly, when Big Road was rediscovered and incited 

audience enthusiasm in mainland China in the 2010s, according to the 

reviews on Douban.com, one of the most popular film review portals in 

China, it was identified as a predecessor of lesbian film.  Thus, Chinese 

audiences in the 2010s also read the girls’ intimacy as lesbianized, 
against the cultural codes of the 1930s, thanks to globalized identity 

politics. The strained nerves of SARFT targeted a  film like Intimates 
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(自梳, 1997) by cutting off a scene of women kissing, which caused 

the director to protest the elusiveness of the censorship rule (Shang 

2014). Given the prevalence of censorship but the ambiguity of the 

rules, the restricted representation of homoeroticism that results makes 

it difficult to identify female homoerotic films. There are, however, any 

number of female friendship films (see, for instance, Chapter 2), which 

raises the question of how female eroticism as a genre can be 

distinguished from films about female friendship when visual eroticism 

has to be avoided. 

The strict censorship of homosexuality in film and television is in 

contrast to other media forms that are more tolerant of the LGBT 

community. Space for the discussion of lesbian identity, sexuality and 

relationships was created in 1999 when “right bank literature” appeared 

on the Tianya cyber community, one of the most popular virtual 

communities in mainland China, along with “left bank literature” 

dedicated to gay men (Wu & Ye 2017). Such on-line lesbian spaces 

avoided the misfit and deviance mainstream female writers could 

experience when publishing in male-dominated sites. Cyber lesbian 

writing established and proliferated lesbian sexualities in fixed patterns 

and sub-genres, such as tomboy/femme, top/bottom, teacher/student, 

and boss/masochist, etc. The representation of lesbian sex was expected 

by fans and stood as a highly visible signifier of female-female 

romance. The most popular lesbian writings on websites were later 

even published as books by state-owned publishers. Moreover, lesbian 

websites, dating apps and subtitling organizations in charge of 

uploading and translating lesbian films and TV shows outside of 

mainland China have proliferated and rendered female eroticism highly 

visible in current popular culture. Dozens of lesbian-themed feature 

films and short videos, such as Girl’s Love (错了 性别不错爱, 2016)，

Touch (触碰 , 2016) and X-Love (爱的未知数 , 2015),  have been 

produced by media companies with the sponsorship of lesbian dating 

app companies such as Rela and mainstream video platforms such as 

Aiqiyi, although their quality is disputable and they do not gain 

theatrical release. Although the number of theatrically released 

women’s films that fall into the genre of female eroticism is therefore 

very limited, their existence is itself significant. Eschewing the 

sexuality matrix, the films that have been exhibited in China are 

aligned with the love matrix, such as Women Taxi Women (女人 Taxi

女人, 1991), Taekwondo (跆拳道, 2004), and Sweet Eighteen (甜蜜 18

岁, 2012). In addition, Intimates and Snow Flower and Secret Fan (雪

花密扇, 2011), although they were made by male directors and thus 

outside the scope of this thesis, deserve special mention for engaging 

the most important historical practices of women’s separatism, namely 
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Zi Shu and Nü Shu. Notably, two films by women directors are aligned 

with the sexuality matrix – Fish and Elephant and A Dog Barking at 

the Moon (再见, 南屏晚钟, 2019) – but they had to be exhibited 

outside of China, reaping awards at international film festivals. 

The distinction between the love and sexuality matrices is not 

the only important difference at play. Since global queer politics has so 

strongly shaped the discourse among Chinese queer communities, there 

is also a distinction to be found between films that embrace the Western 

framework and those that engage with Chinese specificity; this in turn 

decides how Chinese lesbianism is interpreted and displayed by 

filmmakers and scholars. If The Chinese Botanist’s Daughters, 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, applies a self-orientalizing 

strategy to place criminalized Chinese lesbianism under the gaze of 

gay-friendly Western liberals, then the same hierarchy of backward 

China and progressive US is repeated in the film A Dog Barking at the 

Moon. Although it won the Teddy Award at the Berlin Film Festival 

(for films with LGBTQ topics), A Dog failed to get approval from 

SARFT to be released in cinemas in mainland China. Nonetheless, its 

online accessibility and exhibitions at film festivals attracted a 

substantial audience, as shown by around 5000 reviews on 

Douban.com. In this film a highly educated woman returns to Beijing 

from the US in the late stages of pregnancy and finds her desperate 

mother, the cause of family agony since her childhood, on the verge of 

a nervous breakdown. Flashbacks of the mother’s intimacy with her 

female friend are crosscut with the diegetic present throughout of the 

story, culminating in a coming-out moment forced on the mother by the 

daughter. 

Drawing on sexual minority politics, this film adopts the 

hegemonic parameter that the visibility and legitimacy of homosexual 

identity alone speak for the progressiveness of a nation and its people. 

Demonizing the mother as grumpy, emotionally manipulative, 

misogynistic and homophobic while being deeply closeted, and even 

the disciple of a cult, the main narrative is told from the daughter’s 

perspective, who is positioned as liberal, modern and progressive in 

opposition to her mother’s conservatism, ignorance and backwardness. 

The daughter’s progressiveness is justified by her education in the US 

as well as by the constant presence of her American husband (who 

otherwise has little to do in the narrative), and most importantly by her 

endorsement of gay rights, as evidenced by her having attended a pride 

parade in the US. The political correctness of gay rights also grants 

moral high ground to the father, who is cheating on his wife with a man, 

thereby turning the classical narrative paradigm of the morally 
repugnant cheater into a sympathetic narrative of cheating for true love. 

With the daughter and father firmly on the side of gay rights, all the 
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blame is directed at the closeted mother, whose only redemption is 

offered in the end, when the daughter confronts her with her own 

affection for her female friend and pushes her to confess her lesbianism. 

The political correctness of homosexual identity decides the moral 

valuation of all the characters here. When the director called China 

gay-oppressive in her speech at the Berlin Film Festival to foreground 

her rebellious position to the Western media (Xiao 2019), she was right 

to expose the cinematic censorship imposed by SARFT. At the same 

time, in light of the filmmaker’s international appeal, it is tempting to 

read the colonial logic of the gay-friendly, enlightened daughter versus 

the homophobic, backward mother as a national allegory, figuring a 

deeply closeted China as the grumpy mother whose pain can be lifted if 

she comes out to the West. The lesbian reality in mainland China, 

however, is far more complicated and nuanced than the out-and-proud 

solution suggested by the film. A queer geopolitics divided into gay-

friendly progressiveness and gay-oppressive backwardness sacrifices 

the local specificities and variants. In fact, in this film the father’s 

integration of his homosexual desire into a heterosexual marriage and 

the mother’s intimacy with her female friend go uncaptured by a binary 

opposition between homo- and heterosexuality. It is these specificities 

that relate most closely to the lived reality of the Chinese queer 

community. 

To engage such nuanced specificities, I will select Sweet Eighteen 

and Fish and Elephant, representing the love matrix and the sexuality 

matrix, respectively, for an analysis of their codifications of female 

eroticism. I argue that Sweet Eighteen speaks to women’s separatism 

through a narrative of homosexual-maternal transferability and the 

ambiguity of female-female desire and intimacy. Fish and Elephant, on 

the other hand, engages lesbian identity and sex, focusing on the 

narrative of homosexual normality and the coming-home strategy. 

 

Homosexual-maternal Transferability and Female Homoerotic 

Symbolism 

Nominated as Best Film at both the Shanghai International Film 

Festival and FIRST International Film Festival, Sweet Eighteen tells 

the story of He Na, a high-school student, who meets Xia Hong at a 

nightclub while investigating her mother’s boyfriend. He and Xia’s 

friendship grows into an intimate romance before Xia takes her leave, 

although the ending suggests the romance can be resumed when He 

becomes a high-school teacher and Xia a self-reliant factory worker. 

Sweet Eighteen has not gained much academic attention, perhaps partly 

due to its lack of explicit lesbian identification and homosexual 

political agenda. But hidden under its ambiguity and the naivety of 

young love, there is also a narrative of homosexual-maternal 
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transferability, in conversation with the women’s literature of the 1990s 

and 2000s discussed above, which places this film into a more 

indigenous framework of women’s love. 

What I am calling homosexual-maternal transferability draws on 

the concept of the homosexual-maternal imaginary as a term for pre-

Oedipal mother-daughter bonding, which is used by feminist 

psychoanalysts to explain the origin of women’s desire for women, 

female homosexuality and women’s tendency to bisexuality (Thornham 

1997). Here, it is understood in relation to Chinese women’s literature 

that imagines a sisters’ utopia based on the mother as the signifier of 

both maternal origin and a female multitude, recalling sisters 

concentrated in a physical place from women’s separatist history. In 

Sweet Eighteen, the female space is initially segregated from fathers. 

Xia Hong follows her father to his southern city, only to find that he 

leads a life of poverty and isolation in a boathouse. In a sequence 

where she and He Na share their sadness of being fatherless at the 

riverside, Xia’s father is portrayed in long shot as a tiny figure rowing a 

boat, visible yet unreachable, extant yet dysfunctional as a father. 

The mother-daughter bonding is delineated through two 

triangular relationships. The primary one is the triangle of mother, 

daughter and daughter’s female friend. In this triangle, the maternal 

bonding between the mother and daughter is symbolically transferable 

to the connection between the daughter and her female friend. Xia 

Hong comes into He Na’s life after He’s mother falls from a building 

and ends up in a vegetative state. Although the maternal bonding snaps 

when the mother is revealed to be non-responsive, the initial absence of 

the mother is compensated for by Xia, in the form of a female-female 

affectionate relationship. When this relationship in turn breaks with 

Xia’s departure, the maternal bonding reappears for He in 

hallucinationatory form. He is shown lying on the bed with her mother, 

who caresses her face and holds her hand tightly. Maternal bonding 

thus replaces the lost female-female love as a source of emotional 

reliance and a haven. However, this time, the maternal bonding is 

largely phantasmatic. He’s mother is shown as she used to be, dressed 

in the scarlet costume which she once wore on the stage of the 

traditional Chinese opera. This costume symbolizes a woman’s 

loneliness and longing for love; dressed in this way, He’s mother plays 

the role of an abandoned woman desiring company. Based on this 

shared feminine emotion of being abandoned, He Na finally reconciles 

with her mother. Previously she pities her for being too emotionally 

attached to her lovers, but it turns out that she is the same. 

In the hallucination, He and her mother lie on the bed in the same 

posture, face-to-face, looking at each other just like looking into the 

mirror. The intriguing aspect of mother-daughter bonding lies in its 
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homogeneity. They possess a similar body, whether anatomical or 

phantasmatic, and they share life experience, gender roles and 

femininity as women. At the end of the film, this reflexive relationship 

comes to a culmination as the mother and daughter combine into one; 

that is, the daughter becomes her mother. A sequence depicts He Na 

burning incense in front of a portrait of her mother in her youth as the 

camera circles around He from her back to her face. We are shown that 

the previous short-haired and naïve teenager has grown into a long-

haired, mature and feminine young woman, who seems to be her 

mother coming back to life. The homogeneity of mother-daughter 

bonding is thus visually confirmed in daughter’s genetic inheritance. 

To emphasize the homosexual-maternal transferability, another 

triangular relationship between the mother, the mother’s male lover and 

the daughter is narrated as a sideline. In Sweet Eighteen, the mother is 

suggestively presented as a lover to both her daughter and Lin Ke, a 

promiscuous young man. In the scenes when the mother performs 

traditional Chinese opera on stage, two shots of Lin standing among the 

audience with flowers in his hands bring the woman into his gaze. The 

asymmetrical power relation is rendered explicit here. On Lin’s side, 

the bouquet of flowers is a clichéd prop for seducing a woman, while 

on the mother’s side the role of abandoned woman on stage exposes 

her vulnerability and fragility as she lyrically begs to start over with the 

man who has left her. This traditional Chinese opera plot then repeats 

itself in real life after the performance, when Lin leaves her after sex 

and the mother gets drunk to ease her broken heart. In the same 

sequence as the mother’s performance on stage, an intercut shot shows 

He Na looking closely at a photo of her mother in her youth. The 

woman in the photo was an opera performer, but she opened a clothing 

shop afterwards and is performing again only once at the invitation of 

her old colleague. It is fair to say that the woman performing on the 

stage is actually reliving her youth. Interestingly, both the woman 

performing on stage and the woman in the photo are young versions of 

the mother, who through this cross-cutting becomes the object of the 

gaze of both her male lover and her daughter. This suggests a rivalry 

between Lin and He in desiring the same woman. 

In this rivalry, He Na’s resentment of Lin starts at the beginning 

of the film, when she tells her mother about her witnessing Lin’s affair 

with another young woman. He Na’s anger is obvious when she warns 

her mother, “don’t you think that he is playing with you?” She tries to 

protect her mother from being emotionally and financially exploited by 

the man, yet she fails. Her indignation is not without envy when she 

stands at the door watching her mother having sex with Lin and 

listening to her moaning. To enact revenge on Lin’s possession of her 

mother, He Na resorts to violence. She smashes a chair over his head 
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when he is off guard, which leaves him bleeding. This outburst of 

tension between the two rivals shocks the mother, who slaps her 

daughter’s face and blames her for insane behavior. The male lover is 

the cause of the crack in the mother-daughter bond, depriving it of its 

solidarity and exclusiveness. The crack is conveyed by this slap, but it 

is also visually represented by the accidental ripping of the mother’s 

photo during a quarrel between the mother and daughter over the male 

lover. This photo appears four times in subjective shots from He Na’s 

point of view to emphasize her affection for her mother. Ultimately, He 

Na fixes the ripped photo and draws an intact portrait based on the 

photo, which testifies to her determination to safeguard and maintain 

this homosexual-maternal alliance. 

