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feminist narratives in contemporary Chinese women’s cinema and establishes
“China as methodology” in Chinese cinema studies, offering interpretive par-
adigms rooted in China’s history, culture and politics. The author introduces
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Introduction

The orthodox method for studying Chinese cinema is historical periodiza-
tion, 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 consol-
idated through a series of awards at the mainstream international film festi-
vals 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 had yet come 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 because of its
Western-centrism but becomes even more problematic when examined
through a gender lens. Did female directors share the glory of the fifth gener-
ation? Certainly not as a group. There are female directors, such as Huang
Shugin, Ning Ying and Li Shaohong, who statistically count as fifth-generation
directors, but if their names appear at all, they usually appear as an adden-
dum 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 direc-
tors, the category of the fifth generation seems not to apply. Even worse, the
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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 need 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 cat-
egory 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 estab-
lished by feminist scholarship of the 1990s? If we replace the liberal-human-
ist 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 book, 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 stig-
matizing 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 log-
ics and trajectories, overlap with and inflect those “Western” counterparts to
which alternative feminist agendas seem “alien.”

To elaborate on these arguments, the book will investigate the develop-
ment 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 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 histori-
cal 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 World Trade Organization and thus a
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deeper incorporation into global capitalism, alongside Hollywood industrial-
ization 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 dis-
missively 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 appli-
cability 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 estab-
lished 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 femi-
nist 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 empow-
erment. 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 been neglected or underesti-
mated, these trajectories are situated within, rather than outside of, an aware-
ness of the flow of global feminist discourses.

Scholarship on Women’s Cinema: Reflecting Western-centrism

The term “women’s cinema” (ZPEHFZ) was coined during a symposium
called A Review of Female Directors’ Films in the New Era held in Beijing in
1986, when over 30 female directors were making films that won almost half
of the domestic film awards (“Female Directors” 1986, 111). With the con-
notations 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 social-
ist China, since destroying men’s visual pleasure, as exemplified by Chantal
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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 unani-
mous, was made to define women’s cinema as films with a “female conscious-
ness,” 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 liter-
ature and women’s cinema. Negating and replacing the widespread rhetoric
of the socialist era that “men and women are the same,” “female conscious-
ness” penetrated into popular culture as well. While the connotations of
female consciousness in public discussion tended to be contingent and ran-
dom (Wang 1997), it had a more coherent understanding in academia regard-
ing 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 prac-
tice in the West as early as the 1980s. With this knowledge, they reflected on
the differences between socialist and capitalist systems, cinematic appara-
tuses 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 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” (*C#X), 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 in the article that rationalizes
the superiority of the concept of gender over female consciousness (Wang
1997, 17). One 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 capture its full complexity (Wang 1997, 17).

The initial conceptualization of women’s cinema as films by female direc-
tors with female consciousness did not last long, because, on the one hand,
its multi-faceted inclusiveness left its boundaries too flexible and, on the
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other hand, the notion of female consciousness has been gradually aban-
doned 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 book to refer
to films that are made by women and that present narratives about women,
from which feminist rubrics can be distilled on the basis of 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 (Z4{RHF) in
1986, Berry selectively translated and annotated the Chinese report, com-
plaining 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 cin-
ema was loosely categorized into two forms, namely “social participation”
and “psychological expression” (“Female Directors” 1986, 112). These two
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 analyzed
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, such as to head a factory, a vil-
lage 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 awaken-
ing 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 1988, 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 not because it
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failed to take shape but because it was already omnipresent. Men’s conscious-
ness was disguised as human consciousness in the narratives of fifth-genera-
tion 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 psy-
chological films and feminist films in the West. According to Berry, female
subjectivity in Chinese women’s cinema was built mainly on the framework
of individuality versus consensus ideology, with little acknowledgement of
the female-male opposition that grounded feminist approaches in the West
(Berry 1988, 14). Thus, Berry failed to accept any film in Chinese women’s
cinema as feminist. Even Women Demon Human (N\H1E, 1987), 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 natural-
ized 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 fail-
ure (Berry 1988, 9). His conviction about the 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 char-
acteristics 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 representa-
tions 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 neoliberal capitalism (Wang 2015). The Western-centric knowl-
edge 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 2015, 112). Skepticism about the
women’s agency at work in “socialist women’s liberation” ({ZZf#JiX), 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
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only in the 1980s and 1990s, whereas 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 visible only when wearing a masculine masquerade, as feminin-
ity 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 Chinese Communist Party (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.

The CCP is often conveniently simplified as a mere variant of patriarchy
and the shift in the gaze as a relay of patriarchal power, but this can occur
only if one does not situate the CCP in the socialist era so as to specify the
Party’s 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 for-
ward a series of radical policies benefiting women. The most important impe-
tus 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,
namely “concealing the actual agents who were actively and discreetly
maneuvering behind the scenes” (Wang 2017, 50), the 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 the ACWF’s active par-
ticipation in women’s liberation, Dai presented the CCP as monolithic and
patriarchal. But by expecting and failing to find a narrative of women’s resist-
ance 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 func-
tional women’s federation nationwide during the second wave, as did the
ACWEF in China. The difference of political system, social structure and cul-
ture 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 also