Such a homosexual-maternal imaginary unfolds visually through 

the erotic symbols of two sea gulls and the ocean, with the latter 

symbolizing the birthplace of all life. Xia Hong has a sea gull tattooed 

on her shoulder, which He Na gazes at fondly as Xia sleeps. This tattoo 

leads to a love fantasy. The overexposure of the sequence indicates that 

this is a dream, in which He Na is taken by the hand by Xia on the 

beach and, with eyes locked on each other, they run toward the sea 

hand-in-hand. To materialize such a fantasy of two girls frolicking in 

the sea, He Na carves the same sea gull on the inside of her thigh, a 

private part of her body holding her secret desire. Besides the sea gull, 

the ocean is something He Na is emotionally attached to, as shown by a 

photo of the sea hanging in her room. It could be interpreted as the 

origin of desire, pleasure and freedom, an archaic maternal space that 

the two sea gulls long to embrace. 

Xia Hong discovers He Na’s tattoo when tucking her in with a 

blanket, and she stays awake making up her mind not to further this 

relationship. This seems to be telepathically communicated to He Na, 

who in the same night has a dream about being almost drowned in the 

rough sea. The previous love fantasy shatters. It is not until the end of 

the film, when He Na receives a letter from Xia Hong, that the symbol 

reappears. The sequence here consists of one photo of the sea from Xia 

Hong’s letter, followed by He Na’s tattoo of sea gulls, which she looks 

at when holding the photo, and then a sea gull flying by in the faraway 

sky under a rainbow. The rainbow recalls Xia Hong’s self-introduction, 

as her name literally means a rainbow in the summer. 
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4.1 He Na caresses Xia Hong’s tattoo of a sea gull. Sweet 

Eighteen (甜蜜 18 岁), directed by He Wenchao, 2012.  

 

 

In contrast to the eroticized depiction of homosexual-maternal 

intimacy, the male lead’s devotion to He Na is de-eroticized, or rather 

invalidated due to potential incest: He Na and Li Cong are actually 

half-brother and -sister. Without being aware of this fact, Li chases He 

Na, yet is largely treated as a common friend. Compared to the 

women’s bonding, the man stands as an outsider. Indeed, Li functions 

as a signifier of the heterosexual norm, reminding Xia Hong now and 

again that her female-female relationship is deviant and marginal. This 

sense of deviance pressures Xia Hong to make the decision to back 

away and give up He Na to Li. However, even after Xia backs out, the 

man fails to fill the vacancy by becoming the reference point of the 

woman’s desire. Rather, his narrative role is rendered impotent when he 

is charged and imprisoned for wounding people in a fight at a night 

club. A couple of years later, in the ending of the film, he is released 

from prison, but this coincides with the resumed connection between 

the two women through a letter from Xia. The reappearance of the love 

symbols of sea gulls and the sea suggests that Li stands no chance. 

With the women’s bond having returned, now more solid due to 

financial independence and adulthood, the sisters’ state is able to banish 

the holder and signifier of the phallus, which is declared illegitimate (as 

half-brother and -sister) and undesirable. 
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Homosexual Normality and the Coming-home Strategy 

Unlike the homoerotic ambiguities in Sweet Eighteen, Fish and 

Elephant was straightforwardly acclaimed as the first lesbian film in 

mainland China, aided by international film festival recognition when it 

won the Elvira Notari prize at the Venice Film Festival. This 16mm 

feature was independently made by Li Yu, an inexperienced director 

who had no idea when making the film that SARFT’s approval would 

be required for both theatrical release and attending international film 

festivals (Wang 2013). The overseas distribution, online accessibility 

and DVD domestic piracy earned this film a large following beyond its 

limited screenings at universities. Listing this film as banned by 

SARFT thus may not be so accurate, but it is true that no lesbian-

identified film has obtained  release approval in mainland China. Fish 

and Elephant tells the story of Xiao Qun, a lesbian-identified woman, 

who convinces her mother of her choice to settle down with her 

girlfriend rather than entering a heterosexual marriage. The narrative 

develops according to marital norms, starting from marriage pressure 

and blind dates, and ending with the mother’s remarriage and 

acceptance of her daughter’s deviance. The accompanying narrative of 

lesbian romance is functional yet not closely explored, borrowing 

instead from the clichés of the heterosexual love story: love at the first 

sight, sex, suspicion of an affair and settling into a stable relationship. 

The narrative commitment to the marital norms and the obscured 

narrative of lesbian romance led some American queer audiences to 

complain that the film was not lesbian enough (Martin 2010, 165). 

Fish and Elephant is unquestionably lesbian because of its use of 

the highly visible markers of lesbian identification and sex. Liang Shi, 

a film scholar, is right in pointing out its unambiguous declaration of 

lesbianism, as distinct from other films about female intimacy. 

However, Liang’s celebration of this film as a groundbreaking 

discovery of the homosexual women who have existed in China 

throughout its history yet been deprived of a voice is problematic 

(Liang 2014). As discussed earlier, self-homosexualization occurred on 

the cusp of the 21st century, but women’s desire for women was not 

new in historical reality; rather, what was new was their sexual 

minority identity. Fish and Elephant, made in 2001, corresponds to a 

period when the Western concept of homosexuality was being 

introduced and localized in mainland China, at a time when the director 

Li Yu sensed more gays and lesbians emerging in her friend circle (Ou 

Yang 2018).  The essentialization of homosexuality as transnational 

and trans-historical prevailed in some film scholars’ analysis of Fish 

and Elephant, leading to a yoking together of Western theory and the 

Chinese film text (Martin 2010; Cui 2011; Liang 2014). Cui Shuqin 

insightfully concludes that the representation of homosexuality in the 
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film is situated “within rather than against heterosexual normality” 

(Cui 2011, 219), but throughout her chapter, she enthusiastically 

pursues the confrontation between homo- and heterosexuality. Her 

distinction between lesbian space as domestic and heterosexual space 

as public and thus legitimate ignores certain sequences, such as the two 

leads walking in the street hand-in-hand and the fact that all three of 

Xiao Qun’s declarations of her preference for women occur in a public 

space. The framework familiar from global queer politics of 

transgressing heteronormativity, which Cui applies, results in certain 

kind of dislocation between her analysis and the film text. 

Attempts to modify the Western framework of lesbian 

representation exemplified by Cui’s research were initiated by Fran 

Martin, who addressed the temporal structure of presentism in Fish and 

Elephant beyond the hetero/homosexual divide. Here, presentism, or 

the present tense, consists of “foreground[ing] the unmistakable 

textures, sounds, and sensory density of everyday life in early-twenty-

first-century Beijing”, which is in contrast to the memorialism, or the 

past tense, in most Taiwanese lesbian films (Martin 2010).  “[T]he 

persistent memorialism of modern Chinese female homoerotic 

representation” is largely confined to the Taiwanese context, where 

stories of the schoolgirl crush proliferate (Martin 2010, 174). The 

presentism in Fish and Elephant cannot constitute a “resistant response 

to persistent memorialism”, suggests Martin, if there is little tradition 

of representing past-tense school girl intimacy in mainland China; such 

a geopolitical  difference cannot  be overcome by simply expanding the 

field to the Chinese-language region (Martin 2010, 174). Rather, 

keeping in mind the cultural and historical specificity of the context, I 

will argue that Fish and Elephant speaks to the lived reality of lesbians 

in mainland China in terms of their experience of homosexual 

normality and their use of the coming-home strategy. Both of these 

formations draw attention to the intersection of sexual identity and 

familial kinship, which is what renders this film typically Chinese, 

even if “not lesbian enough” in the eyes of American spectators. 

Homosexual normality is articulated on two occasions in the film 

when the female protagonist uses the rhetoric of “we are the same” as a 

means of indicating human empathy. On the first occasion, empathy is 

built with a man through a shared preference for women, which 

collapses the distinction between sexual orientations on the basis of a 

shared object. On a blind date arranged by Xiao Qun’s cousin, the 

honesty and frankness of the male grants him an air of trustworthiness 

and hence potential for empathy. Xiao Qun thus tells him 

straightforwardly that she loves women, not men. To solve the date’s 

bewilderment over the meaning of this articulation, she seeks to 

normalize her position by likening it to his own: “I like women just like 
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you do. We are the same.” The boundary between homosexual and 

heterosexual identity is blurred and replaced by the grouping of straight 

man and lesbian on the same ground of being attracted to women. On 

the second occasion, human empathy is rationalized through the 

common pursuit of happiness in the life of both the mother and the 

daughter. In a restaurant scene where the mother reveals her plan to re-

marry with some hesitation due to concern about her daughter’s 

reaction, Xiao Qun instead shows her full support by saying, “I want 

happiness for you”. Aligned by this universal longing, the pursuit of 

happiness is used by Xiao Qun afterwards to confess to her mother her 

own version of bliss: spending her life with her female lover. The 

difference between each of their deviations from marital orthodoxy, 

remarriage for the mother’s generation and a homosexual relationship 

for the younger generation, is brushed aside. Homosexual difference is 

thus dissolved into a shareable position, since everyone embraces some 

deviance in navigating their own life toward happiness. Homosexuality 

is not distinguished from other deviances as long as it is on the right 

track to happiness, so there is no need here for a proud confession of 

sexual identification to segregate oneself as a sexual minority. 

The sense of homosexual normality in this way leads to a 

narrative drive toward coming-home rather than coming-out in Fish 

and Elephant. Homosexuality remains largely a private matter, since 

the visibility and confrontational politics of the LGBT community is 

absent due to social ignorance and a lack of homophobia. The closet 

does not exist to strictly demarcate inside and outside; rather, there is a 

gray area between hiding one’s sexual orientation and confessing. Xiao 

Qun and her girlfriend live under the same roof and hang out hand-in-

hand like any heterosexual couple does. She even does not intend to 

hide her intimacy with her girlfriend when her mother arrives on a visit 

from her distant hometown. The social ignorance of lesbianism actually 

creates space for the expression of women’s desire for women that is 

similar to the heterosexual relationship, except for marriage. In Fish 
and Elephant, moreover, this social ignorance does not necessarily lead 

to homophobia, but rather to tolerant understanding when people are 

informed. After hearing Xiao Qun’s confession of preferring women, 

the male date, surprised and confused, asks her about her blood type. 

Apparently, lesbianism is not understood by the man even as a sexual 

preference. After his suspicion that Xiao Qun is using the woman as an 

excuse to avoid him is cleared up, he proposes to be just friends, a 

gesture of recognizing her difference without intrusion or 

discrimination. The level of social tolerance, however, does not matter 

as much as familial acceptance; this is what Xiao Qun wants to achieve 

and for which she cautiously adopts the strategy of building empathy. 

Although repetitions of saying “I don’t know what you mean” discloses 
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the mother’s bewilderment about how two women are able to build a 

happy family together, she confirms her support later on the phone that 

whatever her daughter chooses must be right. Successful integration 

into familial kinship brings a happy resolution for the female 

protagonists, which is celebrated with passionate love-making in the 

end. The ending, which intercuts the mother’s a wedding ceremony 

with Xiao Qun experiencing sexual pleasure on a bed, is the best 

illustration that everyone deserves a piece of happiness in their own 

way. The daughter’s absence from the mother’s wedding ceremony, 

instead of hinting at potential rifts in the near future, allows the 

simultaneous celebration of one’s joy in marriage and the other’s joy in 

sexual intimacy. If, on the contrary, the film were to end with the two 

female leads attending the mother’s wedding, then this would draw 

attention to the glaring legal absence of gay marriage, a political issue 

which lies beyond the film’s interest in lesbians coming home. 

 

In this chapter, in response to the criminalized representation of 

Chinese lesbians and globalized queer politics, I have proposed a two-

layer framework of love and sexuality to better capture women’s 

passion for women in the indigenous and West-influenced discourses in 

mainland China. Aligned with gender-transcendent love, the Chinese 

consciousness of women loving women is built through the historical 

practice of women’s separatism and women’s writing about a sisters’ 

utopia and female-female romance. This collective consciousness 

influenced the lesbian identification of Chinese women when the 

Western concept of genetic homosexual orientation was introduced on 

the cusp of the 21st century. A sense of homosexual normality and a 

desire for integration into familial kinship bonds are more prominently 

articulated than coming out and resisting heterosexual dominance. The 

same local specificity can be found in female homoerotic cinema as 

well, irrespective of the small field. Among the very limited number of 

films in this sub-genre as a result of censorship, I have identified 

narratives of homosexual-maternal transferability and homosexual 

normality, closely corresponding to the discursive trajectories of 

women’s separatism and Chinese lesbianism. These are lesbian films 

that stay closer to the lived reality of Chinese lesbians, rather than 

appealing to audiences abroad through self-orientalism and the 

hegemonic logic of a global queer politics based on Western notions of 

homo/heterosexual difference. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Intensive Motherhood and Maternal Melodramas 

 

The reality series Dad, Where Are We Going? (爸爸去哪儿 , 

2013-2017) was the highest-rated variety show in China from its debut 

in 2013 until its cancellation some four years later. Its huge popularity 

attracted enough investment from the film industry to land it in the 

cinema, with one film released in 2014 and a sequel in 2015 bearing 

the same title as the TV series. This reality show invited celebrity 

fathers to spend quality time with their children while the mother was 

absent. Its phenomenal prevalence nationwide revealed at least one 

thing, namely, a collective longing and calling for fathers’ participation 

in childcare. Fatherhood, previously defined in terms of men who are 

the financial providers of the family and authoritative decision-makers, 

has undergone explicit changes in social expectation, requiring fathers 

to soften and to share childcare obligations. Such a notion of 

fatherhood is, however, far from being realized in the current domestic 

labor division, which is characterized by “widowed” child-rearing (丧

偶式育儿 ), a metaphorical term widely circulated to refer to the 

father’s absence form child-rearing. By contrast, the caring version of 

fatherhood has been more readily found on screen, as celebrity fathers 

are portrayed picking up domestic responsibility from mothers once 

they return home, which has ignited fantasies of ideal fatherhood and 

revised ideals of masculinity in public discourse. These fantasies have 

been repeatedly woven into chick flicks, as discussed in Chapter Three, 

to present perfect bachelors who cook and lavish paternal care on 

infantilized women. 

The decade’s enthusiasm for depicting fatherhood on screen leads 

to the question: where are the mothers? It is not that mothers 

disappeared completely from the screen, but they have been 

undergoing a substantial decrease in cinematic significance for more 

than a decade. Female representation has instead been dominated by 

young and wrinkle-free, girlish women with faces and figures full of 

collagen. This girlish preference in screenplays and casting prompted 

Haiqing, a well-known middle-aged actress, to voice criticism at the 

award ceremony of the FIRST film festival in 2019. As she pointed out, 

the choice of characters becomes narrower for female actresses over 30. 

They either have to maintain their infantilized role as a girl or end up in 

a minor role as somebody’s mother, who probably has only a few 

spoken lines throughout the film (Zeng 2019). The film industry is 

reluctant to tell an older woman’s story on the assumption that the 
market is not willing to hear such a story. But there has never been a 

lack of older men’s stories. The gender gap between middle-aged 

characters reveals the difference in their representational value. 

https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_4032175
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Middle-aged women have little value because they have passed the 

phase of attracting an audience with their pretty girlish face but have 

failed to build a persona other than as somebody’s mother, in contrast 

to successful older men, who have adventurous stories to tell. The 

mother’s child-rearing life is usually deemed to be domestically bound, 

trivial and tedious, and thus not worth narrating. 

After a decade’s dearth of mothers on screen, however, maternal 

films returned to the cinema in 2018, with the widely acclaimed Lost, 

Found (找到你, 2018). Female directors had ceased to make films 

about the mother-daughter relationship in 2005, after the release of 

Shanghai Women (假装没感觉, 2002), Gone with the One Who Held 

Me the Dearest in the World (世界上最疼我的那个人去了, 2002) and 

Duet (两个人的芭蕾 , 2005). But in 2019/20, four films suddenly 

appeared consecutively, all made by female directors addressing this 

topic: A Dog Barking at the Moon (再见, 南屏晚钟, 2019), Girls 

Always Happy (柔情史, 2019), Send Me to the Clouds (送我上青云, 

2019) and Spring Tide (春潮 , 2020). What is it about maternity 

nowadays that has revived female directors’ interest? How is maternity 

narrated after its long absence? 

To approach this question, this chapter will investigate a shift in 

the motherhood ideal that has been in discursive circulation in 

mainland China from 2000 to 2021, and analyze its corresponding 

representation in maternal melodramas. Through an investigation of 

popular discussions about “intensive motherhood” and the “yummy 

mummy,” I will argue that, although these terms are adopted from the 

West, the discourse of motherhood in mainland China is largely shaped 

locally by education policies, middle-class anxieties, gender norms and 

the neo-liberal marketing that commercializes mother-child relations. 

The new motherhood ideal consolidates the conventional gender 

division of labor, while also modifying the authoritative paradigm of 

the traditional family13. I will also argue that women’s cinema before 

2005 stuck to representations of harmonious mother-daughter 

relationships based on the narrative of a mother’s sacrifice being 

 
13 The phrase ‘traditional family’ is used in this chapter to refer to the conventional 

ethics, gender roles and motherhood paradigms that draw together Confucius 

culture and historical practice in mainland China. It is not my intention to elaborate 

specifically on Confucius ethics here, as Confucianism has permeated China so 

thoroughly for thousands of years as to be the cultural unconscious of its morality, 

philosophy and value systems, Given that Confucianism is the general corpus of 

traditional Chinese culture, it would require the investment of an entire project to 

trace its elusiveness, transitions and revisions, which is not the intention here. For 

those interested in the Confucian influence on Chinese cinema, see “Confucius 

Tradition and the Characteristics of Chinese Cinema” (Yin 2007). 
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rewarded by a daughter’s filial piety. Recent women’s maternal 

melodramas, by contrast, shatter this harmony by exposing the 

emotional manipulativeness of mother-daughter kinship as well as 

criticizing the current modes of the motherhood ideal. Due to the 

distinctive features of maternal melodramas in these two time periods, I 

will conduct a double comparison: one based on generations (of female 

directors) and one based on gender (female in comparison to male 

directors). This method has not used in previous chapters, as the 

generational distinction has not been observed in other sub-genres of 

women’s filmmaking. Similarly, in contrast to other sub-genres under 

discussion, this chapter analyzes a few recent melodramas made by 

male directors which came out in 2018 and 2019, the same period as 

the younger generation of women-directed maternal melodramas 

analyzed here. Both strands reaped high box-office returns and strong 

ratings from audiences, but the narratives of the male-directed 

melodramas consistently force a confession of guilt from the mother 

for failing in her conventional mothering obligation, a storyline which 

largely departs from the narratives in women’s cinema. Of course, such 

a distinction should not be extended to a narrative division between 

male and female directors, as the samples from the male-directed 

corpus are far from exhaustive; nevertheless, the distinction is worth 

analyzing to better comprehend the feminist edge of women’s cinema. 

 

The Shift to Intensive Motherhood: Political Economy, 

Marketization of Education and the Tiger Mother 

Intensive motherhood is a concept established by Sharon Hays to 

refer to a form of mothering which is labor- and emotionally intensive 

(Hays 1996). The notion has been adopted by Chinese scholars since 

the 2010s to explain a similar social phenomenon in mainland China 

and has penetrated the mainstream media ever since. Despite sharing 

similar features with its Western counterparts, the discussion of 

intensive motherhood in mainland China is heavily engaged with the 

political-economic structure, middle-class status, education policy and 

mothers’ lived experience in the local context. 

The social construction of motherhood underwent a rupture after 

1978. The socialist era witnessed a rise of working mothers due to a 

substantial increase in women’s employment during industrialization. 

In the identity of the working mother, “working” was emphasized and 

“mother” was, in contrast, downplayed (Jin 2003, 58). A mother’s 

value was defined by her public labor rather than her domestic 

mothering (Jin 2003, 58). A considerable portion of mothering was 

shared by the government through the public child-rearing system in 

urban working units, with the notion that children belonged to the state, 

as manifested in the popular phrase, “children are the nation’s flowers 
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and successors of communism” (Jin 2003, 58). 

After public childcare was gradually withdrawn in the 1980s, 

child-raising was privatized into the domestic sphere and gradually fell 

to the responsibility of mothers. Based on the survey regarding Chinese 

Women’s Social Status, the employment rate of urban women aged 

between 18 and 64 was 63.7% in 2000 and 60.8% in 2010, representing 

a substantial drop from 76.3% in 1990 (“The Main Data” 2001; Song 

2013, 7). Women’s withdrawal from the labor market was primarily 

caused by the mother’s childcare obligations (Jin & Yang 2015, 64). 

For highly educated urban women aged 18-29, childcare duties 

constituted the sole reason for their unemployment (Jin & Yang 

2015,64). Required to focus their education and skills on the domestic 

sphere, they constituted a group of mothers who made education their 

home-profession (Jin & Yang 2015,64). 

The responsibility for children’s education was assigned to 

motherhood in the 21st century due to the higher level of women’s 

education and the marketization of education in China since the 1990s. 

To obtain the best educational resources for their children in the 

education market, mothers now play the major role in tutoring and 

managing the child’s educational plan, including shadow education, the 

supplementary education outside of the school curriculum. According 

to a survey, approximately 72% of women confirmed that they made a 

major contribution to children’s daily care and 42% to tutoring children, 

compared to that of men at 10.0% and 17.0%, respectively (Xu & Ye 

2016). Generally speaking, motherhood has been increasingly 

burdened in recent decades, following the withdrawal of public 

childcare and the extension of domestic childcare to the educational 

function. 

Although the Chinese government emphasizes its effort to 

promote educational equality, the marketization of education is 

expanding. The competition for quality educational resources has 

escalated, as education has been largely treated as the determinant that 

decides future success and class mobility in this knowledge economy 

since the middle of the 1990s, after the prevalence of the “useless 

education” mindset in the 1980s when the new-rich without much 

educational background rose in the market economy (Qian 2004, 195). 

The result of educational competition relies heavily on the cultural and 

financial capital of parents (Jin & Yang 2015, 63). This coincides with 

the concept of the “educational parentocracy” proposed by Brown, 

“where a child's education is increasingly dependent upon the wealth 

and wishes of parents, rather than the ability and efforts of pupils” 

(1990, 66). It is fair to say that tiger parenting, which entitles the 

mother to program the education of her children (including the level of 

excellence), is one of the major demonstrations of such a parentocracy. 
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As Jin Yihong points out, this parentocracy comprises class 

hierarchies as well as a biased gender structure, the latter of which is 

easily overlooked (Jin & Yang 2015, 63). As the educational role is 

usually shouldered by mothers in China, the parentocacy can be 

narrowed down to the popular term “competition amongst mothers” 

(拼妈), in contrast to the other term “competition amongst fathers” (拼

爹 ), which refers to children’s reliance on family privilege. 

Competition amongst mothers discloses the changes in the motherhood 

ideal in recent decades according to three perspectives. First, 

motherhood is intensified dramatically to cover child-rearing, 

educational planning, organizing children’s social events and paying 

tuition – in a word, being the super-mom. Intensive involvement with 

children without the tasks being shared by fathers inevitably reinforces 

the conventional gender division of labor, in which mother’s labor is 

not financially rewarded and thus under-valued (Jin & Yang 2015, 63). 

The social expectation of the father’s having a position in public and 

the mother’s having a position in the domestic realm is thus more 

entrenched, as shown in a survey that confirmed this gendered division 

of labor to be endorsed by 54.8% women in 2010, a 4.4% increase 

compared to that in 2000 (Song & Zhen 2013, 14). Second, the main 

emphasis of this competitive motherhood falls on children’s education, 

which was unimaginable in the dynastic past when women were 

generally illiterate. Moreover, it was not practiced in the socialist era, 

when children’s education was largely considered a responsibility of 

the government. In the 21st century, along with the marketization of 

education, the overwhelming educational responsibility pressures 

mothers into the role of “professional educational brokers”, who 

manage the performance of their children in the educational market as 

a business (Yang 2018, 79). The tasks in their job descriptions range 

from gathering information about educational products and targeted 

school requirements, to tailoring private training outside of school and 

maintaining social networks with teachers and school leaders (Yang 

2018, 79). Third, motherhood produces a high degree of anxiety among 

mothers, especially middle-class mothers, who strive for better 

educational resources to prevent a decline in the class status in their 

children. Such anxieties also result from the conflict between 

expectations of self-sacrificing nurturance and the autonomy of highly 

educated urban women (Jin & Yang 2015, 65). 

It is true that intensive motherhood consolidates the conventional 

gender division of labor by involving mothers more heavily in 

domestic responsibilities; however, it is wary of the traditional mother-

child relationship. With parents assuming authority and children being 
obedient, such an authoritative mother-child relationship is widely 

interpreted by teachers, education experts and parents in the mass 
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media as notoriously “Chinese-style”, a backward tradition to be 

discarded. This is manifested in the controversial reception of tiger 

mothering in mainland China.  “Tiger mother” is a contemporary term 

that reflects the extension of motherhood into education. It was coined 

by Amy Chua in her publication Battle Hymn of Tiger Mother in 2011. 

As exemplified by Chua’s memoir about educating her two daughters 

in the U.S., “tiger mothers are mothers of Chinese (or other ethnic) 

origin who are highly controlling and authoritarian, denying their 

children free time, play dates, and extracurricular activities in order to 

drive them to high levels of success at any cost” (Juang, Qin & Park 

2013, 2). The “tiger mother” is generally deemed a type of demanding 

and harsh parenting, which is in sharp contrast to the softer parenting in 

the West with an emphasis on nurturing children’s individuality. 

Although Chua’s parenting style seemed to be misfit with the 

mainstream values of Western parenting, Battle Hymn surprisingly 

topped the bestsellers and ignited debates and reflections in many 

Western countries. 

Battle Hymn was simultaneously released in mainland China in 

2011. Although the cover of the Chinese-language version touted that 

Eastern parents are better than their Western counterparts in parenting, 

it seems that no one believed it. The Chinese media was dominated by 

the opposite opinion, namely that the tiger mother, as a representative 

of traditional Chinese parenting, should neither be promoted nor copied. 

Xin Jingbao Newspaper ( 新 京 报 ) published an article with a 

straightforward title, “We Don’t Need Tiger Mother”. Evening News 

(新闻晚报 ) even ridiculed the book title, which the article called 

“Elegy of Chinese Mother”. Chinese ethnicity was also highlighted in 

the Chinese media, but it was largely positioned in terms of the 

superior Western vs. inferior Chinese model of education, a notion 

basically rationalized and entrenched in the economic gap between 

China and the West. Since the 1990s, media discussion had often 

valued supportive parenting with a focus on children’s individuality 

and creativity, labelling it as the American mode. This American 

fantasy echoed with the publisher’s strategy of promoting the sales of 

Battle Hymn in mainland China. In the Chinese-language version, the 

title was translated as “I Practice Mothering in the US” (我在美国做妈

妈), in which “US” is apparently intended to be an eye-catching word 

in its marketing. Moreover, a subtitle was added, “A Parenting 

Guidebook from a Law Professor at Yale University”, which built up 

Chua’s authority based on a Chinese fantasy about the American Ivy 

League. On the book cover, the image of Amy Chua was backgrounded 
by an American national flag, which took up one third of the page. The 

obvious “Americanness” is in sharp contrast with “Chineseness” in the 
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English version, whose cover is characterized by Chinese-red, a 

Chinese seal and Chinese calligraphy. It is fair to say that different 

marketing strategies fed into different fantasies: Chinese fantasies of 

American superiority on the one hand and American’s stereotypes of 

high-achieving Chinese students on the other. 

The strategy of highlighting Americanness surely boosted sales. 

15,000 copies were sold within six months of publication, but the 

media coverage in China was not positive. Chinese readers dismissed 

Chua’s tiger mothering because they were reluctant to believe in 

traditional Chinese parenting. But barely any person raised the question, 

does Chua’s tiger mothering really represent Chinese mothering, as she 

claimed in her book? To what extent is she Chinese except for her 

Chinese face? Throughout the book, the aspirational upper-middle-

class, American-born woman demonstrates how she disciplines her 

daughters to attain their success in order to prevent class decline. It is 

true that her controlling parenting style exists among Chinese-

Americans, yet it is “not the most common parenting profile” (Kim, 

Wang, Orozco-Lapray, Shen & Murtuza, 2013, 16). Of course, it exists 

among other kinds of Americans as well, but not prevalently. Chua’s 

insistence on her Chinese background re-entrenched the stereotype of 

Chinese parenting as authoritarian and Western parenting as permissive. 

This stereotype is so internalized among Chinese that few people 

doubted the ethnocentrism embedded in this discursive construction. 

As pointed out by Ruth Chao, while Chinese parenting is usually 

diagnosed as “authoritarian” and “restrictive” in Western academia, 

Chinese students’ high academic performance contradicted the 

common belief in the West that authoritarian parenting leads to “poor 

school performance” (Chao 1994, 1111). She suggested delinking 

authoritarianism and Chinese parenting, and substituting Western 

parameters of authoritarian, authoritative14  and permissive parenting 

modes with local conceptions. 

The better approach, I suggest, would be to replace the East-West 

comparison with the local framework, which requires analysis of the 

shift in family ethics and notions of motherhood instead of 

essentializing Chinese style as being monolithic irrespective of where it 

takes place. The generational change in parenting in China is 

substantial. The mother subjects who are actively involved in the public 

discussion of intensive motherhood are largely women born in the 

1970s and 1980s, who grew up in the neo-liberal market economy 

 
14 Chao adopted Baunrind’s conceptions to define authoritarian parenting as 

“reflecting unquestioning obedience to parents”, and authoritative mode as 

“reflecting parental expectations for mature behavior and encouragement of open 

two-way communications between parents and children” (1994, 1111).  
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when individualism and liberalism were gaining strength. When they 

became mothers, they were motivated to practice parenting differently 

from what they had received from their parents, who grew up in the 

socialist era. Authoritative parenting certainly was one of the common 

features of conventional mothering; nevertheless, free-range parenting 

in a non-intensive manner was also typical in the multi-children family 

in the socialist era, when parents devoted themselves to work and left 

children to public care (Jin 2013). But the former has been particularly 

targeted in the current discussion about Chinese-style tiger mothering 

in need of urgent change. When Huang Lan, the producer of the hit TV 

show Tiger Mother, Cat Father (虎妈猫爸 , 2015), talked in an 

interview about her motivation for making this TV series, she spoke for 

the generation of the 1970s/1980s and proposed a transition from tiger 

mothering to equality-based permissive mothering, a better option as 

testified by her own experience (Wu 2015). Such a transition does not 

contradict the energy-demanding maternal obligation; rather, it is an 

important component of the current discussion of intensive motherhood. 

But it does reflect that the new generation of women is departing from 

their mothers in the expectations of the mother-child relationship, the 

boundaries of kinship and the value of individualism. 

 

Yummy Mummy and Consumerist Pseudo-feminism 

If the call to revise tiger mothering is grounded in the imagination 

of conventional authoritative parenting, then the other heated 

discussion encompasses the so-called “yummy mummy” as the counter 

to traditional (working-class) mothers as haggard mothers (黄脸婆) 

who have failed to maintain their feminine charm by using cosmetics 

and staying in shape. The term “yummy mummy” started to circulate in 

the West at the end of 20th century, often associated in the beginning 

with celebrity mothers such as Victoria Beckham and Elizabeth Hurley. 

It was generally used to signify “a type of mother who is sexually 

attractive and well-groomed, and who knows the importance of 

spending time on herself” (Littler 2013, 227). According to Jo Littler, 

the narratives of the yummy mummy in celebrity guidebooks and hen 

lit novels are characterized by four features: “more of a desired than a 

desiring subject”, privileged class identity, “infantilized woman in need 

of paternal rescue” and disavowal of environmental ecology due to her 

faith in consumption (2013, 231-235). In most feminist critiques, the 

phenomenon of the yummy mummy is situated within the neo-liberal 

economy, which celebrates women’s self-empowerment through 

consumption by presenting hyper-femininity. This new pattern of 

maternity “falsely universalizes middle-class femininity, reproducing 
the postfeminist myth of ‘have it all femininity’” while “mask[ing] 

structural inequality within neo-liberalism” (Allen & Osgood 2009, 7). 



127 

 

In the Chinese context, La Ma (辣妈), literally meaning “spice 

mom”, is an equivalent to the yummy mummy. It is claimed, without 

evidence, that it was coined to refer to Victoria Beckham after she gave 

birth to a baby. The earliest use of this term in print media can be 

traced back to the translation of the film title Freaky Friday in 2003 to 

La Ma La Mei (辣妈辣妹), literally meaning spice mom and spice girl 

(Shen 2014, 71). As an extension of the spice girl into motherhood, La 

Ma in the film is narrated through her rejuvenation in her own 

daughter’s body. As signified by La Ma, the yummy mummy in the 

Chinese context emphasizes the well-maintained, slim and hot figure of 

young mothers. Although related to Western popular culture and 

fashion at the its beginning, this term was soon appropriated by 

consumerist feminism and local business. Its subjects shifted from 

celebrity mothers to ordinary mothers in 2007 (Shen 2014, 72), as 

shown by increasing media reports that emphasized yummy-mummy 

status as reproducible and attainable through self-management and 

consumption of particular products. As the year 2007 coincided with 

the public claim of “the arrival of the her-economy”, it is fair to say 

that the yummy mummy is a lucrative concept envisioned by corporate 

business to deliberately create a targeted customer group for their 

products. 

As the applicability of the yummy mummy extended to 

potentially every young mother, this term was loosened from its strict 

standards of female desirability to become a general reference to young 

mothers (Shen 2014, 73). However, it did not mean that the yummy 

mummy was hollowed out of its connotations; rather, I will argue, its 

connotation became more fluid, which relied heavily on how 

commercials nurtured and targeted certain customer groups and how 

media appropriated this term to garner people’s attention. For example, 

the yummy mummy could be the mother who consumes certain brands 

of cosmetics, weight-loss and plastic surgery products, imported milk 

powder and infant products. It could also be the football-fan mother 

who breast-fed her baby on the site of a football match or a mother who, 

during the coronavirus self-quarantine, cloud-danced online (Luo 2020). 

Although its connotation is rather fluid, the yummy mummy 

subjects could be defined as largely middle-class and higher-class 

urban young mothers. These are generally the same subjects of 

consumerist pseudo-feminism mentioned earlier in the Chapter Three, 

except that the latter are women with babies. Indeed, the yummy 

mummy is well situated within the discursive circulation of 

consumerist pseudo-feminism. Young mothers, like young middle-class 

women in general, are celebrated as empowered, autonomous and 
aspirational subjects, while at the same time masking the fact that the 

political and economic institutional changes that are crucial for 

https://finance.sina.com.cn/event/2020-03-20/doc-iimxyqwa2041823.shtml
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women’s empowerment lag far behind the dazzling rhetoric of freedom 

of choice. 

Yummy mummies thus embody the freedom of choice through 

performing hyper-femininity, maintaining sexual desirability, managing 

a middle-class lifestyle and designing a child-nurturing self-

presentation. Of course, they outshine those haggard mothers who, as 

representatives of the lower-class and traditional mothers, sacrifice 

themselves in taking care of their children and fail to love themselves. 

But the yummy mummy is still situated in the same domestic norms, 

which insist on women’s exclusive or predominant childcare obligation. 

While in the social sphere the government infinitely postpones public 

support for childcare even after its implementation of the two-children 

policy in 2015, in the media representation of the yummy mummy, 

women’s ever-lasting predicament of balancing family and career while 

waiting for a revision of domestic gender roles is barely mentioned 

(Shen 2014, 74-75). 

Rather, some of the conventional rules of motherhood are 

reinforced and naturalized. Even the most subversive strength of the 

yummy mummy, that is, being sexually desirable, as opposed to the 

traditional asexual mother, is very likely a compulsory strategy. A 

substantial amount of the coverage of the yummy mummy illustrates 

the importance of remaining young and beautiful, thus desired by her 

husband, in order to secure her place in the battle with potential 

mistresses (Shen 2014, 75). Married women’s emotional and financial 

reliance on their husbands is thus stereotyped in the widely 

disseminated trope of “yummy mummy fighting mistress”. This cliché 

of women competing with each other for a man’s favor extends back to 

the patriarchal logic of the dynastic period, when the marital institution 

of concubinage constructed the husband as a central resource to be 

distributed among several women. Although this polygyny was 

superseded by monogamy, the institution of concubinage was passed 

down through the social construction of masculinity with a focus on 

virility, which encouraged elite men to have “kept” women, such as a 

mistress and courtesan. Explicitly, the desirable yummy mummy is not 

capable of subverting such a power relationship; instead, she 

internalizes the concubinage culture and redirects the blame for her 

injury from the power center to her own peers, the kept women at the 

periphery. 

 

Maternal and Paternal Tropes in Family Melodramas Made by 

Male Directors 

If Dad, Where Are We Going? creates a call for the father’s return 

to domestic care or, from the perspective of kids, a trope of children 

looking for their father’s care, then the maternal melodramas made by 
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male directors could be summed up in another trope: mother looking 

for her daughter. Film titles such as Lost, Found and Wish You Were 

Here (在乎你, 2019), with their Chinese titles literally meaning “find 

you” and “care about you” respectively, establish an intimate 

relationship with a focus on “you”, the daughter. The mother, the 

subject of “find” and “care”, is anxiously looking for her daughter, as 

manifested in the repeated questions “where are you” in both of the 

films. With the paternal trope, the father’s domestic involvement is 

called for; however, the father’s willingness to echo this call is 

undefined. In contrast, with the maternal trope, as the mother’s 

domestic obligation has long been ingrained in the Chinese culture, the 

guilt felt by mothers as a result of any departure from the conventional 

norm automatically pressures mothers back to the norm. They don’t 

have to be reminded or reprimanded. They simply return to maternal 

duty with full consciousness of their failure. Therefore, guilt stands as 

the keyword of the maternal trope, which warns successful and 

aspirational professional women that their priority should always be 

family commitment. Such a maneuver of “scal[ing] back the power and 

agency of the professional woman” is recurrent in maternal 

melodramas directed by men, which is certainly not confined to chick 

flicks, as discussed in Chapter Three (Negra 2009, 21). 

But it is not so easy to activate a mother’s guilt in the current 

social context, in which striving for a balance between mothering and 

career, no matter how hard it might be, is normalized. In Lost, Found, 
the mother’s guilt for failing her maternal obligation is provoked by the 

dramatic incident of her daughter being kidnapped by her nanny. There 

is no blame on the career mother who hires a nanny to assist with day-

care, until the nanny is proved untrustworthy. Thus, the mother’s guilt 

for failing to provide full-time childcare is justified by an extreme case 

of crime; otherwise, it would be deemed an excessive requirement for a 

professional woman to manage the childcare by herself. If, at the 

beginning, the guilt is imposed on the mother, it builds gradually until 

she internalizes it. In Lost, Found, everybody blames the mother, 

including her husband and her mother-in-law. The guilt engulfs her 

eventually when even the nanny blames her for leaving the childcare 

responsibilities to a nanny. The kidnapping actually serves as a warning 

to unqualified mothers. The effect of such a warning is compounded by 

a eulogy to a sacrificing mother figure, the nanny, who commits suicide 

in the end to be reunited with her own daughter in heaven. 

If the mother’s guilt is carefully implanted into the female 

protagonist in Lost, Found, it is naturalized in Wish You Were Here. 

Throughout of the film, the successful fashion designer suffers from 
guilt about an abortion when she was younger, a choice made to 

prioritize her career development. She has constant nightmares of 
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looking for her unborn daughter in the diegetic reality and has 

hallucinations about her daughter’s living in this world yet blaming her 

mother for abandoning her, in a parallel storyline of illusion. Her guilt 

is so intense that she decides to drown herself in an ice lake. The 

sequence of sinking into the water metaphorically bonds mother and 

daughter together, when the mother is portrayed curling up in the blue 

water as a fetus in a womb. However, even the death bonding fails to 

relieve the mother’s guilt. She is still trapped in the storyline of 

hallucination after being saved, attending her unborn daughter’s 

coming-of-age ceremony. Such a narrative cautions the female 

audience that failing or denying maternal obligation takes a woman’s 

lifetime to repent, no matter how successful she is in society. 

The maternal trope of the mother’s shift of focus back to 

childcare out of guilt discloses men’s anxieties about self-fulfilling 

women, who tend to prioritize their career development over 

motherhood. As more highly educated women reach reproductive age, 

an enduring sense of naturalized motherhood is being challenged, to 

some extent, by the idea that to mother or not could be optional. This is 

demonstrated in the far lower number of newborn babies than 

anticipated after the implementation of the two-children policy (Ye 

2014, 60). In the current gender norms of consumerist feminism, where 

the rhetoric of women’s freedom of choice sounds politically correct, it 

is not possible to usher women back to domesticity without causing 

controversy, as male intellectuals brought up the conventional gender 

division of labor in the 1990s (see Chapter One). Therefore, guilt is 

exploited as a narrative strategy to implicitly remind women of 

feminism’s losses as a result of feminist victories, and, of course, these 

losses have to be reflected and compensated for by women. Although 

both of the maternal melodramas discussed here aimed to reach out to 

female audience by resonating with their dilemmas of mothering, they 

hardly speak for women. Out of ignorance or negligence, neither of 

them questions the social and political causes of the mothering 

dilemmas, or suggests that parenting responsibility be shared by men or 

the government; instead, guilt is feminized and foregrounded as 

personal, which pressures female individuals to work out their own 

solutions. 

It is interesting to note that, probably out of dissatisfaction with 

flawed motherhood, there appeared a narrative of model fathering as a 

substitute for mothering in Looking Up (银河补习班 , 2019), an 

extension of the nurturing father. In this film, the father, departing from 

the traditional authoritative portrayal, devotes himself to rearing and 

educating his son in a daddy-as-pal manner. The mother is 
marginalized by excluding her from the father-son family in the 

narrative of her remarriage and her old-fashioned educational concepts, 
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although she is a caring mother. An ideal fatherhood is thus established 

through the narrative of the father’s successful replacement of the 

maternal role. It may be worth celebrating, but it is rendered more like 

a performance of a super-father who must teach the mother what counts 

as proper child-rearing. 

Does this revised fatherhood and masculinity in cinematic 

representation curtail the father’s power and consequently modify the 

patriarchal logic? Not necessarily. In Looking Up, the father acts like a 

savior, who saves his son from parental loss and brings him up to be a 

successful astronaut. The father also saves his life by encouraging him 

to activate his independent thinking to escape from an engulfing flood, 

while the mother is portrayed in front of the TV watching flood reports, 

anxious yet helpless. This logic of father-as-savior is repeated in Zhang 

Yimou’s film Coming Back (归来, 2014). After the Cultural Revolution, 

the father comes back home, exonerated from his alleged crime. He 

forgives his daughter, who betrayed him during the Cultural Revolution, 

and relieves her guilt. As pointed out by Dai Jinhua, allegorically the 

father stands as an authority to declare his forgiveness of crimes 

committed in that era as well as the whole revolutionary history (Dai 

2015, 101). He reincorporates his daughter, the previous betrayer, back 

into his power order. Thus, the father reestablishes his authority in the 

name of paternal love (Dai 2015, 104). As observed by Dai, the 

narratives of more vulnerable, softer and caring fatherhood constitute 

the variations of patriarchy in today’s China (Dai 2015, 104). The 

patriarchal institution is hardly changed; nevertheless, it is more easily 

accepted with its amiable and caring halo, which prevents us from 

detecting the depths of its power hierarchies. 

 

Narrative Paradigms of Maternity in Women’s Cinema 

There seems to be a clear division between maternal narratives in 

women’s cinema before 2005 and after 2018. In films such as Shanghai 

Women, Gone with the One Who Held Me the Dearest in the World and 

Duet, the mother-daughter bond is still solid, unquestioned and 

unconditionally affectionate. Such bonding usually foregrounds the 

mutual emotional and material reliance on each other. In Duet, for 

instance, the female protagonist adopts a baby daughter. A classical 

eulogy of maternal love is composed through a narrative in which 

mother toils to make ends meet and brings up her daughter with leg 

problems to be a ballet dancer. The mother-daughter bond is portrayed 

in their physical inseparability; that is, the mother acts as her 

daughter’s legs by carrying her on her back wherever she goes. The 

bond is also spiritual, as manifested in the narrative of maternal 
sacrifice being rewarded, in which the mother’s dream of being a ballet 

dancer is fulfilled by her daughter. This maternal narcissism, defined in 
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Karen Horney’s words as “the mother’s projecting on to the child her 

own unfulfilled desires” (Kaplan 2013,107), goes smoothly without 

any dispute from the child, thanks to the narrative focus on overcoming 

obstacles such as leg disease, which enables cooperation between 

mother and daughter. This kind of cooperation is also seen in Shanghai 

Women. In this film the mother-daughter bond is consolidated by going 

through hardship together, that is, looking for a place to settle down 

after the mother’s divorce. In Gone, the emotional connection between 

mother and daughter proves irreplaceable when the daughter fears 

losing her mother to a mental disease and is desperate to save her. This 

narrative of  affectionate bonding comprises nostalgic memories of the 

mother, the daughter’s care for her sick mother in the present, and 

finally her guilt at failing to save her mother’s life. 

The mother-daughter bond characterized by the mother’s 

devotion and the daughter’s filial piety is depicted within a female 

space exclusive of men. In Duet, the father is irrelevant, as he is merely 

mentioned as having passed away outside of the hometown. The 

woman’s adoption of a child occurs after his death. In Shanghai Women, 

the father is not emotionally reliable either as a husband or as a father, 

as he cheats on his wife and barely communicates with his daughter. 

His existence is proved redundant when his proposal for a restoration 

of the marriage is rejected by his daughter and later by his wife. It is his 

financial contribution to the purchase of a small apartment for his wife 

and daughter in the end of the story that really matters; however, he is 

excluded from this newly settled female space. The zero emotional 

connection is echoed in Gone, in which the husband is warned away 

from trying to share a woman’s love for her mother. In a sequence at 

breakfast, the female protagonist rushes to place a piece of egg in her 

mother’s bowl, afraid that all of the egg will be eaten up by her 

husband. Intriguingly, the man is positioned as an outsider and intruder 

to the mother-daughter alliance. 

While, within a horizontal familial structure, men are banished 

from the mother-daughter relationship, there is instead a vertical depth 

of female alliance consisting of three generations of women created in 

each of these films. Duet opens and ends with a first-person narrative 

presented by the female protagonist’s granddaughter. It is through her 

perspective on her grandmother’s sacrifice that is acknowledged and 

eulogized. In Gone, the granddaughter’s return home from abroad 

implies the repetition of the cycle of the daughter’s filial piety. After 

the death of her own mother, the female protagonist collapses at the 

end of the story, while her own daughter arrives to give her emotional 

support. In Shanghai Women, the generational alliance takes the form 

of the grandmother sheltering her daughter and granddaughter at her 

place. With the mother and the grandmother sleeping in the bed and the 
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daughter on the floor, the female space connects three women together 

who share the fate of women’s vulnerability resulting from entrenched 

unequal gender norms while also aligning them in resistance and 

mutual care. The mother-daughter bonding is thus extended to an 

inheritance between three generations of women, which creates a 

consecutive, repeatable and a-historical cycle of women’s intimate 

relationships. 

This kind of mother-daughter bond cracks in recently released 

women’s films. The narrative paradigm shifts from an idealized peace 

orchestrated by maternal sacrifice and filial piety to escalating conflicts 

between a mother and daughter who torture and consume each other. 

These recent female directors seem determined to both shatter the myth 

of the good-mother and good-daughter living happily together, and to 

reveal the real intimacy that they have experienced as a daughter. As 

stated by Mingming Yang, the director of Girls Always Happy (an 

explicit parody of fantasized mother-daughter bonding), she refuses to 

gloss over the brutality of family life. Instead, she reflects on and 

critiques the mother-daughter relationship with compassion (“Mom” 

2019). The big gap between the maternal melodramas in the early 

2000s and late 2010s could be accounted for by the generational 

change of directors and the rise of the new discourse of intensive 

motherhood. The previous films were made by directors born in the 

1950s and 1960s. Although Gone with the One Who Held Me the 

Dearest in the World was directed by Ma Liwen, born in 1971, it was 

adapted from the novel written by Zhang Jie, a renowned female writer 

born in the 1930s. The recent maternal melodramas are made by female 

directors born in the 1970s and 1980s. As discussed in the previous 

section, these women have more pro-liberal values and are motivated 

to depart from the authoritative parenting they received in their 

childhood, which is stereotyped as a “Chinese-style mother-daughter 

relationship” by directors, audiences and film critics in the media 

coverage. 

If these female directors position themselves as telling the truth, 

then their disclosure of this truth has at least two effects. On the one 

hand, it spurs reflection on the merit of representing conventional 

motherhood in terms of self-sacrifice, as acclaimed in earlier women’s 

cinema, by laying bare the mother’s use of sacrifice to emotionally 

kidnap her daughter. On the other hand, it resists the increasingly 

pressure-laden expectation of ideal motherhood in family melodramas 

directed by men. Men’s anxieties over feminist gains which allow 

mothers to focus on career development rather than dedicating 

themselves to childcare are exposed as being misleading. Far from 

being powerful, stay-at-home mothers in women’s cinema are depicted 

as being financially dependent and professionally unfulfilled. The 
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powerlessness of mothers in late middle-age, as shown in these films, 

results from their confinement to domesticity. 

Through analysis of Send Me to the Clouds, Girls Always Happy 
and Spring Tide, I find two narratives that critique the inherent 

deficiency of the yummy mummy and the tiger mother tropes. The first 

is about the infantilized yummy mummy seeking agency during a 

middle-age crisis, which exposes her sexual objectification when she 

attempts to extend her desirability outside of her marriage. The other 

depicts the mother’s manipulation of her daughter’s life, resulting from 

the mother’s demand for her daughter’s filial piety, which escalates into 

conflicts between socialist and liberal values. 

 

The Narrative of Seeking Maternal Agency 

One of the major narratives of the mother in recent women-

directed cinema is looking for her lost self while undergoing a mid-life 

crisis. This narrative is rare in other forms of Chinese cinema, as the 

mother figure usually serves as an allegory or a stereotypical symbol in 

the narrative, such as sacrificing mother, which deprives her of agency. 

A mother’s value is always relational to her children, her family and 

her nation; therefore, her independent agency is neglected or equated 

with the achievements of her children. However, if the nurturing bond 

with her daughter cracks and she is rejected by her daughter, a highly-

educated and self-reliant professional, then the vacuum of meaning in 

the mother’s life starts biting at her. In women’s cinema of this kind, 

the camera is positioned from the daughter’s point of view, to give the 

autonomy back to the mother to embark on her self-finding trip. In 

Send Me to the Clouds, such a trip involves looking for love beyond the 

husband. 

In Send Me to the Clouds, Liang, the mother, declares her 

intention to leave home to look for her authentic self. This occurs at the 

time of her menopause, when she realizes that, along with the flight of 

youth, her life is hollowed out of meaning. She has failed to build 

anything in life for herself, such as career, financial security, hobbies  

or a social circle. She is not needed by anyone: her daughter, Shen Nan 

(literally meaning “excelling men”), is a busy journalist, her husband 

has cheated for decades, and her beloved dog is missing. This is a 

typical characterization of the mother whose life has been confined to 

conventional gender norms. She was only nineteen when she married 

the head of the factory and became a housewife raising her child. Her 

career ceased during her internship and she has been isolated from 

society since then. When she decides to walk out of her house, she ends 

up following her daughter to watch her interview an elderly man living 

in the mountains. Her trip to find agency runs in parallel with her 

daughter’s developing sexual subjectivity, but their trajectories vary 
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tremendously due to their different value systems. 

The historical depth of the mother is restored through talks about 

memories from the past, but the prevalent discourse of socialist 

feminism seems barely to have left any traces on Liang, even though 

she grew up in the socialist era. She is more shaped by the values of 

consumerism, as manifested in her exquisite make-up, obsession with 

skin maintenance and plastic surgery. The characterization of Liang 

coincides with the cultural representation of the yummy mummy, 

which fuses middle-class privilege and “sexualized objectification with 

infantilization” (Littler 2013, 234). Although Liang is not a typical 

yummy mummy, as she seems to be past the yummy age, she embodies 

these three discursive trajectories of the yummy mummy. Aside from 

middle-class privilege and sexualized objectification, infantilization 

refers to the yummy mummy who tends to display childishness and 

vulnerability, and needs to be mothered by a paternal figure or her 

children. In Send, Liang is often dressed in pink and pouts to get what 

she needs: “hug hug” or “come to mummy’s bed”. She is called by her 

name rather than ‘mom’ by her daughter, who covers her with a blanket 

during the bus trip and hides her own cancer from her mother due to 

concerns about the latter’s fragility. 

As for sexualized objectification, the discursive construction of 

the yummy mummy comprises codes of femininity and expressions of 

female sexuality. “Its preferred mode of femininity is ultrafeminine”, 

which celebrates “being well-groomed, wearing good fashionable 

clothes, and being very slim” (Littler 2013, 230). In Send, the 

cosmetically refined mother is in obvious contrast with her 

androgynously dressed daughter; in a sequence where they meet, Sheng 

Nan bears bruises on face after fighting a man with mental illness when 

on a journalism assignment, while Liang has swollen lips after 

excessive lip injections, a two-for-one promotion. Such a contrast in 

appearance displays two distinctive bodies shaped by feminism and 

consumerism, respectively. Divergent understandings of femininity and 

gender norms embedded in these two value systems are manifested in 

different behaviors by the mother and daughter. In the bus sequence, 

Liang asks Sheng Nan to put a heavy bag on the upper shelf and she 

manages to do so. What Liang actually wants is for her daughter to ask 

a favor from a male passenger instead of doing the manual labor herself. 

The gender division of labor is firmly implanted in the mother, who 

knows very well the tactics of trading a woman’s delicacy for a man’s 

chivalry, a practice encouraged by patriarchal norms. Apparently, this 

does not fits with Sheng Nan’s feminist values, which reveals the 

power hierarchies behind such a feminine trick. 

Another aspect of sexualized objectification is manifested in the 

yummy mummy’s circumscribed sexuality, as being “more of a desired 
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than a desiring subject” (Littler 2013, 231). In the film, the narrative of 

the mother’s seeking agency could be recoded as her seeking for her 

desirable self. This is contrasted by the parallel narrative of her 

daughter’s building a desiring subjectivity for herself, which was 

addressed in Chapter Two. Montages parallel the daughter’s search for 

sexual subjectivity with her mother’s love adventure outside of 

marriage. Measured against liberal feminist parameters, this love 

adventure lacks full self-motivation and subjectivity. From the moment 

she meets Li, the older man, Liang is portrayed within his gaze. She 

lowers her eyes, blushes and takes pleasure in being appreciated. Her 

self-esteem is gratified as shown in her remark that “it has been ages 

since a man complimented me on my youth and beauty”. Her self-value 

is based on being needed and desired, even though the narrative that 

she ignites sexual desire in Li reinforces the cliché of women in service 

of men. When asked why he is interested in having a partner at his age, 

Li is frank that his hands are not agile anymore (for masturbation) after 

a stroke. A woman’s body as a substitute for a man’s hand would be 

surely sniffed at by feminists, as noted by Luce Irigaray, who 

poignantly exposes such a scenario as “a masochistic prostitution of her 

body to a desire that is not her own”, thus “leav[ing] her in a familiar 

state of dependency upon man” (250). It is not to be expected, however, 

that a woman who has internalized conventional gender norms and 

been infantilized by the delicate patriarchal cage would suddenly 

assume feminist agency. But to walk away from the marital order that 

indulges a husband’s cheating may mark the first tentative step to her 

authentic self. When Li dies at the end of the story, Liang collapses 

weeping on the street. At least her love and pain are real to herself, 

whether they are based on being a desired or a desiring subject. 

 

The Narrative of Maternal Manipulation 

The reviews of Girls Always Happy, A Dog Barking at the Moon 

and Spring Tide were dominated by the term “Chinese-style mother-

daughter relationship” on websites and social media (Golden 2020; Wei 

2020). It is reasonable to categorize these three as a “Chinese-style 

mother-daughter relationship” trilogy, considering their similarity in 

reception, release date and main narratives. But, as I mentioned in the 

last section, the phrase “Chinese-style” is controversial for its 

projection of conventions and stereotypical positioning of China and 

the West. Mothers’ sacrifices and intervention in children’s lives are 

certainly not alien to American culture. In women’s films in 1930s and 

1940s Hollywood, mothers’ obsession with children was the “mainstay” 

of melodrama, spectacularized by narratives of the mother being 

“consumed by her maternal zeal” and a “sense of betrayal” by her 

children (Haskell 1999, 27-28). Thus, mothers’ excessive attachment to 
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children is not merely familial ethics inherited from local Chinese 

tradition; rather. it is complicated by economic structure and gender 

division of labor in a particular history. Simplifying this into a 

“Chinese-style mother-daughter relationship” risks creating a binary 

opposition between China and the West, with China on the side of 

backward convention and the West on the side of progressive 

modernity, as shown in A Dog Barking at the Moon. In this film, the 

mother is flattened and hollowed out of social engagement and 

historical background through the erasure of her profession. She stands 

as the prototype of a Chinese mother, bearing all the sins of what 

traditional mothering can do to women: she is grumpy, interventionist, 

ignorant and manipulative, in contrast to her daughter visiting from the 

US, who is liberal, politically correct and reasonable. It is the latter 

who becomes a qualified mother at the end of the film. The value 

judgement goes so far that the daughter even goes to the police to 

report her mother’s involvement in an illegal religious organization, 

making an arrogant verdict about her mother’s insanity. Beyond this 

ideological imposition of a divide between progressive daughter and 

backward mother in the case of A Dog, Girls Always Happy and Spring 
Tide also add intertwined narratives of emotional debt and value 

conflicts that lead to maternal manipulation. 

The emotional debt is usually justified by the universal notion 

that a mother’s sacrifice should be rewarded by the daughter’s filial 

piety. When the reward is not to the mother’s anticipation, the intense 

energy that had been directed toward childcare is very likely to be 

weighed for its worthiness. As pointed out by the mother in Girls, she 

traded her time for her daughter’s career as a freelancer screenwriter, 

but now she regrets her sacrifice due to an imbalance between input 

and output. The myth of the mother’s unconditional love is revealed to 

be an exchange of value after all, whereby that which had been given 

up by the mother should be returned in equal degree by the adult 

daughter. 

The problem is that such equal value within a mother-daughter 

relationship is hard to gauge. The demand for filial piety goes beyond 

financial reward and care, to include the daughter’s total obedience. 

The mother in Girls resembles the prototype of the phallic mother, 

whose “masculine tendencies are shown by the woman’s domineering 

attitude and her desire to control the children absolutely” (Horney 1933, 

460). There is scarcely any boundary between the mother and daughter; 

consequently, she “develop[s] an over-attachment to the daughter” 

(Horney 1933, 459) and “pr[ies] into the children’s affairs relentlessly” 

(Horney 1933, 460). In Girls, the domineering mother sets all sorts of 

rules and imposes them on Xiao Wu. She determines the time to get up, 

the sitting position to prevent a sagging ass, and the cleaning order of 
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dishes and pots. She even insists on knowing whether her daughter 

shits or not every day and the texture as well as shape of her shits, to 

assess her health condition. 

When disobeyed, the mother positions herself as a victim who 

seizes the moral high ground. Lines are reiterated to confirm her 

legitimate position for sympathy: “you are bound to be punished when 

you treat your mother like this”; “if I had known that you are so 

heartless, I would have drowned you in the chamber-pot!” The 

manipulation is justified by the abstract maternal sacrifice which 

generates a life-long indebtedness. The mother-daughter intimacy in 

turn shifts to a relationship between a debt-collector and a debtor. The 

life-long contract is felt as a burden by Xiao Wu for its creation of guilt 

on the part of the daughter. To revenge herself on such compulsory 

guilt, she sometimes applies the same tactics as her mother by exposing 

the other’s trauma with the meanest language. The narrative of 

maternal manipulation and filial resistance ends in two exhausted and 

wounded hearts, but they will, at intervals, be cured when their values 

and interests coincide. 

The mother-daughter inheritance of a similar philosophy of life is 

what complicates the debtor-collector antagonism and reveals the 

entangled complexities of a relationship that lives on into adulthood. 

The mother is portrayed as an elderly woman who is sophisticated, 

calculating and manipulative, divergent from the cliché of the kind-

hearted and hard-working mother overflowing with maternal love. Her 

class status fluctuates between lower and the middle-class, depending 

on whether she obtains her father-in-law’s inheritance and her 

daughter’s financial income as a freelance screenwriter. Her only asset 

is the compensation money from the demolition of her old house in 

Beijing, which fails to be channeled into a new investment and thus is 

rapidly depreciating. Her anxieties over financial insecurity shape her 

philosophy of life, which could be called an aspirational vitality, often 

visualized in the film as an insatiable appetite for food. There are three 

food tropes that chain the whole plot together: milk, lamb spine and 

cantaloupe. In the sequence of drinking milk, the mother scolds her 

daughter for throwing away a package of milk with liquid still inside. 

She grabs the package, raises her head, and strenuously sucks the last 

drops of milk. The daughter rushes to wipe her mother’s chin, now 

speckled with drops of milk which have spilled over because of her 

intense sucking. Sucking every drop that life offers captures the 

essence of this aspirational vitality, which has a noticeable influence on 

the daughter. 
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5.1 The mother sucks the last drop of milk. Girls Always Happy (柔情

史), directed by Yang Mingming, 2018. 

 

 

The passing-down of such a principle occurs successfully through 

imposition and permeation on a daily basis. Casual talks regarding 

men’s untrustworthiness and their ability to be exploited are often 

conducted at table or in bed. The effectiveness of this permeation of 

values is manifested in the fact that, despite their constant fights with 

each other, the mother and daughter settle down easily in complicity. 

The most explicit complicity is obtaining Xiao Wu’s grandfather’s 

inheritance, in which the mother plays the role of pious daughter-in-law, 

while Xiao Wu a trustworthy granddaughter with a stable job who thus 

does not covet the money. After smashing dishes in one severe quarrel, 

the mother and daughter rebuild their alliance the minute they discover 

that Xiao Wu’s grandfather is not picking up his phone, a potential sign 

of his death. Their disappointment at finding the grandfather alive 

discloses their identical life philosophy based on self-interest, which 

proves the efficacy of the mother’s daily influence. 

The classical paradigm of “like mother, like daughter”, in which 

the daughter models herself after her mother despite her contempt of 

the latter, is visualized in the poster of Girls, a copy of Egon Schiele’s 

famous painting Dead Mother. As interpreted by the director, the 

daughter is the mother and vice versa, positioning them as mutually 

nurtured twins (2019). Through the lens of psychology, the mother-

daughter fusion is caused by no “clear sense of physical boundaries 

between themselves” during the daughter’s infancy (Flax 1978, 174). 

Moreover, it results from the fact that “one motive for becoming a 
mother is to regain a sense of being mothered themselves” (Flax 1978, 

174). Such a mutual expectation of mothering is exemplified in the 

https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/53574935
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sequence where the mother bursts into tears like a child after a fight 

with her daughter, followed by her daughter’s crying as a result of her 

failure to console her mother. 

The portrayal of the alliance of mother and daughter, however, is 

distinguished from that in previous women’s cinema by its narrative of 

the daughter’s reluctance. A daughter’s resentment of assuming her 

mother’s feminine position is explained by Jane Flax as a result of her 

discovery of the mother’s powerlessness in the patriarchal order: “She 

cannot through identification utilize the authority of the father to build 

her own sense of power and to protect herself from her mother and 

from regression to the helplessness of infancy” (1978, 178). At the 

same time, “she cannot repress the female part of herself and totally 

reject the mother, because it is precisely at this stage that she is coming 

to an awareness of her own femaleness, that is, her gender” (Flax 1978, 

178). This predicament complicates the idealized alliance between 

mother and daughter. As shown in the film, Xiao Wu knows that her 

mother is a loser, who has failed at building a career, a friend circle and 

a successful marriage. She does not hide her contempt but puts it 

straightforwardly, “don’t judge me by your pathetic situation”. She 

does not want to become her mother, but she does so nonetheless. 

Unlike the psychological model given by Jane Flax, however, the 

shared gender inferiority between mother and daughter is brushed aside 

and is substituted by their shared values shaped in many years of 

mutual torment. Out of the tortuous relationship, they have both come 

to believe that suffering forms normal life, as happiness is not real. In 

this light, Xiao Wu leaves her professor boyfriend, a committed and 

tolerant man, merely because “he is too kind to be real”; instead, she 

returns to her normalized perversion of daily fights with her mother. 

Toward the end of the story, Xiao Wu goes shopping with her mother at 

a department store. Both of them take great pleasure in ordering around 

the shop assistant to help them try on various clothes, yet they end up 

buying nothing. Simply put, they don’t want to see others happy. Peace 

between the mother and daughter is temporarily reached in the third 

section of this film with the cantaloupe as its theme, which signifies 

sweetness and hope. But the imbrication of the symbolic cantaloupe 

with manipulation, resistance and contempt does not promise harmony 

or reconciliation, as represented in previous women’s cinema. 

The maternal manipulation escalates in Spring Tide to the extent 

that no reconciliation can be reached until the mother’s death. The core 

relationship of debt-collector and debtor between granddaughter, 

daughter and grandmother is made clear at the beginning of the film, 

when Ji Minglan, the grandmother, calls her granddaughter an 

emotional debt. This actually originates from the Buddhist belief that a 

husband and wife meet due to karma, while the children are a debt to 
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be paid by the parents. In the film, this Buddhist connotation is 

confirmed by a nun, who is a guest at the dinner table. But when 

translating this into secular practice, Ji, who claims to be a Buddhist, 

readily switches her position from a self-willing debtor to a debt-

collector. She demands not only emotional but also financial 

compensation from Guo Jianbo, the mother, for her dedication to her 

granddaughter, such as tuition and living expenses. The maternal 

manipulation is cross-generational, as it has an impact over three 

generations of women by depriving each of their rights as daughter and 

granddaughter. When Guo gave birth to her daughter as a single mother, 

she is deprived of the right to rear her and even to meet her. Ji takes 

over the custody. Moreover, Guo is not permitted to show affection 

toward her father as Ji condemns him incessantly as a cheater, a rogue 

and a rapist, going so far as to burn Guo’s collection of her father’s 

memorabilia to ashes after his death. Compared to Girls, the maternal 

manipulation in Spring strangles the daughter to the extent that no 

maternal love is felt anymore, which leaves no room for complicity. 

Consequently, the daughter’s revenge does not stay at the level of 

verbal attacks; rather, it escalates to self-hurt, that is, to becoming the 

person her mother curses: a poor, lonely and single mother. Only this 

allows her a certain revenge, for she takes pleasure in seeing her 

mother’s disappointment. Excessive maternal manipulation results in 

the perversion of love, whereby both of them forbid each other to get 

the affection that they crave, be it in the form of maternal love or filial 

piety. 

The generation gap between mother and daughter is what the 

director focuses on to account for the impasse in their relationship. The 

incompatibility of socialist and liberal ethics appears now and then in 

talks in the domestic space, which is a theme that is seldom addressed 

in other maternal melodramas. Several contrasts are set up to illuminate 

their value conflicts. Guo is promiscuous and barely knows who her 

daughter’s father is, while Ji discloses that she has not had sex for three 

decades. Guo is an investigative journalist, focused on exposing sexual 

assault, while Ji, the organizer of a patriotic choir in the neighborhood, 

frowns at her daughter’s critical stance against the government, since, 

to her, the government pays and feeds journalists. Ji makes positive 

comments in front of the camera and hides the negative side of the 

neighborhood on purpose, materializing the fact that sexual repression 

and censorship are two of the main accusations made by liberals to 

criticize socialism. The daughter’s rebellion against the mother’s 

authority could thus be pushed beyond the mother-daughter 

relationship to include a woman’s rebellion against state power and 

patriarchy. However, such an anti-authoritarian position is 

compromised if we take into consideration the fact that Guo cannot 
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afford housing and tuition for her daughter. It is Guo’s financial 

dependence on her mother that concentrates their conflicts in a 

cramped domestic space. This financial dependence binds the daughter-

mother rivalries, which prevents any simplified value judgement, as in 

the film A Dog. The liberal daughter may be critical of her mother’s 

conservatism, but the financial neediness of both undermines a clear 

victory of the liberal mindset in this cross-generational confrontation. 

Thus, the binary opposition between backward elder generation 

(socialist) and progressive younger generation (liberal) that is often 

repeated in popular culture is complicated and questioned, which adds 

more facets to a kinship that is both mutually reliant and manipulative, 

rather than simply defined by ideological positions. 

To sum up, this chapter has studied the discursive shift of 

motherhood in recent decades in mainland China and a corresponding 

shift in cinematic representation. Intensive motherhood and the yummy 

mummy are the most distinguishable tropes in the public discussion of 

mothering. They overlap in middle-class female subjects but claim 

different social factors and norms as influences. Intensive motherhood 

is shaped by the state’s retreat from childcare, the marketization of 

education and rising middle-class anxieties, while the yummy mummy 

is aligned with a consumerist pseudo-feminism that foregrounds self-

management, desirability and infantilization through displaying hyper-

femininity. I have argued that the discourse of intensive motherhood 

strengthens the gender division of labor by involving the mother more 

in the child-rearing obligation, while at the same time it revises the role 

of authoritative parenting, controversially deemed to be “Chinese-style 

mothering”. The selective projection of this convention reflects the 

generation gap in terms of different value systems between mothers 

born in the 1970s and 1980s and their own mothers. The pro-liberal 

generation born in the 1970s and 1980s are motivated to modify the 

old-fashioned family ethics and resulting mother-daughter intimacy. 

The generational conflicts are attested to in the rupture of maternal 

representation between the early 2000s and late 2010s in women’s 

cinema, with the former inheriting the classical narrative of a mother’s 

sacrifice rewarded by daughter’s filial piety, and the latter shattering it 

by exposing the limits of this exchange as daughters reach adulthood. I 

argue that in the recent maternal melodramas the yummy mummy is 

reconfigured as the aging sacrificial mother, now encouraged to seek 

agency outside of the domestic space, but is criticized for her 

sexualized objectification. The other narrative of mutual resentment 

exposes the emotional debt and value conflicts behind maternal 

manipulation, conflicts which sometimes go beyond ideological stances 

to feature a more nuanced, lived reality of mutual reliance and 

unreconciled disputes between mother and daughter. 
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Conclusion 

The primary concern of this thesis is the dislocation between 

Chinese text and Western theory, or to be more specific, the dislocation 

between Chinese women’s cinema and Western feminist theories. 

Through embracing Western, especially American, educational and 

academic systems since the 1990s, mainland China has been 

incorporated into global academic activities and knowledge production 

(Wang 2008). The political enthusiasm of intellectuals in the 1980s 

shifted into more professionalized approaches to specific disciplines, 

which in turn upheld academic norms (Wang 2008). Before the 2010s, 

Chinese academia was dominated by liberalism backed by the authority 

of Western liberal theories, while New Leftist scholars were so 

marginalized that they shunned the derogatory identity of being leftist 

(Dai, Zhang & Zhao et al 2010). The hierarchy of knowledge 

production between the West as the origin of theory and China as the 

text to which theory can be applied has been barely challenged until the 

last decade. 

The aim of this thesis has been to elaborate on the distinctions 

between Chinese women’s cinema and Western feminist theories. In the 

chapters on socialist feminist cinema and female homoerotic cinema 

(Chapters 1 and 4, respectively), which align with an indigenous 

history of socialist revolution and women’s separatism, we see most 

clearly the gap between the application of Western feminist theory and 

the film text. Exemplified by Cui Shuqin’s analysis of Li 
Shuangshuang and Fish and Elephant (see Introduction and Chapter 4), 

Cui’s adoption of liberal feminism in terms of gender and sexuality led 

her to disregard female agency in the former and to discover a 

transgression of heteronormativity that is largely absent in the latter. 

Here the theoretical framework decides the outcome of interpreting the 

cultural codes embedded in the text, rather than vice versa. It is far 

preferable, however, for the framework to make adjustments to the 

social-political and discursive context where the text is situated and 

produced. 

The Western scholarship of liberal feminism, although it is well-

established and influential, does not necessarily retain its explanatory 

power when crossing political, social and cultural borders. If Fish and 

Elephant is not lesbian enough for American spectators, then Jeanne 
Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce 1080 Bruxelles is not feminist enough 

for Chinese female directors and scholars (“Female directors” 1986, 

114). Its feminist import of killing the pleasure of the male gaze and 

real-time exposure of a housewife’s entrapment in tedious routine, as 

acclaimed in the West, would have scarcely resonated among mainland 

Chinese in 1975 (the film-release date), since the male gaze was not 

implanted in socialist cinema and women’s participation in the labor 
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force rated the highest in the world. With its narratives of 

domestication and part-time prostitution, Jeanne Dielman may well 

have been interpreted as a bourgeois film made before the 

establishment of PRC in 1949 that lacks revolutionary motivation. 

Liberal feminism does not claim universal appeal, and neither do 

socialist, cultural and radical feminisms. Feminist progressiveness is 

contextual. The decisive significance of context explains why a 

significant part of each chapter is devoted to examining feminist 

discursive trajectories within the local social-political context in order 

to capture the feminist progressiveness in Chinese women’s cinema. 

This thesis began by questioning the orthodox methodology of 

historical periodization of Chinese cinema, which directed a spotlight 

onto the Fifth Generation male directors, who obtained Western 

recognition partly from the representation of oriental spectacle (Zhang 

1993; Dai 2016). The methodology suggested in the Introduction to 

replace West-centrism in the scholarship of Chinese women’s cinema 

revolves around delinking (Western theory from Chinese text) and 

border thinking. By analyzing discourses and films within Chinese 

borders, while being attentive to the ways that liberal feminist theories 

have crossed borders, I have sought to establish local approaches to 

Chinese women’s cinema. To keep the focus on local approaches in the 

current Chinese cinematic and academic landscape without losing sight 

of global crossings means, in turn, establishing “China as methodology” 

in Chinese cinema studies. The aim has been to understand how the 

history, culture and politics of China together can produce interpretive 

paradigms for approaching contemporary Chinese women’s cinema. 

This is meant to replace the previously dominant generational 

periodization, which takes the Fifth Generation male directors as the 

benchmark and thus skews toward masculine perspectives alongside 

Western methodologies of representation and film festival circulation. 

Method, as Takeuchi Yoshimi explained in his lecture on Asia as 

method, means “the process of subject’s self-formation” (2005, 165). 

To be specific, the subjectivity of the Chinese people was built through 

resistance against imperialism, colonialism and an unequal global order 

(Wang & Yang 2019, 6). China’s relation to the world is a process that 

is constantly in-the-making, rather than a fixed demarcation between 

China and the West, Asia and Europe (Wang & Yang 2019, 6). China as 

methodology can thus be boiled down to locating China’s subjectivity 

in the constant negotiations with and resistance against hegemonic 

knowledge structures. If the twentieth-century subjectivity of the 

Chinese people developed to a great extent in the revolutionary era, 

then this gave way to a self-othering that accompanied the wave of 

Westernization in the 1990s. The latter coincided with a similar wave in 

Japan, as criticized by Yoshimi, whereby the Asian subject was 
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deprived of its subjectivity under the Western gaze (2005). In the last 

two decades, China as methodology has begun to return to academic 

discussions, partly because the negotiating power of China in the 

global order is gaining strength. On the one hand, the rise of China in 

the fields of economy and technology legitimatizes alternative access 

points to modernization, characterized by a communist ruling party, 

strong market regulation by the government, and a vision of common 

prosperity. On the other hand, the West as a reference point is gradually 

losing its validity, as the US-dominated model of global capitalism 

veers toward crisis, as attested by the 2008 financial crisis, ongoing 

threats to the beacon of democracy, racism, poverty, civil turmoil, and 

governmental derelictions of duty during Covid-19 outbreaks in the 

Global North. 

A considerable number of academic projects have recently been 

undertaken to examine China’s unique subjectivity in a range of 

disciplines: labor, technology, politics, socialist feminism and socialist 

transcultural communication in the political economy (Yang 2019; 

Guan 2019; Zhao 2020). The major historical resources these scholars 

draw from are ancient Chinese civilization, the history of the socialist 

revolution and post-Mao reform (Yang 2019; Zhao 2020; Meng 2018). 

Guided by the aim to take China as methodology, these scholars raise 

questions, explain conditions and solve problems within the Chinese 

context by drawing on an intrinsic historical logic while remaining 

conscious of Western epistemologies and methodologies, which are at 

times enlightening yet by no means universal. The socialist turn in 

Chinese feminist scholarship in the 2010s is one of the examples of this 

application of China as methodology, as illustrated in Chapter One. 

After decades of applying Western-based frameworks of gender and 

female subjectivity, the feminists who are now (re)turning to socialism 

became more aware of the limits and dislocations of liberal feminist 

approaches in a Chinese context. Socialist histories of public child-care, 

female workers’ participation in technology innovation and women’s 

institutions affiliated to urban communities were revisited and re-

valorized to address women’s problems today. Socialist vision is 

introduced as a post-capitalist alternative (Zhao 2020), while Western 

academia, although it is fully established in critiques against neoliberal 

capitalism, is largely hesitant to specify a vision. 

The socialist turn is noticeable in the fields of feminism and 

women’s cinema. Wang Lingzhen has blazed a trail in her latest book, 

Revisiting Women’s Cinema: Feminism, Socialism and Mainstream 
Culture in Modern China (2021), by formulating a socialist feminist 

film framework which valorizes female multidimensional agency, 

socio-political engagement and the progressiveness of mainstream 

cinema. However, this socialist turn only partly takes up China as 
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methodology. The revolutionary past and its legacies are not the only 

particularity distinguishable in the Chinese context. Indigenous culture 

and ethics, the localization of Western concepts, a regulated market in 

the political-economic system, to name a few, all contribute to the 

Chinese model. Influenced by Wang’s formulation of a socialist 

feminist cinema, I have devised a number of frameworks to decode 

Chinese women’s cinema: a model of liberal feminism that is critical of 

abstract female subjectivity; a consumerist pseudo-feminism that is 

characterized by double-distancing; a female homoeroticism that 

(dis)entangles an indigenous love matrix and a Western sexuality 

matrix, and an intensive motherhood that consolidates the conventional 

gender norms yet revises tiger mothering. Within the framework of 

liberal feminism, I argued that the female subjectivity at the center of 

the gender-related theories introduced in the 1990s was abstracted and 

universalized when it left the US context. It suggests further analysis of 

the historical and economic conditions that construct female 

subjectivity and autonomy in the Chinese context, beyond the 

essentialized valorization of resistance to patriarchy. In the framework 

of consumerist pseudo-feminism, I argued that, anchored to neoliberal 

consumerism as in many Western countries, the popular culture of girl 

power distinguishes itself on the basis of its discursive origins and 

relationship with local feminisms. The way that it doubly distances 

itself from socialist feminism and from liberal feminism calls for an 

examination of the specific fantasies woven by middle-class women 

and their interaction with conventional gender norms. Within the 

framework of female homoeroticism, I argued that the politics of 

homosexuality may explain lesbian identification and activism in 

mainland China in the 21st century; nevertheless, this politics needs to 

be revised to include local specificities of integration strategies and 

selfhood, which can be gained by investigating local historical 

circumstances of gender-transcendent love and women’s separatism 

outside of genetic sexual preference. The double-matrix model is 

intended to divert academic attention away from the transgression of 

heteronormativity prescribed by identity politics, and toward a 

sensibility that embraces homosexual normality and the imagination of 

women’s utopia. Within the framework of intensive motherhood, I have 

argued that the discourse of motherhood in mainland China is largely 

shaped locally by the education policies, middle-class anxieties, gender 

norms and the neo-liberal marketing that commercializes mother-child 

care. The new motherhood ideal consolidates the conventional 

gendered division of labor while reflecting the impetus of a younger 

generation of women to modify the authoritative paradigm of the 

traditional family into a parent-child relationship with more equality 

and proper boundary setting. 
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Corresponding to these local frameworks, I have argued that 

liberal feminist cinema in China foregrounds female autonomy on the 

basis of sexuality, marriage and reproduction, while to certain extent 

distancing itself from local political-economic and historical realities. 

Chick flicks highlight the subjectivity of middle-class women, the 

rhetoric of freedom of choice, the dangers of a failing feminine 

masquerade and the “double-distancing” from both socialist and liberal 

feminisms. Female homoerotic cinema includes narratives of 

homosexual-maternal intimacy, homosexual normality and the coming-

home strategy, which reify the utopia of women’s separatism intrinsic 

in Chinese history and speak to a lesbian discourse heavily influenced 

by the local concepts of gender-transcendent love and close familial 

kinship. Moreover, recent maternal melodramas, which shatter the 

mother-daughter harmony that was a dominant strand in women’s 

cinema before 2005, expose emotional manipulation at the base of 

mother-daughter intimacy and criticize the yummy mummy for being 

commercialized and infantized by contemporary neo-liberal capitalism. 

Overall, the frameworks and film analyses developed by taking China 

as methodology testify to the main argument of this thesis, namely that 

feminist narratives in Chinese women’s cinema are constructed by 

local feminist discourses, which are shaped by the social-political 

conditions of mainland China. 

China as methodology in women’s film studies releases Chinese 

film text from the gaze of Western theory. The anxious need to find 

liberal feminist equivalents in Chinese women’s cinema is thus eased. 

The power of feminist progressiveness is returned to the local socio-

political context by removed from the hands of liberal feminist theories 

with presumed universal appeal. Applying China as methodology, my 

research into Chinese women’s cinema in the 21st century has 

revalorized the representations of indigenous practices of socialist 

feminism and women’s separatism, while exposing certain restrictions 

of representation in the liberal feminist agenda and consumerist 

pseudo-feminism. The feminist landscapes of Chinese women’s cinema 

depicted in this study capture the nuance of locally specific elements, 

thereby relating text to its context, in contradistinction to previous 

scholarship that alienates text from its local context. 

China as methodology emphasizes but is not confined to the 

subjectivity of the Chinese people. Distinguishing local subjectivity 

from universality is, far from being a natural rule, reliant on 

geopolitical power. To date, mainstream Western academia has 

produced universal knowledge and value, while the rest of the world 

has provided regional particularity. Breaking the binary opposition of 

particularity and universality, I would like to replace it with relational 

diversity. As Mizoguchi Yuzo pointed out, China as methodology 
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envisions a world of diversity, where China composes one element and 

Europe another (2011). The particularity of every culture contributes 

one element to the global community, which all together relate and 

interact with each other. The women’s liberation movement and the 

Cultural Revolution, which are unique to socialist China, had an impact 

on the second-wave feminist movements of the 1960s and 1970s, 

particularly on their revolutionary passion and the prevalent practice of 

“consciousness-raising”, an adoption of “speaking bitterness” (诉苦) 

widely carried out among Chinese women in the socialist era (Beauvoir 

2001; Michaels 2002; Van Houten, 2015). My study of Chinese 

women’s cinema, which emphasizes Chinese particularity, nonetheless 

acknowledges its relationality with liberal feminism in the narrative of 

female sexual autonomy; with post-feminism in the narrative of 

middle-class women’s freedom of choice; with lesbianism in the 

narrative of homosexual identification; and with intensive motherhood 

in the narrative of young women’s expectations for a changed mother-

daughter relationship. Thus, my research on the feminist narratives of 

Chinese women’s cinema not only provides a special Chinese case, but 

also contributes to the multiplicity and diversity of women’s cinema 

scholarship more broadly. 
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Appendix 

 

Cai Xin 

蔡心 

You Deserve To Be Single         活该你单身 2010 

Chen Chong  

陈冲 

Autumn in New York             纽约的秋天 2000 

Chen Li 

陈力 

Duet / Ballet Of Two Dancers        

  两个人的芭蕾 

2005 

Who Rules Over The Destiny Of China  

谁主沉浮 

2009 

Love On Gallerv Bridge              爱在廊桥 2011 

The Road Of Exploring              湘江北去 2011 

Christina 

Yau 姚树华 

Empire of Silver                 白银帝国 2009 

Dai Wei 

戴玮 

Ganglamedo                    冈拉梅朵 2008 

Once Upon a Time in Tibet       西藏往事 2010 

No Dating                  只谈情，不说爱 2014 

Once Again                     二次初恋 2017 

Eva Jin 

金依萌 

Sailfish                        旗鱼 2008 

Sophie’s Revenge               非常完美 2009 

One Night Surprise              一夜惊喜 2013 

Fu Xiaojian 

付小健 

Run to the Future                跑向明天 2003 

Mr. Dean                      院长大人 2004 

To the Execution Ground         押上刑场 2004 

Drum King                     鼓王 2010 

Guang 

Chunlan 

广春兰 

 

A Psalm of Life                燃烧生命 

 

2009 

A Girl of Archery Village         箭乡少女 2013 

Guo Xiaolu 

郭晓撸 

How is your fish today?       

  今天的鱼怎么样 

2006 

She, a Chinese                 中国姑娘 2009 

UFO in Her Eyes               她眼中的 UFO 2011 

He Wencha

何文超 

Sweet Eighteen                   甜蜜 18 岁 2012 

Hu Mei 

胡玫 

Am Anderen                   安妮的微笑 2002 

Confucius                       孔子 2010 
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Huang Ji 

黄骥 

 

The Temperature of Orange Peel   

橘子皮的温度 

2010 

Egg and Stone                  鸡蛋和石头 2012 

The Foolish Bird                 笨鸟 2017 

Huan     

胡安 

Shadow Magic                   西洋镜 2000 

The Beauty Remains              美人依旧 2005 

Huang 

Shuqin 黄蜀

芹 

Hi, Frank                      嗨，弗兰克 2002 

Jiang Lifen

姜丽芬 

White Cape Jasmine Flowers       

白色栀子花 

2004 

Your Eyes                      乡兮 2007 

Jiang Wenli

蒋雯丽 

Lan                         我们天上见 2009 

Li Fangfang

李芳芳 

The 80s generation              80 后 2009 

Li Hong 

李虹 

A Murder at Photo Studio   黑白摄影工作室

杀人事件 

2001 

Curse of Lola                    诅咒 2005 

My Belle Boss                   我的美女老板 2010 

Li 

Shaohong 

李少红 

Baby in Love                    恋爱中的宝贝 2004 

Stolen Life                       生死劫 2005 

The Door                        门 2007 

Li Xinman 

李欣蔓 

Beloved                       亲爱 2013 

One Night Stud                 有种你爱我 2015 

Li Yu 

李玉 

 

Fish and Elephant           今年夏天 2001 

Dam Street                   红颜 2005 

Lost in Beijing               苹果 2007 

Buddha Mountain           观音山 2010 

Double Xposure             二次曝光 2012 

Ever Since We Love          万物生长 2017 

Lin Aihua

林爱华 

The Truth about Beauty               整容日记 2014 

Love without Distance               土豪 520 2015 

Liu Jiayin 

刘伽茵 

Oxhide I& II                       牛皮 1&2 2005 

2009 

Liu Shu    

刘姝 

Little Lotus                    小荷 2012 
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Liu Shujuan 

刘抒鹃 

Happy Tree                     欢乐树 2008 

The Story of Ms. Zhang         

张丽莉老师的故事 

2013 

We Will Make it Right          因为谷桂花 2014 

Doctor’s Mind                 你若安好 2017 

Liu Yulin 刘

雨霖 

Someone to Talk to               一句顶一万句 2016 

Luo Luo  落

落 

The Last Woman Standing            剩者为王  2015 

  
Cry Me the Sad River             

   悲伤逆流成河 

2018 

The End of Endless Love           

  如果声音不记得 
2020 

Luo Ming 

罗敏 

For Love to Let Go             为爱放手 2016 

Ma Liwen 

马俪文 

 

Gone Is the One Who Held Me the Dearest 

in the World   世界上最疼我的那个人去了 

2002 

You and Me                我们俩 2005 

I'm Liu Yuejin              我叫刘跃进 2008 

Desires of the Heart         桃花运 2008 

A Big Deal                 巨额交易 2011 

Mai Lisi 

麦丽丝 

Taekwondo                     跆拳道 2000 

Sacred Land Ejina                圣地额济纳 2010 

Genghis Khan's Treasures           

成吉思汗宝藏 

2017 

Ning Ying 

宁瀛 

I love Beijing              夏日暖洋洋 2001 

Perpetual Motion          无穷动 2005 

Side A Side B              A 面 B 面 2010 

Kung Fu Man              功夫侠 2012 

To Live and Die in Ordos     警察日记 2013 

Romance Out of the Blue     浪漫天降 2015 

Peng 

Xiaolian 

彭小莲 

 

Shanghai Women              假装没感觉 2002 

Shanghai Story                美丽上海 2004 

Shanghai Rumba              上海伦巴 2006 

Kids in Shanghai              我坚强的小船 2008 

Please Remember Me          请你记住我 2017 

Quan Lin Forgetting to Know You            忘了去懂你 2014 
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权聆 Evaporate from the World          人间蒸发 2016 

Song Fang

宋方 

Memories Look at Me            记忆望着我 2012 

Sun Liang  

孙亮 

Sentence Me Guilty                  判我有罪 2015 

Tang 

Xiaobai 

唐晓白 

Conjugation                 动词变位 2001 

Perfect Life                   完美生活 2008 

All Apologies                爱的替身 2012 

Teng 

Congcong

滕丛丛 

Send Me to the Clouds             送我上青云 2019 

Wang Jing 

王菁 

Perfect Baby                      巴黎宝贝 2011 

Wang Wei

王薇 

Goddess in War-Time          

  走出硝烟的女神 

2000 

Green Apple                  青苹果 2001 

Wang Yichu

王一淳 

What's in the Darkness             黑处有什么 2015 

Wen Yan 

文宴 

Trap Street                      水印街 2013 

Angels Wear White              嘉年华 2017 

Wulan Tana 

乌兰塔娜 

Warm Spring                    暖春 2003 

The Tender Feeling               暖情 2004 

Wu Na   吴

娜 

The Spring of My Life            最美的时候

遇见你 

2014 

Wu Qin 

吴琴 

No. 9 Road                    九号公路 2011 

Ashes To Ashes                从哪来，到哪去 2014 

Flowers Fall in the Dream        花落梦深处 2015 

The Girl From Future            时空偷渡少女 2018 

Wu 

Xiaoming 

吴明晓 

The Bird Island                   鸟岛 2007 

Xiao Jiang 

小江 

Electric Shadows                电影往事 2006 

PK.COM.CN                   PK.COM.CN 2008 

Xu Jinglei 

徐静蕾 

 

My Father and I                我和爸爸 2003 

Letter from an Unknown Woman   

一封陌生女人的来信 

2004 

Dreams may Come             梦想照进现实 2006 
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Go, Lala Go!                 杜拉拉升职记 2010 

Dear Enemy                  亲密敌人 2011 

Somewhere Only We Know    

有一个地方只有我们知道 

2015 

The Missing                  绑架者 2017 

Xue Xiaolu

薛晓路 

Ocean Heaven                     海洋天堂 2010 

Finding Mr. Right                 北京遇上西雅

图 1.2 

2013，
2016 

Xiang Zi 相

梓 

A Dog Barking at the Moon 

再见，南屏晚钟 

2019 

Yang Lina

杨荔钠 

Longing for the Rain              春梦，春梦 2013 

Spring Tide                     春潮 2020 

Yang 

Mingming

杨明明 

Female Director          女导演 2012 

Girls Always Happy             柔情史 2018 

Yang Yishu

杨弋枢 

One Summer                     一个夏天 2014 

Yang Ziting 

杨紫婷 

Chongqing Girl                   重庆美女 2009 

Decrepit Dream                   残梦 2012 

Yao 

Tingting 姚

婷婷 

Yesterday Once More          

    谁的青春不迷茫 

2016 

Yin Lichuan 

尹丽川 

 

The Park                    公园 2007 

Knitting                     牛郎织女 2008 

Sleepless Fashion             与时尚同居 2011 

Yu Feihong

俞飞鸿 

Eternal Beloved                 爱有来生 2009 

Zhang Jing 

张菁 

Cat                            猫 2005 

Seven Nights                     七夜 2005 

Colorful Umbrella                雨伞斑斓 2007 

The Disserted Inn                 荒村客栈 2008 

Zhang Mo

张末 

Suddenly Seventeen              28 岁未成年 2016 

Zhang Yu    

张瑜 

Game 81                         81 格 2008 

Musical Sound                   乐音 2010 

Love on Lushan Mountian 2010      

庐山恋 2010 

2010 

https://movie.douban.com/celebrity/1301413/
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Thousand Years Love               云之锦 2012 

Zhao Wei  

赵薇 

To Our Youth That is Fading Away 致我们

终将逝去的青春 

2013 

Zhenglu 

Xinyuan  郑

陆心源 

The Cloud in Her Room              

 她房间里的云 

2020 

Zhu Qing 

竹卿 

Redemption                      杀戒 2013 

Easy Life                        喜乐长安 2016 
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Summary 

Chinese Women’s Cinema through a Feminist Lens 

There are 62 female directors in mainland China who have been 

producing at least 146 feature films since 2000, an unprecedented 

scope in the history of Chinese women’s cinema. Post-2000 women’s 

cinema has not been studied as an organic whole, but rather in scattered 

case studies on a couple of prominent female authors. Moreover, the 

established scholarship of Chinese women’s cinema is rather Western-

centric, which is dominated by liberal feminism. If we replace the 

liberal-humanist parameters with local discursive trajectories when 

studying films directed by women after 2000, what complexities of 

gender narratives, previously concealed, can be restored and how can 

they be revalorized? This thesis aims to reveal comprehensive 

landscape of feminist narratives in Chinese women’s cinema in the 21st 

century through the lens of local feminist discourses. I will argue that 

feminist narratives in Chinese women’s cinema are constructed by 

local feminist discourses, which are shaped by the social-political 

condition in mainland China. 

The corpus of Chinese women’s cinema is divided into five sub-

genres for in-depth analysis: socialist feminist cinema, liberal feminist 

cinema, chick flicks, female homoerotic cinema and maternal 

melodramas. Socialist feminist cinema inherits the narrative of anti-

capitalism and anti-patriarchy in the socialist cinema, and reconnects 

with the socialist icon and institution, while distinguishing from the 

socialist cinema in terms of spectatorship and vision. Liberal feminist 

cinema foregrounds female autonomy of sexuality, marriage and 

reproduction, while, to certain extent, distancing from local political-

economy and historical reality. Chick flicks highlight the subjectivity 

of middle-class women, the rhetoric of freedom of choice, the dangers 

of a failing feminine masquerade and the “double-distancing” from 

both socialist and liberal feminisms. Female homoerotic cinema 

narrates homosexual-maternal transferability, homosexual normality 

and coming-home strategy. Maternal melodramas directed by younger 

generation of women criticize manipulative nature of conventional 

mother-daughter intimacy and the infantilization of yummy mummy, 

marking a rupture from the harmonious narratives in the previous 

women’s cinema. 
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Samenvatting 

Chinese Vrouwencinema Door een Feministische Lens 

Er zijn 62 vrouwelijke regisseurs op het vasteland van China die 

sinds 2000 minstens 146 speelfilms hebben geproduceerd; een 

ongekende omvang in de geschiedenis van de Chinese vrouwencinema. 

Vrouwencinema van na 2000 is niet bestudeerd als een organisch 

geheel, maar eerder in verspreide casestudies over een aantal 

prominente vrouwelijke auteurs. Bovendien is de gevestigde 

wetenschap van de Chinese vrouwencinema nogal westers georiënteerd, 

die wordt gedomineerd door liberaal feminisme. Als we de liberaal-

humanistische parameters vervangen door lokale discursieve trajecten 

bij het bestuderen van door vrouwen geregisseerde films na 2000, 

welke complexiteiten van genderverhalen, die voorheen verborgen 

waren, kunnen worden hersteld en hoe kunnen ze opnieuw worden 

gewaardeerd? Dit proefschrift heeft tot doel een uitgebreid landschap 

van feministische verhalen in de Chinese vrouwencinema in de 21e 

eeuw te laten zien door de lens van lokale feministische discoursen. Ik 

zal betogen dat feministische verhalen in de Chinese vrouwencinema 

worden geconstrueerd door lokale feministische discoursen, die worden 

gevormd door de sociaal-politieke condities op het vasteland van China. 

Het corpus van Chinese vrouwencinema is onderverdeeld in vijf 

subgenres voor diepgaande analyse: socialistische feministische cinema, 

liberale feministische cinema, chick flicks, vrouwelijke homo-erotische 

cinema en moederlijke melodrama's. De socialistische feministische 

cinema neemt het verhaal van het anti-kapitalisme en anti-patriarchaat 

in de socialistische cinema over en sluit opnieuw aan bij het 

socialistische icoon en instituut, terwijl het zich onderscheidt van de 

socialistische cinema in termen van publiek en visie. De liberale 

feministische cinema zet de vrouwelijke autonomie van seksualiteit, 

huwelijk en reproductie op de voorgrond, terwijl ze tot op zekere 

hoogte afstand neemt van de lokale politieke economie en de 

historische realiteit. Chick flicks belichten de subjectiviteit van 

vrouwen uit de middenklasse, de retoriek van keuzevrijheid, de 

gevaren van een falende vrouwelijke maskerade en de 'dubbele afstand' 

van zowel socialistische als liberale feminismen. Vrouwelijke homo-

erotische cinema vertelt over de uitwisselbaarheid van homoseksuelen 

en moeders, homoseksuele normaliteit en coming-home-strategie. 

Melodrama's van moeders, geregisseerd door een jongere generatie 

vrouwen, bekritiseren de manipulatieve aard van conventionele 

moeder-dochter-intimiteit en de infantilisering van de aantrekkelijke 

moeder, de “yummy mummy,” waarmee een breuk wordt gemarkeerd 

met de harmonieuze verhalen in de vorige vrouwencinema. 

 

 


